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Abstract 

 

Britainôs memory of the Second World War continues to function as a powerful hegemonic 

narrative, or ósacred storyô, that affirms moral clarity, heroic sacrifice, and an unpayable debt 

to the wartime generation. Yet in the digital age this narrative circulates within an environment 

shaped by algorithmic visibility, affective polarisation, and the commercial pressures of online 

news. This thesis examines how that sacred story is negotiated, challenged, and reshaped when 

authoritative figures put forward interpretations of the war that depart from the dominant script. 

It argues that digital platforms now serve not simply as repositories of public opinion but as 

performative spaces in which national memory is curated, policed, and weaponised. 

Drawing on cultural memory theory, discourse analysis, and wider social sciences (including 

media studies, political sociology, and social psychology), and focusing on the period 2010-

20, the research investigates three moments of contention regarding remembrance of the 1945 

Dresden bombing, an episode long associated with moral ambiguity and contested memory. 

Each case investigates a distinctive form of authority: the experiential voice of a veteran, the 

moral voice of a religious leader, and the epistemic voice of a journalist turned popular 

historian. The thesis traces how their respective calls for repentance, reconciliation and 

reflection moved through a discursive chain from articulation (in speeches, interviews, and 

television appearances) to mediation (media circulation across print and online news outlets), 

to reception and contestation (within reader comment sections and social-media threads). Using 

a mixed-methods approach, it reveals how these interventions were reframed by the press and 

subjected to intense scrutiny in online communities structured by outrage and competitive 

displays of patriotic authenticity. 

Overall, the thesis demonstrates that Britainôs wartime sacred story is not a settled consensus, 

but a dynamic symbolic resource deployed across the political spectrum to regulate belonging, 

assign blame, and sustain affective engagement.  
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Introduction: 

Dresden and Britainôs Sanctified óGood Warô: Memory, Myth and Digital Contestation 

óNever in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.ô1 On 20 August 

1940, during the height of the Battle of Britain, Prime Minister Winston Churchill, speaking in 

the House of Commons, used this line to pay tribute to the RAF airmen who were defending 

the island from invasion. In modern Britain that debt remains forever present, a promise of 

remembrance repeated at every ceremony, a refrain in speeches, a moral ledger kept open. As 

Boris Johnson declared on Remembrance Sunday in 2021, it is a ósacred ceremonyé because 

we know the unpayable debt we owe those brave servicemen and womenô.2 This reverence 

transcends political divides. More recently, on the eightieth anniversary of VE Day, Sir Keir 

Starmer reaffirmed that the nationôs debt to óthose who achieved victory in Europe can never 

fully be repaidô.3  

This bipartisan consensus is anchored by the ubiquitous red poppy, an emblem that has 

come to represent a óhyper-commemorative spectacleô and a óhighly scriptedô performance of 

national identity.4 While the poppy and the solemn rites of Remembrance Sunday originated 

in, and remain enmeshed with, the devastation of the First World War (as highlighted during 

the 2018 centenary), they are not merely static artifacts.5 Rather than acting as a simple, 

 
1 Winston Churchill, óThe Fewô, House of Commons, 20 August 1940, transcript available at Parliament.uk, 

https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/private-

lives/yourcountry/collections/churchillexhibition/churchill-the-orator/human-conflict/ [accessed 31 October 

2025]. 
2 Boris Johnson, óTwo-Minute Silence as the Nation Remembersô, 14 Nov. 2021, available online at 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/two-minute-silence-as-the-nation-remembers [accessed 31 October 

2025].  
3 Keir Starmer, óOn Behalf of a Proud and Grateful Nation: Thank You for Your Serviceô, open letter marking 

VE Day 80, 4 May 2025, https://www.forcesnews.com/ve-day-80/behalf-proud-and-grateful-nation-thank-you-

your-service-says-starmer [accessed 31 October 2025]. 
4 See Alexandre Christoyannopoulos, 'A Pacifist Critique of the Red Poppy: Reflections on British War 

Commemorationsô Increasingly Hegemonic Militarism', Critical Military Studies, (2021), p. 6., and Victoria M. 

Basham, 'Gender, Race, Militarism and Remembrance: The Everyday Geopolitics of the Poppy', Gender, Place 

& Culture, 23.6 (2016), p. 888.  
5 For an overview of the centenary commemorations, see Helena Power, 'A Different Way of Remembering? 
Cultural Memory, Continuity, and Change in the First World War Centenary' (unpublished PhD thesis, 

University of Kent, 2024). 



tŀƎŜ μ мп 

 

timeless vessel for national grief, Nicholas J. Saunders observes that the poppy has taken on 

ónew and contorted meanings in our modern commercial ageô.6 The flower has become 

óinseparable from our experience of countless conflicts, from the Great War through the Second 

World War to Iraq,ô operating not as a fading bloom of the past, but as a óreality that is 

perpetually rejuvenated by continuing sacrificeô.7 

Buttressed by this symbolic conflation, the memory of the 1939ï1945 conflict has been 

elevated into the nationôs ósacred storyô of moral clarity and heroic sacrifice, the unassailable 

foundation of what Britain was, is, and should be.8 Participation in the remembrance ritual acts 

as a test of óhow truly and wholeheartedly you belong and can be trustedô.9 Yet, the very attempt 

to make this story immutable and unquestionable also renders it uniquely vulnerable. By 

demanding total consensus, the ósacredô narrative creates a rigid target for dissent. This thesis 

explores how that narrative is challenged, defended, and reshaped in the digital age, 

investigating how authoritative interventions that complicate this history are mediated by the 

press and negotiated within the volatile arena of online comment sections. 

As Samuel notes, digital culture invites us to óconnect, to collate and to create 

memoriesô, meaning that to understand the modern contours of Britainôs foundational myth, 

one must examine how it is óarchived and curatedô by the algorithmic logics of the present.10 

Focusing on the bombing of Dresden in 1945 as a particularly fraught aspect of Britainôs 

wartime legacy, the thesis examines how, over the last decade, figures from military, religious, 

 
6 Nicholas J. Saunders, The Poppy: A Cultural History from Ancient Egypt to the Present Day (London: 

Oneworld Publications, 2013), p. 2. 
7 Ibid., p. 3, p. x. 
8 Alec Ryrie, óOur Sacred Storyô (documentary, BBC Radio 4, first broadcast 7 Nov. 2020), 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000p60n [accessed 31 Oct. 2025]. 
9 Christoyannopoulos, p. 17. 
10 Michael Samuel, 'Finest Hour 2.0: Digital Nostalgic Popular Culture and COVID-19ô, in Joanne Pettitt ed., 

COVID-19, the Second World War, and the Idea of Britishness, (Oxford; New York: Peter Lang, 2021), p. 321. 
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and historical spheres have engaged with a commemorative culture shaped by emotional 

resonance, political pressure, and the demands of visibility within a digital ólikeô economy. 

The strategic bombing of Dresden on 13ï15 February 1945 holds a variety of meanings, 

historical, moral, and symbolic, that help explain its enduring prominence in British and 

German commemorative culture. Conducted in support of the Soviet advance and intended to 

paralyse German communications, the raid destroyed thirteen square miles of the historic city 

centre and killed tens of thousands of civilians.11 Although Dresden contained war industries, 

administrative offices and a major railway nexus, it was also celebrated as the óFlorence on the 

Elbeô, a cultural jewel whose destruction resonated far beyond its military significance.12 Two 

RAF night waves and a USAAF daylight strike delivered a mix of high explosives and 

incendiaries that sparked a firestorm, overpowered Dresdenôs minimal civil defences, and 

trapped thousands in cellars where oxygen disappeared in minutes. German survivors described 

scenes of asphyxiation, heat so intense it reduced bodies to ash, and streets lined with the 

dead.13 

Dresdenôs symbolic afterlife, however, has proved similarly combustible. The cityôs 

cultural status, the timing of the attack so late in the war, and the rapid exploitation of the raid 

by both Nazi and later GDR propaganda ensured that the image of an óinnocent cityô (or 

Opferstadt) annihilated for no legitimate purpose became firmly embedded in public 

consciousness.14 Churchill himself expressed discomfort in a famous March 1945 

memorandum questioning whether Allied bombing had descended into mere acts of óterrorô.15 

 
11 Paul Addison and Jeremy A. Crang óPrefaceô in Paul Addison and Jeremy A. Crang eds., Firestorm: The 

Bombing of Dresden (London: Pimlico, 2006), p. ix. 
12 Frederick Taylor, Dresden: Tuesday, 13 February 1945 (London: Bloomsbury, 2005), p. 16. 
13 Crang, 'Victor Klemperer's Dresden', in Addison and Crang (eds.), Firestorm, p. 90.  
14 Stephan Petzold, 'Challenging the Politics of German Victimhood: Memory Activism and the Contested 

Anniversary of the Dresden Bombings Since 2005ô, German Life and Letters, 73.3 (2020), p. 442.  
15 Christopher C. Harmon, 'Are We Beasts?' Churchill and the Moral Question of World War II 'Area 

Bombingô, Newport Papers #1, December (Newport, Rhode Island: Naval War College, 1991), p. 4. 
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In subsequent decades, the raid became a touchstone for moral critique: appropriated by 

revisionist writers, invoked by pacifists, and mobilised in Cold War rhetoric. Yet historians 

have long contested these narratives, emphasising the cityôs genuine military and logistical 

functions and the strategic context of February 1945. Modern scholarship continues to debate 

not only the raidôs justification but the deeper ethical question of whether its scale and method 

constituted a war crime. 

This combination of cultural loss, propagandistic distortion, moral complexity and 

enduring historiographical contention that makes Dresden a uniquely volatile site of memory. 

More than any other Allied raid, it forces confrontation with the dissonance between Britainôs 

cherished narrative of a ógood warô and the brutal realities of area bombing. In the digital age, 

this volatility is amplified: the resonance of the raid has ensured it has become a moral 

touchstone through which contemporary Britons negotiate identity, express outrage, and defend 

or contest the boundaries of the wartime sacred story. 

While the three case studies examined in this thesis all fall within a relatively narrow 

ten-year span, from 2011 to 2020, this temporal concentration is not incidental. Rather, it 

reflects a period of acute political, cultural, and mnemonic dislocation in Britain, during which 

previously stable consensus points surrounding national identity, authority, and the meaning of 

the Second World War came under sustained pressure. The 2010s were marked by profound 

disruptions: the Brexit referendum to leave the European Union, the rise of anti-establishment 

and populist politics, declining trust in traditional institutions and media, accelerating 

secularisation, and the rapid expansion of digital media as a primary arena for public debate.  

Within this context, previously sacralised assumptions about the Second World War, 

long treated as stable points of moral consensus, became newly exposed to challenge, 

reinterpretation, and emotional contestation. By focusing on interventions clustered within this 
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decade, the thesis captures not a timeless pattern but a revealing conjuncture, in which Britainôs 

wartime sacred story was both vigorously defended and anxiously renegotiated under the 

conditions of heightened visibility, polarisation, and affect that characterise the digital public 

sphere. 

The following chapters are designed to build cumulatively. To begin, Chapter One 

details the research design. It explains the method of tracing discourse from articulation (by 

authority figures) through mediation (by online news outlets) to reception and contestation (in 

public comment threads). It outlines the ethical considerations of using ónaturally occurring 

dataô from online sources such as MailOnline, the Guardian, and their associated social media 

pages, and details the analytical approach used to interpret this data. 

Chapter Two then establishes the core theoretical framework for the thesis. It begins by 

exploring the mechanisms of collective memory (Halbwachs) and cultural memory (Assmann), 

arguing that a nationôs identity is not a fixed inheritance but a ómythscapeô (Bell) built from 

shared, emotionally resonant narratives. From this foundation, it defines the Second World War 

as Britainôs foundational sacred story, a hegemonic narrative (Laclau & Mouffe) that provides 

ontological security in a post-imperial age. It explores the dual myths of óLittle Englandô (the 

insular, resilient island) and óGreater Britainô (the assertive, global power). Using concepts of 

securitisation (Broecker) and dislocation, it argues that this myth is fiercely policed against 

perceived threats, making it a central component of contemporary British political and cultural 

identity. 

Chapter Three provides the crucial historical context for my chosen case studies. It 

traces the complex public memory of RAF Bomber Command, arguing that it has evolved from 

post-war ambivalence and marginalisation to a modern ósanctificationô. The chapter documents 

how the campaign has become increasingly accepted as part of the sacred story. It argues that 
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in the digital óage of outrageô, any moral critique of the bombing is no longer treated as 

historical debate but as sacrilege, making it the most volatile flashpoint in Britainôs war 

memory. 

We then turn to the case study analysis. Chapter Four analyses the reception of Victor 

Gregg, a British veteran and Dresden bombing survivor. As a decorated óinsiderô who publicly 

labelled the raid a ówar crimeô, Gregg represented a profound challenge to the sacred story. 

This chapter explores the óBlack Sheep Effectô, tracing how online discourse simultaneously 

revered his experiential authority (óhe was thereô) while óritually expellingô his moral 

conclusions as ignorant, senile, or traitorous. It demonstrates how his testimony was 

appropriated by different media outlets to serve conflicting narratives. 

Chapter Five examines the 2015 media firestorm surrounding Archbishop Justin 

Welbyôs reconciliatory speech in Dresden during the commemorations of the seventieth 

anniversary of the raids on the city. It analyses the Church of Englandôs complex role as both 

a historic architect and a modern critic of Britainôs civil religion. It argues that the Daily Mail 

and its online readership reframed Welbyôs pastoral act of óprofound regretô as a political 

apology, enacting a ritual of expulsion. This case study exposes the populist affective feedback 

loop between media framing and audience outrage, and the deep-seated suspicion of óeliteô 

figures who challenge national myths. 

Chapter Six investigates the 2020 reception of historian Sinclair McKayôs book, 

Dresden: The Fire and the Darkness. It explores the ódeath of expertiseô in the populist online 

sphere, arguing that McKayôs nuanced, reconciliatory history was ignored.16 Instead, media 

headlines and comment threads reduced his work to the binary question, óWas it a war crime?ô 

The analysis shows how commenters constructed their own populist epistemology, rejecting 

 
16 Term used by Tom Nichols in his book The Death of Expertise: The Campaign against Established 

Knowledge and Why it Matters, 2nd edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2024). 
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professional historical methods in favour of mythopoetic legitimation, where anecdote, 

postmemory (the inherited, affective memory of events not personally lived), and 

algorithmically affirmed ócommon senseô were used to aggressively defend the sacred story.17 

Ultimately, the outcome of this thesis represents the culmination of an intellectual 

journey that began as a study of how modern Britain views Germanyôs past and became a study 

of how Britain views itself. By dissecting these case studies, this research moves beyond simply 

stating that the war still matters. The thesis makes a significant theoretical and methodological 

contribution to the field of Memory Studies by charting the collision between established 

memory cultures and digital participatory spaces. Methodologically, it demonstrates the rich 

potential of applying rigorous historical analysis to a 'new' and often overlooked data source: 

online comments. Just as the Mass Observation project has been robustly defended by 

historians for its ability to capture the subjective, fragmented, and everyday dimensions of 

public sentiment, this thesis argues that digital comment sections serve as a vital, contemporary 

archive for the historian of memory.18 By engaging with this material, the thesis provides a 

critical analysis of the precise mechanisms by which Britainôs most sacred historical narrative 

is maintained, negotiated and algorithmically policed in a fragmented and insecure digital age. 

 

 

 

 

 
17 Samuel Bennett, óMythopoetic Legitimation and the Recontextualisation of Europeôs Foundational Mythô, 

Journal of Language and Politics, 21.2 (2022), pp. 370ï89; Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: 

Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012). 
18 See Annebella Pollen, 'Research Methodology in Mass Observation Past and Present: "Scientifically, about as 

valuable as a chimpanzee's tea party at the zoo"?', History Workshop Journal, 75 (2013), pp. 213ï35. 
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Chapter One: Methodology, Ethics and Limitations 

This thesis proposes that moments of historical controversy, when widely circulated via online 

news and social media, offer a valuable window into the boundaries and logics of national 

memory. The research traces how memory moves from articulation (by authorities) to 

mediation (by news outlets), to reception and contestation (by online audiences). This chapter 

explains the rationale for adopting a case study approach, specifies the primary online news 

sources and platforms examined (predominantly the MailOnline, the Guardian, the Telegraph 

and The Times websites, and their associated Facebook pages), and outlines the thought process 

guiding the selection of three distinct examples of authoritative challenges to Britainôs 

dominant memory of the Second World War. 

In addition, drawing on prominent media scholar Michael Skeyôs assertion that the 

digital public sphere now offers óa range of naturally occurring dataô for scholars to utilise, this 

research suggests that online comment sections, beyond their pragmatic availability, constitute 

an unprecedented historical source for examining how the past is publicly felt, contested, and 

performed. 1  Unlike surveys, interviews, or retrospective memoirs, comment threads capture 

naturally occurring, time-specific reactions to historical controversy as it unfolds, preserving 

the emotional texture of public engagement at moments of heightened visibility. As de Smale 

argues, comment sections function as sites of vernacular memory, where micro-narratives of 

belonging, grievance, and identification emerge through interaction rather than formal 

commemoration.2 These exchanges reveal how historical meaning is not merely received but 

actively negotiated and reworked in everyday digital encounters. 

 
1 Michael Skey, óNationalism and Mediaô, Nationalities Papers, 50.5 (2022), p. 846. 
2 Stephanie de Smale, 'Memory in the Margins: The Connecting and Colliding of Vernacular War Memories', 

Media, War & Conflict, 13.2 (2020), pp. 188-212. 
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Recent interdisciplinary research further demonstrates the analytical value of such data. 

Studies of online nostalgia show that comment sections provide access to spontaneous 

expressions of affect that differ significantly from responses elicited through experimental or 

survey-based methods. As Areni and Todres note, analysing comments in a ónaturalistic settingô 

(in their case YouTube comment threads) allows researchers to observe how engagements with 

the past emerge in everyday digital environments, rather than being shaped by the prompts or 

constraints of the research process itself.3  

At the same time, the performative and sometimes orchestrated nature of online 

participation does not diminish its historical relevance. On the contrary, as Logunova and 

Lebedev show, digitally mediated crowds actively shape the appearance of consensus, outrage, 

and authenticity, influencing how historical narratives are staged as popular, sacred, or under 

threat.4 For historians of memory, these dynamics are not methodological noise but part of the 

phenomenon under investigation. 

Read in this way, comment sections do not simply reflect public opinion; they document 

the live social life of memory in a fragmented and algorithmically amplified public sphere. 

They offer a rare archive of how historical narratives are defended, policed, and emotionally 

inhabited at specific moments in time, a form of evidence that has only become available in 

the digital age. Accordingly, this chapter will also explain the methods used to analyse the 

online media coverage and user comments, as well as the ethical considerations guiding the 

research. Finally, the chapter reflects on the limitations of both the chosen research design, and 

the notwithstanding perils of using online data as a key primary source. The discussion shall 

 
3 Charles S. Areni and Mathew Todres, 'How Long Ago were the "Good Old Days"? Comparing the Prevalence 

of Nostalgia in YouTube Comments on Music Videos from Recent Versus Distant Decades', Applied Cognitive 

Psychology, 37.6 (2023), p. 1456. 
4 Olga Logunova and Pavel Lebedev, 'Orchestrated Crowds: Rethinking Inauthentic Participation in Digital 

Memory Wars', King's College London (14 July 2025) https://www.kcl.ac.uk/orchestrated-crowds-rethinking-

inauthentic-participation-in-digital-memory-wars [accessed 15 December 2025]. 
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cover concerns about representativeness, anonymity, and platform bias, before reaffirming the 

interpretive value of online sources for scholars of cultural memory. 

The Adoption of a Case Study Approach 

Underpinning this methodology is a theoretical framework, informed by discourse theory and 

memory studies, which regards collective memory as inherently fluid and subject to continuous 

negotiation. Britainôs dominant Second World War narrative functions as a powerful 

hegemonic discourse, embodying a cultural myth that emphasises national virtue, heroism, and 

moral clarity. Referred to as Britainôs sacred story, this narrative reinforces national identity by 

sharply contrasting British heroism with Nazi evil.5 

Several scholars have examined how hegemonic narratives respond to disruption, 

particularly through the lens of securitisation and identity formation. Susanne Szkola has 

explored how moments of narrative challenge or crisis can be understood as dislocations of 

hegemonic identity narratives.6 She describes how political actors often turn to emotionally 

charged memories of the past to restabilise identity. Szkola refers to this process as affective 

ontological security seeking, where memory is used not just to tell coherent stories, but to 

recalibrate collective emotions by reinforcing feelings of pride, grievance, or historical 

trauma.7 Maria Mªlksoo further elaborates upon these dynamics, indicating that efforts to 

securitise historical memory, though intended to stabilise narratives, can often inadvertently 

exacerbate existing historical anxieties, perpetuating insecurity rather than alleviating it.8  

 
5 óOur sacred storyô, Archive on 4, BBC Radio 4, 7 November 2020 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m000p60n [accessed 18 April 2025]. 
6 Susanne Szkola, óTrauma or Nostalgia? ñThe Pastò as Affective Ontological Security Seeking Playground in 

the South Caucasusô, Interdisciplinary Political Studies, 6.1 (2020), pp. 51ï112. 
7 Ibid.  
8 Maria Mªlksoo, óóMemory Must Be Defendedô: Beyond the Politics of Mnemonical Securityô, Security 

Dialogue, 46.3 (2015), pp. 221ï237 
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Rothbergôs theory of multidirectional memory helps explain why this occurs: rather 

than existing in isolation, memories interact across cultural and historical boundaries.9 Memory 

is not a zero-sum game, but dynamically entangled. Memories sometimes reinforce one another 

but often generate friction or alternative perspectives. This entanglement means that attempts 

to fix historical meaning through securitisation are frequently undermined by the emergence of 

competing narratives. Hannah Broecker extends this further by showing how hegemonic 

memory discourse relies on empty signifiers, terms like óWe Will Remember Themô in the 

context of wartime memory, which can temporarily unify diverse positions but grow unstable 

as they absorb contradictory meanings.10 As such, securitisation is not a one-off act of narrative 

closure but an ongoing and precarious process of discursive boundary-drawing. Together, 

Rothberg and Broeckerôs theories illuminate how commemorative discourse must constantly 

adapt to contestation. These dynamics are central to understanding the public reception of 

challenges to Britainôs wartime narrative, such as those examined in the case studies. 

Additionally, research by Krawatzek and Soroka highlights the significant role of 

speaker identity and contextual framing in public engagements with contested historical 

narratives.11 Their study reveals that public reception of controversial historical statements can 

be heavily influenced by the perceived authority and legitimacy of the speaker, as well as by 

the specific historical and political contexts in which these interventions occur. This 

underscores the importance of examining not only the content of contested narratives but also 

the positional and symbolic power of those articulating them. This research directly informs 

 
9 Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization 

(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009). 
10 Hannah Broecker, Securitisation as Hegemonic Discourse Formation: An Integrative Model (Cham: Springer, 

2022).  
11 F®lix Krawatzek and George Soroka, óDefending History? The Impact of Context and Speaker in Russiaô, 

Perspectives on Politics, 22.1 (2024), pp. 1ï17. 
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my own approach, which analyses how the identity of the authority figures (veteran, cleric, 

historian) shapes the mediation and reception of their interventions regarding Dresden. 

While existing research offers valuable insights into how narrative disruptions are 

created and managed, much of it remains focused on specific geopolitical contexts. Szkola, for 

example, explores affective memory politics in the South Caucasus.12 Krawatzek and Soroka 

in turn look at contemporary Russian memory of the Second World War.13 Yet the dynamics 

they investigate are equally relevant to studies of British cultural memory. My own research 

thus applies their theoretical insights to the UK context, examining how disruptions to Britainôs 

wartime narrative are navigated in public discourse.  

The three case studies chosen for my project were selected based on several key factors: 

firstly, the incidents generated significant media coverage and public discussion, reflecting 

their impact on collective memory; secondly, the figures invoked Britainôs war memory in ways 

that complicated or challenged the dominant narrative; and finally, the figures represented 

distinct forms of societal authority (direct wartime experience, institutional moral leadership 

and historical expertise) allowing exploration of how the speakerôs identity influences public 

reception. 

Accordingly, this study explores how Britainôs sacred wartime story is negotiated at the 

intersection of three forces. An authority figure, such as a journalist/popular historian, veteran, 

or religious leader, makes a public intervention that engages with or complicates the dominant 

Second World War narrative. This intervention is taken up, framed, and refracted through media 

coverage; in headlines, broadcast excerpts, and news commentary. In turn the public responds, 

often in highly visible online comment threads attached to the coverage, endorsing, rejecting, 

 
12 Szkola, óTrauma or Nostalgia?ô. 
13 Krawatzek and Soroka, óDefending History?ô. 
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or reinterpreting both the figureôs message, the mediaôs framing of it, and potentially the 

historical event itself.  

In this way, each case study examines a discursive sequence, tracing how memory 

moves from articulation to media mediation, to vernacular reception. This process explores 

how public understandings of the Second World War are shaped not only by what is said, but 

by who is engaging with the memory, how it is reported, and how audiences react.  

Data Collection Process 

The data collection for this research combined a structured web and discourse-tracing method 

(following how the same story is retold and reframed across different texts and platforms over 

time), informed in part by the approach developed by Mathias Scheicher in his study of how 

digital memory of the Holocaust unfolds on social media platforms.14 Scheicherôs research 

similarly begins by identifying digitally mediated acts of remembrance that either trigger 

significant public discourse or generate significant attention on a platform due to factors such 

as algorithmic promotion (when platform software automatically pushes certain posts to more 

users based on predicted interest), hashtag usage (attaching searchable labels such as #Dresden 

to posts so they can be grouped and found more easily), or adherence to visual-aesthetic 

conventions (recurring styles of images, layouts, or colour schemes that signal óthis is a 

commemorative postô).15 While his empirical scope includes both high-profile and lesser 

noticed commemorative expressions, visibility and interaction remain central analytical lenses. 

My own approach adapts this framework to the context of British memory politics and Second 

World War commemorations, particularly those linked to the bombing of Dresden. 

 
14 Mathias Scheicher, óLike=Rememberô: Online-Erinnerungskulturen an die Shoah (Wiesbaden: Springer VS, 

2021). 
15 Ibid., p. 92.  
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To identify relevant commemorative interventions, I conducted a series of structured 

web and digital archive searches (systematic keyword searches using fixed time and source 

filters) focused on British media coverage of the Dresden bombing from 2010 onwards.16 

During the earlier phases of the project, I also made use of Facebookôs now discontinued 

CrowdTangle service (a tool for tracking how public posts spread and how much engagement 

they receive) to detect posts and articles with high user engagement relating to Dresden 

commemorations. These steps helped identify a set of potential case studies based on their 

resonance across mainstream and social media channels. 

Figure 1.1: Screenshot of 2022 CrowdTangle Interface (Discontinued) 

 

After identifying the key events and the core news articles covering them, I mapped 

how each eventôs narrative spread across different discursive domains ï news reports, comment 

threads on the previously specified news sites, and discussions on their associated social media 

pages (primarily Facebook). This discourse-tracing ensured that for each case I captured 

 
16 This included the use of search engines such as Google, as well as the use of time and region-filtered queries 

on the LexisNexis database (a subscription database of news articles and legal documents) to trace reporting 

patterns around key anniversaries. 
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multiple layers of public dialogue around the commemorative intervention. I focused on cases 

that garnered wide visibility (e.g. numerous headlines or viral sharing) and substantial audience 

interaction (lengthy comment threads, significant sharing or replies). 

To facilitate this process, I followed the precedent set by Woods et al., who investigated 

public moral (dis)engagement with climate change by analysing comments on prominent 

British news platforms.17 Their study focused on the most-read newspapers across ideological 

lines and prioritised articles that had both high visibility and extensive comment sections. I 

adopted a similar logic, using Ofcom, Reuters and PressGazette data to prioritise the UK news 

sources with the largest audiences (see Figures 1.2ï4), ensuring my dataset reflected a 

significant proportion of public online engagement with commemorative discourse in widely 

consumed media environments.18  

Figure 1.2: Leading Online News Brands Accessed in the UK (February 2021)19 

 
17 Ruth Woods, Sharon Coen, and Ana Fern§ndez, óMoral (Dis)Engagement with Anthropogenic Climate 

Change in Online Comments on Newspaper Articlesô, Journal of Community & Applied Social Psychology, 28.4 

(2018), pp. 244ï257. 
18 See for example Nic Newman and others, Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2023 (Oxford: Reuters 

Institute for the Study of Journalism, 2023). 
19 Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism and YouGov, Leading Online News Brands accessed in the 

United Kingdom as of February 2021, Statista https://www.statista.com/statistics/262514/leading-online-news-

brands-accessed-in-the-uk/ [accessed 18 April 2025]. 
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Figure 1.3: Top UK News Sources Across Platforms (2018ï2022)20 

 

 

 

 

 

 
20 Ofcom, News Consumption in the UK: 2022 (London: Ofcom, 2022), p. 42. 
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Figure 1.4: UK Online News Platform Audience Reach (February 2023)21 

[Note: MoM = Month-on-Month change; YoY = Year-on-Year change] 

Once the relevant news articles and posts were identified, I collected the accompanying 

user comments to analyse how audiences received and negotiated the memory narratives. 

Collection of this data combined manual and automated techniques, tailored to each platformôs 

technical constraints. Many news sites posed challenges to automated óscrapingô (the process 

of using a script to download and save text from a webpage), because comments were loaded 

dynamically, hidden behind óload moreô buttons (rather than being immediately visible on the 

webpage), or protected by CAPTCHAs (tests designed to block non-human access) or 

 
21 Press Gazette, óMost Popular Websites for News in the UK: Monthly Top 50 Listingô, Press Gazette, 26 

March 2025 https://pressgazette.co.uk/media-audience-and-business-data/media_metrics/most-popular-

websites-news-uk-monthly-2/ [accessed 23 April 2025]. 
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restricted APIs (programming interfaces that limit how external tools can connect to the site). 

As a result, a considerable portion of the comment data had to be gathered manually.  

For several outlets, including MailOnline, the Telegraph, The Times, and the Guardian, 

I manually copied comment threads into text documents when scraping tools failed. These raw 

comment files were then processed using simple custom Python scripts (short computer 

programmes). The scripts cleaned the text and converted it into a structured format by 

separating out basic information such as the commenterôs chosen name, the time and date of 

posting, the number of óupvotesô and ódownvotesô (visible indicators of peer approval or 

disapproval), and whether a comment was a direct reply to another. The output was a series of 

standardised tables of comments stored in spreadsheet form. This approach ensured that even 

comments originally displayed in an interactive web interface could be converted into a 

consistent format (see Figure 1.5 for an example). Meanwhile, Facebook comments were 

retrieved using a commercial export tool (ExportComments.com). This tool provided complete 

threads from public Facebook posts, including commenter names, timestamps, and reactions, 

which I then formatted consistently with the news site data. 

Figure 1.5: Example Spreadsheet Format for Collected Comment Data 

 

Once all datasets had been prepared and standardised, either as Excel or CSV files, they 

were imported into the MaxQDA software environment (see Figure 1.6). MaxQDA is a 
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qualitative data analysis programme designed for working with large volumes of text. The 

decision to use MaxQDA was informed by Matthias J. Beckerôs work on antisemitism in online 

reader comments.22 In his study, Becker conducted a linguistic analysis of thousands of 

anonymised comments from the online editions of Die Zeit and the Guardian. Beckerôs work, 

like this study, treated comment sections of mainstream news sites as important sites of 

contested public discourse. His methodology, which balanced thematic coding with careful 

anonymisation and iterative refinement, informed the development of my own data handling 

procedures and eventual analytical method, which combined both traditional historical analysis 

with visual and quantitative tools.  

Figure 1.6: Screenshot of MaxQDA Analysis Interface 

Analytical Method 

Overall, my data collection process compiled a corpus of 13,963 individual comments across 

21 distinct digital events (see Table 1.1). Spanning prominent news platforms (predominantly 

MailOnline, the Guardian, the Telegraph, and The Times) and their associated Facebook pages, 

this scale was necessary not to map a statistically 'true' representation of public opinion, but to 

 
22 Matthias J. Becker, Antisemitism in Reader Comments: Analogies for Reckoning with the Past (Cham: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2021).  
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capture the richness, affective intensity, and tonal diversity of online reactions to historical 

interventions.  

The sheer volume of available data reflects the immense affective investment the British 

public retains in these historical narratives. To highlight just a few examples from this corpus, 

the media coverage surrounding Victor Greggôs centenary and his characterisation of the 

Dresden bombing as a 'war crime' generated a vast amount of interaction over an eight-year 

period; the comments on a single Guardian article alone constituted a corpus of close to 90,000 

words. Similarly, the backlash to Archbishop Justin Welbyôs 2015 Dresden speech 

demonstrated a profound affective feedback loop, yielding a highly concentrated dataset of 

exactly 3,700 comments extracted from MailOnline articles published over just a one-week 

period. Finally, the analysis of Sinclair McKayôs Dresden: The Fire and the Darkness 

incorporated an additional 1,394 comments to examine the populist rejection of historical 

expertise across broadsheet and periodical reviews. 
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Table 1.1 Breakdown of the Digital Data Corpus (2013ï2021) 

Case Study 

Specific Media 

Event / Catalyst 

Platform & Moderation 

Environment 

Total Comments 

CS1: Victor 

Gregg 

Victor Greggôs 

Guardian Testimony: 

The Dresden 'War 

Crime' Debate (Feb 

2013) 

The Guardian (Website) 

1,007 

    

(Total: 8,869) 
 

  

70th Anniversary: 

BBC Breakfast 

Broadcasts & 

Backlash (Feb 2015) 

MailOnline,  

BBC Breakfast and BBC 

News Facebook Pages 2,390 

  

 

  

Victor Gregg's 100th 

Birthday & Good 

Morning Britain 

Appearance (Oct 

2019) 

BBC Breakfast Facebook 

Page & MailOnline 

2,393 

  

 

  
Dresden Bombing 

75th Anniversary 

MailOnline 

2,914 
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Tabloid 

Retrospectives (Feb 

2020) 

 

  

Posthumous 

Broadsheet Obituaries 

(Oct 2021) 

The Times & The 

Telegraph (Websites) 

165 

  

 

CS2: Justin 

Welby 

Welby's Dresden 

Reconciliation 

Speech & Tabloid 

Framing (Feb 2015) 

MailOnline 

2,577 
    

(Total: 3,700) 
 

  

Prime Minister David 

Cameron's 'No 

Apology' Rebuttal 

(Feb 2015) 

MailOnline 

485 
  

 

  

MailOnline Editorial 

& Ideological 

Condemnation (Feb 

2015) 

MailOnline 

638 
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CS3: Sinclair 

McKay 

Saul David's Review 

of Dresden: The Fire 

and the Darkness 

(Feb 2020) 

The Telegraph Facebook 

Page 

971 

    

(Total: 1,394) 
 

  

Conservative 

Periodical Review in 

The Spectator (Feb 

2020) 

The Spectator Facebook 

Page 

182 

  

 

  

Max Hastings & 

Gerard DeGroot 

Reviews (Feb 2020) 

The Times (Website) 

241 

  

 

Total Corpus 21 Unique Datasets 

8 Distinct 

Platforms/Pages 

13,963 comments 

 

When considering how to analyse this data, I initially considered implementing a 

structured, deductive coding schema and machine-learning approaches.23 However, 

 
23 For a comprehensive overview of the variety of methods, see The SAGE Handbook of Social Media Research 

Methods, ed. by Luke Sloan and Anabel Quan-Haase (London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2017), which includes 

specific chapters on óSentiment Analysisô (Ch. 32) and óTheme Detection in Social Mediaô (Ch. 31). The 

growing number of frameworks is also captured in literature reviews such as Eric W.T. Ngai, Spencer S.C. Tao, 

and Karen K.L. Moon, 'Social media research: Theories, Constructs, and Conceptual Frameworksô, 

International Journal of Information Management, 35 (2015), pp. 33ï44. Specific coding schemas range from 
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preliminary tests revealed that computational methods lacked the interpretive nuance required 

to detect the sarcasm, irony, and complex emotional registers inherent in memory debates. 

Furthermore, manually applying a rigid, multi-layered coding schema across thousands of 

comments as a solo researcher raised concerns regarding cognitive fatigue, subjective drift, and 

unreliable categorisation. Attempting to resolve this by drastically subsampling the data risked 

omitting the crucial outlier discourses that make online comment sections analytically 

valuable.24 I was also wary of imposing normative frameworks that might reify moral 

hierarchies the participants themselves reject.25 Therefore, I abandoned strict ótop-downô 

deductive coding in favour of an abductive, discourse-led thematic analysis. This strategy 

prioritises interpretive flexibility, mandating that codes emerge from the data to provide 'thick 

description' of the discursive terrain.26 The process unfolded in five iterative stages: 

 
linguistic frameworks for sentiment analysis, such as the óAppraisal frameworkô (see Luca Cavasso and Maite 

Taboada, 'A Corpus Analysis of Online News Comments Using the Appraisal frameworkô, Journal of Corpora 

and Discourse Studies, 4 (2021), pp. 1ï38 ), to óstance and voice typeô analysis (see Laura McCambridge, 

'Describing the Voice of Online Bullying: An Analysis of Stance and Voice Type in YouTube Commentsô, 

Discourse, Context & Media, 45 (2022), 100552). Methodological approaches also explicitly combine ócontent 

analysis and critical discourse analysisô to examine Facebook comments (see Daniel Cardoso, Ana Rosa, and 

Marisa Torres da Silva, '(De) Politicizing Polyamory: Social Media Comments on Media Representations of 

Consensual Non-Monogamiesô, Archives of Sexual Behavior, 50 (2021), pp. 1325ï1340) or use content analysis 

to establish thematic codebooks (e.g., Dominik Wawrzuta and others, 'What Arguments against COVID-19 

Vaccines Run on Facebook in Poland: Content Analysis of Commentsô, Vaccines, 9 (2021), 481, pp. 1ï12). 
23 This approach aligns with inductive methodologies that prioritize emergent codes. For example, Allan B. de 

Guzman, John Christopher B. Mesana, and Jonas Airon M. Roman, 'Age Knows No Bounds: A Latent Content 

Analysis of Social Media Comments Toward Older Adults' Engagement in Sports Activitiesô, Journal of Applied 

Gerontology, 40.12 (2021), pp. 1856ï64, explicitly subjected YouTube comments to óinductive analytic 

procedures of content analysisô. This interpretive goal is also central to mixed-methods frameworks designed to 

blend computational analysis with óqualitative (thematic analysis) techniquesô to capture óbroader social context 

and meaningô, as detailed in Matthew Andreotta and others, 'Analysing Social Media Data: A Mixed-Methods 

Framework Combining Computational and Qualitative Text Analysisô, Behavior Research Methods, 51 (2019), 

pp.1766ï81. Such methods provide the ódetailed, contextualized descriptionô advocated by Guillaume Latzko-

Toth, Claudine Bonneau, and M®lanie Millette (Ch. 13, 'Small Data, Thick Data') and Alexandra 

Georgakopoulou (Ch. 17, 'Small Stories Research') in The SAGE Handbook of Social Media Research Methods, 

ed. by Luke Sloan and Anabel Quan-Haase (London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2017). 
24 Matthew Andreotta and others, 'Analysing Social Media Data: A Mixed-Methods Framework Combining 

Computational and Qualitative Text Analysisô, Behavior Research Methods, 51 (2019), pp. 1766ï81 (p. 1768). 

As Dhiraj Murthy cautions, 'very large generalisations are made from Twitter data', arguing instead for mixed 

methods to balance scale with interpretive depth. See Dhiraj Murthy, óMixed-Method Approaches to the Study 

of Twitterô, in The SAGE Handbook of Social Media Research Methods, p. 570. 
25 See Lea David, The Past Can't Heal Us: The Dangers of Mandating Memory in the Name of Human Rights 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020). 
26 This approach aligns with inductive methodologies that prioritize emergent codes to provide the ódetailed, 

contextualized descriptionô advocated by Guillaume Latzko-Toth, Claudine Bonneau, and M®lanie Millette (Ch. 

13, 'Small Data, Thick Data') in The SAGE Handbook of Social Media Research Methods. 
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1. Data Processing and Exploratory Reading: Data was imported into MaxQDA for an 

exploratory, low-inference reading of the respective comment sections, tagging 

segments with descriptive coded labels based on surface content or rhetorical intent 

(e.g., óheroic past invokedô or óironic Churchill referenceô). 

2. Thematic Clustering: Related codes were grouped into higher-level themes, which 

clarified the vital distinction between narrative content (what is being said) and 

interactional positioning (how it is said and to/by whom), identifying rhetorical patterns 

such as óDelegitimising the Opponentô. 

3. Computational Supplementation: MaxQDAôs computational visualisations were 

deployed not merely as illustrative graphics, but as primary heuristic devices to manage 

the scale of the text. These tools surfaced broad patterns and tonal shifts (e.g., recurring 

references to the 'BBC' as a purveyor of revisionism) and validated the inductive 

coding. Crucially, they allowed for the human contextualisation of ambiguity that 

machine learning or large-language models (LLMs, advanced AI systems designed to 

predict and generate human-like text from large datasets) frequently misinterpret.  

For example, óWord Cloudsô were utilised initially as a form of 'distant reading'. 

By rendering the most frequently used terms in varying sizes, where the largest words 

correspond directly to the highest volume of mentions, these clouds provided an 

immediate visual snapshot of a dataset's dominant vocabulary (see Figure 1.7). This 

macroscopic view was particularly valuable for identifying linguistic anomalies, such 

as the prevalence of contemporary political terminology within what were ostensibly 

debates about 1945. 
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Figure 1.7: Word Cloud Example 

 

 óWord Treesô were also heavily relied upon to conduct keyword analysis. A 

Word Tree moves beyond mere frequency to map the complete syntactical environment 

of a chosen term (see Figure 1.8). In these visualisations, a central 'root' word is 

selected; similar to a Word Cloud, the font size of this root word (and its branches) is 

scaled to reflect its overall frequency within the corpus. Tracing these specific 

discursive branches allowed the research to clearly identify exactly how specific user 

cohorts discursively constructed their arguments regarding moral nuance and shared 

historical trauma.  

Figure 1.8 demonstrates this process in action. After initially coding a subset of 

comments in the Chapter Six corpus which demonstrated cosmopolitan tendencies, a 

Word Tree was generated to identify this cohort's primary arguments. The visualisation 

revealed how these users structurally routed their moral arguments through specific 

qualifying frameworks. The tree branches explicitly highlighted prominent thematic 

nodes, such as directly interrogating whether the bombing 'was immoral' or 
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contextualising the event against the 'crimes of the Nazis'. Crucially, the software also 

mapped recurring temporal qualifiers, branching prominently from the node 'when the' 

to expose highly conditional arguments (e.g., asserting the bombing was unjustified 

when the 'result was no longer at issue' or when the 'Luftwaffe was devastated'). 

Figure 1.8: Word Tree Example 

4. Exemplar Identification: Upon completing the above steps, representative comments 

were selected to capture the core dynamics and tonal range of each theme, ensuring the 

analysis remained grounded in authentic online voices. Here, I also used MaxQDA to 

generate descriptive statistics, such as the average word count per comment on specific 

articles (see Figure 1.9). This assisted in comparing the overall tone of responses across 

cases and in identifying unusually detailed comments that warranted closer interpretive 

analysis. By cross-comparing metadata, the analysis could isolate high-engagement 

flashpoints, such as a single defensive comment in the second case study dataset that 

received a staggering 2,317 'likes'. Identifying these peaks of communal validation 

allowed the research to pinpoint exactly where the 'sacred story' was being most fiercely 

policed by the digital community. 
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Figure 1.9 Example Quantitative Analysis Output in MaxQDA 

 

5. Theoretical Reintegration: Finally, both historiographical and theoretical frameworks 

were reintroduced as interpretive lenses to examine the inductively established themes. 

For example, the antagonistic versus cosmopolitan memory modes proposed by Anna 

Cento Bull and Hans Lauge Hansen helped interpret the polarisation between heroic 

and critical narratives (see Figure 1.10).27 Similarly, Ruth Woods and colleagues' 

adaptation of Albert Banduraôs moral disengagement theory illuminated recurring 

rhetorical strategies, such as advantageous comparison or denial of harm (see Figure 

1.11).28 This dynamic interplay between grounded analysis and conceptual depth also 

allowed for the incorporation of supplementary frameworks as new themes emerged. 

For example, subsequent research on the discursive construction of expertise (see 

 
27 Anna Cento Bull and Hans Lauge Hansen, óOn Agonistic Memoryô, Memory Studies, 9.4 (2016), p. 400. 
28 Woods et al, p. 246. 
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Figure 1.12) informed my understanding of how users established authority through 

technical language or 'common sense' without formal credentials.29 

By following these iterative steps, the resulting thematic analysis is systematic yet 

sensitive, capable of capturing both broad discursive patterns and the nuanced ways individuals 

perform cultural memory in digital spaces. By capturing the diverse, reactive nature of this 

discourse, the ensuing chapters are able to present complex conceptual findings, such as 

'conditional reverence' (Chapter Four), 'affective ontological security' (Chapter Five), and 

'populist epistemology' (Chapter Six), not as abstract theories imposed from above, but as 

observable, verifiable phenomena forged in the crucible of the comment section. 

Figure 1.10: Bull and Hansenôs (2016) Modes of Remembering 

 

 
29 Sharon Coen, Joanne Meredith, Ruth Woods and Ana Fernandez, óTalk like an Expert: The Construction of 

Expertise in News Comments Concerning Climate Changeô, Public Understanding of Science, 30.4 (2021), p. 

405.  
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Figure 1.11: Woods et al.ôs (2018) Moral (Dis)Engagement Framework: Theoretical 

Lens for Analysing Rhetorical Strategies in Comments 

 

 

Figure 1.12: Coen et al.ôs (2021) Model for Constructing Expertise in Online Comments30 

 

 

 
30 Sharon Coen, Joanne Meredith, Ruth Woods and Ana Fernandez, óTalk like an Expertô, p. 405.  
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Is Lurking Listening? Navigating Ethics in Comment Research 

Ensuring the credibility of this research demanded careful attention to ethics, particularly in 

how online comment data was accessed, interpreted, and presented. The study involved non-

interactive observation of user-generated content on public platforms (news sites and Facebook 

pages). I did not engage in or influence any discussions; rather, I analysed posts retrospectively. 

This approach aligns with what some digital ethnographers describe as observational 

ólurkingô.31 While traditionally viewed as passive, recent scholarship argues that we should 

reframe such non-interactive engagement as ólisteningô.32 Winter and Lavis suggest that 

listening is a valid mode of participating in online spaces, allowing the researcher to engage 

with the ópolyphonicô nature of digital culture without disrupting it.33  

Although Costello et al. observe that the analysis of archived online textual data is 

óperhaps more appropriately categorised as archival research,ô adopting a framework of óactive 

listeningô ensures that even retrospective analysis remains sensitive to the emotional and 

interactional contexts of the data.34 Active listening required tracing the óloopingô of 

conversations, attending to the óaffective contextsô signalled by emojis, punctuation, and 

interactional cues, and interpreting comments within the ótangle of conversationsô rather than 

as isolated utterances.35 

Complementing this, the diversity of data sourcesðspanning both news sites and 

Facebookðnecessitated what Winter and Lavis term óadaptive listeningô.36 This mode of 

engagement recognizes the óheterogeneityô of online spaces, treating different platforms not as 

 
31 For a discussion of the merits and limitations of active and passive ólurkerô approaches to digital ethnography 

see Leesa Costello, Marie-Louise McDermott and Ruth Wallace, óNetnography: Range of Practices, 

Misperceptions, and Missed Opportunitiesô, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 16 (2017), pp. 1ï12. 
32 Rachel Winter and Anna Lavis, 'Looking, But Not Listening? Theorizing the Practice and Ethics of Online 

Ethnography', Journal of Empirical Research on Human Research Ethics, 15.1ï2 (2020), pp. 55ï62. 
33 Ibid., p. 56.  
34 Costello, McDermott and Wallace, óNetnographyô, p. 7; Winter and Lavis, p. 57. 
35 Winter and Lavis, pp. 57-58. 
36 Ibid., p. 59.  
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a monolith but as distinct cultural entities with their own communication styles.37 This 

necessitated a flexible analytical approach that would recognise the shift between the often-

pseudonymous, text-heavy debates on news sites and the more identity-linked, visually reactive 

environment of Facebook, ensuring that the distinct ethical and interactional norms of each 

space were respected. 

Nevertheless, the use of public online comments in research naturally raises questions 

around privacy and consent. However, guidelines issued by organisations such as the British 

Sociological Association and the Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR) indicate that 

informed consent may be waived, legally at least, when research draws on genuinely public 

data published openly on the internet without access restrictions.38 All comments analysed in 

this thesis were sourced from publicly viewable forums where users knew, or should reasonably 

have known, that their contributions were visible to any member of the public. These forums 

did not offer the kind of privacy expected of closed groups or private messages. Accordingly, 

from a procedural standpoint, there was no requirement to seek individual consent from 

commenters.39  

However, as netnographer Kozinets cautions, ójust because a site is publicé does not 

mean that using data from it is ethically unproblematicô.40 Similarly, King notes that much 

online communication occupies a grey zone between public and private, where participants 

 
37 Ibid.  
38 See Lisa Sugiura, Researching Online Forums (British Sociological Association, 2016) 

https://www.britsoc.co.uk/media/24834/j000208_researching_online_forums_-cs1-_v3.pdf [accessed 21 April 

2025] and Aline Shakti Franzke, Anja Bechmann, Michael Zimmer, Charles Ess and the Association of Internet 

Researchers, Internet Research: Ethical Guidelines 3.0 (AoIR, 2020) https://aoir.org/reports/ethics3.pdf 

[accessed 21 April 2025]. 
39 In any case, obtaining such consent would have been logistically unfeasible, given that many accounts were 
pseudonymous, inactive, or otherwise untraceable. Moreover, given the age of some of the threads, it is 

plausible that certain commenters, particularly those referring to personal or inherited memories of the Second 

World War, may no longer be alive. 
40 A ónetnographerô is a qualitative researcher who investigates online cultural experiences by collecting, 

analysing, and interpreting social media traces through a reflexive and ethically grounded methodological 

framework. See Robert V. Kozinets, Netnography: The Essential Guide to Qualitative Social Media Research, 

3rd edn (London: SAGE, 2020), p. 197. 
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may not view their contributions as part of a searchable or researchable archive, even if, 

technically, anyone can read them.41 In his case, where he observed the dialogue of an online 

chat room, he was largely successful in approaching óall of the 1,332 participants in the corpus 

and get[ting] their permission for their words to be includedô.42  

This is where the concept of contextual integrity, developed by Helen Nissenbaum and 

highlighted by both AoIR and the Norwegian National Committee for Research Ethics in the 

Social Sciences and the Humanities (NESH), becomes especially useful.43 Contextual integrity 

recognises that privacy is not merely about secrecy or access, but about the appropriateness of 

information flows relative to the setting in which the data was produced. In line with NESHôs 

emphasis on reasonable expectations of publicity, I considered not only the technical 

accessibility of the data but also the contextual norms of the platforms where it appeared.44  

Users engaging in political commentary on news sites or responding to public posts by 

media organisations on Facebook (or notoriously Twitter, now óXô), can be said to operate with 

a general awareness of public visibility. On news sites, comment sections tend to be understood 

as public or semi-public arenas of expression (comparable to letters to the editor), and users 

often post under pseudonyms with that expectation in mind. On Facebook, commenters more 

commonly use their real names, but when responding to posts on public news pages, they too 

are generally aware of the visibility of their comments.  

 
41 Brian W. King, óInvestigating Digital Sex Talk Practices: A Reflection on Corpus-Assisted Discourse 

Analysisô, in Discourse and Digital Practices: Doing Discourse Analysis in the Digital Age, ed. by Rodney H. 

Jones, Alice Chik, and Christoph A. Hafner (London: Routledge, 2015), pp. 130ï143. 
42 Ibid., p. 134.  
43 See Helen Nissenbaum, óPrivacy as Contextual Integrityô, Washington Law Review, 79 (2004), pp. 119ï158 

https://digitalcommons.law.uw.edu/wlr/vol79/iss1/10 [accessed 12 April 2025]; Franzke et al, and Norwegian 

National Research Ethics Committees, A Guide to Internet Research Ethics (8 June 2019) 

https://www.forskningsetikk.no/en/guidelines/social-sciences-and-humanities/a-guide-to-internet-research-

ethics/ [accessed 21 April 2025]. 
44 Norwegian National Research Ethics Committees. 
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Still, I recognised that not all users may have shared the same understanding of this 

visibility. Their expectation was likely one of public visibility but contextual specificity: they 

posted in a public forum, perhaps hoping to influence peers or be seen by readers of that news 

source, but most likely did not expect scholarly citation. Context collapse is a common 

phenomenon online, where communication crosses audiences in ways users may not foresee. 

To address this, I adopted an analytical approach grounded in the principle of minimising 

harm.45  

This involved managing the presentation of data to avoid unnecessary exposure. 

Practically, this meant applying anonymity and confidentiality measures. Real names and 

usernames of private individuals are not disclosed in this thesis. When quoting comments, I 

predominantly refer to contributors using general descriptors (e.g., óone commenterô). In a few 

instances, however, I found that a commenterôs username itself conveyed a sentiment or 

identity relevant to interpretation. In such cases I have preserved the pseudonym (for example, 

óTrueBrit1944ô) when quoting that comment, since it provides context (here, invoking wartime 

patriotism) that would be lost if fully anonymised. Importantly, these handles are self-chosen 

screen names with no direct link to an actual person, and they are included only when necessary 

for understanding the commentôs tone or perspective. All comment data was stored and 

analysed in anonymised form (using pseudonymous identifiers) in line with data protection 

requirements. 

Throughout the project, I remained mindful of these responsibilities, ensuring my 

approach was not static but adaptive. This included re-evaluating what constituted sensitive 

content, assessing how quotes would be contextualised, and reflecting on whether anonymised 

 
45 The British Psychological Society, Ethics Guidelines for Internet-Mediated Research (2021), p. 18 

https://cms.bps.org.uk/sites/default/files/2022ï06/Ethics%20Guidelines%20for%20Internet-

mediated%20Research_0.pdf [accessed 21 April 2025]. 
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data could still be re-identified in rare cases. By putting myself óin the shoes of the otherô and 

considering how I would feel if my public comments were studied, I tried to handle the data in 

a way that participants would find fair and respectful.46 I approached each comment with 

interpretive care, neither moralising nor dismissive. Where xenophobic or bigoted views 

appeared, I analysed them as rhetorical strategies within public discourse, rather than as 

grounds for character judgments about individual users. My critical focus remained on the 

ideological work performed by language, the dynamics of hegemonic memory, and the 

boundaries of acceptable discourse, not on inferring motives or assigning blame. However, 

several methodological limitations remain, which the next section will address directly. 

Research Constraints and Challenges 

While incorporating online user commentary offers rich insights into public memory discourse, 

it also presents specific methodological and interpretive challenges that must be openly 

acknowledged. This section critically examines the key limitations of using online media, 

particularly comment threads, as data. The goal is to be transparent about the dataôs constraints 

and the precautions taken in interpretation, so that the studyôs conclusions are appropriately 

qualified. 

To begin with, we must deal with the (lack of) representativeness of online data when 

developing ideas about wider cultural memory. Recent studies have consistently highlighted 

that online comment threads are not representative of broader public opinion. The Reuters 2023 

Digital News Report found that only 22 per cent of people across 46 markets actively engage 

with news online through posting or commenting, with the UK exhibiting even lower 

engagement levels.47 Such statistics of course vary by platform. The Times recently reported 

 
46 Kozinets, p. 185.  
47 Kirsten Eddy, óUnpacking News Participation and Online Engagement over Timeô, in Digital News Report 

2023, ed. by Nic Newman and others (Oxford: Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 2023), pp. 36ï39 
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that approximately 86 per cent of its readers view the comments section, and nearly half of 

these readers proceed to post comments themselves.48 This higher engagement rate is attributed 

to the publicationôs efforts to foster a respectful and accountable commenting environment, 

including the cessation of anonymous comments in December 2022 (a separate issue addressed 

below).49  

In most cases though it is still clear that while a significant number of readers consume 

news content, only a much smaller fraction actively participates by posting comments. 

Furthermore, the participation that does take place often follows a ópower-lawô distribution: a 

small number of prolific users contribute a large proportion of the content.50 In the datasets 

analysed in this study, it was common to see the same usernames posting dozens of times in 

one thread. These ópower commentersô can steer discussions toward their own obsessions or 

simply overwhelm other contributors by sheer volume. For example, certain recurring 

commenters would reply to nearly everyone who disagreed with them, heavily shaping the tone 

and direction of the thread. What might look like a broad-based debate could in reality be a 

handful of individuals driving it. 

This self-selection creates a classic participation bias: discourse in comment sections 

skews toward more extreme viewpoints simply because people with lukewarm or neutral 

 
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2023/unpacking-news-participation-

online%20engagement-over-time [accessed 21 April 2025]. 
48 Mike Wade, óWhat Happened When The Times Scotlandôs Most Ardent Readers Met the Editor?ô, The Times, 

12 October 2024 https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/what-happened-when-the-times-scotlands-most-ardent-

readers-met-the-editor-lv8x9fzhr [accessed 21 April 2025]. 
49 Ibid.  
50 In the United States, National Public Radio (NPR) observed in 2016 that a mere 0.06 per cent of its 33 million 

monthly website users contributed comments, with just 2,600 users responsible for over half of all comments 

during a three-month period. See Scott Montgomery, óBeyond Comments: Finding Better Ways to Connect With 

Youô, NPR, 17 August 2016 https://www.npr.org/sections/npr-extra/2016/08/17/490208179/beyond-comments-

finding-better-ways-to-connect-with-you/ [accessed 21 April 2025]. Similarly, a 2019 analysis of comments 

from the New York Times website revealed that 9.67 per cent of all comments were found to be attributable to 

just 0.1 per cent of commenters, and 17.2 per cent of comments could be traced to the top 0.49 per cent most 

frequent contributors (with 300 commenters producing 76,594 comments in the corpus). See John R. Gallagher, 

Yinyin Chen, Kyle Wagner, Xuan Wang, Jingyi Zeng, and Alyssa Lingyi Kong, óPeering into the Internet Abyss: 

Using Big Data Audience Analysis to Understand Online Commentsô, Technical Communication Quarterly, 

29.2 (2020), pp. 155ï173 
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reactions rarely take the trouble to weigh in or continue a brewing argument. Researchers have 

termed this dynamic the óspiral of silenceô, by which individuals who sense their view is in the 

minority or would be socially disapproved tend to refrain from speaking out, which allows the 

louder voices (who either believe their view is popular or simply donôt fear backlash) to 

dominate the floor.51 For instance, in a heated national memory debate, one might observe an 

overabundance of fervently patriotic posts on one hand and intensely critical posts on the other, 

while more nuanced or ambivalent perspectives remain underrepresented (not necessarily 

because such middle-ground views are uncommon among readers, but because those holding 

them feel less inclination to write).  

The demographics of commenters can further compound these issues. A 2017 study of 

UK Facebook and Twitter (now óXô) users for example found them to be younger, better 

educated and more liberal than the general population, whilst Facebook users were more likely 

to be female and Twitter users more male.52 Meyer and Carey have also showed that men are 

significantly more likely to post comments than women on news articles, which can result in 

certain perspectives (more commonly voiced by men) being amplified while others (more 

commonly voiced by women) are marginalised.53 Similarly, a cross-national study by 

Kalogeropoulos et al. revealed that whilst women are more likely than men to comment and 

share on social media, men are more likely to engage through traditional news websites, 

suggesting that platform-specific gender dynamics shape whose voices are most visible in 

 
51 See for example Thomas Zerback and Nayla Fawzi, óCan Online Exemplars Trigger a Spiral of Silence? 

Examining the Effects of Exemplar Opinions on Perceptions of Public Opinion and Speaking Outô, New Media 

& Society, 19.7 (2017), pp. 1034ï51. 
52 Jonathan Mellon and Christopher Prosser, óTwitter and Facebook Are Not Representative of the General 

Population: Political Attitudes and Demographics of British Social Media Usersô, Research & Politics, 4.3 (2017), 

pp. 1ï9. 
53 Hans K. Meyer and Michael Clay Carey, óMen More Likely to Post Online Newspaper Commentsô, 

Newspaper Research Journal, 36.4 (2015), pp. 469ï481 
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different online spaces.54 They also found that those who comment on or share news online 

tend to be politically polarised, highly interested in hard news, and frequent users of multiple 

social media platforms , factors that align closely with patterns of ideological engagement.55  

In the context of the memory of strategic bombing campaign, this might mean that 

topics like contemporary cultural issues, military tactics and valour (often popular among 

politically engaged male or veteran audiences) dominate the discussion, whereas perspectives 

emphasising civilian suffering or moral critique (perhaps more commonly expressed by other 

demographics) are scarcer, again not because the broader public rejects those views, but 

because those who hold them are less present or less vocal in these forums. 

For the researcher, these biases mean one should never equate the loudest voices in the 

comments with a reliable gauge of overall public opinion. At the same time though, it is 

important to recognise that many readers do treat comment forums as barometers of public 

sentiment. Research has shown that people often generalise from just a few visible comments 

when judging what ómost peopleô think about an issue. For example, an experiment by Zerback 

and Fawzi demonstrated that participantsô perceptions of public support for a policy swung 

dramatically depending on whether they saw a news story accompanied by predominantly 

supportive comments or the same story with mostly critical comments.56 More recently, Lee et 

al. found that, even if the journalist maintains neutrality, users exposed to opinion-reinforcing 

comments tend to infer that both the article and the broader public are aligned with that 

sentiment. These effects are amplified when comments appear in their ónativeô comment section 

format (i.e., displayed below the article in the standard interface), rather than embedded in the 

 
54 See Antonis Kalogeropoulos, Samuel Negredo, Ike Picone and Rasmus Kleis Nielsen, óWho Shares and 

Comments on News?: A Cross-National Comparative Analysis of Online and Social Media Participationô, Social 

Media + Society, 3.4 (2017), pp. 1ï12. 
55 Ibid.  
56 Zerback and Fawzi. 
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article, suggesting that users often treat unmoderated comments as a more authentic, if not 

more accurate, reflection of public opinion.57  

At the same time, Naab et al. have showed that critical user comments, especially those 

that directly challenge the quality or accuracy of a news article, can actively reduce the 

perceived credibility of an article.58 This effect was magnified when critical comments received 

Likes, but could be mitigated if they were challenged by other users through counter-speech.59 

Interestingly, replies from professional moderators were less effective, suggesting that peer-

based disagreement carries greater legitimacy in these informal digital arenas.60 This perhaps 

reflects a broader societal mistrust of institutional óauthorityô figures, prevalent in online spaces 

often valued for their perceived lack of regulation, contributing to the idea that peer feedback 

is more óauthenticô. The critical importance of authenticity to commenters, already identified 

as a key element of cultural memory in Chapter 1, will be explored further in the case studies.  

The impact of these comments can be especially pronounced for younger users who 

have grown up accustomed with digital media.61 The UKôs communications regulator Ofcomôs 

2024 analysis revealed that 48 per cent of UK children aged 12 to 15 who consume news via 

social media said they would look at the comments or what people have said to assess whether 

a story is ótrueô.62 This made comment-checking the most common method of verifying online 

news among respondents in this age group (see Figure 1.13) These findings suggest that 

 
57 Eun-Ju Lee, Yoon Jae Jang and Myojung Chung, óWhen and How User Comments Affect News Readersô 

Personal Opinion: Perceived Public Opinion and Perceived News Position as Mediatorsô, Digital Journalism, 

9.1 (2021), pp. 42ï63 
58 Teresa K. Naab, Dominique Heinbach, Marc Ziegele and Marie-Theres Grasberger, óComments and 

Credibility: How Critical User Comments Decrease Perceived News Article Credibilityô, Journalism Studies, 

21.6 (2020), pp. 783ï801 
59 Ibid., p. 795. 
60 Ibid.  
61 See for example Sky News, óTeenagers Turning to Instagram, TikTok and YouTube for News Instead of 

Traditional Channelsô, Sky News, 21 July 2022, https://news.sky.com/story/teenagers-turning-to-instagram-

tiktok-and-youtube-for-news-instead-of-traditional-channels-12655915 [accessed 21 April 2025]. 
62 Statista, Ways Children Fact-Check Social Media News United Kingdom (UK) 2024, by Age Group, originally 

conducted by Ofcom (March 2024) https://www.statista.com/statistics/1268663/children-factchecking-online-

news-united-kingdom-uk/ [accessed 21 April 2025]. 
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teenagers prioritise peer reactions over institutional sources when evaluating the credibility of 

information online, highlighting the potent social authority attributed to user-generated 

content.63 This underlines why studying these comment sections is crucial: they are not just 

passive repositories of opinion but active sites where credibility is negotiated and public 

understanding is shaped, particularly for younger demographics. 

Figure 1.13: How UK Children (12ï15) Verify Social Media News (2024) 

Thus, while comment sections cannot tell us what the silent majority believes, they do 

reveal which narratives and sentiments are being expressed loudly enough to shape the ambient 

sense of ówhat people are sayingô. This dual reality calls for caution but also underlines the 

significance of studying these forums: the comments may not be representative polls, but they 

do indicate which interpretations of the past are catching attention, sparking passion, or creating 

a (potentially false) impression of consensus in the public eye. 

 

 
63 Ofcom, óChildrenôs News Consumption Survey 2022ô, Statista 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1268663/children-factchecking-online-news-united-kingdom-uk/. 
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Trolls, Bots, and the Problem of Authenticity 

A second related issue is that not all commenters are sincere, or even real. The open, 

anonymous nature of most comment sections means they can be exploited by trolls and even 

bots. Trolling refers to users posting deliberately provocative or off-topic messages with the 

intent to disrupt the conversation or inflame others. In online debates, trolls and ideologically 

motivated users often exploit the most emotionally charged or culturally divisive issues, what 

might be called digital fault lines (issues that reliably provoke conflict and emotional reactions 

in online spaces), as a strategy to provoke reaction and dominate discourse.64 In a historical 

context, a balanced discussion about Britainôs wartime conduct could be derailed by a 

commenter dropping an outrageous statement (e.g. an overtly racist claim or a wild conspiracy 

theory) not as a genuine contribution, but as bait to anger or distract other participants. Such 

content can hijack the discourse, introducing extreme or bad faith points that genuine 

participants then feel compelled to rebut, thus shifting attention and tone.  

Separately, there is the concern of orchestrated influence operations, astroturfing 

campaigns (the artificial creation of what looks like grassroots support for a cause, usually 

organised from above) and bots (automated or semi-automated accounts) that inject narratives 

into comment forums. Social bots, defined as óautomated accounts that mimic human 

behaviourô, have been shown to subtly reinforce or amplify polarised narratives.65 Although 

they may not always dominate direct interaction, their influence often occurs through óindirect 

 
64 See for example William Proctor and Bridget Kies, óEditorsô Introduction: On Toxic Fan Practices and the 

New Culture Warsô, Participations, 15.1 (2018), pp. 127ï33; Henna Paakki, Heidi Vepsªlªinen, and Antti 

Salovaara, óDisruptive Online Communication: How Asymmetric Trolling-Like Response Strategies Steer 

Conversation off the Trackô, Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW), 30 (2021), pp. 425ï61 and Asta 

Zelenkauskaitǟ, Creating Chaos Online: Disinformation and Subverted Post-Publics (Ann Arbor: University of 

Michigan Press, 2022) 
65 Abeer Aldayel and Walid Magdy, óCharacterizing the Role of Botsô in Polarized Stance on Social Mediaô, 

Social Network Analysis and Mining, 12.1 (2022), p. 1. 
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exposureô to content via follows and reposts, which can often reinforce user views without 

overt engagement.66  

For this study, overt inauthentic manipulation was not an obvious feature of the dataset, 

but I remained vigilant. During data collection and analysis, I watched for red flags such as 

multiple comments with identical text (a sign of copy-paste spam or bot activity), accounts that 

posted the exact same unusual argument across different articles, or language that seemed 

wildly off-topic or generated (for example, nonsensical sentences or irrelevant slogans). If a 

suspicious cluster of comments was identified, I treated those comments with caution or 

excluded them from fine-grained interpretation.  

In practice, only a minority of comments raised such concerns; the vast majority 

appeared to be individual users expressing personal (if sometimes extreme or contrarian) views. 

Notably, other commenters themselves occasionally took on the role of gatekeepers. In several 

instances, users responded to inflammatory posts with remarks like óIgnore that user, itôs 

probably a botô or óDonôt feed the trollô. I treated these meta-comments as part of the data, since 

they reflect a public awareness of inauthentic discourse and constitute a form of grassroots 

moderation. Equally, it should be borne in mind that the invocation of labels like óbotô or ótrollô 

by the articleôs public gatekeepers can also function as rhetorical weapons. Rather than 

necessarily identifying genuine inauthentic behaviour, such labels may be used to delegitimise 

órealô opponents, dismiss dissenting viewpoints, or shut down uncomfortable perspectives 

without engaging with the substance of their claims. 

It is also worth stressing that trolls and bots do not exist outside the structures of digital 

culture.  Even insincere or artificial comments have a performative effect and are thus worth 

analysing. As Whitney Phillips argues, óknee-jerk condemnation of trolling does not and cannot 

 
66 Ibid., p. 13. 
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account for the fact that trolling behaviours run parallel to a host of culturally accepted logics. 

Trolls may push these logics to their furthest and most grotesque extremes, but ultimately trollsô 

actions are imbricated in the same cultural systems that constitute the normô.67 Recognising 

this helps situate trolling not merely as disruption, but as a revealing performance of the 

emotional and rhetorical contours of public discourse, and the systems which support them.  

Studies indicate that bots can amplify extreme sentiments, create the illusion of 

widespread support for polarising views, and erode trust in legitimate communicators.68 

Ultimately, this is because these bot commenters still participate in the same emotional 

economies as human users, reinforcing dominant discursive patterns or dragging debates 

toward outrage. As Murthy et al. note, such automated participation reveals how digital 

influence depends not only on content, but also on socio-technical capital; the temporal, social, 

and economic resources that enable certain actors (human or not) to dominate conversational 

visibility.69 In this sense, both trolls and bots expose the permeability of online discourse, where 

authenticity and manipulation blur, and where even the most artificial contributions can have 

tangible effects on tone, attention, and collective sentiment. 

Work by Eberwein also cautions against assuming all disruptive or inflammatory 

commenters are insincere.70 His qualitative interviews with habitual commenters on news sites 

reveal that many of those often labelled trolls in fact see themselves as ówarriors of faithô, users 

motivated by strong ideological convictions or personal disillusionment with journalism, who 

 
67 Whitney Phillips, This Is Why We Canôt Have Nice Things: Mapping the Relationship between Online Trolling 

and Mainstream Culture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2015), p. 115. 
68 See for example, Ali Unlu and others, 'Unveiling the Veiled Threat: The Impact of Bots on COVID-19 Health 

Communicationô, Social Science Computer Review, 43.4 (2025), 675ï704; Loni Hagen and others, 'Rise of the 

Machines? Examining the Influence of Social Bots on a Political Discussion Networkô, Social Science 

Computer Review (2020), 1ï24; Dhiraj Murthy and others, 'Automation, Algorithms, and Politics Bots and 

Political Influence: A Sociotechnical Investigation of Social Network Capitalô, International Journal of 

Communication, 10 (2016), 4952ï71. 
69 Dhiraj Murthy and others, 'Automation, Algorithms, and Politics Botsô. 
70 Tobias Eberwein, óóTrollsô or óWarriors of Faithô? Differentiating Dysfunctional Forms of Media Criticism in 

Online Commentsô, Journal of Information, Communication and Ethics in Society, 18.4 (2020), pp. 575ï87. 
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view their interventions as a necessary corrective to perceived media failings.71 While their 

rhetoric may be combative or extreme, their intention is often to challenge dominant narratives 

rather than to simply provoke. It is thus important not to simply write off every extreme 

viewpoint as ójust a trollô and ignore it; to do so would risk overlooking the rhetorical strategies 

being employed and the reasons such messages might resonate or draw reactions within the 

community.  

Therefore, my approach was to include all visible comments in examining discourse 

patterns and rhetorical dynamics, but to refrain from drawing conclusions that treat every 

comment at face value. I explicitly acknowledge that elements of the dialogue could be 

contrived or exaggerated. By focusing on what the comments do (e.g. provoke backlash, 

reinforce a narrative, introduce doubt) rather than who the commenters are, the analysis 

remains valid even if certain comments were posted in bad faith. In other words, what matters 

for our purposes is less the genuine identity or intention behind each comment and more the 

role that comment plays in the public conversation about memory.  

Anonymity and Incivility 

Most online comment forums allow (or even encourage) users to post under pseudonyms or 

with no personal identification. This anonymity is a double-edged sword for research. On one 

hand, anonymity can encourage more honest or uninhibited expression, as people might voice 

unpopular opinions or raw emotions that they would likely suppress if their real name were 

attached (out of fear of social repercussion).72 In this sense, anonymity can widen the range of 

viewpoints and feelings on display, offering a valuable window into sentiments that might 

otherwise remain private. On the other hand, anonymity is also frequently blamed for fuelling 

 
71 Ibid.  
72 See the discussion of the impact of anonymity on online newspaper forums in Arthur D. Santana, óVirtuous or 

Vitriolic: The Effect of Anonymity on Civility in Online Newspaper Reader Comment Boardsô, Journalism 

Practice, 8.1 (2014), pp. 18ï33. 
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incivility. Indeed, for some, the very word ócommentsô is associated with an óoverwhelmingly 

young white male toxic space, one dominated by harassment, abuse, as well as ñpeople showing 

no respect, no compassion and no empathyôôô.73 In the context of memory debates, the cover of 

anonymity might enable individuals to articulate contrarian or politically incorrect views about 

the Second World War that they would hesitate to publicly associate with their offline identity 

(for example, critical takes on revered war leaders, or by extension sympathy for historically 

vilified figures).   

Yet recent research suggests that anonymity alone may not be the decisive factor in 

shaping online toxicity. In a 2021 study comparing anonymous and non-anonymous comment 

sections in the Washington Post and the New York Times, Knustad and Johansson concluded 

that pseudonymity can be óvaluable for a freer, more democratic debateô, and posited that the 

level of toxicity found in comments was far more dependent on the platform used than whether 

the user was using a pseudonym.74 Glawionôs study of the Axis History Forum (AHF) offers 

further nuance to this picture.75 Although the forum actively discourages full anonymity, 

prohibiting óanonymous proxiesô and encouraging users to ósign your posts with your real first 

nameô, this does not prevent the emergence of ideologically charged and emotionally invested 

discourse.76 Despite AHFôs self-identification as an óapoliticalô space, Glawion notes that it 

óprovides a space for both subtle and overt glorification as well as an overall normalisation of 

Third Reich-inspired cultureô.77 While users frequently present themselves as óa multitude of 

self-made expertsô and óserious researchersô, she observes that while some discussions strive 

 
73 Ben Cardew, óOnline Comments: Is the Space Below the Line Too Toxic or Can They Be Fixed?ô, Guardian, 

31 January 2016 https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/jan/31/online-comments-toxic-interaction-racism-

harassment [accessed 4 December 2022]. 
74 Magnus Knustad and Christer Johansson, óAnonymity and Inhibition in Newspaper Commentsô, Information, 

12, 6, (2021), p. 13. 
75 Anastasia Glawion, Remembering World War II: A Mixed-Methods Exploration of Memory Practices on an 

Online Forum, Digitale Literaturwissenschaft, 1st edn (Berlin: Springer, 2023). 
76 Ibid., p. 62. 
77 Ibid., p. 49. 
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for ideals of objectivity, many threads óoscillated between historical accounts and emotional 

neo-patriotic discussionsô.78 

This has important methodological implications. The incivility or intensity of a thread 

should not automatically be dismissed as a distortion of the debate. On the contrary, it can serve 

as a barometer of the emotional stakes involved, signalling where memory is most volatile, 

identity is most implicated, and social norms are most under pressure. In these moments, the 

very features that enable incivility, anonymity, lack of face-to-face accountability, or minimal 

moderation, can also allow users to express genuine frustrations and deeply held beliefs. 

Incivility, then, is not just a by-product of poor platform design, but can be read as an indicator 

of how fiercely the past continues to matter in the present. 

Anonymity also means we as researchers know very little about the commenters 

themselves. Demographic or experiential context that could enrich interpretation, such as 

whether a given commenter is older or younger, a military veteran or a civilian, a British or 

foreign national, well-educated or not, is usually unavailable. In some comments, users 

voluntarily provide personal context (óAs a veteran, I thinkéô, or óMy mother lived through 

the Blitz and told meéô), which I take note of as potentially valuable background. However, 

there is no way to verify this information, and they could well be examples of rhetorical 

techniques being used to lend authority to readersô arguments.  

Overall, anonymity limits what we can know about who is speaking and likely 

contributes to a coarser discourse, but it also enables a candid, unfiltered glimpse into segments 

of the publicôs emotional engagement with history. Wahl-Jorgensen suggests anger has now 

become a ócentral framework for understanding political lifeô, and the óalgorithmic 

manipulationô of such emotion should be taken extremely seriously given the increasingly 

 
78 Ibid., p. 193. 
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dominant role online news consumption occupies in public life.79 I read each comment in the 

context of its surrounding discussion and paid careful attention to tonal cues (e.g. use of 

sarcasm, ALL-CAPS shouting, emojis like  or ) to judge how it was intended and 

received. When harsh or abusive comments appeared, I noted them and sometimes quote them 

in the analysis to illustrate the emotional climate. As a result, my analysis treats incivility not 

as something to be excused or ignored, but as part of the phenomenon under study, as another 

facet of how people remember and contest the past, and what readers are exposed to, in online 

spaces.  

Visibility and Engagement Biases 

Given the prevalence of uncivil discourse, trolling, and automated content online, it is 

important to emphasise that comment sections are not neutral repositories of public opinion (if 

indeed such exist). Their underlying infrastructure, including sorting mechanisms and 

algorithmic filters, actively shapes what users see and engage with. As Makhortykh et al. argue 

in their study of memory-related search outputs, algorithmic systems can themselves become 

ómemory warriorsô, selectively amplifying narratives and downplaying others, especially 

around contested histories like the Holodomor (the mass famine in Soviet Ukraine in 1932ï33, 

often considered a genocide).80  

The result, in one analystôs words, has been the transformation of the public sphere into 

a óstand-up comedy clubô, where óclowns have an immediate advantage in the attention 

economyô due to their ability to provoke immediate outrage.81  This effect is not limited to the 

comments section: as Levy demonstrates by examining Facebookôs algorithm, even users who 

 
79 Karin Wahl-Jßrgensen, Emotions, Media and Politics (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2019), p. 109. 
80 See Mykola Makhortykh, Aleksandra Urman and Roberto Ulloa, óMemory, Counter-Memory and Denialism: 

How Search Engines Circulate Information about the Holodomor-Related Memory Warsô, Memory Studies, 15.6 

(2022), pp. 1330ï1345. 
81 William Davies, This is Not Normal: The Collapse of Liberal Britain (London: Verso, 2021), p. 151. 
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actively subscribe to news sources with differing viewpoints are often shown a filtered 

selection of content that aligns with their previous behaviours or inferred preferences.82 In other 

words, selective exposure begins at the article level, before users ever reach the comments. 

Once there, engagement-driven sorting mechanisms reinforce this narrowing of perspective by 

displaying comments with the most ólikesô, upvotes, or replies first. 

This creates a feedback loop: an early reply to an article that strikes a chord (garnering 

numerous upvotes or replies) is pushed to the top where even more readers see it, gaining even 

more attention. Conversely, a comment that initially gets ignored or receives downvotes might 

be buried, effectively vanishing from most readersô view. Park et al. found that sorting 

comments by popularity not only reduces the diversity of views expressed but can also 

consolidate opinion by encouraging users to conform to the dominant tone, especially when it 

appears already settled.83 

Waddell and Sundarôs study adds further nuance to this picture. In their experimental 

research, they found that users rely on the tone and sentiment of the top few comments, not 

merely their popularity metrics, as a shorthand for gauging public opinion. When early 

comments express uniform support or criticism, they serve as heuristic cues, shaping how 

readers evaluate the article and whether they feel comfortable expressing dissent.84 Notably, 

they found it is the content and tone of these prominent comments that exert the strongest 

influence: a stream of uniformly critical or supportive remarks can dramatically shift 

perceptions of consensus, while the precise number of ólikesô or upvotes matters far less.85 This 

 
82 See Roôee Levy, óSocial Media, News Consumption, and Polarization: Evidence from a Field Experimentô, 

American Economic Review, 111.3 (2021), pp. 831ï870. 
83 See Inyoung Park, Hyungbo Shim, Jang Hyun Kim, Changjun Lee and Daeho Lee, óThe Effects of Popularity 

Metrics in News Comments on the Formation of Public Opinion: Evidence from an Internet Portal Siteô, The 

Social Science Journal (2020), pp. 1ï16. 
84 See T. Franklin Waddell and S. Shyam Sundar, ó#thisshowsucks! The Overpowering Influence of Negative 

Social Media Comments on Television Viewersô, Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 61.2 (2017), pp. 

393ï409. 
85 Ibid.  
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insight underscores how algorithms, by determining which comments rise to the top , do more 

than filter discourse; they actively frame it. 

For the present research, this dynamic has some important implications. First, when 

analysing the threads, I could not treat each comment as an independent, equal unit of data; I 

also had to consider position and visibility. A comment pinned to the top with +500 upvotes, 

for example, was not necessarily more persuasive in content than one that appeared later, but 

it was significantly more likely to have been seen, engaged with, and interpreted as indicative 

of broader public sentiment. As a result, I prioritised analysis of which comments received the 

most likes, upvotes, or replies, and used these interaction patterns to inform my interpretation.  

This was not to measure truth or popularity in any absolute sense, but to trace which 

viewpoints gained traction within the given forumôs algorithmically mediated environment. 

When certain stances, for instance, defending a controversial military decision, consistently 

appeared in top-ranked comments, I treated these as indicators of dominant framing or 

community-level resonance. However, at the same time I was cautious not to attribute a 

commentôs visibility solely to either algorithmic amplification or sentiment-driven popularity. 

Instead, I considered how these forces worked in tandem. Together, these factors highlight the 

need to interpret comment visibility not as a neutral reflection of collective opinion, but as the 

outcome of dynamic interactions between platform architecture, affective engagement, and the 

narrative preferences of an online community at a given moment. 

Content Moderation and Data Gaps 

A practical limitation of using comment sections is that the dataset may be incomplete due to 

moderation and content removal. Most news sites employ moderators (human or algorithmic) 

to delete comments that violate policies (e.g. hate speech, personal abuse, libel), and users 

themselves can often flag content for removal, as well as delete traces of their own 
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engagements. The comments I collected are those that were publicly visible at the time of 

collection. If a comment was posted but later removed by a moderator (or by the user who 

posted it), it would not have appeared in my data. There is thus an unseen ódark matterô of 

discourse that we cannot analyse, potentially including some of the most offensive, extreme, 

or legally problematic statements, which were taken down and are absent from the archive. 

Their removal could slightly sanitise the picture we see, making the discussion seem more 

tempered than it was in real time. Occasionally, remaining comments offered clues about such 

deletions (e.g. óI see the censors are at it again; my previous post got removedô), which 

confirmed that moderation was actively shaping the conversation. I noted these hints 

qualitatively, but systematically recovering deleted comments was beyond the scope of the 

project. 

What this means is that the data we analyse is the post-moderation discourse; 

essentially, the subset of comments that passed whatever filtering was in place. While the vast 

majority of comments likely remain, it is important to acknowledge this filtering. 

Epistemologically, this is acceptable for my research questions because I am interested in 

publicly articulated and circulating memory narratives ï which, by definition, excludes 

whatever was quickly removed from public view. If a hateful comment was posted but 

immediately deleted, its influence on the public narrative was likely minimal (save perhaps a 

fleeting effect on those who saw it in the interim). Thus, focusing on what remained public is 

arguably more appropriate, as that is the content that continued to shape perceptions among 

readers.  

Nevertheless, I acknowledge that a combination of moderation efforts and simply the 

time elapsed between the posting of the articles and the commencement of the study may cause 

this study to underestimate the peak levels of hostility or the presence of certain taboo views 

in these debates. With one in twenty British users reportedly deleting their Facebook accounts 
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for example in the wake of the Cambridge Analytica scandal in 2018, and fresh waves of 

departures continuing in response to ongoing concerns over data privacy and platform policies, 

user attrition may have significantly reshaped the composition of public debate on the 

platform.86 In practice, it seemed apparent though that enough contentious material remained 

present in the data on both Facebook and the news platforms under scrutiny that the general 

patterns of conflict, aggression, and division were still clear, even if the absolute worst 

comments were cut out. Ultimately, transparency about these potential data gaps strengthens 

the study: it reminds the reader that we are observing a curated discourse and that any claims 

are made with the understanding that they apply to the conversation as can be publicly seen, 

not to every word ever typed. 

Evolving Online Platforms and Source Selection 

Finally, a broader methodological limitation which must be addressed is the scope of the online 

platforms covered. This study concentrated on established UK news outlets (most commonly 

MailOnline, The Guardian, The Telegraph and The Times) and their associated Facebook pages 

as arenas of public memory discourse. This choice enabled a comparative analysis across a 

spectrum of mainstream media ideologies and ensured the data came from venues with 

significant visibility in British public life.  

However, even while writing this thesis, digital news consumption and discussion 

habits have been rapidly evolving. By focusing on traditional news sites and Facebook, the 

study omits many newer or alternative platforms where public discourse is prevalent, especially 

among younger generations ï such as Twitter/X, Instagram, YouTube, Reddit, TikTok, and 

 
86 Radhika Sanghani, óI Downloaded All My Facebook Data and It Was a Nightmareô, BBC Three, 21 June 2018 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bbcthree/article/93d1393a-1c12ï485f-b7fe-5146cd48c12c [accessed 22 April 2025]; Zak 

Doffman, óDeleting Facebook Surges in Popularity: Sudden Decision Pushes Users to Quitô, Forbes, 9 January 

2025 https://www.forbes.com/sites/zakdoffman/2025/01/09/deleting-facebook-surges-in-popularity-sudden-

decision-pushes-users-to-quit/ [accessed 22 April 2025]. 
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others.87 In the 2010s, when much of the data was generated, news websites and Facebook 

were indeed central forums for public commentary. However, by the mid-2020s audiences 

(particularly youth) have increasingly migrated to different spaces. 88   

As Ofcom reports, fewer than 10 per cent of young adults now go directly to news 

websites for information, preferring aggregated or social feeds.89 Recent data shows that for 

UK 12ï15 year-olds, while the BBC network retains the highest overall reach (39 per cent), 

the most-used individual access points for news are now overwhelmingly social platforms: 

TikTok (31 per cent), YouTube (30 per cent), Instagram (24 per cent), and Facebook (21 per 

cent).90 This shift raises the possibility that the platforms and pages examined in this thesis 

represent óyesterdayôsô arenas of memory contestation to some extent. However, the 

fundamental dynamics of online memory contestation observed here likely persist, adapted to 

new platforms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
87 For example, TikTok has seen explosive growth as a news and discussion source, going from negligible UK 

usage in 2019 to being used for news by 10 per cent of adults (and a much higher 28 per cent of teenagers) by 

2023. See Ofcom, News Consumption in the UK: 2023 (Ofcom, 2023), p. 2.  
88 Ibid. The source shows that Instagram and YouTube similarly now rival or exceed Facebookôs importance as a 

news source for young users. 
89 Ibid., p. 15. 
90 Ofcom, News Consumption in the UK: 2025 (Ofcom, 2025), p. 28.  
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Figure 1.14: UK Children (12-15) Top News Sources 2020ï202591 

 

  Overall, the arena of online memory discourse, like cultural memory at large, is 

constantly in flux. The data analysed in this thesis captures a period (mainly the 2010s) where 

news comment sections and Facebook were dominant venues for public commentary on 

historical issues. Going forward, memory scholars will need to follow the audience to new 

platforms (TikTok videos, YouTube, Twitch and Reddit communities etc.) to see how the 

contestation evolves. The limitation here is one of generalisability over time: the findings 

illuminate examples of memory debates in the venues studied, but caution should be used in 

extending them to different digital contexts or indeed temporally to the mid-2020s and beyond 

without further research.  

That said, the fundamental principle likely endures ï wherever people publicly respond 

to representations of history, similar processes of contestation, emotional investment, and 

narrative negotiation are at play. The task is to remain vigilant about where those discussions 

migrate and how platform dynamics change. For example, podcasts have increasingly emerged 

as a significant medium for news consumption and public discourse. By 2025, the UK podcast 

 
91 Ibid.  
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audience reached an estimated 15.5 million listeners, with platforms like YouTube and Spotify 

leading in popularity.92 Notably, YouTube reported over 1 billion monthly podcast listeners 

globally in early 2025, highlighting the platformôs expansive reach.93  

Overall, using online comments as data carries significant challenges: commenters are 

a self-selecting minority, discussions can be distorted by who speaks loudest or by malicious 

actors, anonymity both frees expression and fuels incivility, platform mechanics can tilt the 

apparent consensus, moderation can remove parts of the conversation, and interpreting tone in 

text is an art rather than a science. These limitations, however, do not nullify the value of the 

material ï they simply require the researcher to analyse with care, and to be acutely aware of 

context. This involves acknowledging and understanding the limitations while leveraging the 

dataôs many strengths. 

Conclusion 

This methodology chapter has established the conceptual foundation and research design 

underpinning the thesis. Rooted in the understanding that collective memory is an ongoing, 

contested process, it outlined an approach for tracing how moments of historical controversy 

reverberate through different layers of digital public discourse. By focusing on instances where 

authority figures challenge Britainôs dominant Second World War narrative, the research tracks 

how memory moves from articulation to media mediation, and finally to vernacular 

contestation by online audiences. 

To address both the breadth and texture of this online commentary, the study utilised an 

abductive, interpretive approach that integrated inductive thematic coding with targeted 

 
92 Statista, óPodcasts in the UK - Statistics & Factsô, Statista, 2025 

https://www.statista.com/topics/6908/podcasts-in-the-uk/ [accessed 23 April 2025]. 
93 Tim Katz, óDrop the Mic: Celebrating 1 Billion Monthly Podcast Users on YouTubeô, YouTube Official Blog, 

26 February 2025 https://blog.youtube/news-and-events/1-billion-monthly-podcast-users/ [accessed 23 April 

2025]. 
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computational tools. While the use of digital data presents unavoidable ethical and 

epistemological challenges, particularly concerning representativeness, anonymity, 

moderation, and interpretive ambiguity, these limitations do not nullify the value of the 

material. 

Crucially, the chapter affirms that online comments are not mere ephemera or 

distractions from órealô historical discourse; they are active ingredients in how memory is 

negotiated and felt by ordinary citizens. As evidence from Ofcom shows, reading comments is 

now integral to how people, especially younger users, assess news credibility and social 

consensus. Reactions beneath a news story become barometers of legitimacy and emotional 

mood. In the context of war memory, this means that online responses to commemorative news 

stories, especially those saturated with vitriol, nostalgia, or moral judgment, can shape not only 

how the ethics of specific campaigns (such as the bombing of Dresden) are remembered, but 

how Britain conceives of its historical identity more broadly. 

As the following chapters demonstrate, many of the tropes voiced in comment sections 

echo the testimonies of veterans recorded by institutions like the International Bomber 

Command Centre. Through familial anecdotes, affective assertions, and rhetorical defences of 

ónational prideô, commenters perform and reinforce dominant memory narratives, sometimes 

in concert with, and sometimes in defiance of, the mediaôs framing. These interactions are not 

peripheral to public memory. They are central to its formation in the digital age. 
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Chapter Two: Memory, Myth, and National Identity: The Second World War as 

Britainôs Sacred Story 

In an era defined by geopolitical instability, rapid technological advancement, and fractious 

domestic politics, the past remains a battleground.1 Across the globe nations are grappling with 

their historical narratives; cultural memories that underpin national identity are being 

scrutinised, contested, and re-imagined.2 The United Kingdom is no exception. From the 

protracted debates over Brexit to the ongoing culture wars surrounding empire, race, and 

immigration, the question of what it means to be British is inextricably linked to how the nation 

remembers its history. This chapter argues that in this climate of profound ontological 

insecurity, the memory of the Second World War has not receded into the annals of history and 

remains a vital, versatile anchor for British identity. While some scholars, like Alec Ryrie, have 

suggested that the óage of Hitler is endingô, this chapter contends that such a view 

underestimates the warôs continuing adaptive power: far from fading, it endures precisely 

because it can be reactivated, reframed, and repurposed to meet the emotional and moral needs 

of the present.3  

Ryrie defines the óage of Hitlerô as an era when óappalled fascination with the Nazis 

dominated our moral imaginationô, leading to a óbroad and stable consensus about our most 

basic shared valuesô that felt like ótimeless, self-evident truthsô.4 He contends this age is ending 

precisely because óstability and consensus look likely to be in short supplyô.5 However, this 

chapter argues that rather than fading away, the warôs narrative is being re-interpreted and 

called upon by all sides in an increasingly fragmented political landscape. In a climate of 

 
1 See Niels F. May and Thomas Maissen (eds), National History and New Nationalism in the Twenty-First 

Century: A Global Comparison, Routledge Approaches to History, 44 (New York: Routledge, 2021).  
2 See Erica Resende, Dovilǟ Budrytǟ, and Douglas Becker (eds), Defending Memory in Global Politics: 

Mnemonical In/Security and Crisis, Interventions (London and New York: Routledge, 2025). 
3 Alec Ryrie, The Age of Hitler and How We Will Survive It (London: Reaktion Books, 2025), p. 9. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid., p. 10.  
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profound ontological insecurity, the war serves as a versatile and powerful source of 

legitimation for competing national visions. Its role as a foundational sacred story, a bulwark 

against the anxieties of post-imperial decline, social fragmentation, and a fracturing 

relationship with Europe, remains key to a variety of British identities. In this chapter, we will 

explore the mechanisms of collective memory, deconstruct the enduring power of Britainôs 

wartime mythos, and demonstrate how this single historical episode has become a central 

organising principle for both conservative and progressive visions of the nationôs past, present, 

and future. It finds that paradoxically, in a seemingly divided country, the memory of the 

Second World War provides a rare, albeit complex, point of unity, offering a shared language 

of resilience, sacrifice, and ultimate triumph that continues to shape political discourse and 

national sentiment. 

Collective Memory and the Importance of Hegemonic Narratives 

To understand how the past shapes the present, we must begin with the concept of collective 

memory. Pioneered by sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, the term posits that memory is not a 

purely individual, psychological act, but a social one framed by the specific groups to which 

we belong, such as the family or religious communities.6 While Halbwachs focused on these 

smaller social frameworks, his ideas provide the groundwork for understanding how shared 

recollections can be scaled up to the level of the nation. As philosopher Ernest Renan argued 

more than a century ago, a nation is not defined by race, language, or geography, but is a 

óspiritual principleô built upon a órich legacy of memoriesô.7 It is the culmination of óa long past 

 
6 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, ed. and trans. by Lewis A. Coser, Heritage of Sociology 

(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992). 
7 Ernest Renan and M. F. N. Giglioli, What Is a Nation? and Other Political Writings (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2018), p. 261. 



tŀƎŜ μ тл 

 

of efforts, sacrifices, and devotionô, founded on a ócapital stockô of shared glories and heroic 

griefs. The nation, in this sense, is its collective memory.8 

This memory is not an objective record of historical facts; rather, it is expressed through 

powerful myths. These myths are not mere falsehoods, but simplified, emotionally resonant 

narratives that dramatise and selectively narrate a nationôs past, giving it contemporary 

meaning and purpose. As cultural theorist Stuart Hall explains, nations are ósystems of cultural 

representationô.9 This perspective parallels Benedict Andersonôs seminal idea of the nation as 

an óimagined communityô, in which citizens who will typically never meet, let alone know each 

other, nevertheless share an image of their communion.10 Such elements constitute what Hall 

terms the ónarratives of the nationô, which tell a people who they are, where they have come 

from, and where they are going.11 Writing a century after Renan, Leszek Koğakowski echoed 

this point when he defined a nation simply as its ócollective memory, which in one way or 

another extends to all of us, via school, but also through a variety of common traditions ï 

monuments, songs, anthems, music, and literature. All of this makes us a single nationô.12 

Yet the very notion of a single ócollective memoryô can misleadingly suggest a unified 

social mind.13 To better capture the dynamic and contested nature of the stories nations tell 

themselves, political theorist Duncan Bell instead offers the concept of the mythscape.14 He 

argues for a clear distinction between memory (which he defines in a limited sense as the 

 
8 Ibid.  
9 Stuart Hall, óThe Question of Cultural Identityô, in Modernity: An Introduction to Modern Societies, ed. by 

Stuart Hall, David Held, Don Hubert, and Kenneth Thompson (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1996), p. 612. 
10 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, rev. edn 

(London: Verso, 2006), p. 6. 
11 Hall, óThe Question of Cultural Identityô, p. 620. 
12 Leszek Koğakowski, óPamiňĺ ksztağtuje narodyô, Gazeta Wyborcza, 25 April 2008, quoted in Twenty Years 

After Communism: The Politics of Memory and Commemoration, ed. by Michael Bernhard and Jan Kubik 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), p. v, trans. by Michael Bernhard and Jan Kubik. 
13 Mano Gabor Toth, 'Dealing with Conflicting Visions of the Past: The Case of European Memory' 

(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Cambridge, 2017), p. 30. 
14 Duncan S. A. Bell, 'Mythscapes: Memory, Mythology, and National Identityô, British Journal of Sociology, 54 

(2003), pp. 63ï81. 
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ósocially-framed property of individual mindsô anchored in direct, lived experience) and 

mythology, which comprises the broader, transmissible stories a nation tells about itself.15 

Memory, in this strict sense, is not transferable across generations, as it is tied to the individuals 

who experienced the events. Mythology, however, can be. The mythscape, then, is óthe 

temporally and spatially extended discursive realm wherein the struggle for control of peopleôs 

memories and the formation of nationalist myths is debated, contested and subverted 

incessantlyô.16 This framework allows us to see national identity not as a fixed inheritance, but 

as the fluid and contested product of continuous negotiation. 

However, to understand the mechanics of how myths are sustained and contested within 

the mythscape, the concept of cultural memory is indispensable. A term used as early as the 

1950s by philosopher Paul Ricîur but most famously developed in the 1990s by Jan and Aleida 

Assmann, cultural memory refines the abstract notion of collective memory by distinguishing 

it from everyday ócommunicative memoryô.17 As Jan Assmann explains, communicative 

memory is the domain of informal, everyday discourse and is rooted in personal experience, 

with a limited time depth that óreaches no farther back than eighty years, the time span of three 

interacting generationsô.18  

By contrast, cultural memory is institutionalised and óserves to stabilise and convey that 

societyôs self-imageô through a durable repertoire of symbolic forms.19 Aleida Assmann further 

clarifies this distinction by dividing cultural memory into two categories: the canon and the 

 
15 Ibid., p. 65.  
16 Ibid., p. 66.  
17 See Suzi Adams, 'A Note on Ricîur's Early Notion of Cultural Memoryô, £tudes Ricîuriennes / Ricîur 

Studies, 10.1 (2019), pp. 112ï24; Jan Assmann, 'Communicative and Cultural Memoryô, in Cultural Memories: 

The Geographical Point of View, ed. by Peter Meusburger, Michael Heffernan, and Edgar Wunder (Dordrecht: 

Springer, 2011), pp. 15ï27 and Aleida Assmann, 'Canon and Archiveô, in Cultural Memory Studies: An 

International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. by Astrid Erll and Ansgar N¿nning (Berlin: de Gruyter, 

2008), pp. 97ï107. See also Jan Assmann, 'Communicative and Cultural Memoryô, in Ibid., pp. 109ï18. 
18 Assmann, 'Communicative and Cultural Memoryô, in Erll and N¿nning (eds) Cultural Memory Studies: An 

International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, p. 111. 
19 Jan Assmann, ñCollective Memory and Cultural Identity,ò New German Critique, 65 (1995), p. 132.  
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archive.20 The canon is the active, working memory of a society, a highly selective collection 

of ónormative and formative texts, places, persons, artifacts, and myths which are meant to be 

actively circulated and communicatedô.21 The archive, on the other hand, is the passive or 

reference memory, preserving what has been forgotten but not destroyed. It is a storehouse of 

ócultural relictsédisconnected from their former frames which had authorised them or 

determined their meaningô.22 Cultural memory is thus a dynamic interplay between what a 

society actively celebrates (its canon) and what it preserves but does not actively circulate (its 

archive). This process is constantly being reshaped across óplurimedial networksô (journalism, 

arts, rituals, politics) in response to óthe demands of the present.ô23 

For such public narratives to hold power, they must resonate with private and familial 

experience. As Lucy Noakes and Juliette Pattinson argue, a memory must óring trueô by 

speaking simultaneously to public discourse and personal inheritance.24 They note the 

applicability of Hirschôs concept of postmemory: the way the generation after a major trauma 

inherits its weight not through direct experience, but through the stories, images, and 

behaviours passed down by the previous generation.25 In Britain, memories of the Second 

World War persist in this mode; family stories of the Blitz, medals in a drawer, or faded 

photographs bind later generations affectively to the conflict, making it a living part of their 

identity.26 Robert Eaglestoneôs notion of affect-memory extends this point: what is inherited is 

not precise factual recall but a powerful emotional register.27 We may not have heard an air-

 
20 See A. Assmann, 'Canon and Archive'.  
21 Ibid., p. 100.  
22 Ibid., p. 99.  
23 Ann Rigney, óRemembrance as Remaking: Memories of the Nation Revisitedô, Nations and Nationalism, 24.2 

(2018), p. 244 and Lucy Noakes and Juliette Pattinson, óIntroduction: ñKeep Calm and Carry Onò: The Cultural 

Memory of the Second World War in Britainô, in British Cultural Memory and the Second World War, ed. by 

Lucy Noakes and Juliette Pattinson (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014), p. 13.  
24 Noakes and Pattinson, óIntroductionô, p. 10. 
25 Ibid.  
26 Ibid.  
27 Robert Eaglestone, óCruel Nostalgia and the Memory of the Second World Warô, in Robert Eaglestone, ed., 

Brexit and Literature (London: Routledge, 2018), p. 96. 
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raid siren in 1940, yet its sound in a film can move us profoundly.28 This ómemory of the 

memoryô is precisely why challenges to the war myth provoke such visceral reactions: they 

touch the emotional core of national identity.29  

For such narratives to become authoritative, however, they must not only be transmitted 

but achieve hegemony. A narrative can be considered hegemonic when óa critical mass of social 

actors accepts it and buys into it as a social factô, reinforced by the authority of social, political, 

and cultural institutions such as schools, museums, media, and governments.30 Such myths 

function as what Liu and Hilton call a nationôs charter: accounts of origins, mission, and 

values.31 As Felix Berenskoetter adds, the political potency of a national biography lies in its 

ability to provide a community with a ómaster narrativeô that both legitimises courses of action 

and supplies ontological security.32 

To understand how a narrative can achieve this level of dominance, Broecker draws on 

the influential theory of discourse developed by political theorists Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 

Mouffe.33 Their central argument is that our understanding of social reality is constructed 

through discourse. This encompasses not just language, but a whole system of shared meanings 

that shapes our perception of the world. For them, political life is a constant struggle between 

competing discourses to become dominant, or hegemonic.34 A discourse achieves hegemony 

when its particular worldview is no longer seen as one interpretation among many, but becomes 

 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid.  
30 Jelena Subotiĺ, 'Narrative, Ontological Security and Foreign Policy Changeô, Foreign Policy Analysis, 12.01 

(2016), p. 615. See also Dovile Budryte, Erica A. Simone, and Douglas Becker, óñDefending Memoryò: 

Exploring the Relationship Between Mnemonical In/Security and Crisis in Global Politicsô, Interdisciplinary 

Political Studies, 6.1 (2020), p. 11. 
31 See James H. Liu and Denis J. Hilton, 'How the Past Weighs on the Present: Social Representations of History 

and Their Role in Identity Politicsô, British Journal of Social Psychology, 44, 2005, pp. 537ï556. 
32 Felix Berenskoetter, óParameters of a National Biographyô, European Journal of International Relations, 

20(1), 2014, p. 279. 
33 Hannah Broecker, Securitisation as Hegemonic Discourse Formation: An Integrative Model (Cham: Springer, 

2022). 
34 Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic 

Politics, 2nd edn (London: Verso, 2001), pp. 105-106. 
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accepted as universal common sense, appearing as a natural and intuitive truth that marginalises 

all alternatives.35 

Within this system, certain key terms, such as óthe warô or ódemocracyô, do not have a 

single fixed meaning. Instead, they function as empty signifiers, symbols whose meaning 

remains deliberately open.36 Crucially, óemptyô does not mean false or deceptive; rather, it 

indicates that the termôs meaning is not rigidly defined. Because of this flexibility, an empty 

signifier can operate as an umbrella concept capable of invoking a wide array of meanings 

(much like the Remembrance poppy). This capacity draws distinct, even disparate elements 

into what Laclau and Mouffe call a óchain of equivalenceô, in which they are treated as 

expressions of a shared principle.37 

In this way, an empty signifier becomes a powerful rallying point, structuring the 

broader discourse and enabling it to achieve hegemonic status. In the British context, óthe warô 

operates in precisely this way: not as a fixed historical reference, but as a flexible symbolic 

container through which values such as courage, sacrifice, resilience and unity are continually 

articulated. Its very openness allows it to function as a unifying narrative, capable of 

accommodating shifting political and cultural meanings while retaining its hegemonic force. 

Yet, as Broecker emphasises, such chains presuppose a constitutive outside, an 

antagonist that defines what the discourse is not.38 To demonstrate, she shows how in 

international relations ódevelopmentô can stand for progress, prosperity, and stability, but only 

by being contrasted with its opposite: óunderdevelopmentô.39 In twenty-first-century 

international relations, this opposition has gained renewed urgency through the securitisation 

 
35 Broecker, Securitisation, p. 106.  
36 Broecker, Securitisation, p. 102. 
37 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, pp. 127ï128; see also Broecker, Securitisation, pp. 

101ï102. 
38 Broecker, Securitisation, p. 7. 
39 Ibid., p. 166.  
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of development.40 According to securitisation theory, security threats do not exist 

independently; they are produced through political processes in which a securitising actor 

declares something to be under existential threat, persuades an audience of this danger, and 

legitimises exceptional measures in response.41  

Broecker demonstrates that this process delineates the boundaries of acceptable and 

unacceptable subject-positions. Nations receiving aid are positioned as the deviant and 

dangerous óOtherô: economically dysfunctional (harbouring illicit or ówarô economies), 

politically fragile or unaccountable, ideologically resistant to liberal norms, and epistemically 

deficient in the ócorrectô forms of knowledge and governance.42 Each of these traits marks a 

deviation from the normative ideal of development, reinforcing hierarchical relations of 

knowledge, authority, and power. 

Crucially, this construction also legitimises intervention. By portraying 

underdevelopment as a global security threat, the discourse justifies the imposition of 

ócorrectiveô measures (from governance reforms to the granting of highly conditional loans to 

violations of sovereignty) as acts of protection both for the recipient and for the international 

order.43 In doing so, the urgency generated by securitisation stabilises the discourse: it presents 

development as indispensable to global safety and moral order, re-anchoring the chain of 

equivalence around a securitised master-signifier while excluding those cast as threats to it. 

In our case, the potency of the Second World War as an empty signifier in British 

politics and culture stems from its clear moral opposition to Nazism, a confrontation that gives 

the good war its quasi-sacred quality. Ryrie argues that in an increasingly secular society, Adolf 

 
40 Ibid., p. 162.  
41 Rita Floyd, 'Securitisation and the Function of Functional Actorsô, Critical Studies on Security, 9.2 (2021), p. 

81.  
42 Broecker, Securitisation, p. 160.  
43 Ibid., p. 216. 
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Hitler has effectively replaced Jesus Christ as the fixed reference point for defining evil.44 To 

praise Hitler, he quips, is now as blasphemous as once praising Satan.45  

Likewise, memory scholar David Tollerton suggests that the warôs sacred power derives 

from being defined against the profane, with Nazism, and particularly the Holocaust, as the 

ultimate transgression.46 Drawing on Gordon Lynchôs model of sacrality, Tollerton agrees that 

any perceived violation of this sacred memory is felt as a moral injury demanding redress.47 

He documents how British state-supported Holocaust remembrance initiatives (including 

Holocaust Memorial Day, plans for a new London memorial, which has still not yet opened as 

of October 2025), and school visits to Auschwitz are profoundly infused with manifestations 

and perceptions of the sacred.48  

These initiatives consistently frame the Holocaust as an event that makes unique, 

universal, and enduring moral demands upon society. As Tollerton shows, Holocaust Memorial 

Day functions as a national rite of civic renewal; the proposed Victoria Tower Gardens 

memorial was explicitly conceived as a ósacred space for reflectionô beside Parliament; and the 

óLessons from Auschwitzô programme resembles a moral pilgrimage through which 

participants experience transformation and return to bear witness.49 Through such sacralised 

 
44 Alec Ryrie, Unbelievers: An Emotional History of Doubt (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2019), p. 

203. 
45 Ibid.  
46 See David Tollerton, Holocaust Memory and Britainôs Religious-Secular Landscape: Politics, Sacrality, and 

Diversity (Oxford: Routledge, 2020). 
47 Ibid., p. 21. 
48 Tollerton, Holocaust Memory and Britainôs Religious-Secular Landscape, p. 1.  
49 See Tollerton, chapter five, óHolocaust Memorial Dayô: for analysis of Britainôs annual remembrance 

ceremony as a state-envisioned civic rite that fuses secular and sacred language. Tollerton shows how ritual 

forms-candles, testimony, moments of silence-recast Holocaust remembrance as a moral axis for national 

renewal and a pedagogical instrument of civic virtue (pp. 105ï125). See also chapter six, óThe Victoria Tower 

Gardens Memorial and Learning Centreô: for discussion of the proposed national memorial beside Parliament, 

explicitly framed by government discourse as a ósacred space for reflection.ô Tollerton situates the project within 

a lineage of sacred civic spaces, interpreting it as a spatial embodiment of moral pedagogy and British values 

(pp. 126ï155). In addition see chapter seven, óLessons from Auschwitzô: for exploration of the Holocaust 

Educational Trustôs student visits as a contemporary form of pilgrimage. Tollerton highlights how the journeyôs 

structure-departure, encounter, and return-produces a transformative moral narrative through which Holocaust 

memory functions as both sacred encounter and civic education (pp. 156ï173). 
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forms, Holocaust memory since the 1990s has been woven into the fabric of Britainôs civic 

education, moral value construction, and public negotiation of its past. 

Writing in 2020, Tollerton suggested óthere [was] no immediate indication of public 

Holocaust memory in Britain declining in importanceô.50 In contrast, however, Ryrie concludes 

that this óage of Hitlerô is ending.51 He argues that its moral resonance is failing as modern 

issues like climate change, migration and economic precarity demand ethical frameworks 

Nazism cannot supply. óSimply knowing that Hitler was a monsterô, he warns, óis not an 

adequate guide to the world we live in.ô52 For Ryrie, while societies still instinctively fall back 

on the familiar narratives of 1940 to make sense of contemporary dangers, these invocations 

have become increasingly hollow.  

Drawing on Tolstoyôs line that óeach unhappy family is unhappy in its own wayô, Ryrie 

observes that no two evils are alike, and further that modern evils, unlike Nazism, are diffuse 

and impersonal.53 Economic inequality, generational impoverishment, and the climate crisis 

cannot be vanquished by slaying a single villain. Yet, in his view, our moral reflex remains to 

cast such problems as wars of good against evil. This tendency, he writes, produces óa certain 

bleak comedyô in moments like the COVID-19 pandemic, when governments órummaged 

through their back catalogue of crisesô to find a template that could make sense of the 

emergency.54 Wartime memes proliferated; politicians and monarchs invoked the óBlitz spiritô; 

and Boris Johnson once more attempted to model himself on Churchill. However, heroic 

imagery substituted for practical competence, and the nationôs moral vocabulary, so rooted in 

1940, proved ill-suited to the ethical and administrative complexities of a pandemic. Britain, 

Ryrie laments, óbrought a Spitfire to a germ fight and proved better at stirring wartime rhetoric 

 
50 Ibid., p. 21.  
51 Ryrie, The Age of Hitler, p. 9. 
52 Ibid., p. 13. 
53 Ibid., p. 110.  
54 Ibid., p. 111.  
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than at effective public health policyô.55 In his starkest comparison, Ryrie notes that ómore 

Londoners died of COVID in April 2020 than were killed in any month of the Blitzô.56 

For Ryrie, such episodes reveal the exhaustion of a moral imagination still governed by 

the shadow of 1940. The reflex to search for new óHitlersô ï or ólittle Hitlers hiding behind 

every curtainô ï exposes a framework cracking under the strain of crises that resist the moral 

logic of wartime: óViruses, we discovered, are in fact not Nazis.ô57 What was once the moral 

touchstone of Western civilisation has become, in his account, a comforting but inadequate 

script, a story whose power to define right and wrong is ebbing even as its language continues 

to echo through public life.  

Yet one can also argue that public lifeôs continued saturation with wartime themes 

contradicts Ryrieôs claim: far from ending, the óage of Hitlerô endures through its continual 

reactivation across new moral and political terrains. The war functions as a versatile empty 

signifier whose repetition is not a symptom of decline but the very means of its endurance. 

What Ryrie reads as hollow nostalgic mimicry is, in effect, a process of continual re-

securitisation: the governing myth renews its authority by redefining the boundaries of threat 

and virtue. Each new crisis invites a fresh articulation of the same moral grammar which can, 

and does, recast climate change, pandemics, or migration as battles that demand unity, sacrifice, 

and national resilience. In this process, the mythôs chain of equivalence is reactivated: courage, 

duty, and defiance are reattached to new antagonists, from óinvisible enemiesô like the 

coronavirus to óinvasionsô of migrants or ówarsô on fossil fuels. 

The effect, therefore, is not erosion but reinforcement. As with Broeckerôs discussion 

of securitised development discourse, the invocation of wartime language grants contemporary 

 
55 Ibid.  
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid., p. 111ï112. 
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policy a renewed urgency and legitimacy, casting collective action as both moral duty and self-

defence. Thus, when the Environmental Audit Committee calls for a ónational mobilisation, or 

ñwar effortò on energy efficiency to insulate homes and cut emissions, or when the Home 

Secretary warns of a migrant óinvasion on our southern coastô, these are not isolated rhetorical 

flourishes.58 They are acts of re-securitisation that stabilise the hegemonic myth by binding 

new political challenges into its moral grammar. Even in public health policy, the rhetoric of 

conflict persists: in 2024, campaigners insisted the UK must adopt a ówar footingô against 

obesity, and the House of Lords framed diet-related disease as a national emergency.59 As the 

next section will show, Britainôs war story, far from fading, remains the active emotional and 

ethical charter of its imagined community, sustained through a continual interplay of 

assimilation and confrontation. 

A Living Myth 

Cultural figures have long commented on why the warôs narrative óworksô so effectively in 

Britainôs imagination. Screenwriter Frank Cottrell-Boyce observed, óWeôre attracted to it 

because of its moral certainties. Try explaining the Cold War to kids: it was about a 

metaphysical geography of Europe that has completely vanished. But they have no problem 

grasping what the Normandy landings were about.ô60  In films, books and television Hitler-

inspired villains recur endlessly across genres ï from Sauron in The Lord of the Rings and the 

 
58 Damian Carrington, óEnergy efficiency: ówar effortô needed to cut bills and emissions, say MPsô, Guardian, 5 

January 2023 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/jan/05/energy-efficiency-war-effort-needed-to-

cut-bills-and-emissions-say-mps [accessed 6 October 2025]; Philip Hubbard, óSuella Bravermanôs Talk of a 

Refugee ñInvasionò is a Dangerous Political Gambit Gone Wrongô, King's College London, 3 November 2022 

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/suella-bravermans-talk-of-a-refugee-invasion-is-a-dangerous-political-gambit-gone-

wrong [accessed 6 October 2025]. 
59 Denis Campbell, óTories and Labour urged to show courage to act on unhealthy foodô, Guardian, 16 March 

2024 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2024/mar/16/tories-and-labour-urged-to-show-courage-to-act-on-

unhealthy-food [accessed 6 October 2025]. 
60 Andrew Pulver, óInterview: Why Are We So Obsessed with Films About the Second World War?ô, Guardian, 

17 July 2014 https://www.theguardian.com/film/2014/jul/17/why-so-obsessed-second-world-war-films 

[accessed 6 December 2022]. 
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Daleks in Doctor Who to Voldemort in Harry Potter.61 Historian Myra Cross notes how 

wartime imagery permeates everyday life: black-and-white war films are staples of weekend 

television; bookstore shelves overflow with titles on Nazi Germany and Winston Churchill, 

often dwarfing works on other periods; and even childrenôs comics and annuals still recount 

tales of derring-do from 1939ï1945.62 Janet Watson once highlighted a Guardian columnistôs 

joke that Britons divide history into three epochs: ó1) The earth cools. 2) Life begins. 3) Britain 

wins the Second World War.ô63 The quip, though humorous, illustrates how thoroughly the 

1939ï1945 narrative is woven into British cultural common sense.  

Robert Eaglestone warns that the nationôs enduring attachment to the moral clarity of 

the Second World War risks becoming a form of ócruel nostalgiaô, a longing that conceals 

inequality, managerial failure, and political complacency, amounting to what he terms ómemory 

blackmailô.64 This critique proved prescient during the COVID-19 pandemic, when the British 

government and media almost instinctively reached for wartime language. Boris Johnson styled 

himself the leader of a wartime government, while ministers lauded NHS doctors and nurses 

as the national ófrontlineô, urging citizens to rediscover the óBlitz spiritô.65 The vaccine rollout 

was hailed as a óDunkirk momentô, and restrictions were described as óunprecedented since the 

Second World Warô.66  

 
61 Charlotte Runcie, óAre Most of the Famous Fictional Baddies in Post-War Popular Culture Based on Hitler?ô, 

The Telegraph, 11 November 2020 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/radio/what-to-listen-to/famous-fictional-

baddies-popular-culture-since-1945-based-hitler/ [accessed 14 June 2022]. 
62 Myra L. Cross, óThe Depiction of Germans in British Films: How it Changes, How Far Such Changes Reflect 

Government Policy and Public Opinionô (unpublished PhD thesis, The Open University, 2009), p. 1. 
63 Janet Watson, óTotal War and Total Anniversary: The Material Culture of Second World War Commemoration 

in Britainô, in Lucy Noakes and Juliette Pattinson (eds) British Cultural Memory and the Second World War 

(London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014), p. 175. 
64 Robert Eaglestone, óCruel Nostalgia and Covid- 19ô, in Pettit, ed., COVID-19, the Second World War, and the 

Idea of Britishness, p. 305 
65 Joanne Pettitt, 'COVID-19, the Second World War, and the Idea of Britishnessô, in Ibid., p. 1; Leighton 

Andrews, 'óLike Any Wartime Governmentô: COVID-19, Churchillian Imaginaries and the Limits of English 

Exceptionalismô, in Ibid., pp. 96ï97; Charlie Hall, 'Global Threats To An Island Story: COVID-19 and the 

British óFoundation Mythô of 1940ô, in Ibid., p. 32. 
66 Peter Donaldson, 'Taking It on the Chin: Sport, War and COVID-19ô, in Ibid., p. 123. 
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As we have seen, Ryrie interprets Britainôs preference for stirring wartime sentiment 

over confronting the moral and administrative complexities of a modern pandemic as evidence 

of moral exhaustion and the fraying of the national story. Yet this reading overlooks the 

interplay of public ritual and private affect that represents authentic cultural memory, and in 

turn sustains Britainôs mythscape. Rather than revealing decay, these invocations demonstrate 

how the sacred story of the war continues to mediate between individual emotion and collective 

identity. 

Lauren Cantillon extends this analysis, showing that metaphors of mobilisation and 

endurance re-anchored the pandemic within the emotional regime of 1940, celebrating ócivilian 

bravery as the road to national survivalô and discouraging open displays of fear or dissent.67 As 

Joanne Pettitt summarises, such memory-work depends on ócollective acts of selection and 

amplification that help to create a simplified and therefore óusableô version of the pastô.68 The 

governmentôs reluctance to ban mass gatherings such as the Cheltenham Festival or major 

football fixtures exemplified this selective remembering. In 1939, the authorities had 

immediately cancelled all large public events; in 2020, by contrast, ministers invoked the Blitz 

spirit to legitimise delay, appealing to the rhetoric of ócarrying onô and calm resilience.69 

Leighton Andrews linked this reluctance to a deeper current of English exceptionalism: the 

wartime narrative, revived under Boris Johnsonôs Churchillian persona, sustained the belief 

that Britainôs ófreedom-lovingô character set it apart from continental neighbours.70 As Anne 

Applebaum and Lawrence Freedman cautioned at the time, this sense of uniqueness could be 

misleading, encouraging ministers early in the pandemic to imagine óweôre not Italy [who had 

 
67 Lauren Cantillon, 'óKeep Calm and Bake Bananasô: Reimagining Wartime Posters for COVID-19ô, in Ibid., p. 
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68 Pettitt, 'COVID-19, the Second World War, and the Idea of Britishnessô, p. 6. 
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70 Andrews, 'óLike Any Wartime Governmentô, p. 92. 
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been hit earlier by the pandemic and imposed restrictions on society], weôll do this our own 

wayô.71  

Strikingly though, even critics of the government drew upon the same wartime frame. 

Broadcasters such as Piers Morgan chastised ministers for misusing rather than 

misappropriating the óBlitz spiritô, urging the public instead to emulate the sacrifices of their 

wartime predecessors by óputting the elderly and infirmô first and accepting the suspension of 

the sporting calendar.72 In both praise and condemnation then, the pandemic was thus narrated 

through the same moral idiom of collective endurance and duty ï a shared symbolic vocabulary 

through which national crisis could be rendered intelligible. Within this frame, obedience and 

resilience became markers of moral citizenship, echoing slogans such as óYour Courage, Your 

Cheerfulness, Your Resolution ï Will Bring Us Victory.ô73 

This reactivation of the sacred story extended deep into the textures of everyday life. 

The wartime frame was not merely deployed for political advantage; it was embraced, recycled, 

and performed by the public itself, offering moral orientation and emotional solidarity in a 

period of isolation and fear. As the months of lockdown unfolded, this participatory dimension 

became most visible in the commemorations of VE Dayôs seventy-fifth anniversary in May 

2020, when the idioms of the ópeopleôs warô were restaged in millions of homes across the 

country. Across Britain, socially distanced street parties and doorstep gatherings mirrored, in 

miniature, the famous celebrations of 1945. Residents decorated their homes with Union Jack 

bunting (sales of VE-themed bunting and flags boomed ahead of the anniversary, with suppliers 

 
71 Dominic Nicholls, óExperts Fear British ñExceptionalismò Built Up Around War Has Stymied Its Response to 

Virusô, Telegraph, 9 May 2020, p. 5. 
72 Ibid., p. 122.  
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reporting record orders) and held sing-alongs of wartime classics like Vera Lynnôs óWeôll Meet 

Againô.74  

The media actively encouraged this performative continuity: The Independent 

published a guide on óhow to plan the perfect VE Day party at homeô, complete with playlists 

of 1940s hits and period-appropriate menus.75 In addition, the Queenôs broadcast on BBC One 

deliberately echoed her fatherôs 1945 radio address, inviting reflection on óa total warô in which 

óno one was immune from its impactô.76 She recalled that óthe outlook seemed bleak, the end 

distant, the outcome uncertainô, yet Britain had ókept faith that the cause was rightô ï language 

that resonated powerfully amid the uncertainties of lockdown.77 Her speech intertwined 

remembrance with reassurance: óNever give up, never despair ï that was the message of VE 

Dayô, she declared, before urging listeners to see in their quiet streets óthe love and care that 

we have for each otherô, insisting that ówe are still a nation those brave soldiers, sailors and 

airmen would recognise and admireô.78 Meanwhile, the Royal Air Force staged 

commemorative fly-pasts over every nation of the UK, Red Arrows over London, RAF 

Typhoons over Edinburgh, Cardiff, and Belfast, underscoring the idea of a united kingdom 

paying tribute.79 Even the landscape was enlisted: a lone Spitfire flew over the white cliffs of 

Dover which directly linked 2020 to Britainôs ófinest hourô.80 These were not purely nostalgic 
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spectacles; they explicitly connected contemporary society with the moral grammar of the good 

war, offering a sense of purpose and resilience at a moment of national vulnerability. 

The sacred story of the Second World War thus remains a touchstone, providing a 

symbolic language of courage and unity. At its heart lies a simple tale of good versus evil and 

resilience against the odds, a ófoundation myth for modern Britainô, a nation facing crises of 

identity and decline.81 The key events of 1940 (Dunkirk, the Battle of Britain, and the Blitz) 

are remembered less as military history than as moral parables celebrating communal stoicism 

and reinforcing a self-perception of a people most resolute in crisis and at their best when alone. 

However, there are other aspects to the narrative of the war. As may be overlooked in our 

summary of pandemic responses; victory is also crucial: D-Day and VE Day mark the warôs 

triumphal conclusion. As Menno Spiering summarises, the narrative runs from óa period of 

misguided appeasement of the Nazis; the nation wakes up at the eleventh hour; a military 

expedition into Europe; near defeat, but a glorious national rescue from the beaches of Dunkirk; 

for a time Britain opposes the Nazis on its own; a Nazi invasion is thwarted in the ñBattle of 

Britainò; bombing raids on British cities (ñthe Blitzò) are withstood by a nation united in 

defiance; invasion of the Continent; defeat of the Nazis; Victoryô.82 

National Imaginaries: óLittle Englandô and óGreater Britainô 

From this foundation, two distinct but overlapping interpretations of Britainôs wartime role 

emerge. The first is that of óLittle Englandô: the plucky, insular, underdog. As Noakes has 

suggested, the myth of Britain as a óplucky little island that stands up against the overwhelming 

might of Nazi Germanyécodifies for us something about what it means to be British, about 
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British characterô.83  This narrative, epitomised by the summer of 1940, highlights British self-

reliance and resilience. The citizenôs duty is framed as primarily domestic, embodied in the 

Blitz spirit of stoicism and collective effort. The housewife becomes a pillar of national 

survival, guided by gendered slogans such as óMake Do and Mendô.84 Despite womenôs 

extensive and highly varied participation in the war effort (by 1944 over seven million women 

worked in industry or civil defence, or the auxiliary services), there has remained ólittle or no 

room in the popular memory of the war for women in uniform; instead, women represent the 

nationôs values, the family at home that the men are fighting to defend. Active images of women 

in wartime are mediated through the need for them to retain a relative degree of passivity in 

the public narrative of warô.85 For example, the memory of female Special Operations 

Executive (SOE) agents was shaped by descriptions emphasising their feminine appearance 

and then reassuring the public that they had returned to more traditional duties like domesticity 

and knitting.86  

Crucially, these threads render óLittle Englandô a largely passive, reactive script: events 

are experienced as imposed from outside; citizens absorb the shock, improvise within 

constraints, then return to routine. The label óLittle Englanderô itself first surfaced during the 

Boer War as an anti-imperial term for those who wanted Britain to focus on home and shun 

foreign óadventuresô.87 It carried an introverted imaginary ï Englishness marked by insularity, 
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reserve and self-sufficiency ï often depicted as the óLittle Manô at ease in his garden, sitting 

room and small domestic world.88  

Popular culture translates the same small-scale, reactive ethos into wartime memory: 

Dadôs Army (1968ï77) distils 1940 into gentle nostalgia in which even male defence is 

portrayed as vulnerable rather than aggrandised; sirens, shortages and orders from óaboveô set 

the terms, and a Home Guard of comic, endearing amateurs muddles through.89 The show 

achieves its humour by juxtaposing the professional Germans with the amateurish British, 

resurrecting and reinforcing the óinsane optimism at being aloneô and ensuring óforeigners are 

absolutely otherô.90 The effect is cumulative: feminised tropes of care and endurance are 

transposed onto the whole community as modest, reactive heroism, offering a comforting myth 

of unity and defiance ï an óanaestheticô against post-imperial drift into obscurity and disunity.91 

However, there is also a different telling of the war, one in which Britain asserts far 

more agency. Woods notes that alongside the underdog thread runs the óoverdogô thread of 

óruling the wavesô and orchestrating victory.92 In this version, Britain did not merely stand alone 

in 1940; it won the Battle of Britain, sank the Bismarck, broke the Enigma code, invented the 

bouncing bomb, and led a global coalition that liberated North Africa, Italy, France and the 

Low Countries. The same memories have sustained post-war visions of Britain as a óworld 

policemanô, institutionalised by its seat on the UN Security Council.93  

Even if events like the Suez Crisis of 1956 exposed the hollowness of Britainôs global 

pretensions, the Falklands War of 1982 resurrected the myth successfully.94 Although Margaret 

Thatcher invoked the vulnerability of 1940, claiming victory had been won against óimpossible 
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oddsô, she also, as Robert Saunders observes, órebuked the ñwaverers and the faint-heartsò who 

thought ñthat Britain was no longer the nation that had built an Empire and ruled a quarter of 

the worldòó:95   óThe lesson of the Falklandsô, she declared, óis that Britain has not changed and 

that this nation still has those sterling qualities which shine through our history. This generation 

can match their fathers and grandfathersé When the demands of war and the dangers to our 

own people call us to arms ï then we British are as we have always been.ô96 

Later, interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq revived this same heroic vocabulary, 

recoding interventionism as a moral duty to uphold global order. Following 9/11, leaders like 

Tony Blair and George Bush played on images of the Blitz and D-Day to ójustify their 

approaches to international relations and to sell the idea of a continuing common destiny of 

their peoplesô.97 Read at face value, this ostensibly more self-confident telling reprises a late-

Victorian óGreater Britainô refitted for 1939ï1945: an outward-facing polity overcoming little-

England provincialism (alleviating the dreaded ócurse of small island countries, the dwarfing 

of mind which would otherwise make us Guernsey a little magnifiedô) which celebrates an 

imperial-and-allied war prosecuted by a 2.5-million-strong Indian Army alongside hundreds of 

thousands from Africa, the Caribbean and the Dominions.98  

However, this version only works by strategic omission. The Far Eastern theatre is 

pushed to the margins: the fall of Singapore in February 1942, often described as Britainôs 

worst military disaster since the Somme, was ótoo painfulô for metropolitan memory and was 

eclipsed by the European narrative; the Burma campaign, though ultimately victorious, was 
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distant from the home front and quickly seemed hollow as Burma moved to independence, 

giving little incentive to celebrate a hard-won óimperialô success.99 The óhazy and fragmented 

memoriesô of the Far East are often confined to representations of prisoners of war (such as the 

film The Bridge on the River Kwai).100 The Indian contribution, meanwhile, despite some 2.5 

million men being mobilised into the Indian Army, is only ódimly registered in historiography 

and popular memoryô.101  

Crucially, the eclipse of these imperial narratives supplies both visions of Britain 

articulated here with a simplified archive: for Little England, it sustains the island imaginary 

of imposed violence, suffering and stoic endurance; for Greater Britain, it preserves a record 

of unambiguous agency by bracketing defeat, decolonisation, and the awkward centrality of 

imperial manpower. As Robert Saunders argues, óforgettingô synthesises two otherwise 

discordant stories, the global titan and the small island ópunching above its weightô, by casting 

empire as something Britain did rather than something it was.102 Hence politicians toggle 

between them as needs arise: post-Brexit appeals to óGlobal Britainô (defined by ministers as a 

resolve óto continue to be a successful global foreign policy player, and to resist any sense that 

Britain will be less engaged in the worldô, and emblazoned in the 2017 Conservative manifesto 

that óthe United Kingdom is a global nation. Our history is a global history; our future must be 

global tooô) sit comfortably alongside invocations of resilience, because both draw on the same 

selective memory that marginalises Singapore, Burma, Africa and India and other imperial 

roles in the sacred story.103  
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Claiming Ownership: From the Peopleôs War to the Thatcher Revolution 

At the same time, the very adaptability that keeps the myth alive, and so politically expedient, 

has also made it a site of perpetual struggle. Because both óLittle Englandô and óGreater Britainô 

offer emotionally charged visions of who the British are and what they stand for, political and 

cultural actors have repeatedly sought to fix their meanings in more stable form. Competing 

groups have tried to claim interpretive ownership of the sacred story, asserting which values it 

ought to celebrate, who counts as its heroes, and what lessons it should teach. This struggle has 

unfolded not only in politics but also in popular historiography, literature, and media, as 

successive generations have re-narrated the war to align with changing social ideals and moral 

economies.  

The late 1960s saw the rise of popular histories such as Angus Calderôs The Peopleôs 

War (1969), which portrayed the war as a great leveller and social revolution, laying the 

foundations for the welfare state.104 This left-leaning narrative of a classless ópeopleôs warô and 

progressive post-war consensus became deeply influential, seeping into textbooks and 

collective understanding. David Edgerton, however, has critiqued this as a retrospective 

construction.105 He argues that the national idea of a ópeopleôs warô was actually created by 

historians themselves in the late 1960s, becoming a celebratory and descriptive term for 

wartime Britain rather than the critical or internationalist concept it often was during the war 

years. He suggests that many of the ideas now associated with the war, such as the national 

focus on the proto-welfare state and the nation ócoming togetherô, were imposed backwards 

onto the 1940s by these post-war historians.106 Edgerton further argues that the enduring power 

of this historical framing is profound: óit is a tribute to the power of the historians who created 
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the new post-war national historiesé that their work should be so easily conflated with what 

happenedô, such that their assumptions dominate textbooks and curricula óto this dayô.107 

If liberals in the 1960s had enshrined a social-democratic version of the war myth, by 

the 1980s conservatives were vigorously reasserting a more traditional, martial interpretation. 

Scholars Graham Dawson and Bob West, writing in 1982, observed that Britain was engaged 

in a symbolic óstruggle over national identityô conducted through the warôs popular memory.108 

Drawing on the example of the Falklands War and a resurgence of patriotism under Margaret 

Thatcher, they argued that popular memory of the war was being mobilised to bolster a right-

wing, nationalist vision of Britain. They noted that ópopular memory is often conservative in 

its natureô, pointing to the persistent heroisation of óChurchill, the Bulldog Breed, the soldier-

heroes with their backs to the sea at Dunkirk, and the civilian-heroes who endured the Blitzô, 

all celebrated in nostalgic media and political rhetoric.109 

Martin Shaw argues that Thatcherôs appropriation retained the Second World Warôs 

emotional capital but stripped away its egalitarian core ï claiming the ódeep patriotismô of the 

period while ójettison[ing] the sharing of equality under threatô.110 As Smith observes, between 

the Falklands victory and the defeat of the minersô strike in 1985, Thatcherôs government was 

able to rewrite the meaning of 1940, transforming it into a moral and economic fable: This 

realignment saw the ólocust yearsô projected onto the politicians of the 1960s and 1970s, 

characterised as decades of moral libertarianism and economic óprofligacyô, which preceded a 

new óyear of national regenerationô under Thatcher.111 This interpretation legitimised a new 
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national narrative centred on óindividualismô, óself-relianceô, and ófree enterpriseô, contrasting 

sharply with the Labour/Peopleôs War myth that stressed ócollectivismô and the ówelfare 

stateô.112  

However, by the turn of the millennium, Connelly concluded that any consensus over 

the warôs meaning was again órapidly falling to piecesô.113 The cohesive, all-pervasive national 

culture that once sustained the myth, he argued, was eroding under the pressures of 

demographic change, social atomisation, and media fragmentation. The decline of a ówhite, 

Anglo-Saxonô cultural core had given way to a more complex, multicultural tapestry in which 

immigrants increasingly demanded recognition of their forebearsô wartime service.114 

Meanwhile, alterations to broadcasting and communications laws had óshattered the consensus 

of the Sunday-afternoon television matin®e and the single-screen cinemaô.115 Connelly had 

already noticed that new forms of entertainment and new visions of conflict were displacing 

the old, steadily weakening the war mythôs unifying power. In his view, the once-hegemonic 

story of 1940 had lost its ability to command the national imagination and had entered its ófinal 

throesô.116 

Later developments partly confirmed, but also complicated, Connellyôs prognosis. 

Research by Tilley and Heath in 2007 identified a generational transition away from pride 

rooted in empire and military triumph towards civic values and multicultural integration.117 

More recent research has shown that British youth display a striking óculture of shameô 

regarding their imperial past, particularly when contrasted with the pride expressed by their 

Russian counterparts, reinforcing the sense of a generational reorientation towards critical 
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engagement with history.118 Moreover, Gaston and Hilhorstôs study of the Brexit campaign 

reiterated a sense of scepticism towards imperial nostalgia.119 Their qualitative research found 

óscant evidence of any support at the citizen level for such ideasô glorifying Britainôs colonial 

past.120 In fact, many focus group participants spoke óvehemently against Britainôs colonial 

legacyô, frequently employing the violent word órapeô to describe the nationôs imperial role.121 

Nevertheless, despite such fragmentation, the wartime myth has undoubtedly endured, 

and as we have already glimpsed, continues to be mobilised by both left and right political 

factions. In the 2010s even Jeremy Corbyn, a longstanding critic of British militarism, still felt 

obliged to pay tribute to the wartime generation during his time as leader of the opposition. 

Though criticised in 2015 for failing to sing the national anthem at a Battle of Britain service 

and for what the press called a óhalf-heartedô bow on Remembrance Sunday, Corbyn repeatedly 

emphasised respect for veterans.122 In 2018 he announced that Labourôs manifesto would 

include óa new social contractô for former service personnel, insisting that Remembrance 

Sunday should honour óall those killed in war as we strive for a world of peaceô, while 

promising óthe security and support our veterans deserveô.123 A year later, marking the 2019 
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Remembrance Day service, he again praised the óhuge sacrificesô made by ómany brave people 

from Britain and all across the worldô in the two world wars.124  

In more recent years, Boris Johnson, Rishi Sunak, and Sir Keir Starmer have each 

drawn on 1940 analogies to frame Ukraineôs resistance to the Russian invasion as a 

contemporary echo of Britainôs war. Johnson addressed the Ukrainian parliament in May 2022, 

declaring óthis is Ukraineôs finest hourô and explicitly invoking the 1940 imagery of British 

resistance under siege.125 Sunak, in his 2024 address to the Ukrainian parliament, invoked this 

lineage: óIf 1940 was our finest hour é and Ukraineôs was two years ago as you resisted the 

Russian invasion é then perhaps today is more like 1942.ô126 Starmer has echoed this framing 

as well: in August 2025 he said Ukraine is ófighting for the same values as the Allies did in the 

Second World Warô.127 He also declared on the eightieth anniversary of VE Day (that Russiaôs 

war shows that the Second World War is ónot just historyô ï asserting that past and present are 

entwined in the moral struggle.128 That such ideologically diverse leaders converge on this 

symbolic script, casting Ukraineôs struggle in the language of British wartime virtue, testifies 

to the hegemonic reach of the sacred story. 

If, by the turn of the millennium, Connelly saw the cohesive post-war culture that had 

sustained the myth as órapidly falling to piecesô, DeGroot locates a brief afterglow of that 
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consensus in the 2012 Olympics, when a self-consciously multicultural Britain appeared to 

reconcile pride and diversity in a single narrative of national unity.129 Yet, as DeGroot notes, 

the Scottish independence and Brexit referendums soon fractured that moment, exposing 

renewed anxieties about identity and belonging.130 The apparent culmination of Connellyôs 

ófinal throesô thus proved cyclical rather than terminal: fragmentation reignited the very myths 

it seemed to dissolve. As Britainôs social and political unity has splintered, its leaders have 

repeatedly turned back to the Second World War as a common moral vocabulary through which 

to reimagine solidarity. Each new rupture, whether Brexit, the pandemic, or the war in Ukraine, 

has inspired renewed invocations of 1940ôs ófinest hourô, allowing the myth to reassert its 

authority even amid division. How, then, has the governing narrative managed not only to 

survive such challenges, but to re-establish itself as the emotional and moral core of British 

identity? 

Broadening the Sacred Story 

In the twenty-first century, Britainôs sacred war story has faced mounting criticism for its 

omissions and hierarchies. Scholars and activists alike have drawn attention to what Browning 

and Haigh term the óhierarchies of heroismô that structure national remembrance, where martial 

service is elevated above all other forms of contribution, and militarised ideals of courage still 

dominate the moral imagination.131 Critics argue that Britainôs sacred narrative remains infused 

with structural racism, sexism and imperial nostalgia, glorifying figures such as Churchill while 
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overlooking the Bengal Famine of 1943, which cost more than three million lives, and other 

colonial atrocities.132  

Mahoney has noted óincreasingly public and powerful attemptsô to contest Britainôs 

commemorative and ritualistic practices: the rejection of NHS clapping during COVID as 

hypocritical, the refusal by growing numbers to wear poppies, and most dramatically the 

toppling of Edward Colstonôs statue during the Black Lives Matter protests.133 These acts 

reignited debates about figures such as the imperialist Cecil Rhodes, the slaveholder Robert 

Milligan, and Prime Ministers William Gladstone and Winston Churchill, whose legacies have 

faced scrutiny regarding their ties to slavery or colonial violence, and underscore how the 

sacred story of the Second World War now intersects with wider, often transnational struggles 

over race, empire and historical justice.134 

Yet, as Alan Lester observes, not all these challenges seek to dismantle the national 

myth; many attempt instead to deepen and recontextualise it.135 His account of the 2021 

Churchill College, Cambridge, events (collectively titled The Racial Consequences of Mr 

Churchill) capture this ambivalent position. Organised by Professor Priyamvada Gopal and 

featuring scholars such as Kehinde Andrews, Madhusree Mukerjee and Onyeka Nubia, the 
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discussions aimed to examine Churchillôs racial views and imperial policies in the same 

exhaustive light that his wartime heroism traditionally enjoys. The organisers explicitly framed 

the series as an exercise in ódiscussion, not debateô, designed to óbring long-overdue balance 

to a heavily skewed national storyô.136  

Indeed, the dominant approach has been to broaden the myth, making it more truthful 

by making it more inclusive and complex. Scholars have stressed the need óto go beyond the 

dominant myths to ensure that ñthe stories behind it are retold in their unabridged versionsòó, 

embedding war memory within a ómore multiracial and international frameworkô and bringing 

the óimperial dimensions of the war and its aftermath more fully into the pictureô, thereby 

resisting the tendency to equate remembrance with forgetting empire.137  This intellectual aim 

reflects what Michael Rothberg terms multidirectional memory: an understanding of collective 

remembrance not as a zero-sum contest for space but as a process of dynamic cross-referencing, 

dialogue, and mutual illumination between disparate histories.138 In this view, the memory of 

the Second World War can intersect productively with those of migration, decolonisation, and 

the struggle for racial justice; linking, for instance, the commemoration of wartime service to 

later narratives of Commonwealth citizenship and the migration of the óWindrushô generation 

from the Caribbean, so that public memory becomes more resonant, plural, and connected.  

In recent decades, these theoretical and ethical calls for a more inclusive remembrance 

have translated into concrete commemorative reforms. Following the precedents of the Bevin 
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Boys (coal miners conscripted for wartime labour), who were permitted to march in 

Remembrance from 1998, and the Womenôs Land Army (female agricultural workers), which 

secured formal recognition only in 2000, the twenty-first century has seen numerous tangible 

attempts to achieve these aims.139 In 2002 the Commonwealth Memorial Gates in Hyde Park 

were unveiled to honour non-European war service, whilst in 2008 the Imperial War Museumôs 

óFrom War to Windrushô exhibition explicitly challenged the exclusionary whiteness of official 

imagery.140 The 2010s saw a national memorial to African and Caribbean service personnel 

appear in Londonôs Windrush Square (The memorialôs lead advocate, Jak Beula, stressed its 

purpose was to ensure that young Britons of African and Caribbean descent know óthe valuable 

input their forefathers had in the two world warsô); and campaigns such as óWe Also Servedô 

secured a statue to Noor Inayat Khan, the Indian-British SOE agent, correcting the postwar 

tendency to anglicise or erase her heritage.141  

Since 2020, the óRemember Togetherô campaign (launched by British Future in 

partnership with the Royal British Legion) has sought to bring people of different backgrounds 

together ahead of Remembrance Sunday and insist that óall who served are fully recognisedô 

regardless of ethnicity or origin.142 In 2021, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission 

formally acknowledged that ópervasive racismô led to the failure to mark or name perhaps 

116,000ï350,000 fallen soldiers of colour from the two world wars, leaving them in unmarked 
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graves or collective memorials.143 A Special Committee report attributed these failings to an 

'overarching imperial ideology' which presumed that 'native' communities would not 

óunderstand or appreciate a headstoneô, thereby justifying a hierarchy of remembrance that 

denied non-European troops the equality in death promised to their white comrades.144 The 

report clarified that, in addition to those entirely missing, between 45,000 and 54,000 casualties 

were deliberately commemorated unequally. often recorded only in paper registers.145 The 

Commission apologised unreservedly, with its director-general admitting these ófailings of the 

past should absolutely not have happenedô.146  

 In 2025, the CWGC expanded this research with the publication of Remembering the 

Dead of the British Empire, a follow-up report that reviewed commemorative activities after 

the Second World War.147 The research found a distinct difference from the First World War, 

concluding there was no evidence that individuals were systematically excluded from named 

commemoration and that over 650,000 casualties from across the Empire were commemorated 

by name.148 However, the report still identified five distinct areas of unequal treatment. These 

included African and Indian bodies being more readily left behind during 'concentration' 

efforts, resulting in their commemoration shifting from individual graves to memorials, and the 

families of these groups being excluded from verifying casualty details.149 The report 

concluded that these discriminatory outcomes were not the product of explicit intention but 
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were ómade possible by a fundamentally unequal British imperial systemô of which the Imperial 

War Graves Commission was an integral part.150 

Historian David Olusoga, whose documentary The Unremembered: Britainôs Forgotten 

War Heroes (2019) helped bring this injustice to light, claimed the century long failure to 

commemorate these soldiers amounted to óapartheid in death é one of the biggest scandals 

Iôve ever come across as an historianô.151 Yet, crucially, once again Olusogaôs outrage does not 

reject the sacred story itself: it demands that its circle of remembrance be widened. His work 

exemplifies a generation of historians who argue that true fidelity to Britainôs ófinest hourô 

requires confronting its exclusions. The task, as Olusoga frames it, is not to desecrate the myth 

but to redeem it ï by ensuring that the story of sacrifice and solidarity told each November 

finally includes all those who fought and died under the British flag. 

Major anniversaries have amplified this drive for inclusivity. For VE Day 75 in 2020, 

leaders from diverse ethnic backgrounds, including Sadiq Khan and Rishi Sunak, were 

prominently involved in wreath-laying and speeches.152 Queen Elizabeth II reminded viewers 

that the war óhad been fought by peoples of many lands, many faiths, united in common causeô, 

while the then Prince of Wales led the two-minute silence not from London but from Balmoral, 

with a Scottish piper and an Edinburgh cannon salute.153 In Cardiff, the Welsh First Minister 

stressed that óthe unity of the Commonwealth nations, who joined together to fight the spread 

of fascismô must be remembered alongside home-front sacrifices.154 
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Across social media, Britons shared family stories not only of English riflemen, but of 

Scottish sailors, Welsh miners, Indian infantrymen and Polish pilots. Even polarised political 

figures signalled their shared membership of the myth. The Home Secretary Suella Braverman 

tweeted a photo of her Mauritian great-uncle in uniform, thanking óall Commonwealth 

servicemen and womenô. (See Figure 2.1)155  

Figure 2.1: Suella Braverman MPôs VE Day 2020 Twitter Post

 

One of her fiercest critics, activist Dr Shola Mos-Shogbamimu, echoed the sentiment, 

urging Britons to remember Black and Asian contributions under the hashtag #LestWeForget 

(See Figure 2.2).156 Polling by British Future indicated strong resonance for such gestures: 78 

per cent of white Britons and 76 per cent of ethnic minority Britons agreed that highlighting 

Commonwealth contributions would make remembrance feel more relevant.157 The groupôs 
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open letter in 2020, signed by senior figures across parties including London Mayor Sadiq 

Khan and former Chancellor Sajid Javid, insisted that óthis is a history that we share, and of 

which we can all be proudô.158 By VE Day 80 in 2025, further polling suggested continued 

public consensus: 86 per cent of respondents agreed that ówe should commemorate all those 

who fought for Britain in the World Wars, regardless of where they came fromô, with 64 per 

cent strongly agreeing.159 77 per cent believed that remembering the shared wartime history of 

British and Commonwealth troops ócan help build cohesion in todayôs multi-ethnic societyô, 

and 81 per cent thought that teaching children about the diversity of Britainôs wartime allies 

ócan help them understand the multi-ethnic society we share todayô.160 

Figure 2.2: Dr Mos-Shogbamimu VE Day Twitter Post 2020 

 

Seen critically, however, such apparent bipartisan support for inclusivity can be read 

strategically. As Broecker reminds us, hegemonic narratives maintain dominance not only by 

securitisation (defining and defending against perceived threats) but also by assimilation: 

discourses and the subject-positions favoured within them ógain in (political) power to the 

degree that they are able to include and represent a number of different subject-positions within 

 
158 Ibid.  
159 British Future, VE Day 80: Public Supports Efforts to Raise Awareness of Commonwealth WW2 Service, 8 

May 2025, https://www.britishfuture.org/ve-day-80-public-supports-efforts-to-raise-awareness-of-

commonwealth-ww2-service/ [accessed 8 October 2025]. 
160 Ibid.  



tŀƎŜ μ млн 

 

that discourseô.161 Incorporating new figures (Sikh soldiers, Caribbean airmen, female 

munitions workers) into the wartime story strengthens rather than undermines the hegemonic 

chain of equivalence. By linking these subaltern figures to the core signifiers of courage, 

sacrifice, and victory, proponents of the governing myth can actually shore up its legitimacy 

and quieten doubters, ensuring they can readily apply it anew to fresh contexts.  

Yet, as Janet Watson observed of earlier commemorative shifts in the 1980s and 1990s, 

such gestures of inclusion can be superficial.162 As she explains, whilst that period began to 

celebrate everyone óno matter what they had done between 1939 and 1945ô, these expansions 

rarely transformed the underlying narrative or its hierarchies.163 Women and civilians were 

newly visible, but the myth continued to revolve around masculine heroism, national unity, and 

righteous victory. Contemporary gestures supporting multicultural remembrance, especially 

isolated social media posts, can seem to repeat this pattern: broadening the surface of the myth 

without altering its foundations. 

The 2017 BBC News feature Reclaiming Remembrance: óI Thought It Was a White 

Eventô illuminated this tension.164 Its interviewees (Dr Irfan Malik, Rabia Mirza and others) 

welcomed recent efforts by institutions such as the Royal British Legion to highlight 

Commonwealth and Muslim service. Yet they also lamented that these advances coexist with 

persistent blind spots in popular culture. Mirza cited Christopher Nolanôs blockbuster Dunkirk 

(2017) as a case in point: while the acclaimed director insisted on keeping the film óapoliticalô, 

this very stance erased the Indian and colonial troops who had been present at the evacuation.165 
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What presents itself as neutrality thus reproduces the old exclusions, reaffirming the ówhite 

warô imaginary that inclusive remembrance supposedly seeks to overcome. 

Such examples expose the limits of the mythôs assimilative power. Beneath its apparent 

pluralism, the sacred storyôs core moral logic persists; a moral universe in which courage and 

unity are celebrated, while doubt or dissent remain marginal. The injunction that we can and 

we should all be proud of this history, reaffirmed repeatedly during VE Day 80 in 2025, remains 

central to Britainôs commemorative grammar. In the House of Commons, Conservative MP 

Saqib Bhatti declared that óVE Day and VJ Day must forever be remembered and etched into 

our memories. I am sure this whole House will agree that it is important that we remember 

these historic days for years to comeô.166 Such rhetoric captures how inclusive remembrance 

operates less as a challenge to the myth than as its renewal. Inclusivity, in this sense, 

demonstrates the mythôs elasticity rather than its fragility: it expands the field of belonging 

while preserving the core hierarchy of pride, gratitude, and unity.  

However, some challenges to hegemonic memory resist reconciliation. There are 

moments when the hegemonic orderôs assimilative capacity falters, when symbols of the war 

are invested with irreconcilable meanings, and the sacred story can no longer contain both 

liberal and conservative, domestic and international visions within a single frame. Studying 

these moments reveals not only how a hegemonic or ósacredô story endures under pressure, but 

also where it begins to crack. Political and cultural practices in such periods often oscillate 

between ethical reactions, which as we have seen acknowledge rupture and invite change, and 
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ideological reactions, which conceal it. It is within the latter, the defensive efforts to keep the 

myth intact, that the boundaries of Britainôs hegemonic memory become most visible. 

The Limits of Assimilation: When Myths Collide 

Moments of fracture are particularly revealing. Broecker uses the term dislocation to describe 

such ruptures, events or discursive crises that the hegemonic order cannot easily absorb or 

domesticate.167  Dislocations expose the contingency of what had seemed natural or self-

evident: they remind us that every social order is only one possible arrangement among others, 

never fully fixed or secure. When dislocation occurs (Broecker cites examples such as 

economic crashes or depressions) established rules and meanings lose their hold, and actors are 

forced to improvise: to re-articulate meaning in conditions of uncertainty.168 Such 

indeterminacy can open space for transformation, but it can equally provoke defensive 

reactions. Competing actors struggle to re-stitch the narrative, some seeking to restore the old 

moral order, others to redefine it. Each attempt to repair coherence, however, exposes how 

strained the hegemonic framework has become, revealing the limits of assimilation and the 

fragility of the myth itself. 

The Brexit campaign offers perhaps the clearest example of such a dislocation: a 

moment when the basic moral grammar of the sacred story could no longer accommodate the 

range of meanings projected onto it. Scholars have emphasised that campaigners óon both sides 

invoked contested memories of the past and made normative claims about Britainôs ónaturalô 

allies and marketsô.169 On the Leave side, Boris Johnson claimed the EU was pursuing a federal 

dream óakin to what Hitler once triedô, urging Britons to óbe the heroes of Europe againô.170 
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Addressing the Home Affairs Select Committee, Conservative MP Sir Bill Cash invoked the 

anniversary of the Normandy landings, arguing that those who fought and died there ódid not 

do so to enable convicted EU rapists, paedophiles and drug dealers who are now here in prison 

to be protected under the new European human rights lawsô.171 Brexiteer MP Mark Francois 

made the wartime link even more explicit: óMy father, Reginald Francois, was a D-Day veteran. 

He never submitted to bullying by any German and neither will his son.ô172 This theme was 

amplified by newspapers like the Sun, which evoked the Second World War sitcom Dadôs Army 

with its headline, óWho do EU think you are kidding Mr Cameron?ô173 Similarly, the Daily 

Mail invoked the famous 1939 House of Commons cry óSpeak for England!ô to frame the 

referendum as a comparable ócrossroads in our island historyô.174  

Remain campaigners mobilised the same mythic vocabulary in reverse. Veterans such 

as Field Marshal Lord Bramall warned that leaving the EU would betray the peace their 

generation had fought to secure, while David Cameron even urged voters to óremember the 

white headstonesô as a moral injunction to preserve European unity: óIsolationism has never 

served this country well. Whenever we turn our back on Europe, sooner or later we come to 

regret it. We have always had to go back in, and always at much higher cost.ô175 Combined, the 

opposing sides generated over 3,300 articles which contained references to empire, British 

identity, sovereignty, the Second World War, and the concepts of remembrance and 

restoration.176 This mnemonic tug-of-war exposed the fragility of the wartime consensus. No 

longer a unifying moral charter, the war became a contested mirror reflecting two incompatible 
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visions of Britain: one as an independent island power, the other as the moral conscience and 

willing partner of post-war Europe. The antagonistic frontier between sovereignty and 

solidarity, nationalism and cosmopolitanism could no longer be contained within a single 

narrative frame.  

The persistence of this divide was evident even six years later in a 2022 Mass 

Observation directive on the warôs continuing legacy (a Directive I authored), structured 

around how Britons learn about the Second World War, how they interpret Germanyôs historical 

responsibility, and how film, media and online platforms shape contemporary political 

attitudes. One respondent remarked: óAlthough Hitler lost, I feel the Germans were very clever 

the second time when Angela Merkel and the European Union issued directives which we had 

to obey.ô177 Others lamented that ómany peopleôs perceptions of Germany and other European 

countries are still so coloured by WW2é I think peopleôs outdated views are a significant 

factor in the Brexit voteô.178 Another recalled that óso many actual veterans didnôt want us to 

leave the EUô.179 

For these observers, there was óno question that a conception of Britain based on the 

idea that it óstood aloneô during the Second World War and beat the Germans, is central to 

British identity and contributed to Brexitô.180 One observer even summarised the dichotomy 

charted in this chapter: the war, they wrote, has ótwo differing legaciesô; on one hand, the óLittle 

Englandô mentality that cherishes independence and the óDunkirk Spiritô of resilience; on the 

other, óthe belief we are European and need a united Europeô.181   
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Such irreconcilable interpretations show why dislocations can be so revealing. They 

expose the underlying framework of Britainôs wartime mythology, the network of ideas and 

emotions that link together courage, sacrifice, freedom, and unity into a single moral story. In 

Laclau and Mouffeôs terms, Brexit unmasked the óchains of equivalenceô that hold this story 

together: the flexible associations that give the war its enduring power to mean different things 

to different people. The debate revealed that the sacred storyôs unifying appeal rests on constant 

boundary-work, on deciding who may invoke the stories of 1939ï1945, and for what moral 

purpose. 

Comparable dislocations recur whenever the moral foundations of Britainôs wartime 

story are publicly questioned. Few figures illustrate this defensiveness more clearly than 

Winston Churchill. The 2020 Black Lives Matter protests reignited debate over his legacy when 

demonstrators targeted the statue in Parliament Square, prompting fierce denunciations from 

politicians and the press.182 Boris Johnson again led this line of defence, as he produced a series 

of public statements detailing how Churchill saved Britain ófrom a fascist and racist tyrannyô, 

and condemned the subsequent boarding up of his statue, although as Pettitt notes, óit had been 

boarded up at different times when he was Mayor of London himselfô.183 A year later, the 

academic discussions examining his racial views were ultimately shut down amid accusations 

of Churchill College ótrashingô his reputation and of facilitating ópseudo-academic 

detractorsô.184  
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While the meanings attached to Churchill have evolved, the mythology surrounding 

him remains remarkably resilient. As Stephen Fielding, Bill Schwarz, and Richard Toye 

observe, Churchillôs image has in recent decades been subordinated óto one of the truly 

hegemonic myths of British history: the caring monarchô.185 In popular culture, from The Kingôs 

Speech to The Crown, he increasingly appears not as the dominating ósaviour of civilisationô, 

but as the antiquated, ódelusionalô servant of a gentler sovereign order.186 Yet, as Fielding and 

his colleagues note, the threshold for what constitutes an óattackô on his legacy remains 

extraordinarily low: even ótempered criticismô is often received as heresy.187 When, in an 

otherwise celebratory BBC documentary, Jeremy Paxman described Churchill as óa chancer, 

an egotist é and sometimes a bit of a charlatanô, his descendants ówent ónutsôô, and great-

grandson Randolph Churchill condemned the óimpertinenceô, insisting the family name still 

óbrings a smile to peopleôs facesô.188 Such visceral reactions to academic inquiry and mild 

critique alike reveal how jealously the Churchill myth is policed, and more broadly, how tightly 

the boundaries of Britainôs wartime morality remain drawn. 

Studying events when this morality is challenged then, exposes where Britainôs 

hegemonic myth meets its limits; when adaptation can no longer contain antagonism and 

meaning must be renegotiated in public view. The following chapters examine these dynamics 

in one of the most volatile arenas of all: the memory of Britainôs strategic bombing campaign 

against Germany. If Brexit exemplified a political dislocation, where the sacred storyôs moral 

grammar fractured under rival claims of sovereignty and solidarity, for decades the memory of 

Britainôs strategic bombing campaign has exposed a deeper moral and ethical dislocation. Here, 

the tension is primarily not between competing futures (although it can be linked to Britainôs 
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continuing relationship with modern Germany and Europe) but between pride and remorse, 

heroism and atrocity.  

The bombing war remains an unsettled corner of the good war, difficult to reconcile 

with the moral grammar of righteous victory. Bomber Command veterans have gradually been 

incorporated into the sacred story through memorials such as the 2012 Bomber Command 

Memorial in Green Park and the 2018 International Bomber Command Centre in Lincoln, yet 

many long felt neglected, haunted by the moral ambiguity and societyôs judgment of their 

service. Even now, attempts to revisit the campaign historically or politically can prove volatile. 

On the surface the February 1945 bombing of Dresden, in particular, continues to 

occupy a uniquely charged position. In October 2023, Defence Secretary Grant Shapps drew 

condemnation for comparing Israelôs aerial bombardment of Gaza to Britainôs wartime raids 

on Dresden, suggesting that óWhen Britain bombed Dresden, 35,000 people lost their 

liveséweôve sort of forgotten that in war, very sadly, people lose their lives.ô 189  Critics 

accused him of moral distortion, and the controversy did not just reignite long-standing 

arguments about proportionality; it triggered the very dynamic of politicised outrage and 

identity-based defence that, as the next chapter will argue, now defines the bombing warôs 

sanctified public memory.190 
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Figure 2.3: Grant Shappsô Invocation of Dresden on National Television, 2023 

 

Whether Shappsôs comment was a careless aside or a calculated defence of hard 

choices, it underscored how the bombing war now acts as a fault line of a new kind: not simply 

a quiet moral ambiguity, but a fiercely defended public shrine where any challenge, analogy, 

or perceived critique triggers a volatile reaction. Indeed, the very fact that a senior government 

minister felt comfortable invoking Dresden not as a taboo, but as a casual allegory for necessary 

wartime choices, is itself evidence of its newly sanctified place in the national story. 

Over the past decade, veterans, clergy, and historians seeking to draw attention to the 

complexities of the bombing campaign have repeatedly met with resistance. By tracing how 

such interventions are framed in the press and contested in digital forums, the following 

chapters will examine in microcosm the mechanisms through which Britainôs sacred story is 

challenged, defended, and continually remade. They ask: which arguments are absorbed into 

the mythôs moral chain, and which are cast out as transgressions? How does perceived authority 

of the challenger; the veteran, the cleric, or the historian, shape these reactions? And how does 

affective memory mediate these responses in an age where outrage is amplified, and 

remembrance ritualised online? 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has argued that, contrary to the suggestion that the óage of Hitler is endingô, the 

memory of the Second World War endures in Britain not as a fading historical episode but as a 

living sacred story. It functions as a hegemonic and emotionally charged narrative that provides 

ontological security in an era of profound uncertainty. Its power lies in its adaptability as an 

óempty signifierô, whose core moral grammar (a virtuous nation tested, resilient, and ultimately 

triumphant) is continually reapplied to new challenges. This durability is sustained not only 

through institutionalised cultural memory but through an affective inheritance, the ómemory of 

the memoryô, that binds generations to the conflictôs emotional weight even without direct 

experience. 

The mythôs survival depends on a dynamic interplay of two key processes. First, it 

renews its authority through re-securitisation, where its moral grammar is invoked to frame 

contemporary crises, from pandemics to wars to migrations, as existential battles demanding 

unity and sacrifice. Second, it maintains its hegemonic reach through assimilation, by 

broadening its circle of remembrance to include previously marginalised figures, thereby 

strengthening its claim to represent a unified, multicultural nation. These processes allow the 

sacred story to sustain two distinct but complementary national imaginaries: the insular, stoic 

óLittle Englandô that endures against the odds, and the assertive, interventionist óGreater 

Britainô that projects its values globally. By toggling between these visions, the myth provides 

a versatile script for almost any political contingency. 

Yet this elasticity has limits. The mythôs coherence is threatened by moments of 

dislocation, ruptures like the Brexit referendum, where the sacred story was invoked by 

opposing sides to legitimise irreconcilable futures. In these moments, the narrative ceases to be 

a unifying charter and instead becomes a contested battleground, exposing the fragile óchains 
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of equivalenceô that hold its meaning together. The fierce policing of figures like Churchill 

further reveals the boundaries of acceptable critique; while the myth can absorb inclusivity, it 

actively resists interpretations perceived as desecration. The result is a paradoxical mix of unity 

and volatility, making the war story both a source of shared identity and a map of contemporary 

cultural divides. 

To see these dynamics under maximum stress, the next chapter turns to the memory of 

Britainôs strategic bombing campaign. If Brexit revealed a contemporary political dislocation, 

the bombing war exposes a deeper moral one, creating a tension between heroism and atrocity 

that cannot be easily resolved within the good war narrative. By examining public controversies 

surrounding this difficult history, we can observe in microcosm how the sacred story is 

defended, contested, and remade when faced with challenges that strike not at its edges, but at 

its very moral core. 
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Chapter Three: 

The Heroism of Destruction: Sanctifying the Bomber War 

The sacred story of the Second World War persists through continual re-articulation. Often 

associated with the memory of Britain standing alone in 1940, this narrative has progressively 

expanded to include a wider constellation of participants and perspectives, from the 

Commonwealth men and women who served across the globe to the civilians whose endurance 

under fire became part of the national myth of resilience. This chapter argues that, in recent 

decades, RAF Bomber Command has also been increasingly assimilated into that evolving 

narrative, and that a service once shadowed by moral controversy is now celebrated as an 

embodiment of courage and sacrifice within the canon of Britainôs good war.1 

At first glance, such a development may seem unsurprising. Acts of heroism, technical 

ingenuity, and endurance are woven deeply into the popular memory of the conflict. Bomber 

Commandôs contribution to victory was vast and costly: 55,573 aircrew were killed, ómore than 

those who serve in the entire Royal Air Force todayô, and thousands more were wounded or 

captured.2 Their story appears to fit naturally within Britainôs commemorative vocabulary of 

sacrifice and service, alongside the Spitfire pilots of Fighter Command or the sailors of the 

Atlantic convoys. 

Yet the bomber war was a uniquely complex episode, one that fused courage with 

devastation and produced deep moral wounds that, for some, never fully healed. Post-war 

testimony reveals that while many veterans stood proud of their service, others experienced 

 
1 Frances Houghton, óThe ñMissing Chapterò: Bomber Command Aircrew Memoirs in the 1990s and 2000sô in 

British Cultural Memory and the Second World War, ed. by Lucy Noakes and Juliette Pattinson (London: 

Bloomsbury Academic, 2014), p. 156. 
2 Royal Air Force Benevolent Fund, 'About Bomber Commandô, RAF Benevolent Fund 

https://www.rafbf.org/bomber-command-memorial/about-bomber-command [accessed 10 November 2025]. 
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significant guilt.3 Colin Harrison of 467 Squadron exemplified this deep, lingering 

ambivalence. He was haunted by a photograph of an elderly couple killed in Hamburg, 

recording: óI often thought about those two old people... I often wondered whether they had 

anything to do with meé I wondered if Iôd done itô.4 Such moments of reckoning expose the 

deep ambivalence that shadowed even the most dutiful participants in the campaign. 

This chapter explores how that moral complexity has been remembered, reframed, and 

ultimately sanctified within Britainôs post-war imagination. It traces the shifting meanings 

attached to Bomber Command; from Cold War containment and the moral anxieties of the 

nuclear age, through the heritage-era rehabilitation of the 1980s, to the twenty-first-century 

memorials that canonised the airmen as martyrs of duty. In doing so, it asks how a campaign 

often interpreted as morally unsettling throughout the postwar period has become yet another 

cornerstone of Britainôs sacred story, setting the stage for the next chapterôs examination of 

how these tensions are articulated, mediated, and contested within the digital public sphere. 

Bomber Command as Embodiment of the Sacred Story 

On the surface, the Bomber Command offensive epitomised the heroic ideals at the heart of 

Britainôs sacred war narrative. The sacred story (as detailed in Chapter 1) is built on a powerful 

dual image of British identity: the steadfast Little England that stood alone against tyranny, and 

the assertive Greater Britain that drew upon its empire and industrial might to help liberate 

Europe. In both conception and practice, the strategic bombing campaign fused these two 

mythic strands, while its human component (the vast network of ground and air crews) came 

 
3 See James Greenhalgh, 'The Long Shadow of the Air War: Composure, Memory and the Renegotiation of Self 

in the Oral Testimonies of Bomber Command Veterans Since 2015ô, Contemporary British History, 35.4 (2021), 

pp. 477ï514. 
4 Keith Lowe, Inferno: The Devastation of Hamburg 1943 (London: Viking, 2007), p. 329. 
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to embody the social solidarity of the Peopleôs War, and its material impact was central to the 

final Allied victory.  

In its early years, when Britain stood largely on the defensive, Bomber Command was 

the óonly way the war could actually be carried to the enemyô.5 However, the physical force 

available was modest and improvisational (a fact underscored by Britain having only 280 

bombers ready for operational use in September 1939 compared to the Luftwaffeôs almost 

1,200).6 This small force was critically exposed, as it relied on óstop-gap bombersô, many of 

which were already considered obsolete.7 

This profound quantitative and qualitative deficit led to a swift and painful 

confrontation with reality. The pre-war doctrine of the óself-defending daylight bomber 

formationô was proven óuntenableô almost immediately.8 In a disastrous raid on Wilhelmshaven 

in December 1939, half of the attacking force failed to return, exposing the vulnerability of 

these early aircraft and the futility of daylight precision.9 Air Commodore Norman Bottomley 

nonetheless praised the crewsô resolve, likening their determination to maintain formation 

under attack to the óold Thin Red Lineô or the óShoulder to Shoulderô of Cromwellôs Ironsides, 

a comparison that underscored the endurance and discipline expected of a fighting minority 

facing impossible odds.10 

The following spring brought even greater calamity. During the Battle of France, crews 

flying obsolete Blenheims and Fairey Battles pressed on with what Churchill called óalmost 

daily deeds of fameô, comparing their efforts to the óCharge of the Light Brigade at 

 
5 Mark Connelly, Reaching for the Stars: A History of Bomber Command (London: I.B. Tauris, 2001), p. 15. 
6 Brett Holman, ó"Bomb Back, and Bomb Hard": Debating Reprisals During the Blitzô, Australian Journal of 

Politics and History, 58(3) (2012), p. 402. 
7 Max Hastings, Bomber Command (London: Pan Books, 2010), p. 50. 
8 Ibid., pp. 4, 41.  
9 Anthony C. Grayling, Among the Dead Cities: Was the Allied Bombing of Civilians in WWII a Necessity or a 

Crime? (London: Bloomsbury, 2006), p. 28.  
10 Hastings, Bomber Command, p. 5. 
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Balaclavaô.11  One bomber formation, 2 Group, developed a reputation for ócompleting attacks 

when everybody else had abandoned themô and ópressing on to the Dutch coast in broad 

daylight when others had returned for lack of cloud coverô.12 

In retrospect, such episodes reveal how the early experience of Bomber Command 

should fit neatly within the Little England framework. The British self-perception prizes 

moments when the nation óstood alone and took it on the chinô, and the early Bomber Command 

certainly represents a symbol of stubborn defiance.13 The image of small formations of 

vulnerable bombers confronting overwhelming odds, often with tragic results, aligns closely 

with the national myth of the plucky island standing alone, defined not by power but by resolve. 

This was not yet the vast industrial war machine of 1943ï45, but a fragile, under-resourced 

force whose persistence carried profound symbolic weight. In the years of the Blitz and the fall 

of France, the knowledge that Britain was óhitting backô provided powerful psychological 

support.14  

However, as the war progressed, Bomber Command grew into a formidable instrument 

of total war, becoming a literal vehicle of Greater Britainôs reach, power, and ultimate victory. 

By 1942ï43, with the introduction of four-engine heavy bombers (Stirling, Halifax, Lancaster) 

and the mounting of thousand-plane raids, the campaign took on an epic scale.15 In turn, the 

volume of bombs dropped increased exponentially. After dropping 5,000 tons in the whole of 

1940, in 1943 Bomber Command was able to drop 180,000 tons.16 In the first four months of 

 
11 Ibid., p. 85.  
12 Ibid., p. 81.  
13 Mark Connelly, We Can Take It!: Britain and the Memory of the Second World War, (London: Routledge, 

2014), p. 14. 
14 Frederick Taylor, Dresden: Tuesday, 13 February 1945 (London: Bloomsbury, 2005), p. 133. 
15 See the chapter óMillenniumô in Denis Richards, The Hardest Victory: RAF Bomber Command in the Second 

World War (London: Penguin, 2001), pp. 126ï136. 
16 Grayling, Among the Dead Cities, p. 104.  
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1945, it dropped a mammoth 181,000 tons, which was nearly one-fifth of its total for the whole 

war.17 

By the end of the war, Bomber Command had 98 operational squadrons equipped with 

2,856 aircraft, including 1,600 heavy bombers.18 Night after night, year after year, bombers 

built in Canadian and British factories roared out toward Germany.19 The organisation that had 

begun as a desperate stopgap evolved into a major offensive force projecting Britainôs industrial 

and technological prowess. In this sense, the bomber offensive came to embody Greater 

Britainôs wartime role: not just an island nation surviving the onslaught, but an imperial and 

industrial power capable of taking the offensive against Nazi Germany. 

The impact of this offensive was cumulative and multifaceted: military, industrial and 

psychological. Although the area-bombing campaign was often inaccurate, it compelled 

Germany to divert colossal resources to home defence. By 1944, some two million Germans 

were engaged nightly in anti-aircraft operations, whilst the Luftwaffe was forced to redeploy 

70 per cent of its fighters to defend the Reich.20 Up to twenty-thousand 88-mm guns, among 

Germanyôs best anti-tank weapons, were tied up in flak batteries rather than deployed against 

the Allied armies.21 The air-defence system consumed a fifth of all German ammunition and 

up to two-thirds of its radar and optical-instrument production.22  

The campaignôs direct effects also became more tangible from 1944 onwards. Precision 

strikes on oil plants, transport hubs and rail networks crippled Germanyôs capacity to wage war. 

 
17 Ibid.  
18 Trevor Nash, 'An Analysis of the Factors Affecting the Royal Air Force's Bomber Force/Bomber Command 

Aircrew Operational Training Pipeline and the Resulting Training Methodologies Adopted Between 1922 and 

1945' (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Birmingham, 2023), p. 150; Hastings, Bomber Command, p. 437.  
19 Simon P. MacKenzie, Bomber Boys on Screen: RAF Bomber Command in Film and Television Drama 

(London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2019), p. 49. 
20 Randall Hansen, Fire and Fury: The Allied Bombing of Germany 1942ï1945 (New York: New American 

Library, 2009), p. 279. 
21 Grayling, Among the Dead Cities, p. 105; Richards, The Hardest Victory, p. 302. 
22 Richard Overy, Why the Allies Won, 2nd rev. edn (London: Pimlico, 2006), p. 160. 
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The attacks on refineries reduced German aviation-fuel output from 156,000 tons in May 1944 

to barely 10,000 tons by September, grounding much of the Luftwaffe.23 The systematic 

bombing of rail lines and marshalling yards (the óTransportation Planô) proved critical to the 

success of D-Day, delaying German reinforcements and paralysing logistics.24 In the nights 

preceding the landings, Bomber Command dropped more than 5,000 tons of bombs on coastal 

defences; helping to silence nine of ten major gun batteries.25 Its aircraft also took part in the 

raids that finally sank the battleship Tirpitz and disrupted the V-weapon programme at 

Peenem¿nde.26  

The psychological dimension of the campaign was also significant. Even if it ultimately 

failed to fracture German morale or provoke revolt, the bombing war inflicted a pervasive sense 

of terror, fatigue, and despair. Early raids on Berlin in 1940 shattered confidence in Nazi 

promises of invulnerability, undermining Luftwaffe chief Hermann Gºringôs prestige and 

alarming Joseph Goebbelsôs Propaganda Ministry.27 By 1943, the óterror of Hamburgô had 

produced an unprecedented crisis of morale: the refugee columns fleeing the city spread panic 

deep into the countryside, and Armaments Minister Albert Speer warned that a few more such 

raids could force surrender.28 

As the bombing intensified through 1944ï45, the cumulative strain produced apathy, 

numbness, and a brutalised will to survive. Reports from Darmstadt and other destroyed cities 

described a population óincapable of feelingô, emotionally anaesthetised by incessant fear.29 

However in the final months, the onslaught on eastern cities such as Dresden, Leipzig, and 

Chemnitz was designed precisely to induce chaos and despair among civilians retreating before 

 
23 Hastings, Bomber Command, p. 426. 
24 Richards, The Hardest Victory, p. 228. 
25 Grayling, Among the Dead Cities, p. 67; Richards, The Hardest Victory, p. 233. 
26 Richards, The Hardest Victory, p. 251, p. 299. 
27 Grayling, Among the Dead Cities, p. 38. 
28 Ibid., p. 99.  
29 Hastings, Bomber Command, p. 419.  



tŀƎŜ μ ммф 

 

the Red Army.30 German historian Gºtz Bergander argues that the Dresden raid óswept away 

what was left of the will to resistô, confirming that while the bombing failed to incite political 

revolt, it succeeded in spreading psychological collapse.31 

The Peopleôs War: The Social Fabric and Human Cost 

This industrial-scale offensive was sustained by a vast human infrastructure. At its peak in 

1944, Bomber Commandôs 36,000 aircrew were supported by more than 190,000 male and 

female ground personnel.32 The latter encompassed mechanics, armourers, drivers, radio 

operators and Womenôs Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF) members whose labour kept the 

squadrons operational.33 As the war progressed, more trades were opened to women, reaching 

70 shared trades by the end of 1940.34 The courage of the groundcrews may have been 

procedural rather than spectacular, measured in constancy and repetition (the work of 

mechanics, fitters, and riggers involved long, difficult hours doing the daily maintenance of 

aircraft, whilst exposed to the elements), but it also involved the dangerous work of clearing 

óhang-upsô and defusing bombs.35 WAAF members frequently covered twenty-four-hour 

watches in control rooms, maintaining radio contact with returning aircraft; one operator, óPipô 

Beck, famously continued her duty even as an intruder bombed the airfield.36 The collective 

effort embodied the moral and social ideals later mythologised in the Peopleôs War. Though 

divided by specialised trades, Bomber Command was bound together by mutual dependence 

and sustained by the conviction that ordinary perseverance could achieve extraordinary results. 

 
30 Grayling, Among the Dead Cities, p. 71.  
31 Gºtz Bergander, Dresden im Luftkrieg: Vorgeschichte ï Zerstorung ï  Folgen (Cologne, 1978), p. 349., cited 

in Tami D. Biddle, óWartime Reactionsô, in Paul Addison and Jeremy A. Crang. eds., Firestorm: The Bombing of 

Dresden (London: Pimlico, 2006), p. 119. 
32 Dan Ellin, 'The Many Behind the Few: The Lives and Emotions of Erks and WAAFs of RAF Bomber 

Command 1939ï1945' (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Warwick, 2015)., p. 15. 
33 See Ellinôs wider thesis.  
34 Ibid., p. 68. 
35 Ibid., p. 172., p. 191.  
36 Ibid., p. 204.  
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This ethic found its most brutal expression among the aircrews themselves. Inside the 

cramped hull of a Halifax or Lancaster, the emotional code of the Peopleôs War was enacted 

nightly. Crews forged small-group solidarities (jokes, superstitions, shared silences) that 

mirrored the imagined national family of the home front.37 The RAF practice of allowing crews 

to self-select, and then to stay together, gave a sliver of agency amid overwhelming risk and 

reinforced the ethic of comradeship that wider post-war remembrance culture would elevate.38 

The psychological toll was cumulative: hours of vibration, cold and noise; the corrosive 

wait in briefing rooms; and the ritual of writing ólast lettersô before take-off.39 Many crews used 

these letters as a profound act of self-construction, seeking to frame their legacy and justify 

their service to loved ones. They often presented their role as a national duty, a moral necessity 

to create a óbetter [and] more lovely placeô in a righteous fight against Nazism, which one 

airman described as óthe greatest organised challenge to... Christianity and civilisation that the 

world has ever seenô.40 

This duty was, in statistical terms, one of Britainôs deadliest. For the aircrews 

(volunteers drawn from across the Commonwealth, most still in their late teens or early 

twenties) the odds of survival were brutal.41 A óbearableô loss rate was defined as five per cent 

per mission, yet it was often far higher: 12.5 per cent of bombers sent to Berlin in November 

1941 failed to return; the same month 13 per cent were lost over Mannheim; and 21 per cent 

over the Ruhr.42 

 
37 Frances Houghton, The Veteransô Tale: British Military Memoirs of the Second World War (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2019), p. 191.  
38 Ibid., p. 193.  
39 See Eleni Eldridge-Tull, óñRemember Me Darlingò: Memory, Masculinity and Morality in the Last Letters of 

RAF Bomber Command, 1939ï1945ô, Cultural and Social History, 21.3 (2024), pp. 415ï434. 
40 Ibid., pp. 426-7.  
41 Heather Hughes, 'Memorializing RAF Bomber Command in the United Kingdomô, Journal of War & Culture 

Studies, 16.3 (2023), pp. 272ï73. 
42 Grayling, Among the Dead Cities, p. 48; Hastings, Bomber Command, p. 151. 
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The peril remained constant even as Bomber Command reached the height of its power. 

The Nuremberg raid of 30 March 1944 saw ninety-six aircraft lost (an 11.9 per cent attrition 

rate in a single night).43 This operation, which became known as the óNight of the Strong 

Windsô, was described by crews as a raid that should never have been carried out.44 It was 

ódoomed to failureô, primarily due to an incorrect wind forecast.45 Crews were flying in a bright 

moon on a long leg that took them ódirectly between two of Germanyôs biggest night fighter 

stationsô, where fighters were waiting for the bombersô.46 Later that summer, attacks on 

synthetic oil plants at Wesseling and Homberg produced losses of 27.8 and 13.6 per cent 

respectively.47  

Only in the final months of the war did loss rates fall close to 1 per cent.48 Yet the 

campaign was never órisk-freeô: more than four hundred British bombers were destroyed 

between the Dresden raids of February 1945 and the warôs end in early May.49 As Air Chief 

Marshal Sir Arthur Harris, Commander-in-Chief of Bomber Command, himself admitted, 

óscarcely one man in three could expect to survive his tour of thirty operationsô.50  

Nor was enemy fire the only hazard. Weather, fatigue, and machine could be just as 

lethal.51 On one Berlin raid in December 1943, 29 Lancasters crashed on return in foul weather, 

killing 140 men.52 Design trade-offs amplified risk: armour plate that might have saved crews 

was pared back to carry more bomb load.53 For those crews who survived being shot down 

 
43 Connelly, Reaching for the Stars, p. 39. 
44 Mel Rolfe, Flying Into Hell: The Bomber Command Offensive in World War Two as Witnessed by the Crews 

Themselves (London: Grub Street, 2001), p. 122. 
45 Ibid.  
46 Ibid.  
47 Richards, The Hardest Victory, p. 236, p. 243.  
48 Hastings, Bomber Command, p. 387.  
49 Taylor, Dresden, p. 427. 
50 Eldridge-Tull, óñRemember Me Darlingòô, p. 416. 
51 Ibid.  
52 Richards, The Hardest Victory, p. 212. 
53 David F. Crew, Bodies and Ruins: Imagining the Bombing of Germany, 1945 to the Present (Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press, 2017), p. 45. 
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over occupied Europe, the horror often continued. Around 9,800 Bomber Command airmen 

became prisoners of war.54 Many faced immediate peril upon landing from enraged civilians, 

and new forms of suffering in captivity.55 One airman who landed near Frankfurt was óattacked 

by a mob in the streetsô and was óonly saved by a Luftwaffe patrolô.56 In total, of the 125,000 

airmen who served, over 55,000 were killed and a further 18,000 wounded or captured ï 

casualty rates surpassed only by German U-boat crews.57  

Overall, with their undeniable courage, sacrifice and central role in Allied victory, it 

may seem striking how long it took for Bomber Commandôs veterans to be fully honoured in 

the national story. The belated memorialisation, symbolised in the opening of the 2012 London 

monument, naturally raises the question: What took so long? Why did veterans from this iconic 

service, which can be tethered so clearly to the narratives of Little England, Greater Britain and 

the Peopleôs War, have to campaign into the 21st century for a national memorial and medal?58 

In handing out the newly created Bomber Command clasps in 2013, Prime Minister Cameron 

acknowledged the seven-decade gap, telling the assembled veterans, óweôre sorry that itôs taken 

70 years to recognise properly the full scale of the action, the courage, the bravery and the 

sacrifice that you showedô.59  

 

 

 
54 Richards, The Hardest Victory, p. 305. 
55 Hastings, Bomber Command, p. 207; Rolfe, Flying Into Hell, pp. 69ï70. 
56 Hastings, Bomber Command, p. 252.  
57 Richards, The Hardest Victory, p. 305; Grayling, Among the Dead Cities, p. 104; Andrew Knapp, óThe Horror 

and the Glory: Bomber Command in British Memories since 1945ô Mass Violence and Resistance, (2016) 

https://www.sciencespo.fr/mass-violence-war-massacre-resistance/en/document/horror-and-glory-bomber-

command-british-memories-1945.html (accessed 1st April 2026), p. 3.; Lawrence Paterson, The U-Boat War: A 

Global History 1939ï1945 (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2022), pp. 315ï16. 
58 See BBC News, óCampaign Medal Call for WWII Bomber Command Veteransô, BBC News, 26 May 2018 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-lincolnshire-44255399 [accessed 6 November 2025]. 
59 Ministry of Defence and Prime Minister's Office, 'Arctic Convoy and Bomber Command Veterans Honoured', 

GOV.UK, 19 March 2013 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/arctic-convoy-and-bomber-command-veterans-

honoured [accessed 25 December 2025]. 
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Figure 3.1: Prime Minister Cameron presents Bomber Command Clasp (2013)60 

 

The long hesitation to commemorate Bomber Command reflects the moral ambiguity 

of this victory. The very traits that made the bomber offensive such a powerful embodiment of 

Britainôs sacred story, its fusion of stoic endurance, industrial might, and moral conviction, also 

made it a challenge to that storyôs comforting simplicity. In Little England terms, the campaign 

exemplified courage in adversity; in Greater Britain terms, it demonstrated the nationôs 

capacity to project power across continents; and in Peopleôs War terms, it relied on collective 

sacrifice across class and gender. Yet those same qualities produced a disquieting mirror image: 

moral endurance became the capacity to inflict destruction on civilians; industrial efficiency 

became a mechanism of terror; and collective duty became participation in a strategy whose 

human cost defied easy justification. The next section explores this paradox; how the strategic 

bombing campaign, for all its heroism, confronted the nation with ethical questions that long 

delayed its incorporation into Britainôs heroic narrative. 

 

 
60 Press Association, óBritish PM Honours Veterans of RAF and Arctic Convoys in Second World Warô, 

Guardian, 19 March 2013, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/mar/19/raf-arctic-convoys-veterans-

honours [accessed 14 November 2025]. 
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Bomber Command as Challenge to the Sacred Story 

Throughout Bomber Commandôs history and legacy, there have been restraints around its 

celebration and questions regarding its conduct. Even at the height of its effectiveness, Bomber 

Commandôs moral legitimacy was never entirely secure. Strategic bombing threatens the sacred 

story at both of its strongpoints, the heroically righteous war and the unified Peopleôs War, by 

pairing genuine bravery with the systematic killing of civilians, and by exposing, within the 

RAF itself, coercive practices that sit uneasily with the myth of a compassionate national 

family. 

In identifying these contradictions, the aim is not to engage in ómyth-bustingô (a 

framework that, as several scholars have noted, can obscure as much as it reveals by simply 

inverting a heroic narrative into a villainous one). As Mark Connelly argues, such debunking 

often mistakes revelation for understanding: critics obsessed with óthe truthô fail to grasp that 

people may only have been too willing to accept wartime propaganda because they offered 

meaning, hope, and coherence in moments of crisis.61 Zealous revisionists like Clive Ponting 

and Nicholas Harman (who have previously sought to debunk myths surrounding Dunkirk), he 

observes, succeeded only in showing how robust the overarching national myth remained, able 

to óswallow criticisms and simply reshape themô.62 Connelly draws on Roland Barthes to 

explain this resilience: myth, Barthes suggests, does not deny reality but purifies it, giving 

complex human acts óthe simplicity of essencesô and abolishing their dialectic.63 

Yet Bomber Command resists this purification. Its legacy refuses the simplicity of 

essence that myth demands, continually reopening the dialectic between courage and 

destruction, virtue and violence. In identifying the sources of this tension, the following section 

 
61 Mark Connelly, We Can Take It!, pp. 15ï16. 
62 Ibid., p. 18. 
63 Ibid.  



tŀƎŜ μ мнр 

 

seeks to show why the story of the bomber offensive has proven so difficult to purify, simplify, 

or securely contain within Britainôs sacred narrative of the good war. 

The (D)evolution of the Bomber War  

At the warôs outset, Britainôs bombing policy was framed by ethical restraint. As Overy notes, 

a public informed by liberal and Christian moralities opposed the deliberate targeting of 

civilians, and a 1940 RAF directive explicitly forbade óindiscriminate bombingô.64 The aim 

was to distinguish British conduct from the Luftwaffeôs terror raids on Guernica and Warsaw. 

Yet this moral boundary soon eroded under the pressures of war. The fall of France and the 

heavy losses of early daylight raids exposed the ódrastic inadequaciesô of the British bomber 

force.65 By 1941ï42, British strategy had pivoted decisively toward óarea bombingô, the 

deliberate bombardment of whole urban districts to break enemy morale. An Air Staff memo 

from October 1941 confirmed that the óultimate aimô was to render cities óphysically 

uninhabitableô and to instil óconstant personal dangerô in the population.66 Under Harris, 

appointed in 1942, this logic hardened: the destruction of German houses, utilities, and lives 

became óaccepted and intended aimsô, not unfortunate by-products.67 

Alongside these operational realities, emotional forces played a crucial role. As 

Margaret Kertesz observes, the Blitz and a hostile press fostered a powerful ópersonal, 

emotional desire for vengeanceô that ópaved the way for intensive bombing campaignsô.68 The 

Coventry raid of November 1940 proved a decisive turning point. The Daily Express headline 

 
64 Richard Overy, óñWhy We Bomb Youò: Liberal War-Making and Moral Relativism in the RAF Bomber 

Offensive 1940ï1945ô in A. Cromartie, ed. Liberal Wars: Anglo-American Strategy, Ideology and Practice. 1st 
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of 16 November 1940 captured the national grievance; óBOMB BACK, AND BOMB 

HARDô.69 The Daily Mail reported that 80 per cent of correspondence urged óunlimited 

reprisals on German citiesô.70 Opinion polls corroborated this mood: approval of bombing 

German civilians rose from 46 per cent in October 1940 to 54 per cent by April 1941.71 

Strikingly, the loudest demands for vengeance came from regions least affected by bombing, 

suggesting that imagined solidarity with the Blitzed cities (as opposed to actual first-hand 

experience) intensified calls for retaliation.72 Churchill gave voice to this mood in July 1941, 

promising to ómete out to the Germans the measure, and more than the measure, that they have 

meted out to usô.73 

Yet this same rhetoric also galvanised the first organised resistance to the bombing 

offensive. From late 1940, moral and political critics warned that Britain was descending the 

very slope it claimed to resist. Their concerns coalesced in the formation of the Committee for 

the Abolition of Night Bombing (CANB) in 1941, which, following renewed momentum and 

broader support, was reconstituted as the Bombing Restriction Committee (BRC) the following 

year.74 At the centre of this emerging opposition stood George Bell, Bishop of Chichester, óthe 

most persistent and the most celebrated critic of the bomber offensiveô.75  

Though he supported the struggle against Nazi Germany, Bell insisted that certain moral 

boundaries could not be crossed in the name of victory. His interventions consistently 

challenged the legality and morality of what he called óobliteration bombingô.76 In his 1940 
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Penguin Special Christianity and World Order, Bell asserted that the Church ómust not 

hesitateéto condemn the bombing of civilian populations quite outside the military zoneô and 

to reject óany measures directly aimed at destroying the morale of a populationô.77 In April 1941 

he published a high-profile appeal in The Times, urging both Britain and Germany to renounce 

the night-bombing of towns.78 The following month, Bell restated his position before the 

Canterbury Convocation, to the óconsternation of the assembled bishopsô.79  

Although Bell was never a formal member of the BRC, he corresponded closely with 

its organisers and frequently drew on their research and moral reasoning in his speeches.80 Like 

Bell, BRC figures grounded their critique in both ethical and practical concerns. H. Stanley 

Jevons, Professor of Economics at University College Cardiff and later the committeeôs chair, 

denounced the deliberate bombing of óunsuspecting men, women and childrenô as óun-British, 

unsporting, un-Christianô.81 Vera Brittain, the prominent novelist and pacifist, questioned 

Britainôs right to ócarry out through its Bomber Command a policy of murder and massacre in 

our nameô.82 

The impact of these protests has been contested by scholars. Francis has summarily 

claimed that ó[c]ritics of the bombing campaign were unrepresentative and peripheral 

figuresô.83 Kertesz similarly argues that their influence on public opinion was negligible and 

that the wider moral culture of wartime Britain was shaped less by conscience than by emotion. 

She identifies a powerful ópersonal, emotionalô desire for vengeance, fostered by the Blitz and 

amplified by the press, which ópaved the way for intensive bombing campaignsô.84 Once the 
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offensive was under way, Kertesz suggests, ófew people positively demanded that 

indiscriminate bombing should ceaseéand dissenting opinion found it hard to get a public 

hearingô.85 Kertesz cites a January 1944 Mass-Observation report showing that óthree-quarters 

of the people asked still thought that only military targets were being bombedô.86 Yet she 

observes that Mass-Observation itself doubted the innocence of this belief: óif there was 

deception, there was also self-deception; and if there was a conspiracy to deceive, then the 

public, or at least the thinking portion of it, was party to that deceptionô.87 She concludes that 

while figures like Bishop George Bell received pockets of admiration, their interventions did 

not coalesce into a broader movement and were largely ignored by the press.88 

However, Overy has argued that Bellôs arguments likely resonated more widely than 

previously assumed.89 He cites Liddell Hartôs 1944 letter to Bell, relaying that an RAF friend 

had suggested, óa very large proportion of the silent public had supported the Bishopô.90 Many 

letters echoed these sentiments. One woman, on fire-watching duty, wrote, óHeaps of people 

all over the country will be grateful for your courage.ô91 Overy emphasises that this sentiment, 

despite being immeasurable, should not be ignored. In his view, the BRC and its allies óassumed 

an important role for dissent in wartime with which others could identify, even if they were 

unwilling to participate fullyô.92 Indeed, Overy positions the BRCôs sentiments as a factor 

persuading Air Ministry officials to adopt a cautious tone. This was exemplified by Air Vice 

Marshal John Slessorôs 1942 warning to the Director of Plans to use the term óindustrial centresô 

in place of ócentres of populationô to avoid directly mentioning targeting civilians.93 
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Whichever view is accepted, both Kerteszôs and Overyôs interpretations are crucial for 

understanding how Bomber Commandôs legacy can unsettle Britainôs sacred war narrative. If 

Kertesz and Francis are right, and the bombing offensive reflected the will of the people as 

much as the policy of their leaders, then the Peopleôs War was sustained as much by retribution 

as by solidarity. Several historians have pointed to Home Intelligence reports which indicate 

the public approved of the escalating violence.94 After the first thousand bomber raid was 

attempted, reports found that ónothing has given such a lift to public confidence for many 

months as the raid on Cologneô.95 Although ósome regretô was voiced óthat women and children 

should have to sufferô, óno one has been heard to suggest that we should limit our attacks on 

this accountô, and óeven the most soft-heartedô deemed it óthe only wayé to drive home to the 

German people what their airmen have been doingô.96  

If Overyôs account is accepted, however, the picture darkens in a different way; the 

Peopleôs War becomes one of moral dissonance between government, military, and populace, 

where officials pursued and often concealed a policy they knew would trouble Britainôs 

conscience. Here it is worth remembering that, for his part, Harris urged the government to 

speak plainly about their objectives.97 He pressed for an explicit admission that the offensive 

was ódeliberately aimed at the destruction of German cities, the killing of German workers and 

the disruption of civilised community lifeô.98  Politicians and the Air Ministry, however, clung 

to the public pretence that (in the words of Clement Attlee) óno indiscriminate bombingô was 

taking place.99 Hastings has described how, from beginning to end of the war, ministers 

óprevaricated ï indeed, lied flatly again and again ï about the nature of the bomber 
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offensiveô.100 The official line, as articulated by Under Secretary Sir Arthur Street, was that the 

widespread devastation was merely the óinevitable accompaniment of an all-out attack on the 

enemyôs means and capacity to wage warô.101  

The bureaucratic detachment of this language contrasted sharply with the gruesome 

physical destruction it disguised. The use of high explosives and incendiaries created 

unprecedented firestorms.102 The bombing of Hamburg in 1943 saw temperatures exceed 

1,000ÁC and hurricane-force winds tear through the city, whilst the flames reached thousands 

of feet into the sky.103 Asphalt boiled, tramcars melted, and thousands who sought refuge in 

basements suffocated as the flames consumed the oxygen, a fate repeated in city after city, 

where asphyxiation became one of the most common forms of death.104 Rescue teams, 

including prisoners from the Neuengamme concentration camp, recovered barely recognisable 

bodies, with adult corpses often shrunken to the size of infants.105 In the town of Paderborn, 

following a firestorm in March 1945, relatives carried the unrecognisable remains of their loved 

ones to the cityôs cemeteries óin cardboard packets or cigar boxesô.106  

The destruction of Dresden in February 1945 dramatically exposed the divergence 

between official British policy rhetoric and the reality of the air war, causing a major political 

and media crisis. Officially described to aircrews as a strike on a ófirst-class industrial cityô, the 

raid obliterated a largely undefended cultural centre.107 By then the Luftwaffe could only offer 

negligible resistance, and the cityôs last heavy flak batteries had been redeployed to the front.108 
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Internal briefings revealed an additional motive: to óshow the Russians when they arrive what 

Bomber Command can doô.109  

However, the raidôs immediate political effect stemmed from the reaction in the United 

States. An Associated Press correspondent, following an Allied press briefing, reported that 

commanders had embraced ódeliberate terror bombing of German population centers [sic] as a 

ruthless expedient to hasten Hitlerôs doomô.110 The dispatch, swiftly suppressed in Britain but 

splashed across the front pages in the United States, provoked alarm in London and 

Washington. Cecil King of the Daily Mirror board called the report óentirely horrifyingô 

because it provided óofficial proof for everything Goebbels ever said on the subjectô.111 In 

America, the Washington Star warned that if the Allies had indeed adopted terror bombing, ówe 

cannot complain if history indicts us as co-defendants with the Luftwaffe commandersô.112 

It was in this atmosphere that Churchill issued his minute to the Chiefs of Staff on 28 

March 1945, asking whether German cities were being attacked ósimply for the sake of 

increasing the terror, though under other pretextsô.113 In its original draft he went further, 

describing the destruction of Dresden as óa serious query against the conduct of Allied 

bombingô, a striking reversal from his own February enthusiasm for attacks on East German 

cities.114 Air Chief Marshal Sir Charles Portal, ódismayed and outragedô, urged Churchill to 

withdraw the minute; the redrafted version replaced óterrorô with ódestructionô, omitted 

Dresden entirely, and shifted focus to the practical problem of occupying a óruined landô.115 

The moral unease was thus translated into administrative prose. 
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Gerard De Groot has described Churchillôs minute as óa cowardly attempt to distance 

himself from a morally reprehensible actionô.116 Yet other historians emphasise that Churchillôs 

attitude was more complex. Biddle suggests that Churchillôs decision to issue the controversial 

minute is ónot particularly out of character if one considers the Prime Ministerôs decidedly 

ambivalent attitude towards bombing through the course of the warô.117 Harmon likewise 

contends that the Dresden raid left Churchill ódeeply affectedô, and that the minute was less 

hypocrisy than a sincere órepudiationô of indiscriminate bombing ówhen the warôs end was 

close at handô.118 Sanders and Grint agree that Churchill was ónever entirely taken in by the 

smugness of the proponents of area bombingô: when shown film footage of ruined German 

cities earlier in the war, he had reportedly asked his colleagues, óAre we beasts? Are we taking 

this too far?ô119 

By contrast, Max Hastings argues that Churchill was fundamentally concerned only 

with ówhat was strategically desirable and tactically possibleô, and that he ónever suffered a 

momentôs private misgivingô about the general course of the air offensive.120 For Taylor, the 

March 1945 minute óshowed a certain instinctual politicianôs feeling for subliminal changes in 

the countryôs moodô, as Britons grew uneasy with what was being done in their name.121 As 

with both schools of thought regarding public attitudes to bombing, both interpretations of 

Churchillôs position are deeply unsettling to Britainôs post-war mythology.  

Either Churchill experienced a belated moral recognition that lent uncomfortable 

substance to enemy propaganda about Allied brutality, or he performed a calculated act of 
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political manoeuvring, an instinctive effort to shield both himself and Britainôs international 

reputation from the moral consequences of a policy he had never truly questioned. Once again, 

both interpretations of the episode reiterate an awkward foundation beneath the national myth 

of the moral war: victory was secured not only through ruthless effectiveness, but also through 

hypocrisy and moral evasion. As Noble Frankland later lamented, óMost people were very 

pleased with Bomber Command during the war and until it was virtually won; then they turned 

round and said it wasnôt a very nice way to wage war.ô 122  

Kertesz and other scholars have concluded that ultimately public opinion fluctuated 

with the tides of war; German victories bred animosity among the British, while German 

defeats led to a softening of attitudes.123 Cross suggests that whilst the discovery of atrocities 

in concentration camps like Belsen triggered a spike in anti-German sentiment, óthis was soon 

softened by awareness of the scale of the German defeat and the awfulness of conditions in 

post-war Germanyô.124 At the conclusion of the war, it was estimated that around 20 per cent 

of all housing in Germany had been destroyed or damaged by bombing, amounting to 3.6 

million homes.125 In major cities the rate of destruction was even higher, with some cities 

experiencing destruction or damage to more than half of their housing, with the initial estimates 

suggesting around 7.5 million Germans had been left homeless.126  Most modern estimates 

suggest around 380,000 Germans were killed by this offensive.127 Knapp points out that six 

major raids alone resulted in nearly 100,000 civilian deaths; including over 34,000 deaths in 
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Hamburg in July 1943, 5,600 in Kassel in October 1943, 7,500 in Darmstadt in September 

1944, 25,000 in Dresden, 17,600 in Pforzheim in February 1945, and 4,000ï5,000 in W¿rzburg 

in March 1945.128 The Pforzheim raid, which destroyed 80 per cent of the city, exemplified 

what some scholars have called an ethical ózone of no returnô.129  

In academia, debates over the morality of this destruction have continued to simmer 

ever since. Many post-war analysts questioned whether the Alliesô justifications remained 

tenable as the conflict neared its conclusion. Liddell Hartôs final work argued that Britain 

ópursued area-bombing long after it had any reason or excuse for such indiscriminate actionô.130 

U.S. Naval War College historian C. C. Harmon later described the policy as a tragic necessity 

that met a óreasonable manôsô standard in the warôs early years but should have been abandoned 

once Nazi defeat was certain.131  

Some scholars have been harsher In their judgment: in the 1990s Markusen and Kopf 

controversially likened strategic bombing itself to genocide, claiming its bureaucratic 

efficiency and dehumanising logic paralleled mechanisms of extermination.132 Whilst even the 

foreword of their book was reticent about endorsing that claim, criticisms have continued to 

emanate from scholars in the twenty-first century. In 2006, philosopher A. C. Grayling judged 

the deliberate targeting of civilians a ómoral crimeô.133 He argued that in the process of fighting 

a just war against ómorally criminal enemiesô, the Allies óallowed themselves to join their 

enemies in the moral depths, a fact which should be profoundly and frankly regrettedô.134 

Writing his thesis in 2014, John D. Alexander similarly rejected both military and moral 
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justifications for deliberately targeting urban areas, contending that Britainôs area bombing 

failed the tests of effectiveness and ethics alike.135  

Against this tide of criticism, several historians and RAF figures have defended Bomber 

Commandôs leaders and the moral context of their actions. In 2004, Frederick Taylor argued 

that the fact Dresden was largely undefended does not mean the Allied bombing ócannot be 

justifiedô.136 He maintained that Dresden was not an óopen cityô but a significant hub for 

administration, industry, and communications, lying close to the front lines by February 1945. 

Taylor highlighted that the RAFôs approach followed a longstanding strategy which, due to 

óunseasonably good weather exactly over the city, an unexpected absence of opposition, a lack 

of the usual ócock-upsô, the inexperience of the cityôs people [whose population had thus far 

escaped direct bombing], and the local Nazi leadershipôs appalling neglect of air raid 

protectionô, led to the immense firestorm.137 

Jeremy Black has contended that to impose peacetime moral standards on those waging 

total war is to distort wartime necessity, arguing that Harris served a democratic state 

confronting a uniquely vicious regime.138 Air Commodore (Retôd) Peter Gray has likewise 

argued that óthe bottom line... was that the Second World War was total war and had to be wonô, 

and the strategic air offensive played a óvital partô.139 He reiterates it is ónot appropriate to use 

modern constructions out of the context of the timesô.140 Gray makes the case that the óBomber 
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Baronsô did not begin the war intending to kill civilians; the shift to area bombing was a 

ógradual escalationô and óincremental processô.141 

Even if these arguments are accepted though, the moral logic they rest upon remains 

starkly brutal. To defend this reasoning solely by appealing to the demands of ótotal warô also 

risks overlooking the contemporary protest that endured even during the darkest hours of an 

existential struggle and, furthermore, proliferated in the warôs later stages. The official history 

of the campaign records that the Secretary of State for Air received ómany anxious enquiriesô 

about the bombing of residential areas, lamenting that he had to contend with óa widespread 

and deep-rooted ignorance of the operational problems involvedô.142 Yet the same account 

acknowledges that óthe more apparent it became that in the majority of its major area attacks 

Bomber Command was, in fact, aiming at the centres of the residential areas, the more 

pronounced the protests becameô.143 This implies that public unease was not a post-war 

invention but an immediate moral reaction, one that deepened as the campaignôs methods and 

intentions became harder to disguise. Such reactions again complicate the notion of a unified 

wartime consensus, lending weight to a persistent and at times forceful undercurrent of dissent 

that challenged official narratives of necessity. 

The BRC for example, óexpanded its activities over the course of the bomber offensive 

in direct relation to the expansion of the campaign itselfô.144 In 1944, Vera Brittainôs Seed of 

Chaos condemned the bombing campaign as a óspeed-up of human slaughter, misery and 

material destructionô.145 She predicted that such ócallous crueltyô would one day appear as óan 

extreme form of criminal lunacyô.146 In this light, the invocation of total war as moral 
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justification cannot conceal that many contemporaries already perceived its cost in spiritual 

and civilisational terms, especially given the BRCôs criticisms óanticipated the post-war 

concern with protecting civilians in war, formalised in the 1949 Geneva Convention and the 

1977 Additional Protocolsô.147  

The cold rationalisation of necessity also obscures the campaignôs psychological toll on 

those who carried it out. Many accounts suggest that Bomber Command crews sustained 

conviction in their mission throughout the conflict, consciously rationalising its necessity. 

Some veterans later asserted that worry or óconcern at the consequencesô never entered their 

minds.148 They were buoyed by the belief that they were fighting a just war, and that the 

Germans were óundergoing the punishment they [had] hitherto meted outô.149 In the struggle 

for óself-preservationô, wider moral doubts were often óside-linedô: as one veteran recalled óThe 

trials of the German nation did not worry us an awful lot.ô150 Hastings cites a June 1942 Air 

Ministry report, which examined hundreds of airmenôs letters opened by wartime censors, 

which cited the óeffect of airmenôs remoteness from their attacks on human beingsô in 

facilitating these seemingly detached attitudes.151  

Yet recent scholarship complicates this picture. Heather Venableôs study of US bomber 

crews challenges the assumption (famously advanced by psychologist Dave Grossman) that 

distance diminishes the psychological cost of killing, revealing instead that even amid the 

ideological clarity of total war, the act of destruction could exact profound moral strain.152 

Among the United States Army Air Forces, bombardiers (whose role placed them in direct 

control of the payloads and their immediate consequences) were frequently recorded as 
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suffering acute psychological trauma.153 Medical officers documented men who froze or 

óblacked outô over their targets, unable to release their bombs, and others who were hospitalised 

after realising their payloads had struck civilian areas.154 This convergence of fear, devastation, 

and moral dissonance produced what is now recognised as moral injury: the distress 

experienced when individuals óperpetrate, fail to prevent, or witness events that contradict 

deeply held moral beliefs and expectationsô.155 

A similar tension, whilst perhaps less visible, haunted Britainôs own airmen. As A. C. 

Grayling observes, most óknew full well what they were doing, and accepted it, or suffered 

silently because of itô.156 Crucially though, that silence was not purely voluntary. Wells notes 

that while American psychiatrists increasingly recognised such breakdowns as óstress 

reactionsô, the RAF maintained a punitive ethos that equated collapse with moral failure ï 

ensuring that doubt was suppressed not only by belief, but by institutional coercion.157 

The RAFôs óLack of Moral Fibreô (LMF) policy, introduced in 1940 and formalised in 

September 1941, grew from what one historian calls Commandôs ópervasive paranoiaô about 

the possibility of mass non-compliance, and was deliberately crafted as a deterrent rather than 

a system of care.158 Those who refused to fly (whether through fear, exhaustion, or early signs 

of neurosis) were stripped of rank and wings in front of their squadron, publicly shamed, and 

reclassified as óWaverersô.159 They were marched to Not Yet Diagnosed (NYDN) centres 

where, as tail-gunners later recalled, men were ótreated like criminalsô, forced to parade with 
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their badges removed, and regarded from the outset as cowards rather than patients.160 The 

punishment was explicitly classed. Officers were typically invalided and quietly removed from 

flying duties, but working-class NCO aircrew were redirected to menial or even combatant 

labour, marked with a red óWô on their employment papers to ensure that the stigma followed 

them into civilian life; the Air Ministry even sought to prevent former LMF men from being 

hired by civil aviation firms.161  

For many airmen the fear of this lifelong disgrace, more than any official sense of duty, 

compelled them to continue flying despite, terror, trauma or the cumulative breakdown of 

nerves. Crucially, the systemôs coercive reach also extended to those whose resistance stemmed 

from moral unease. In May 1943 the Halifax wireless operator Willie Lewis told his skipper 

that he was óvery uneasyô that their target, Wuppertal, was óoverflowing with refugeesô, and 

that he felt he was being ordered to commit ódeliberate murderô.162 Lewis confessed he had óa 

good mind not to comeô but ultimately suppressed his objections for fear of attracting an LMF 

charge. He resolved instead to abandon any pretence that he was fighting a clean or respectable 

war: ówe are only mean bastards taking orders from a bunch of hypocritesô.163 

Such episodes illuminate how LMF could be weaponised not only against 

psychological fragility but also against moral dissent. A starker example is the case of Squadron 

Leader Maurice Roy Skeet.164 A pilot in the Middle East in the early years of the war, on 

learning of Bomber Commandôs shift to the tactic of óarea bombingô, Skeet reportedly refused 

to lead further sorties, appalled by the deliberate targeting of civilians.165 His son later 

discovered that his father had been labelled LMF not for operational failure, but for moral 
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refusal. On the very day he was branded with the stigma, Skeet shot himself at his air base at 

Linton-on-Ouse.166 The episode reveals not only the immense fear attached to the LMF label 

but also the moral conflicts that could underlie defiance. The óPeopleôs Warô, in other words, 

depended not only on courage and solidarity but on a coercive regime that punished 

vulnerability and pathologised both conscience and fear, revealing a troubling underside to 

Britainôs wartime self-image.  

Taken together, the intersecting dynamics of destruction, vengeance, moral protest, 

bureaucratic evasion, and private trauma expose the highly fraught terrain on which Bomber 

Commandôs legacy rests. The twin myths of Little England and Greater Britain, the heroic 

defiance of the weak and the righteous power of the strong, are both compromised, or at the 

very least heavily complicated, by a campaign that sanctioned the intentional killing of 

civilians. Equally, the Peopleôs War can be unsettled either by the idea that the British public 

enthusiastically endorsed such indiscriminate killing, or alternatively by the coercive systems 

that disguised the bombing and punished those airmen who faltered. Furthermore, whilst the 

tolerance of groups like the BRC reflects a distinctive, commendable, feature of Britainôs 

wartime political culture, such lenience did little to blunt the anger of the protestors themselves. 

Thus, to celebrate Bomber Command without confronting these contradictions is to preserve a 

myth shorn of its moral cost; to condemn it outright is to deny the courage and sacrifice that 

made victory possible.  

Managing the Moral Paradox: From Silence to Sanctification 

The profound contradiction between Bomber Command as both heroic embodiment and moral 

challenge meant that its legacy has remained consistently vulnerable to wider cultural and 

geopolitical shifts. This vulnerability has shaped a long, uneven process of remembering and 
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forgetting, in which Bomber Commandôs meaning has been continually redefined by the moral 

and political needs of each era. As Broecker argues, hegemonic discourse operates through 

continual adaptation, absorbing or repelling challenges to its coherence.167 This framework 

helps explain how the broader sacred story of the Second World War has managed the bomber 

warôs moral dissonance. At different moments, British culture has alternately ignored, rejected, 

defended, and ultimately assimilated Bomber Command into its national narrative. The 

following sections trace how this evolving tension has been expressed in popular culture; how 

films, memorials, and public debates have variously silenced, justified, or celebrated the 

bombing campaign and why confronting its moral ambiguities has grown ever more 

controversial in the contemporary age of outrage. 

From Ambivalence to Condemnation: 1945ï1970s 

Churchillôs shifting stance on Dresden in March 1945 set the tone for two decades of moral 

evasion. His victory speech omitted any reference to Bomber Command, and Arthur Harris 

(once celebrated as the architect of Britainôs air power) was excluded from honours lists and 

quietly exiled to South Africa.168 These gestures reflected diplomatic necessity more than guilt. 

Stalinôs government claimed that the Dresden raid ówas part of a capitalist plot against German 

workersô.169 This narrative effectively made the people of Dresden óinnocent victims both of 

the Nazis and the aggressors of the decadent western democraciesô.170 As Connelly observes, 

the new Cold War order required West Germany as an ally; it suited Britain not to dwell on its 

destruction.171 
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Official commemoration maintained a careful equilibrium. RAF memorials and 

Westminster Abbeyôs Battle of Britain Chapel acknowledged aircrew sacrifice while avoiding 

mention of civilian casualties.172 The 1955 film The Dam Busters and the BBCôs War in the Air 

(1954ï55) reinforced this sanitised heroism.173 By celebrating ingenuity and precision, they 

reframed the campaignôs moral weight, transforming the image of area bombing from 

indiscriminate destruction into one of disciplined skill, courage, and strategic necessity. The 

result was what Knapp terms a órelative quietismô: subdued public honour for airmen, silence 

on ethics.174 

The heightening tensions of the nuclear age shattered that equilibrium. The image of 

burning cities acquired new moral resonance amid the brinksmanship of the Cuban missile 

crisis and the intensification of the Vietnam War.175 The rise of the Campaign for Nuclear 

Disarmament and the publication of the official history of the strategic air offensive in 1961 

reframed the bomber war as both precursor and warning.176 While author Noble Frankland 

insisted Bomber Command had óno moral case to answerô, the latter caused unease by exposing 

the ólong concealed, half-known truthô that the British bombing campaign óhad set out to hit 

German civiliansô.177, 

That unease soon erupted. David Irvingôs The Destruction of Dresden (1963) 

sensationalised the raid and massively inflated its death toll, transforming the city into a symbol 
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of Allied moral collapse.178 Labelling the bombing óthe óbiggest bloodbath in European 

historyô, Irvingôs book argued that 135,000 people had been killed in the raid.179 His claims, 

amplified by Cold War propaganda and popular press, made Dresden shorthand for atrocity. 

East German publications such as Inferno Dresden (1965) echoed his inflated numbers and 

recast the raid as a capitalist war crime and a warning of nuclear apocalypse.180 Though later 

discredited for falsifying evidence, Irvingôs figures proved remarkably durable. As Tami Biddle 

observes, his book óbrought the air raid back into view in a dramatic wayô, transforming 

Dresden from a military operation into a humanitarian catastrophe.181  

This sensationalism set the emotional template for later artistic treatments. Rolf 

Hochhuthôs Soldiers (1968), a controversial play that opened in London after protests at the 

National Theatre and was ultimately staged at the New Theatre, dramatised imaginary 

conversations about the bombing war and accused Churchill of pursuing óterror bombingô, 

elevating Bishop Bell as its moral counterpoint.182 A year later Kurt Vonnegutôs 

Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) used dark satire and the authorôs own prisoner-of-war experience 

to catapult Dresden into the war-weary U.S. cultural mainstream as a symbol of civilian 

destruction.183 Len Deightonôs Bomber (1970), published in London as a meticulously 

researched and widely read documentary-style novel, reconstructed a single nightôs raid from 

RAF, Luftwaffe and civilian viewpoints, deliberately dissolving the line between perpetrator 
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and victim.184 Together, these works carried the bombing war into popular culture not as 

strategy or necessity but as tragedy, culpability, and shared human cost.  

The Thames Television documentary The World at War (1973ï74) epitomised this shift. 

Its treatment of strategic bombing (especially the óNemesis: Germany (February-May 1945)ô 

episode) presented Dresden as an emblem of moral excess.185 Laurence Olivierôs narration, 

describing the raids as óin the technical language of the experts a severe case of overbombingô, 

dripped with irony, while eyewitness Ursula Greyôs haunting testimony evoked scenes of 

civilian horror: refugees trampled in the firestorm, the blind carrying the crippled, the ground 

itself consuming the living.186 Olivierôs conclusion that the industrial damage was minor and 

the railway operational within days (yet óover 100,000 people diedô), echoed Irvingôs inflated 

figures and sealed the cityôs symbolic role as óanother monument to total warô.187 The episodeôs 

stark montage of ruins, set to the programmeôs funereal score, reinforced the ominous and 

tragic tone.188 

Knapp has claimed that the 1960s and 70s represented óthe nearest that the United 

Kingdom came to a consensus opposed to the bombing campaignô.189  For many veterans, this 

new orthodoxy was devastating, as it seemingly condemned them as war criminals. As has been 

well documented, the moral whiplash surfaced in numerous memoirs and interviews.190 Miles 

Trippôs The Eighth Passenger (1969), which recounted his refusal to release bombs over 

Dresdenôs city centre, epitomised this internal struggle.191 Fellow Bomber Command veteran 
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Frank Musgrove later expressed a deep suspicion that Trippôs description of dropping his 

payload óharmlessly in fieldsô was óa gloss on eventsô.192 He believed this story had been 

óconditioned by increasingly aggressive contemporary public discoursesô circulating about the 

Dresden raid in the late 1960s.193 Whether literal truth or symbolic confession, his account 

reflected a generationôs struggle to reconcile personal duty and identity with public shame. For 

his part, Musgrove felt he had been óbranded for lifeô in peacetime Britain.194 

From Protest to Prestige: Reclaiming the Narrative, 1980s-1990s 

By the early 1980s, veterans mounted a concerted campaign to restore their reputation. The 

Falklands War rekindled patriotic pride, Harrisôs death in 1984 reopened the bombing debate, 

and the fortieth anniversary of VE Day (1985) offered an occasion to reassert honour.195 Under 

Air Chief Marshal Sir Michael Beetham, the Bomber Command Association (BCA) reframed 

decades of criticism not as legitimate moral scrutiny but as a betrayal. As Hughes argues, this 

rhetorical pivot was crucial: the BCA mobilised Bomber Commandôs troubled historical legacy 

(its embroilment in area-bombing debates, its postwar distancing by politicians, and the 

continued lack of medallic recognition) and consolidated these elements into a persuasive 

discourse of veteran marginalisation.196 Moral indictment became moral restitution. 

The unveiling of the Sir Arthur Harris statue outside St Clement Danes church in 

London in 1992 was a particularly sensitive and well-studied occasion. Having been hotly 

debated in the press during its fundraising campaign, the opening ceremony attended by the 

Queen Mother faced vocal protests, with detractors comparing Harris to Eichmann and 
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labelling him a ómass murdererô.197 Scuffles broke out, whilst on the night of the unveiling, the 

statue was ódaubed with red paintô.198 It was attacked again soon after, and has since been 

defaced several times.199 The controversy encapsulated Britainôs divided conscience: one side 

saw a war criminal, the other a wronged patriot. The Daily Mail hailed the statue as justice for 

men denied recognition, condemning the dissenting ópeace idiotsô.200 A Sunday Telegraph poll 

argued that most people supported the statue and, equally, that many felt criticism (especially 

from German quarters) was unwarranted, highlighting a complex interplay of memory, guilt, 

and national pride.201 

This reassertion of pride coincided with what Raphael Samuel has described as an 

óextraordinaryéevergrowing enthusiasm for the recovery of the national pastô.202 

Commemoration became óincreasingly linked with commodificationô, involving the 

production of specific visions of the past (often emphasising heroism and pride) in the service 

of present-day anxieties.203 Commemorative items proliferated, selling ócourage along with 

coins, tenacity with tea towels, status with stamps, and pride with platesô.204 The need to look 

back was fuelled by national crises, such as the loss of empire and de-industrialisation, with 

the óvictor narrativeô acting as a ósocial glue through difficult phases of national lifeô.205 

Throughout the 1990s, local memorials proliferated, especially in Lincolnshire 

(óBomber Countyô). Civic groups, churches, and families erected plaques and windows in small 
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acts of remembrance. These óbottom-upô efforts complemented the BCAôs ótop-downô 

lobbying, resulting in what Hughes terms a layered commemorative landscape, neither wholly 

triumphalist nor entirely penitential.206 For Knapp though, these initiatives, alongside the 

RAFôs involvement in post-war conflicts, helped to reframe Bomber Command within the 

context of ongoing military service and sacrifice, further embedding their story in the national 

consciousness. He suggests that ó[i]f there was some substance in the 1970s to portrayals of 

bomber crews as ñforgotten heroesò or ñblack sheepò, such claims had little justification by the 

early twenty-first centuryô.207 He points out that the Battle of Britain Memorial Flight now 

features not just the iconic Spitfires and Hurricanes, but also the Lancaster.208 For many 

veterans, this attitudinal shift culminated with the opening of the Green Park Memorial in 2012.  

The Celebration of Bomber Command: A New Stage of Memory 

The final push for a national memorial began in the 2000s. BCAôs primary rhetorical tool 

remained the claim that veterans had been deliberately overlooked, an injustice that felt more 

acute as the óadvancing age of surviving veteransô meant time was running out.209 This sense 

of imbalance was amplified by a órash of new war memorials in Londonô , particularly the 

unveiling of the Battle of Britain Monument in 2005, which again focused predominantly on 

Fighter Command.210 

The campaign for a national memorial, launched in 2007, attracted influential allies 

from the media and entertainment industry. In 2010, The Daily Express ran a fundraising 

ócrusadeô to secure the ófitting monument that [Bomber Command veterans] have so far been 

deniedô.211 However, the road to realising the eventual Green Park monument was not easy. 
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The campaign had to overcome objections to the memorialôs proposed scale and classical 

design, as well as significant funding shortfalls and tax hurdles as costs escalated.212 The final 

cost reached Ã9.5 million, and eventually required major donations from wealthy benefactors, 

including businessman and philanthropist John Caudwell, Conservative donor and former 

international development minister Lord Ashcroft, and media proprietor Richard Desmond 

(alongside a groundswell of contributions from the general public) to gather the needed 

funds.213 Additional media, especially the Telegraph with its óForgotten Heroesô campaign, 

championed the cause to rally support.214 Donations flooded in, symbolically including 

everything from pensionersô pound coins to a childôs 2 pence coin sellotaped to a form.215  

Aside from a Ã1 million government grant to resolve VAT issues, no public money was 

spent on the memorial by the government.216 However, even critics like historian Claudia Marx 

conceded that while the memorial was primarily the project of a small committee and donors, 

óthe support it received from parts of the media, their audiences and senior politicians indicates 

that its general message of commemorating wartime bravery and sacrifice resonated with a 

significant portion of the British publicô.217 

The unveiling of the Bomber Command Memorial in June 2012, followed by the award 

of a campaign clasp in 2013 and the later establishment of the International Bomber Command 

Centre (IBCC) in Lincoln in 2018 (which recorded its 500,000th visitor in 2024), marked a 

decisive shift in the public memory of Britainôs strategic bombing campaign.218 This sequence 
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signalled a transition from cautious acceptance to overt celebration, constituting a fourth stage 

of remembrance that extends beyond the óslow growth of acceptance and memorialisationô that 

has characterised remembrance of Bomber Command since the 1980s.219  

The tone of this new era was set immediately in 2012: far from a modest or peripheral 

act of commemoration, the ceremony became a major national occasion, officiated by the 

Queen and attended by senior members of the Royal Family before an audience of 6,500 

veterans and relatives.220 The memorial features striking neoclassical architecture and a statue 

of a seven-man bomber crew, solemnly gazing upward, whilst the ceremony itself culminated 

in a flypast first by modern Tornado jets, and then by the Royal Air Forceôs last airworthy 

Lancaster bomber, which, in a moment of profound (if not perfectly co-ordinated) public 

theatre, released not bombs but a cascade of red poppies over the park.221 The choice of a 

prominent site in Green Park (within sight of Buckingham Palace) underscored Bomber 

Commandôs formal óreincorporationô into Britainôs ómainstream narrativeô of the war.222  
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Figure 3.2: The Opening of the Bomber Command Memorial in Green Park, London 

(June 2012)223 

 

A deep sense of vindication was felt by the veterans themselves. At the 2012 unveiling, 

their voices provided the human element to the narrative. Former pilot Alan Biffen, aged 87, 

expressed his relief óthat at long last Bomber Command is being remembered not only for what 

it achieved but also for the lives of the young men who never came backô.224 For 93-year-old 

Dennis Wiltshire, the memorial represented óclosure and a long-awaited acknowledgementô 

after almost 70 years of waiting, providing a place for families to pay their respects.225 In the 

years since its unveiling, the memorial has become a focal point each year for wreath-laying 

 
223 Merlin Fulcher, óQueen opens Bomber Command Memorialô, Architectsô Journal (London), 28 June 2012, 

https://www.architectsjournal.co.uk/archive/queen-opens-bomber-command-memorial [accessed 14 November 

2025]. 
224 BBC, óQueen Unveils RAF Bomber Command Memorialô. 
225 Ministry of Defence, 'Queen Unveils Memorial to Bomber Command Airmenô, GOV.UK, 28 June 2012 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/queen-unveils-memorial-to-bomber-command-airmen [accessed 14 

November 2025]. 



tŀƎŜ μ мрм 

 

and remembrance ceremonies, with veterans and the public leaving countless wreaths, crosses 

and notes, evidence, as Hughes remarks, of its importance as a ópopular shrineô.226 Sam 

Edwards has highlighted how, when dissenting voices have vandalised the memorial, such acts 

have been labelled 'desecrations'.227 He links this deep-seated reverence to the First World War, 

arguing that the unprecedented mass death and absence of repatriated bodies transformed civic 

memorials into ósacred shrines of the secular ageô.228 Like the poppy, however, this First World 

War commemorative grammar has since been transposed onto the Second World War, 

effectively shielding the once-controversial bomber offensive behind an impenetrable veil of 

sacred memory. 

Moral Balancing as Afterthought? 

Prior to the opening of the 2012 memorial, the BCAôs Sebastian Cox insisted: óWe were 

particularly concerned that this wasnôt seen as triumphalist. Itôs not about beating the Germans 

or winning the war. It is about the people who died.ô229 However, critics were disappointed that 

the ceremony óunambiguously presented all in Bomber Command as heroesô, in doing so 

óstudiously [ignoring] the historical debates that have presented differing interpretations of 

Bomber Commandôs tactics, efficacy and place in the wider Allied war effortô.230 Others 

condemned what they saw as a pompous architectural design. In the Guardian, Richard Gott 

dismissed the memorial as óneo-classicalô bombast and part of a óflurry of memorials [that] 

discourages deeper analysis of the cost of warô, warning that it risked sanctifying what many 
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across Europe perceived as óBritish war crimesô and describing aerial bombing as óone of the 

most vile legacies of the twentieth centuryô.231 Even sympathetic commentators expressed 

unease. Historian Richard Overy maintained that Bomber Command ódeserved to be 

remembered ï with honesty [as the caveat]ô, arguing that to honour the airmen without 

acknowledging the immense suffering they inflicted was to falsify history.232 

This omission almost became a diplomatic flashpoint. Dresdenôs mayor, Helma Orosz 

appealed directly to London Mayor Boris Johnson to ensure the memorial commemorated the 

bombing victims of all nations.233 Her intervention led to a perfunctory, diplomatically phrased 

secondary inscription: óThis memorial also commemorates those of all nations who lost their 

lives in the bombing of 1939ï1945.ô234 Orosz welcomed it as a ógesture of reconciliationô, yet 

its belated addition can easily be interpreted less as an act of moral reflection than a pragmatic 

act of moral containment.235 It inoculated the memorial against its most pointed criticism, the 

exclusion of civilian victims, without altering its primary function as a national shrine to 

aircrew sacrifice, especially once we consider the plethora of far more vindicating inscriptions 

on display at the site. Tellingly, on the back of the statue of the airmen for example is Periclesô 

famous funeral oration: ôFreedom is the sure possession of those alone who have the courage 

to defend it.ô236 

 
231 Richard Gott, 'This Flurry of Memorials Discourages Deeper Analysis of the Cost of Warô, Guardian, 21 

June 2012 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/jun/21/memorials-cost-of-war-bomber-command 

[accessed 29th August 2023]. 
232 Richard Overy, 'RAF Bomber Command Deserves to Be Remembered - With Honestyô, Guardian, 22 June 

2012 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/jun/22/raf-bomber-command-remembered-with-

honesty [accessed 11th November 2025]. 
233 Marx, óMemorialising the Second World Warô, p. 38 
234 Ibid.  
235 Daily Express Reporter, óDresdenôs mayor blesses memorialô, Express (London), 27 June 2012 

https://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/329135/Dresden-s-mayor-blesses-memorial [accessed 14 November 2025]. 
236 Neville Morley, 'óFreedom Is the Sure Possessionô: Modern Receptions of Periclesô Funeral Orationô, in The 

Athenian Funeral Oration: After Nicole Loraux, ed. by David M. Pritchard (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2024), p. 434. 
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Figure 3.3: Statue Inscription: óFreedom Is The Sure Possession of Those Alone Who 

Have The Courage To Defend Itô 

 

Bomber Command and the Age of Outrage 

The successful canonisation of Bomber Command has produced a new kind of vulnerability. 

Once the narrative became sanctified, through the Green Park memorial and the increasingly 

unified rhetoric of political leaders, any moral critique, however nuanced, risked being treated 

as sacrilege. The emotional power of the Bomber Command story is not new. As we have seen, 

the 1992 unveiling of the Harris statue provoked fierce moral confrontation, exposing how 

remembrance could still divide the nation. Yet while the emotional grammar of outrage has 

endured, its form has changed. What took shape in print newspapers and physical protest in the 

early 1990s would, by the 2010s, be amplified through algorithms, migrating into a digital 

arena where indignation became instantaneous, viral, and more economically viable than ever. 

This dynamic was already evident in reactions to the 2012 Bomber Command 

Memorial. While its advocates celebrated it as long-overdue justice for veterans, even mild 
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criticism provoked a torrent of hostility. Richard Gottôs Guardian column describing the 

memorial as ótriumphalist and devoid of reflectionô triggered an avalanche of digital vitriol. As 

Petra Rau observed, the intensity of the debate was palpable not only in the news articles 

themselves but in the óflurry of commentaryô they provoked.237 What had once been contested 

in editorials and protests was now refracted through a mass of anonymous online voices. 

By the mid-2010s, this defensive reflex had become highly politicised. Greenhalgh 

argues that the memory of Bomber Command had evolved into óa site through which right-

wing media could contest the reputed dominance of liberal and left-wing views of Britainôs 

military pastô.238 The 2015 Dresden anniversary made this clear. When Archbishop Justin 

Welby spoke of ósorrow and repentanceô, tabloids accused him of óapologising for bombing 

the Nazisô.239 As we shall explore in Chapter Five, comment sections erupted, transforming a 

gesture of reconciliation into a digital spectacle of moral policing. Outrage was now fuelled by 

the algorithmic logics of engagement: each indignant post, like, or share reinforced the 

hierarchy of emotion governing online attention. The bombing warôs legacy thus became a 

touchstone in Britainôs culture wars, where piety, patriotism, and populism collided in real time. 

The same pattern resurfaced repeatedly. Vandalism of the Green Park memorial in 2019 

prompted another wave of online fury, while debates surrounding Victor Greggôs (Chapter 

Four) and Sinclair McKayôs (Chapter Six) writings on Dresden revealed the narrowing space 

for moral ambiguity.240 Greggôs description of the raid as a ócrimeô, spoken from within the 

 
237 Petra Rau, Our Nazis: Representations of Fascism in Contemporary Literature and Film (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2013), p. 41. 
238 Greenhalgh, 'The long shadow of the air warô, p. 502.  
239 Larisa Brown and Steve Doughty, óArchbishop ñSays Sorryò for Bombing the Nazis in Dresden Raidsô, 

MailOnline, 13 February 2015 https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2952945/Archbishop-says-sorry-

bombing-Nazis-Justin-Welby-attacked-bizarre-apology-Dresden-raids-makes-no-reference-RAF-heroes-killed-

Hitler.html [accessed 17 March 2025]. 
240 BBC News, 'Londonôs WW2 Bomber Command Memorial Vandalisedô, BBC News, 21 January 2019 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-46953436 [accessed 14 November 2025]; Dominic Nicholls 

and Paola Luelmo, 'Bomber Command Memorial Vandalised as Head of RAF Benevolent Fund Defies Calls to 

Fence Off Landmarkô, Telegraph, 21 January 2019 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/01/21/bomber-

command-memorial-vandalised-head-raf-benevolent-fund/ [accessed 14 November 2025]. 
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veteran community, shattered the illusion of unanimity; scholar McKayôs empathetic 

reconstruction of the firestorm was praised for its humanity yet condemned as revisionist. Each 

controversy unfolded within an economy of outrage where algorithms rewarded affective 

certainty over nuance, and moral reflection and emotional authenticity became rival currencies 

of belonging. 

Even establishment conservatives were not immune. Writing for The Times in 2019, 

historian Max Hastings, long sympathetic to the armed forces, published a reassessment of the 

Dam Busters raid that sought to balance admiration for the crews with recognition of civilian 

suffering.241 Yet this measured reflection, grounded in Michael Howardôs axiom that ówe make 

war as we can, not as we shouldô, again provoked vitriolic online reaction. Commenters 

accused him of desecrating óthe silent graves of far better menô.242 That a conservative historian 

writing in a conservative newspaper could face such backlash underscored that this was not 

simply a left-versus-right debate. Outrage had seemingly become ambient, a ritual of belonging 

in a digitised moral community. Understanding these rituals is key to understanding the future 

of Bomber Commandôs legacy, the future of Britainôs memory of the Second World War, and 

in turn, the future of British identity itself.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has traced the enduring moral paradox of Bomber Command: a campaign whose 

narration can both embody and unsettle the nationôs sacred story of the Second World War. It 

epitomised the ideals of courage, endurance, and collective sacrifice that define the Peopleôs 

War, yet its methods (the deliberate bombing of cities and the coercive discipline within its 

ranks) pose a deep challenge to that same mythology of moral righteousness. The tension 

 
241 Max Hastings, 'Exploding the Dam Busters Mythô, The Times, 31 August 2019 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/max-hastings-exploding-the-dam-busters-myth-rstscw00d [accessed 19 

March 2024]. 
242 Ibid.  
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between bravery and devastation, duty and destruction, continues to shape how the campaign 

is remembered. 

The post-war evolution of this legacy reveals the competing pressures of pride, 

conscience, and geopolitics. During the Cold War, the bomber offensive was subsumed into 

narratives of deterrence and technological superiority, allowing its moral ambiguities to be 

reframed as strategic necessity. By the 1960s and 1970s, however, this containment began to 

fracture: amid growing nuclear anxieties and moral unease over technological warfare, the 

bombing campaign was increasingly reinterpreted as a precursor to the age of mutually assured 

destruction. Cultural representations and public debate cast Bomber Command less as a symbol 

of victory than as a warning about the perils of total war, exposing the discomfort that lay 

beneath Britainôs self-image of moral restraint. From the 1980s onward, the rise of heritage 

culture and the politics of commemoration reanimated the airmenôs story as a symbol of 

national renewal. The campaign for recognition, driven by veterans and amplified by the press, 

transformed feelings of neglect into a populist moral crusade. By the early twenty-first century, 

the Green Park Memorial and the International Bomber Command Centre had reinstalled 

Bomber Command at the heart of Britainôs civic religion; its airmen canonised as martyrs of 

duty, their cause sacralised as another pillar of national identity. 

The argument advanced here is that this sanctification mirrors the wider consolidation 

of Britainôs sacred story traced in the previous chapter. As that narrative has become 

increasingly hegemonic, absorbing both conservative and inclusive reinterpretations, Bomber 

Commandôs memory has been drawn ever more firmly into its orbit. The Green Park memorial 

functions as a popular shrine: a site of pilgrimage where pride eclipses ambivalence, and moral 

complexity is ritualised rather than resolved. Yet this very sacralisation renders the legacy 

newly volatile. The more Bomber Command is woven into Britainôs moral identity, the greater 

the risk that any critical reflection will be received as profanation. 
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That volatility defines the contemporary moment. In an age where remembrance 

circulates through digital media saturated with affect and outrage, even measured attempts to 

confront the bombing warôs ambiguities risk igniting moral backlash. The next chapter turns to 

that arena, exploring the means by which scholars can examine how the sanctified memory of 

Bomber Command is performed, defended, and contested within Britainôs networked public 

sphere. 
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Chapter Four: The Wise, Heroic, Ignorant Traitor: Online Reactions to Victor Greggôs 

Experience of the Dresden Bombing 

When Second World War veteran Victor Gregg appeared on BBC Breakfast in October 2019 to 

mark his one-hundredth birthday, the segment unfolded as a carefully choreographed scene of 

national affection.1 Seated upright on the familiar red sofa, medals pinned neatly to his jacket, 

Greggôs formal attire signalled ceremony as much as biography. The presenters addressed him 

with visible warmth and deference, leaning in attentively as he spoke, while laughter 

punctuated the exchange. Gregg joked about being lured into the army by the promise of óa cup 

of tea and a bunô, teased the hosts about the impracticality of the oversized birthday cake placed 

before him, and deadpanned about surviving to his two-hundredth birthday. His delivery was 

dry, mischievous, and precise, inviting the audience to enjoy him as much as to listen to him. 

Figure 4.1: óWhat are you going to do on my 200th birthday?ô: Celebrating Victor 

Greggôs Centenary on BBC Breakfast2 

 

 
1 BBC Breakfast, óVictor Gregg Is 100 Years Old. Heôs a World War II Veteran and Has Written a Book about 

His Experiencesô, BBC One Breakfast, 2019, https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p07r2njk [accessed 5 July 

2024]. 
2 Ibid.  
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For viewers encountering Gregg for the first time, this was a familiar televisual ritual 

rather than an introduction to a controversial witness. He appeared as a reassuring figure of 

continuity: a centenarian veteran embodying stoicism, humour, and national endurance. 

Crucially, the BBCôs framing prioritised Greggôs identity as a combatant, the óRiflemanô of his 

memoirôs title, rather than his status as a survivor of the Dresden firestorm.3 While Dresden 

was mentioned, the interviewôs narrative arc focused on his enlistment and his role in 

conventional military victories, such as the Battle of Alamein. In doing so, the programme 

positioned him within the heroic, legible tradition of the fighting soldier, distancing him from 

the moral ambiguity that surrounds the bombing war. Within this carefully managed frame, 

Gregg was presented as a quintessential national treasure: not as a source of critique, but as a 

figure through whom remembrance could be safely enacted. 

Figure 4.2: The Presenterôs Dilemma: Navigating Controversy Amid Celebration on 

BBC Breakfast 

 

 
3 Victor Gregg and Rick Stroud, Rifleman: A Front-Line Life (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2011). 
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At first glance, the appearance thus registered as politically ósafeô. It followed a familiar 

broadcast ritual in which the ageing veteran is celebrated, contained, and affirmed as a benign 

moral presence. Yet the interview was not entirely insulated from political tension. Toward its 

conclusion, Gregg moved unprompted from reminiscence to critique, lamenting that Brexit was 

óbreaking my heartô and warning that Britain risked ólosing our community as a United 

Kingdomô.4 When Gregg concluded this passionate intervention by dismissing himself as óonly 

an old geezer talkingô, presenter Dan Walker seized the conversational lifeline. óDonôt you dare 

put yourself down,ô Walker admonished, adopting a tone of protective affection that effectively 

neutralised the political charge of the moment (see Figure 4.2).5 

By focusing on Greggôs self-deprecation rather than the substance of his warning, 

Walker shifted the frame from political debate back to intergenerational respect. He validated 

Greggôs right to speak, noting it was ówonderful to hear [his] opinionô, without engaging with 

the critique itself, treating the dissent as a cherished elderôs prerogative.6 The exchange was 

thus swiftly cauterised; Walker immediately pivoted back to the safety of commerce and 

confectionery; the special centenary edition of Rifleman and the birthday cake, firmly resealing 

the commemorative frame.7 Nevertheless, the exchange already hinted at Greggôs willingness 

to exceed the expected boundaries of veteran testimony. 

Audience reactions to this BBC Breakfast appearance, when circulated on Facebook, 

largely reinforced the programmeôs respectful framing.8 The comments section became a 

repository of gratitude, with users declaring Gregg a ótotal legendô, a ótrue gentlemanô who 

 
4 BBC Breakfast, óVictor Gregg Is 100 Years Oldô. 
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid.  
7 Victor Gregg and Rick Stroud, Rifleman - New edition: A Frontline Life from the Battles of Alamein and 

Arnhem to the Bombing of Dresden (London: Bloomsbury, 2019). 
8 BBC Breakfast, ó100-year-old Veteran Victor Greggô, Facebook, 15 October 2019, 

https://www.facebook.com/bbcbreakfast/videos/742811026181139/ [accessed 18 December 2025]. 
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should be afforded ótotal respectô.9 Crucially, even where viewers engaged with his anti-Brexit 

stance, the tone remained deferential. One comment summarised: óAn amazing person with 

such fortitude and strength of character even if I do disagree with some of his political views.ô10 

Another user argued that ó[he] has lived through a lot and lost a lot and has witnessed a heck 

of a lotô, suggesting that his wartime suffering granted him a unique license to speak (óHe 

knows what heôs talking aboutô).11 In this context, Greggôs authority remained intact: his 

critique was absorbed as sincere concern rather than perceived betrayal. 

However, this relative calm stands in contrast to the online reception Gregg received 

earlier the same year. In February 2019, marking the anniversary of the Dresden bombing, 

Gregg appeared on ITVôs Good Morning Britain and described the Allied raid as óevilô, 

explicitly calling it a ówar crimeô.12 Drawing on his experience as a prisoner of war in the city 

who witnessed the bombing on the ground, he offered graphic testimony of civilian suffering, 

language that sharply disrupted the familiar moral grammar of Britainôs good war. The 

programmeôs coverage proved far less containable. Tellingly, both the Good Morning Britain 

interview and a separate ITV News feature were uploaded to YouTube with their comment 

sections disabled, a pre-emptive moderation tactic often reserved for sensitive content.13 

Deprived of this outlet, the debate migrated to the MailOnline, where the response was highly 

polarised.14 

 
9 Ibid., comment 44, comment 178, comment 26.  
10 Ibid., comment 206.  
11 Ibid., comment 161.  
12 Good Morning Britain, 'Victor Gregg Describes Witnessing Dresden Bombings First-Hand 74 Years Ago', 

YouTube, 13 February 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8vNT7012BJg [accessed 18 December 2025]. 
13 Ibid. See also ITV News, 'Former British Prisoner Victor Gregg, 99, on Why Dresden Should Never Be 

Forgotten', YouTube, 14 February 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8aUqi9CWTwg [accessed 18 

December 2025]. 
14 Rory Tingle, óñThe Children Melted, Their Bones Were Too Tenderò: British Prisoner of War Due To Be Shot 

in Dresden On Day RAF Killed Tens of Thousands Relives his Incredible Escape and the True Horror of 

Bombing Raids 74 years Agoô, Mail Online, 13 February 2019, https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-

6699261/British-prisoner-war-shot-Dresden-day-RAF-killed-tens-thousands.html [accessed 18 December 2025]. 
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Figure 4.3: Good Morning War Crime: Victor Gregg on Good Morning Britain, 201915 

 

Here, the limits of veteran reverence became visible. Alongside expressions of gratitude 

and sympathy were hundreds of hostile interventions accusing Gregg of hindsight, ingratitude, 

or outright treachery. Many of the most upvoted comments rejected his moral claims in 

emphatic terms, often written in block capitals, insisting that óWE WERE AT WARô and that 

óMANY CIVILIANS WERE KILLED IN THE BOMBINGS OF BRITAINô.16 Others 

questioned Greggôs credibility entirely, casting doubt on his memories or accusing him of 

fabricating aspects of his story (óCan anyone confirm Mr Gregg's self-portrayal as a fearless 

WW2 hero? Thought not.ô)17 The same figure celebrated months later as a national treasure 

was, in this context, reframed by some commenters as a dangerous revisionist or ótraitorô to the 

national story. 

Taken together, these episodes foreground the central problem this chapter seeks to 

address; namely how far veteran authority in contemporary Britain extends when it moves from 

 
15 Good Morning Britain, 'Victor Gregg Describes Witnessing Dresden Bombings First-Hand 74 Years Ago'. 
16 Tingle, comment 1, comment 389. 
17 Ibid., comment 106. 
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commemoration to moral critique. Victor Greggôs reception suggests that respect for veterans 

is neither unconditional nor politically neutral but structured by powerful expectations about 

what veterans should represent, and what they should refrain from questioning. 

Before Gregg can be understood as a controversial or dissenting figure, it is therefore 

necessary to clarify what the Second World War veteran signifies in British public life. The 

chapter begins by examining the veteran not simply as a historical witness, but as a potent 

cultural figure, one routinely mobilised to embody resilience, moral clarity, and national 

continuity in moments of uncertainty. Drawing on examples such as the elevation of Captain 

Sir Tom Moore during the COVID-19 pandemic, it shows how veterans are framed as 

reassuring moral presences whose authority derives less from critique than from embodiment. 

Age, medals, humility, and restraint operate as key symbolic resources within what may be 

described as a ritual economy of remembrance.  

It is against this symbolic backdrop that Greggôs testimony acquires its disruptive force. 

Like Moore, Gregg emerged as a public figure late in life and was widely presented as 

authentic, relatable, and morally grounded. Unlike Moore, however, he repeatedly used both 

his written and televised platforms to articulate discomfort, shame, and anger, most notably in 

relation to Dresden. His interventions therefore challenge not simply particular historical 

interpretations, but the emotional and moral economy within which veteran authority is 

normally sustained. 

This challenge moves beyond what Frances Houghton has termed ópublic sites of 

contestô. 18 While Houghton notes that some Second World War veteran memoirs have sought 

to correct the historical record regarding neglected units, Greggôs work did not merely seek to 

restore a marginalised narrative. Instead, it confronted the moral foundations of Britainôs 

 
18 Frances Houghton, The Veteransô Tale: British Military Memoirs of the Second World War (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2019), p. 270. 
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wartime conduct itself, challenging the heroic framing that continues to underpin much of 

Britainôs commemorative culture. In doing so, Gregg participated in a still rarer tradition of 

veteran life; writing that resisted not only historical omission, but the comforting moral 

consensus surrounding the memory of the Second World War. 

The remainder of the chapter traces how this resistance was articulated, mediated, and 

received. It examines Greggôs memoirs as acts of public memory, before turning to his media 

appearances between 2011 and 2021, analysing how broadcasters and newspapers alternately 

foregrounded his combatant identity, softened his moral claims, or redirected attention away 

from their implications. The chapter then turns to audience reception, focusing on online 

comment sections responding to Greggôs major public interventions. To analyse how the digital 

public reconciles its reverence for the 'wartime generation' with a veteranôs anti-triumphalist 

narrative, a corpus of 9,282 comments was compiled across 11 separate comment datasets 

(2013ï2021).  

To account for these dynamics, the chapter draws on social psychological research, 

particularly the intergroup sensitivity effect (ISE) and the black sheep effect (BSE).19 These 

frameworks conceptualise veteran authority not as a stable moral resource, but as a contingent 

and context-dependent form of legitimacy. They help explain why insider criticism may be 

tolerated when it is perceived as loyal concern yet swiftly reclassified as deviant or disloyal 

when it threatens the groupôs moral self-image. In this sense, digital media spaces emerge as 

arenas in which the boundaries of acceptable remembrance are actively negotiated and 

enforced. 

 
19 See Matthew J. Hornsey, Tina Oppes, and Alicia Svensson, óñItôs OK if We Say It, but You Canôtò: Responses 

to Intergroup and Intragroup Criticismô, European Journal of Social Psychology, 32 (2002), 293ï307, and Jos® 

M. Marques, Vincent Y. Yzerbyt, and Jacques-Philippe Leyens, óThe ñBlack Sheep Effectò: Extremity of 

Judgments Towards Ingroup Members as a Function of Group Identificationô, European Journal of Social 

Psychology, 18 (1988), 1ï16. 
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Rather than adjudicating the historical legitimacy of Greggôs claims, this chapter uses his case 

to illuminate the affective and symbolic constraints placed on veteran testimony in 

contemporary Britain. In doing so, it shows how the authority of the veteran is both powerful 

and precarious: celebrated when it reassures, contested when it condemns, and instrumentalised 

in the ongoing struggle over how the nation remembers its good war. 

His Story is All Our Stories: A Second World War Veteranôs Authority in British Public 

Life 

In 2020, Captain Sir Tom Mooreôs life transformed, as an initially private act of charity became 

a nationally celebrated phenomenon, ócapturing the heartsô of the United Kingdom and 

beyond.20 His journey commenced on 6 April, when, at the age of 99, he began walking one 

hundred laps of his garden with the modest goal of raising Ã1,000 for the NHS before his 100th 

birthday.21 His efforts quickly caught the publicôs eye when, on 8 April, his local TV news 

programme aired a segment about him, a piece prompted by a press release sent by his daughter, 

Hannah Ingram-Moore. The attention rapidly scaled, and by 14 April, Captain Tomôs 

JustGiving page had broken the Ã1 million mark, due to widespread national media coverage.22 

One day later, the Health Secretary, Matt Hancock, labelled him an óinspiration to us allô as 

donations soared past Ã10 million.23 Completing his initial hundred-lap goal on 16 April, 

 
20 Hazel Shearing, óCaptain Tom Moore: How the War Veteran Captured Our Heartsô, BBC News, 30 April 2020 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-52316856 [accessed 8 May 2025]. 
21 For an overview of the events surrounding Captain Tom in 2020, see PA News Agency, óCaptain Tom: A 

Timeline of the Veteranôs Life Since He Raised Millions for NHSô, Bracknell News, 30 January 2021 

https://www.bracknellnews.co.uk/news/national/19058991.captain-tom-timeline-veterans-life-since-raised-

millions-nhs/ [accessed 8 May 2025]. 
22 Sofia Lotto Persio, óWorld War II Veteran Captain Tom Moore Celebrates 100th Birthday After Raising $40 

Million for COVID-19 Frontline Workersô, Forbes, 30 April 2020 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/sofialottopersio/2020/04/30/world-war-ii-veteran-captain-tom-moore-celebrates-

100th-birthday-after-raising-40-million-for-covid-19-front-line-workers/ [accessed 8 May 2025]. 
23 Department of Health and Social Care and The Rt Hon Matt Hancock, óHealth and Social Care Secretaryôs 

Statement on Coronavirus (COVID-19): 15 April 2020ô, GOV.UK, 30 April 2020 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/health-and-social-care-secretarys-statement-on-coronavirus-covid-

19ï15-april-2020 [accessed 8 May 2025]. 
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Captain Tom then vowed to continue walking, further fuelling public support and media 

fascination.24  

Accolades and honours quickly followed. On 17 April, the Duke of Cambridge 

celebrated him as an óabsolute legendô, and donations surged past Ã20 million.25 By 21 April, 

Captain Tom had virtually opened a new Nightingale hospital (a temporary COVID19 

treatment centre) in his native Yorkshire, marking another high point in his burgeoning legacy.26 

His nationwide cultural impact was confirmed on 24 April when he became the oldest artist to 

top the UK singles charts with a rendition of óYouôll Never Walk Aloneô, performed alongside 

singer Michael Ball.27 On the 30th, to mark his 100th birthday, the Royal Air Force conducted 

a óBattle of Britainô flypast over his home (involving a Spitfire and a Hurricane), and he 

received over 150,000 birthday cards from well-wishers.28 The recognitions continued into 

May, with Captain Tom receiving a gold Blue Peter badge on the 5th and the Freedom of the 

City of London on the 12th.29  

In July, Mooreôs contributions were formally recognised when the Queen knighted him 

at Windsor Castle; a moment, as Lisa McCormick notes, that was órushed through after 

Downing Street received over 100 petitionsô, exemplifying the ritualised óheroisationô of 

 
24 Sky News, óCoronavirus: Veteran, 99, Raises Ã12m for NHS and Vows to Keep Walking for as Long as 

People Donateô, Sky News, 16 April 2020 https://news.sky.com/story/coronavirus-veteran-99-who-has-raised-

9m-for-nhs-to-keep-walking-while-people-donate-11973802 [accessed 8 May 2025]. 
25 Aurora Bosotti, óPrince William Reveals Huge Donation as He Praises Captain Tom Mooreô, Express.co.uk, 

16 April 2020 https://www.express.co.uk/news/royal/1270166/Prince-William-news-coronavirus-charity-

donation-Captain-Tom-Moore-NHS-fundraise-latest [accessed 8 May 2025]. 
26 Zoe Drewett, óCaptain Tom Opens New Nightingale Hospital After Raising Ã27,000,000 for NHSô, Metro, 21 

April 2020 https://metro.co.uk/2020/04/21/captain-tom-opens-new-nightingale-hospital-raising-27000000-nhs-

12588823/ [accessed 8 May 2025]. 
27 Laura Snapes, óCaptain Tom Moore Becomes Oldest Artist to Claim UK No 1 Singleô, Guardian, 24 April 

2020 https://www.theguardian.com/music/2020/apr/24/captain-tom-moore-becomes-oldest-artist-to-claim-uk-

no-1-single [accessed 8 May 2025]. 
28 ITV News, óRAF Flypast to Honour Captain Tom Moore on 100th Birthdayô, ITV News, 30 April 2020 

https://www.itv.com/news/anglia/2020ï04ï30/raf-flypast-to-honour-captain-tom-moore-on-100th-birthday 

[accessed 8 May 2025]. 
29 See BBC News, óCaptain Tom Moore Receives Gold Blue Peter Badgeô, BBC News, 5 May 2020 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-beds-bucks-herts-52550309 [accessed 8 May 2025]; and BBC News, 

óCoronavirus: Captain Tom Moore Awarded Freedom of the City of Londonô, BBC News, 12 May 2020 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-beds-bucks-herts-52617255 [accessed 8 May 2025]. 
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pandemic figures.30 Moore, she argues, ósubstantiated the parallel between the Second World 

War and the coronavirus crisisô, stepping forward as a veteran óto do his bit for King/Queen 

and countryô.31 Images of his slow, deliberate walk ï regimental medals gleaming, back slightly 

stooped ï fused present crisis with cherished wartime memory, presenting both Moore and the 

nation as óunderdogs [é] resolute in a crisis, and determined to fight gallantly against the 

oddsô.32 

Thus, what made Mooreôs figure so potent was not just what he did, but how he did it. 

As Wade et al. argue, his age, regional identity, medals, and modest manner endowed him with 

ómultivalent semiotic potentialô.33 He became an óembodied philanthropistô, whose physical 

effort and visible frailty conveyed a quietly compelling form of sacrificial citizenship.34 

Mooreôs broken-down body stood in stark contrast with the óleisurely activism commonly 

practiced by celebrity athletesô, and his simple but exemplary effort enabled him to ómore easily 

embody a governing ideal of óphilanthromentalityô.35 His performance drew on the symbolic 

codes of Britainôs wartime past while aligning with a pandemic discourse saturated in battle 

metaphors (with governments promising to ówage warô on the virus), offering an emotionally 

resonant display of collective perseverance.36 

In turn, media coverage did not merely document his story but actively mediatised it, 

transforming his effort into a sacralised national ritual. Mooreôs veteran identity, combined with 

his fundraising for the NHS (itself an institution increasingly framed in sacred and mythic 

 
30 Lisa McCormick, óMarking Time in Lockdown: Heroization and Ritualization in the UK during the 

Coronavirus Pandemicô, American Journal of Cultural Sociology, 8 (2020), p. 335. 
31 Ibid., p. 336.  
32 Ibid.  
33 Matthew Wade, Nicholas Hookway, Kevin Filo, and Catherine Palmer, óEmbodied Philanthropy and Sir 

Captain Tom Mooreôs ñWalk for the NHSòô, Journal of Philanthropy and Marketing, 27.3 (2022), p. 1 

http://doi.org/10.1002/nvsm.1747.  
34 Ibid.  
35 Ibid., p. 4.  
36 See Andreas Musolff, óñWorld-Beatingò Pandemic Responses: Ironical, Sarcastic, and Satirical Use of War 

and Competition Metaphors in the Context of COVID-19 Pandemicô, Metaphor and Symbol, 37.2 (2022), pp. 

76ï87. 
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terms) helped anchor the uncertainties of lockdown within a redemptive national narrative.37 

This affective resonance drew upon broader discourses that cast the NHS as a quasi-religious 

symbol of British civic identity: a ónational treasureô capable of binding the nation in times of 

crisis.38 As Kettell and Kerr argue, the promise of renewal of the NHS functioned as the óHoly 

Grailô of political symbolism during the Brexit era.39 Together, Moore and the NHS provided 

the ingredients for a tantalising narrative arc; one that media coverage sustained and amplified 

throughout the year, turning individual effort into a collective parable of national resilience. 

Moore was later named GQôs óInspiration of the Yearô, featuring on their cover, and 

was honoured in the capitalôs New Yearôs Eve celebrations.40 Through a simple act of walking, 

Moore raised over Ã32 million and became, for many, a national emblem of resilience and quiet 

resolve.41 As one tribute put it, the óstoic, warm, measured, focused and kindô Captain Tom 

helped people through ódivorce, lockdown and despairô.42 The narrative surrounding Captain 

Tom was neatly summarised by the publisher of his autobiography, who emphasised in the 

book's blurb the idea that his life story mirrored the collective experiences of generations of 

Britons. The publisher noted: Captain Sir Tom Moore's story is all our stories . . . Captain Tom's 

story is that of our parents and our grandparents. It is the story of the past hundred years here 

in Britain.43 

 
37 See Roberta Bivins and Mathew Thomson, óAnniversary Fever? History and the Culture of NHS Celebrationô, 

Modern British History, 36.1 (2025) https://doi.org/10.1093/tcbh/hwae066.   
38 Ibid., p. 13. 
39 See Steve Kettell and Peter Kerr, óThe Brexit Religion and the Holy Grail of the NHSô, Social Policy & 

Society, 20.2 (2021), pp. 282ï295. 
40 See GQ, óGQ Men Of The Year Awards 2020 Winners: From Paul Mescal to Captain Sir Tom Mooreô, British 

GQ, 26 November 2020 https://www.gq-magazine.co.uk/culture/article/gq-awards-2020-winners [accessed 8 

May 2025]., and ITV News, óLondon Light Show Pays Tribute to Figures of 2020ô, ITV News, 1 January 2021, 

https://www.itv.com/news/2021ï01ï01/london-light-show-pays-tribute-to-figures-of-2020 [accessed 4 July 

2024]. 
41 BBC News, óCaptain Tomôs NHS Appeal Closes at Nearly Ã33mô, BBC News, 1 May 2020, 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-beds-bucks-herts-52498156 [accessed 8 May 2025]. 
42 Rachel Obordo and Guardian Readers, óñThe Best of Humanityò: Readersô Tributes to Captain Sir Tom 

Mooreô, Guardian, 3 February 2021, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/03/age-no-barrier-readers-

tributes-captain-sir-tom-moore [accessed 4 July 2024]. 
43 Tom Moore, Tomorrow Will Be A Good Day (London: Michael Joseph, 2020). 
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 It is interesting to consider then, what would happen were such a figure (so steeped in 

personal, cultural, and historical authority) to challenge this characterisation of history. How 

would the media, and the public, react to a prominent Second World War veteran with a 

distinctive, familiar accent, indicative of his working-class roots, and an equally humble, 

straightforward demeanour who used their public platform to present a cautionary narrative on 

war and its glorification? In this context, the late Victor Greggôs portrayal in the media from 

2011 to 2021 presents a compelling case study opportunity.  

Gregg was a British veteran who served in the Army during the Second World War, 

experiencing firsthand the horrors of combat across multiple theatres, including Europe and 

North Africa. Known for his forthright stance on how society remembers and glorifies conflict, 

he was not merely a witness to history but a vocal critic of its romanticisation. Like Captain 

Tom, Gregg only emerged as a public figure in his later years. In his case, he used the media 

attention surrounding the publication of his 2011 memoir Rifleman: A Frontline Life to 

advocate for a more honest engagement with the realities of warfare.44  

In both the memoir and subsequent interviews, he offered a sobering account of what it 

meant to fight: the chaos of explosions and gunfire, the acrid stench of burning oil and flesh, 

and the piercing screams of the wounded. Reflecting on the 1941 Battle of Beda Fomm, where 

the Allies blocked the retreat of the Italian 10th Army, he recalled: óThe whole area to our front 

was covered in smoke from the burning tanks and trucks, the ground littered with the dead and 

dying... Mixed with all this were the terrifying screams of the poor sods trapped inside their 

steel coffins.ô45 Gregg admitted that, as he became óinstitutionalisedô into a kill-or-be-killed 

mentality, he felt little pride in his wartime actions.46 óThe only time I ever felt proudô, he said, 

 
44 Victor Gregg and Rick Stroud, Rifleman: A Frontline Life (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2011). 
45 Ibid., pp. 53ï4. 
46 International Bomber Command Centre, Interview with Victor Gregg, IBCC Digital Archive, 2016, 

https://ibccdigitalarchive.lincoln.ac.uk/omeka/collections/document/3414 [accessed 8 May 2025]. 
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ówas when we was in Italy and you're going along. You're pushing these Germans back and 

then you go through these villages and little towns and all the people come out cheering... 

they're throwing flowers and they're offering you their vino and stuff like thatô.47 

This staunch modesty, despite taking part in many acts of undoubted bravery as a 

member of the Rifle Brigade and later as a paratrooper and prisoner of war, as well as serving 

as a spy in the postwar period, combined with his distinctive London Cockney accent, working-

class roots and undeniable wit, distinguished him as another highly relatable figure whose 

reflections challenged conventional narratives. His reflections challenge dominant narratives 

of the good war not through abstraction (philosophical reasoning, academic critique, or 

detached commentary) but through experiential authority. As John A. Wood notes in his study 

of Vietnam veteran memoirs, such ówormôs-eyeô accounts derive authority from their proximity 

to events.48 Many Vietnam veterans described their war as uniquely surreal and 

incomprehensible to outsiders, with one insisting that what he said about war óis true because 

he was on the fieldô ï and óif you donôt know that, you donôt know anythingô.49 This sentiment 

was later satirised by another marine in the familiar joke: óHow many Vietnam vets does it take 

to screw in a light bulb? You wouldnôt know, you werenôt there.ô50 

A similar sense of dislocation and strangeness underpins Greggôs reflections on war, 

especially in drawing attention to the mechanical and impersonal nature of industrial warfare. 

Recounting his experience at El Alamein, he vividly described the assembly of firepower: 

óBehind the twenty-five-pounders were the sixty-pounders and behind them the howitzers.ô51 

The battlefield, as he recalled it, was an inferno of impersonal force, a place where Axis troops 

 
47 Ibid.  
48 John A. Wood, Veteran Narratives and the Collective Memory of the Vietnam War (Athens, OH: Ohio 

University Press, 2016), p. 3. 
49 Ibid. See also Samuel Hynes, The Soldiersô Tale: Bearing Witness to Modern War (New York: 

Penguin Press, 1997), pp. 1ï3. 
50 Phil Klay, Redeployment (New York: Penguin, 2014), p. 170. 
51 Gregg and Stroud, Rifleman: A Frontline Life, p. 91. 
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(attacking forlornly uphill) were met with an óavalanche of hot, exploding metalô.52 The killing, 

he noted, felt detached and distant. Asked by the podcast network and digital history channel 

History Hit what it felt like to kill at such range, he replied, óyou donôt worry about it too much 

because at that stage of the battle theyôre still five or six hundred yards awayé you donôt really 

get a sense of killing people until youôre looking in the blokeôs eyesô.53  

His account reflects what Islam et al. describe as the veteranôs ósplit identityô: a 

psychological tension between the combatant self, who adapts to the violent and morally 

suspended context of battle, and the veteran self, who later reevaluates those actions through 

the lens of post-war social norms and moral reflection54. óNone of us enjoyed what was 

happeningô, Gregg added, ówhat kept us firing was that the boot could just as easily have been 

on the other foot, and, in the past, it too often had been. The battlefield gave us its usual choice: 

to kill or be killedô.55 In this light, his narrative not only conveys the harsh impersonality of 

modern warfare but also reveals the layered process through which moral meaning is 

retroactively imposed on actions once driven by survival. 

That postwar moral lens did not lead Gregg to pacifism, however. On the contrary, it 

deepened his belief that some wars, despite their horror, are justified. While his portrayals of 

combat emphasise its violence, dehumanisation, and personal toll, he was equally insistent that 

the war against fascism had to be fought: óI hate war ï I have seen what it does ï but in my 

view we must keep our guard up, sometimes pacifism just isnôt an option, sometimes we have 

to use force.ô56  

 
52 Ibid.  
53 History Hit, My Life and World War Two - World War Two, 2019, https://access.historyhit.com/world-war-

two/videos/my-life-and-world-war-two [accessed 4 July 2024]. 
54 Azharul Islam and others, óAutobiographical Memory of War Veterans: A Mixed-Studies Systematic Reviewô, 

Memory Studies, 14.2 (2021), p. 223.  
55 Gregg and Stroud (2011), p. 96. 
56 Ibid., p. 260. 
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Indeed, whilst his discussions often emphasise the personal struggles of being a soldier, 

and the moral complexities involved in wartime actions, he urged óanyone who doesnôt believe 

me to visit the remains of Oradour-sur-Glan [sic] [referring to the massacre of the French town 

by the Waffen SS on 10 June 1944] and to ask themselves whether they would submit to a 

power that allows such thingsô.57 For Gregg, retrospective reflection was not an argument for 

moral equivalence but for moral vigilance: the horrors of war must be remembered, not to 

renounce resistance, but to understand its cost. 

It is precisely this belief in the warôs tragic necessity that makes Greggôs depiction of 

Dresden so eye-catching for both the researcher and reader. In Rifleman (as well as his 

subsequent publication Dresden: A Survivorôs Story), and numerous interviews, he did not 

frame the bombing as a strategic operation but as a massacre where the targets were 

predominantly civilians, not soldiers.58 óThere was no excuseô, Gregg wrote, ófor the men who 

ordered this terrible event to be carried outô.59 In contrast to earlier campaigns, where violence 

was reluctantly accepted within a broader ethical framework, for Gregg, Dresden represented 

a categorical rupture: a moment when British military action transgressed the very moral 

boundaries it purported to defend. 

Greggôs personal experience in February 1945 lends further weight to his moral 

judgment. On the eve of the bombing, he was incarcerated in a makeshift prison awaiting 

execution for sabotage having destroyed machinery in a soap factory where he had been 

conscripted to work as a POW.60 The first wave of Allied bombs that struck Dresden on 13 

February 1945 inadvertently saved his life by destroying the prison. Recounting the moment, 

he wrote: ó[f]rom inside the building [the prisoners] saw the flares through the glass cupola, 

 
57 Ibid.  
58 Victor Gregg, Dresden: A Survivorôs Story, February 1945 (London: Bloomsbury Reader, 2013). 
59 Ibid., p. 41. 
60 Ibid., p. 3. 
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filling the night sky with blinding light, like enormous Christmas trees they floated to earth 

dripping the burning phosphorus onto the streets and buildingsô.61 Realisation dawned slowly, 

ówe were trapped in a cage that stood every chance of becoming a mass graveô.62 Once the 

prison was hit many of them, including Greggôs friend Harry, were killed when the glass dome 

which housed them collapsed. 

Knocked unconscious by the blast, Gregg awoke to find the building in ruins and the 

city in flames. His narrative, marked by vivid detail and disorientation, evokes a raw, survivalist 

instinct: ó[t]he problem was where we should go: we were cut off on all sidesô.63 He and a small 

group of prisoners made their way through the city, dodging bombing runs, sprinting past 

firewalls, and navigating streets that had been reduced to rubble. óWe just sort of glued 

ourselves togetherô, he recalled, óas if there was safety in numbersô.64 As he moved through 

Dresden, his sense of time and geography collapsed. Landmarks were gone. The once familiar 

city centre had become an alien, shattered terrain. óWe ended up in open fieldsô, he wrote, óby 

a single railway line hidden from view down a steep embankmentô.65  

His description of the nightmarish surrealism is punctuated by imagery of eerie beauty, 

the phosphorus flares illuminating the destruction below, juxtaposed with the visceral horror 

of people being óslowly sucked into the vortexé lifted up into the sky and into the pillars of 

smoke and fireô.66 Greggôs account (whilst haunting) is not unique in this regard, but 

emblematic: it echoes the sensory and emotional texture found in other survivor testimonies, 

such as that of Ludwig Faupel, a Hamburg fireman in 1943. Faupel described a city consumed 

by óroaring, boiling hellô, where burning debris fell from the sky, the air was unbreathable, and 
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people collapsed from exhaustion, overcome by heat and panic, their final moments spent 

óscreaming with fear and painô.67 Like Gregg, Faupel evokes not only the physical devastation 

of aerial bombardment but also a complete unravelling of space, time, and moral orientation, a 

descent into chaos in which survival itself feels ethically unsettling. 

Nevertheless, in the moment Gregg did not remain a passive observer. Amid the chaos, 

he joined makeshift rescue efforts, helping to pull survivors from rubble and combat the fires, 

though these attempts were often overwhelmed by firestorms powerful enough to uproot trees 

and hurl debris. While he consistently defended the RAF crews (óthey were under ordersô), he 

offered no such clemency to the architects of the raid: óThe only reason for keeping this atrocity 

in the public eye is to horrify people so much that they never again allow their representatives 

to order such crimes.ô68 In the afterword to Dresden, he posed the question: óWas this the 

greatest war crime of all?ô69 Whilst he offers no definitive answer, in several public appearances 

Gregg repeatedly called the bombing óevilô and even labelled it a ógenocideô.70 

This language places him in stark contrast to many contemporary historians and fellow 

veterans. Unlike Jºrg Friedrichôs Der Brand, which described the bombing as óthe intentional 

mass killing of urban residentsô, most twenty-first century historical accounts have stopped 

short of such stark moral verdicts.71 Several German historians have strongly criticised 

Friedrich for advancing a victim-centred narrative that echoes older apologetic discourses and 
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68 Gregg, Dresden, pp. 41ï42. 
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70 See BBC News, óWW2 Veteran: Dresden Bombings ñEvilòô, BBC News, 11 February 2019, 
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killing women and children, because thatôs what it amounted to.ò 
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draws problematic moral equivalencies between the Allied bombing campaign and the 

Holocaust. As von Benda-Beckmann notes, historians such as S¿Ç, Blank, and Arnold have 

dissociated themselves from Friedrichôs approach, rejecting both his interpretive framework 

and his emotionally charged language as incompatible with a historically grounded and 

ethically coherent account of the air war.72  

More commonly, scholars now acknowledge the scale of German civilian suffering 

while insisting on fundamental distinctions in intent and legal classification. Schwartz and 

Comer warn against framing Allied actions as morally equivalent to Nazi atrocities, noting that 

such comparisons risk minimising the unique genocidal intent behind the Holocaust.73 They 

contend that while both groups suffered, moral equivalence claims obscure the radically 

different objectives and historical contexts of the violence inflicted. Unlike the Nazi killers, 

they emphasise, Allied aircrews ófought a desperate battle for survival in dangerous European 

skies whilst often regretting the consequences of their allotted tasksô.74 

This emphasis on intent, regret, and the psychological burden of the aircrews also 

resonates with how many veterans themselves remembered Dresden. As we have seen, veterans 

whose testimonies were archived by the International Bomber Command Centre (IBCC) often 

described the raid as a source of undeserved shame. One referred to it as óthe dreaded wordô 

that always came up to delegitimise their efforts; another noted that the raid had come to be 

seen as a ógenocidalô act, not because they believed it, but because the public had imposed that 

 
72 For detailed scholarly critiques of Friedrichôs victim-centered approach, see Dietmar S¿Ç, Tod aus der Luft. 
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73 Michael Schwartz and Debra R. Comer, óComparative Victimisation and Victimhood during the Second World 
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interpretation.75 Within this context, Greggôs use of the term genocide breaks from both 

academic consensus and dominant veteran narratives. 

However, Greggôs words should not be dismissed as mere rhetorical excess. To use 

Frances Houghtonôs words, whilst she accepts that Second World War memoirs are ónotoriously 

vulnerable to charges of historical unreliabilityô,  she also implores the researcher to recognise 

that óthe embellishments, the factual discrepancies, the shifting and conflicting memories 

which naturally occur within the narratives of the soldier-raconteur... are precisely what make 

them a fascinating and rich source of evidence about the experience of war as it is lived and 

remembered throughout a former soldierôs lifetimeô.76 

This interpretive sensitivity to the expressive and constructed nature of memory is 

echoed by oral historians such as Lynn Abrams and Alessandro Portelli, who each emphasise 

that testimony is shaped as much by present concerns as by past events. Abrams describes oral 

history as óthe performance of a speech actô, urging attention not only to what is said but to 

how it is performed for an audience.77 Portelli meanwhile contends that óoral sources tell us 

not just what people did, but what they wanted to do, what they believed they were doing, and 

what they now think they didô.78 In this view, testimony becomes less a record of events than a 

negotiation through which the speaker retrospectively constructs meaning and identity. 

Similarly Houghton, drawing on Laura Marcus, argues that the value of veteran memoirs lies 

not in their literal accuracy but in their óauto/biographical intentionô (which Marcus defines as 

a sincere attempt óto understand self and experience, and to make these clear to othersô).79 This 
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77 Lynn Abrams, Oral History Theory (London: Routledge, 2010), p. 130. 
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perspective, Houghton suggests, allows such narratives to be taken seriously even when factual 

discrepancies arise. 

Greggôs most incendiary claims, then, should not be seen as lapses of historical 

discipline, but a calculated narrative performance, an attempt to claim moral and experiential 

authority within a contested field of memory when conventional calm or silence could be read 

as complicity. Rather than reassuring the listener with detached professionalism, Gregg wielded 

emotional intensity to invert the moral hierarchy of wartime memory, placing the soldier, not 

the statesman or historian, at the centre of historical judgment. In this context, Greggôs 

indictment of Dresden is not historical distortion but a deliberate act of bearing witness. His 

memoir channels what Houghton calls the óstill-painful emotionsô many veterans carried, for 

whom writing offered a ómeaningful opportunity to ventilate traumatic memoriesô.80 

 This helps us understand why, when discussing Dresden, Gregg refused to retreat into 

the language of tragic necessity. He insisted the bombing was morally indefensible, a betrayal 

of the very values Britain claimed to uphold. Islam et al. describe such memory acts as rare, 

noting that veterans typically internalise óhegemonic dominanceô, aligning their recollections 

with prevailing narratives of national virtue.81 Yet they also identify important exceptions: óif 

the veteran is highly politically motivated and outspoken, they will narrate war experiences 

without being influenced by the ongoing cultural expectations and political adversitiesô.82 In 

this light, Greggôs postwar political trajectory is telling. Disillusioned by the rehabilitation of 

German wartime industrialists such as Alfried Krupp, he became active in trade unionism, 

joined the British Communist Party, and campaigned against German rearmament.83 His 

lifetime experiences instilled a profound scepticism toward state authority: a refusal to óaccept 

 
80 Ibid., p. 36. 
81 Islam et al., p. 219.  
82 Ibid., p. 235.  
83 See Victor Gregg and Rick Stroud, Soldier, Spy: A Survivorôs Tale (London: Bloomsbury, 2016). 
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that any one person is infallibleô, especially when power is wielded without accountability, and 

a deep mistrust of óthe statements of those who hold the reins of powerô.84 

However, while Gregg remained unflinching in his condemnation of Britainôs wartime 

leadership, he consistently stopped short of blaming the RAF aircrews who carried out the raid. 

This distinction reflects a nuanced moral positioning that may exemplify what Ruben and 

LaPiere term a strategic management of ópublic and private regardô, the balance veterans 

navigate between their internal sense of self-worth (private regard) and their perception of how 

society values their service (public regard).85  

Greggôs testimony complicates this binary framework. He expressed enduring pride in 

the Allied cause while describing the Dresden bombing as a personal source of shame, an event 

so morally aberrant that it destabilised the very justification for the war. This moral bifurcation 

suggests a fractured yet durable form of private regard: one that preserves pride in service while 

rejecting particular state actions as illegitimate. His rhetorical strategy (exonerating the 

aircrews while condemning those who issued the orders) allows him to maintain solidarity with 

fellow servicemen and protect the symbolic integrity of the soldier, even as he delivers a radical 

indictment of the political and military hierarchy. 

Still such careful calibration, denouncing systemic decisions while reaffirming the 

honour of ordinary servicemen, may explain why Greggôs views, though provocative, remained 

broadly admissible within commemorative culture. For example, his claim that Churchill 

óshould have been shotô for authorising the Dresden raid, though extreme, was reported not as 

fringe provocation but as a morally serious indictment, legitimised by lived experience.86 As 

 
84 Gregg and Stroud (2011), Rifleman, p. 194.  
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the S¿ddeutsche Zeitung observed, óif what every German commentator would rightly interpret 

as revisionism sounds different coming from Victor Greggôs mouth, it is not because of his 

Cockney accentô.87 Rather, it was his record that mattered: óhe fought against the Nazis from 

the beginning of the Second World War to the end. He was with the Rifle Brigade at El Alamein, 

in the Italian campaign and as a parachutist at the Battle of Arnhem; all his friends died in 

battle. Secondly, he was the only Briton who experienced the bombing of Dresden in the city 

itself.ô 88 

In Britain, Greggôs eyewitness account became a recurring touchstone in national 

memory. His testimony circulated widely in broadcast media, and he took part in publicised 

reconciliation events with former enemies and fellow survivors.89 Gregg described these 

encounters as cathartic, providing some relief from the guilt he had carried for decades.90 By 

the time he turned one-hundred years old in 2019, History Hit called him óBritainôs most 

famous veteranô.91 

Yet whilst Gregg undoubtedly became a well-known figure, questions remain about the 

limits of that recognition. Did his status as a veteran grant him unassailable authority in public 

discourse? Or was it his careful framing, targeting leadership while sparing servicemen, that 
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w¿rde, aus dem Mund von Victor Gregg anders klingt, dann liegt das nicht an seinem Cockney-Akzent: Erstens 
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made his critique palatable to a public still emotionally invested in Britainôs wartime self-

image? In what contexts, and under what conditions, were his claims embraced, contested, or 

ignored? These questions prompt a closer analysis of the framing and reception of Greggôs 

interventions, particularly in online media. Were challenges to his views driven purely by 

disagreement with his arguments, or were they shaped by how those arguments were mediated, 

editorialised, and positioned for public consumption? The rest of the chapter addresses these 

questions directly, tracing the deployment of, and reactions to, Greggôs testimony across online 

news platforms and digital commentary. 

Media Coverage of Victor Gregg, 2011ï2021 

Between 2011 and 2021, Victor Greggôs experiences and insights received considerable 

attention from major newspapers and media outlets. His story as a survivor of the Dresden 

bombings and a Second World War veteran was a focal point of numerous articles and public 

social media posts. Whilst Gregg consistently appeared in UK media across the decade (for 

example alongside his BBC appearances he was featured on ITV News and ITVôs Good 

Morning Britain television show in 2015, 2017, 2019 and 2020) attention predictably coalesced 

around a few key catalysts; primarily his book launches, but also significant historical 

anniversaries (such as Remembrance Days, the 70th and 75th anniversaries of Dresden, as well 

as his 100th birthday), whilst he also produced a handful of his own opinion articles in the 

Guardian.92 Altogether, this prompted a wide variety of online discussions about his 

 
92 For Victor Greggôs televised appearances, see ITV News, óñI Was Almost Ashamed of Being Britishò: 
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Day: Two Veterans Tell Their Very Different Accounts of Warô, YouTube, 10 November 2017 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cw6_6_s9CyU; Helen Kelly, óITV GMB: Veteran Lashes Out at BBC in 

Licence Fee Backlashô, Express.co.uk, 6 June 2019 https://www.express.co.uk/showbiz/tv-radio/1139414/ITV-

Good-Morning-Britain-veteran-BBC-licence-fee-Piers-Morgan-Susanna-Reid-video-watch; Good Morning 

Britain, óVictor Gregg Describes Witnessing Dresden Bombings First-Hand 74 Years Agoô, YouTube, 13 

February 2019 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8vNT7012BJg; Good Morning Britain, óDresden Survivor 

Describes the Horrors 75 Years Onô, YouTube, 13 February 2020 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f7bPRMoYuzI [all accessed 5 July 2024]. For Greggôs authored 
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experiences and insights. As will be shown, his political opinions in particular were often seized 

upon as part of broader agendas. 

In the first wave of attention given to Gregg, in February 2011, Greggôs accounts were 

prominently featured in the Daily Express under the title óSurviving Dresdenô.93 The piece was 

published to coincide with the 65th anniversary of the bombings and was part of a broader 

promotion for his memoir. The Independent also published a review of Rifleman, underscoring 

the riveting and often shocking nature of Greggôs wartime experiences.94 The review 

highlighted his vivid descriptions of the bombings and the subsequent firestorm that engulfed 

Dresden, emphasising the personal trauma and moral complexities he faced.  

However, critical media engagement with Rifleman was minimal. The Express article 

for example, whilst presenting the work as óa unique insight into the terrible horrors of the 

firestormô, constituted an abridged extract from Greggôs book rather than a standard book 

review.95 This was a substantial feature of its presentation, taking a narrative approach to 

introduce the bookôs themes, revolving around Greggôs experiences during the Dresden 

bombing as a POW. Accordingly, it didnôt independently engage with the bookôs content or 

question Greggôs account.  

The Independent meanwhile featured the book in its óWednesday Bookô section, which 

typically included concise reviews or highlights of newly released books.96 In this instance, the 

article also mentions the book alongside a promotional offer, which again suggests some level 

of partnership or commercial interest. Similarly to the Express, the Independent did not delve 
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into a critical analysis of Rifleman. The discussion is brief (just under four hundred words) and 

primarily promotional, lacking in-depth engagement with the content or themes of the book. 

Whilst Greggôs memories of Dresden are described as ópossibly one of the most shocking 

accounts of warfare you will ever readô, once again there is no questioning of Greggôs account 

or deeper examination of the narrative.97 

This reception, however, contrasts sharply with the more sustained public discussion 

that would emerge nearly a decade later around historian Sinclair McKayôs book Dresden: The 

Fire and the Darkness, the subject of my third case study chapter.98 While Greggôs memoir was 

largely treated as a powerful but contained personal narrative, media engagement with 

McKayôs book often ventured further into public debates about British wartime conduct and 

moral responsibility. One of the few tangible connections between the two cases is Gary 

Sheffieldôs Mail on Sunday review, where he praised Rifleman as one of the finest first-hand 

accounts of infantry combat.99 Notably, the First World War historian would later criticise 

McKayôs reluctance to offer moral judgment, positioning Greggôs candour as a comparative 

strength. 

Yet Sheffieldôs own treatment of Gregg was limited in scope. While acknowledging 

Greggôs statement that Dresden made him óashamed to be Britishô, he did not explore the ethical 

weight of that admission.100 Instead, his praise focused on the memoirôs visceral descriptions 

of frontline combat rather than its moral implications. Similarly, a Daily Mail article from 

August 2011 hailed Rifleman as an óunputdownable memoirô, with Peter McKay noting that 

Greggôs ócoldly factualô depiction of the Dresden firestorm surpassed even Vonnegutôs 
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Slaughterhouse-Five in emotional intensity.101 Rifleman was thus framed as a witness narrative 

to be admired, not as a political intervention to be debated. 

The focus on the emotive power of Greggôs story also permeated the television and 

radio appearances he made in 2011. For example, the BBC Radio 2 documentary Victor, 

narrated by actor John Hurt, detailed Greggôs personal and often harrowing experiences 

through dramatic reconstructions and his own reflections, mirroring the structure of his 

memoir.102 The narration, and Greggôs storytelling, once again reconstruct his life from pre-

war England through his wartime experiences, emphasising the horrors and personal struggles 

he endured. The documentary uses this narrative form to highlight the impact of war on an 

individual, focusing on Greggôs personal journey and the dramatic events he survived. 

From the outset then, Victor presents Gregg as an ordinary person thrust into 

extraordinary circumstances, enhancing the dramatic and heroic aspects of Greggôs life story: 

óThis is the true story of an ordinary man who came to live an extraordinary life. Against all 

the odds he survives some of the most ferocious battles the world has ever seen.ô103 Lines such 

as, óListen then to Victorô, imply authenticity and significance.104 It positions Gregg not just as 

a storyteller but as a witness to history, whose personal testimony carries weight and deserves 

attention. Similarly, by stating that Gregg is óready to speakô, the narrative implies that there is 

something significant and previously unspoken that will now be revealed.105 This builds 

anticipation and underscores the importance of Greggôs personal reflections within the broader 

context of war history.  

 
101 Peter McKay, óWarrior with a Story to Inspire Us Allô, The Peter McKay Column, Daily Mail, 22 August 
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Notably, the documentary also avoided critically analysing or challenging Greggôs 

account. Whilst there are questions posed to Gregg by producer Andy West, sometimes piercing 

in nature (such as asking whether Greggôs bayonet training with straw prepared him for 

ósticking a bayonet into another manô), it lacked any significant commentary from historians, 

military experts, or cultural analysts that might provide critical insight or contest Greggôs views 

on the war.106 The use of first-person narrative throughout the documentary, such as when 

Gregg describes personal encounters on the battlefield or his feelings about the aftermath, óyou 

smell them as you get near to it. Burning flesh is terribleô, focuses again on his individual 

experiences and emotional reactions, reinforcing the authenticity of his personal story rather 

than exploring the broader historical context.107 This absence is notable in sections where such 

analysis could provide additional nuance. Greggôs reflection on the impact of war for example 

and his continuing sense of guilt, óthe man who presses a button is a man who commits the 

sinô, is presented without critique or discussion of the moral complexities of war.108  

Instead, the strategic placement of specially commissioned music by Thea Gilmore 

throughout the documentary ensures the focus of the listener remains fixed on the emotional 

and dramatic elements of Victor Greggôs story. The lyrics often parallel the narrative moments, 

enhancing the listenerôs engagement and (attempting to) deepen the emotional resonance of 

Greggôs wartime experiences. For example, the melancholy lyrics óItôs graduation day, and the 

ghost of ó39 will be slipping across the lineô, played towards the end of the documentary, 

resonates with the theme of passing time and the enduring impact of past experiences.109 The 

reference to óthe ghost of ó39ô serves as a reminder of the warôs long-lasting effects on 
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individuals and societies. It suggests (rather unsubtly) a graduation from one era of life to 

another, for an individual deeply changed by the experiences of war.  

One review in the Spectator by radio critic Kate Chisholm raised reservations about 

this form of presentation.110 She suggested that the poetic narration by John Hurt and the 

musical score might have actually diminished Greggôs authority as a witness. The review 

argued that Victorôs blunt and honest voice about his wartime experiences was powerful enough 

without needing to be softened or made to seem unreal. It concluded, óVictor gave us a 

perspective on war that is personal and yet also universal. If thatôs not history, what is?ô111 

Again then, this criticism did not question the value of the testimony itself, but rather centred 

on the idea that the documentaryôs artistic elements could lead listeners to doubt Greggôs 

existence and the authenticity of his testimony, potentially undermining the significance of his 

personal reflections on historical events. 

For others though, the emotional appeal of the documentary was lauded, with the 

Telegraph describing the documentary as óremarkableô: óHereôs a man who joined the Army as 

a teenager, fought at El Alamein, parachuted into Arnhem, was captured, escaped, was captured 

again. His stories are vivid, lucid, earthily unsentimental, salted by having seen death close-up 

many times.ô112  A longer review in the Sunday Telegraph also praised Gregg for his sincerity 

and the powerful narrative of his wartime experiences, suggesting ó[f]ew old soldiers speak as 

bluntly or as honestly as Victor Greggô.113 This opening line sets the overall tone for the review, 

establishing Gregg as a unique and frank narrator. It also hints at division in the veteran 

community over how the bombing campaign should be perceived and discussed. However, the 

author does not pass personal judgment on the matter. Contentious aspects of Greggôs statement 
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(such as the statement óI was quite aware why we had joined the war ï because of what the 

Third Reich was doing ï but at Dresden, we did worseô) are left unanswered.114 If anything, 

the review paints a portrait of Victor Gregg as a veteran who is not afraid to confront and 

articulate the darker aspects of war, making his narrative both compelling and controversial, 

but also more authentic.  

Further praise came from 2013 articles in both The Telegraph and The Spectator, which 

framed Gregg as a uniquely credible witness.115 In The Telegraph, Tom Chivers explored 

Greggôs condemnation of British bombing policy and leaders like Churchill and Attlee with 

qualified deference. Chivers does not necessarily endorse Greggôs views in their entirety but 

suggests that Greggôs direct experience as a survivor grants him a unique authority to make 

such judgments. He states, óI donôt know, and canôt know, whether the Dresden attack was 

militarily justifiedô, employing a double assertion of his uncertainty to emphasise the 

limitations of his own knowledge and perspective.116   

Chivers does offer a cautious contextualisation of the bombing, noting that óBritain was 

in total war, and had suffered horrifying attacks of its ownô.117 By invoking the Luftwaffe raids 

and the broader logic of total war, he frames the Allied strategy as part of a brutal but reciprocal 

military calculus. At the same time, he distances himself from outright condemnation or 

defence of the raids, remarking: óNowadays it would be morally unthinkable, of course: more 

practically, I believe that the tactic of attacking civilians to undermine a countryôs morale... is 

not thought to be effective.ô118 His use of tentative, impersonal phrasing (ónot thought to be 
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effectiveô) sidesteps retrospective moral judgment, instead suggesting a shift in standards over 

time. 

Yet Chivers stops short of challenging Greggôs moral stance. óMr. Gregg believes we 

should [apologise]ô, he writes, óbut he was there and has earned a right that I donôt haveô.119 

This acknowledgement foregrounds the special status accorded to firsthand experience in 

public discourse. Rather than dispute Greggôs claim, Chivers defers to it, implying that veterans 

possess a moral legitimacy unavailable to journalists or commentators. His authority rests not 

on rhetorical skill or historical expertise, but on lived experience; a proximity to violence that 

renders judgment not only permissible but earned. 

The Spectator took this logic further, explicitly contrasting Greggôs authority with that 

of modern journalists.120 óJournalists like to call themselves witnesses to historyô, the article 

begins, óbut there is a key difference between a war correspondent and a participant in the 

events he or she recallsô.121 Unlike reporters, it argues, Gregg had no choice about his proximity 

to violence. This lack of agency, combined with his moral clarity, lends his account a particular 

authenticity. His memoir is described as óthe clear, unadorned recollection of an old soldierô 

who not only remembers each bullet and comrade lost, but óuniquely, as a prisoner-of-war, [he] 

witnessed the destruction of Dresden from the ground upô.122 This emphasis on direct, 

embodied knowledge reinforces the same hierarchy of credibility Chivers gestures toward, one 

in which Greggôs account carries more weight precisely because it is not mediated by 

professional detachment. 
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Crucially the Spectator lends weight to Greggôs claim ówe were supposed to be the good 

guys, but weôd ended up worse than themô, by insisting that Rifleman is ónot a leftist text. Nor 

is it remotely pacifist.ô123 This disclaimer functions as a rhetorical shield, anticipating and 

deflecting accusations that Greggôs perspective is ideologically suspect. Author Walter Ellis 

reinforces this framing by praising Greggôs órobust thinkingô, casting him as a soldier who 

understood his duty and believed óthe enemy had it coming to themô.124 In a telling comparison, 

Ellis contrasts Gregg favourably with George Orwell, suggesting that Gregg was the sort of 

man who, if faced in combat, ówould have fixed his sword and, unlike Orwell, run you through 

without a secondôs thoughtô.125 Such imagery affirms Greggôs authority by aligning it with 

unflinching martial resolve, distancing him from more hesitant or intellectual figures. 

Yet this ideological positioning is conspicuously selective. Omitted entirely is Greggôs 

postwar involvement with the British Communist Party. Initially anti-communist due to his 

wartime encounters with Russian forces, which had left him ówith a revulsion for anything 

Russianô, in the early 1950s Gregg became involved with the National Society of Painters to 

facilitate his work as a sprayer at the Festival of Britain, a union that was influenced by 

communist members.126 He also became disillusioned with the British Labour Partyôs stance 

on certain issues, notably the reinstatement of German ówar criminal and steel magnateô Alfried 

Kruppôs fortune, which was primarily opposed by the Communist Party.127 This led him to join 

the Party, where he became actively involved in its functions.  

Whilst he óblotted [his] copybookô at his first meeting by questioning a Stalin speech 

which was being discussed, óasking [other members] if they really took all this propaganda and 

bullshit at face valueô, Gregg and his wife campaigned with the Party against German 
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rearmament in London.128 As a ósuitable and politically reliable comradeô, Gregg eventually 

became chauffeur for the chairman of the Moscow Narodny Bank.129 In this position, he 

transported VIPs and carried sensitive documents between various Russian cities, a role which 

would lead to his eventual recruitment as an informant by British intelligence services.130 That 

the Spectator omits this history suggests that Greggôs authority as a witness is sustained not 

despite his politics, but because those politics can be reframed or effaced.  One is left to ask: 

had Greggôs memoir more openly embraced pacifist or leftist positions, would it still have been 

hailed as a óvaluable corrective to the larger narrative, illustrating that war is something that 

happens to people who never asked for it but are the most likely to be its victimsô?131  

A clear instance of how Greggôs testimony could be recontextualised for political ends 

emerged in 2015, when the Daily Mail attacked the Archbishop of Canterbury for expressing 

óprofound regretô over the bombing of Dresden (the subject of the following chapter), accusing 

him of apologising óto the Nazisô while omitting any mention of óRAF heroes killed by 

Hitlerô.132 The same article noted that Welbyôs remarks had ósparked furore among veterans 

and Conservative politicians already angered by BBC news reportsé dominated by graphic 

accounts of the deaths of German victimsô.133 These reports, it claimed, repeatedly featured óan 

interview with a British prisoner of war ï who called the bombing of Dresden a ówar crimeô.134 

That prisoner, it turned out, was Victor Gregg. In a companion piece more directly 

targeting the BBC, the Mail identified him by name and drew attention to his emphatic response 
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(óDefinitelyô) when asked whether the bombing constituted a war crime.135 The article featured 

a supplementary timeline highlighting the BBCôs apparent overemphasis on German suffering. 

Greggôs comments, including descriptions of British actions as ódemonicô, óevilô, and likened 

to óroasting children aliveô, were reproduced without context, amplifying their shock value.136 

While these terms originally referred to strategic decisions made by British leadership, the Mail 

presented them as sweeping indictments of the war effort.  

Ultimately the headline, óBBCôs insult to hero pilotsô, encapsulated the pieceôs strategy: 

to frame the BBCôs coverage as a slight against the RAF, rather than engage seriously with 

Greggôs testimony.137 His statements were not critiqued directly but used symbolically to 

exemplify institutional betrayal. Gregg became a device in a broader narrative, an entry in a 

running tally of perceived imbalance, where German suffering was deemed overrepresented 

and British sacrifice sidelined (Figure 4.4). 
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Figure 4.4: Timeline of BBCôs 2015 Dresden Coverage: 

 

For regular readers of the Daily Mail and MailOnline, such coverage is characteristic 

of a wider and long-standing pattern of BBC criticism. The Mail frequently accuses the BBC 

of liberal or metropolitan bias, particularly in its political and historical reporting. These attacks 

reflect broader media dynamics in the UK, where the BBCôs public service remit and licence 

fee funding model place it in a ócomplex and demanding news landscapeô, under persistent 

scrutiny from both political and commercial interests.138 Seaton characterises the BBC as a 

óguardian of public understandingô, but one that is perennially vulnerable to political pressure, 
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cultural shifts, and claims of representational failure.139 The Corporationôs mandate to speak to 

and for óthe whole baggy, untidy nationô renders it both symbolically powerful and structurally 

exposed, particularly when critics claim it has strayed from that inclusive mission.140 As Seaton 

notes, the BBC is óa public service that provides a binding capacity within the nation, an image 

of the nation to itself and an image of the nation abroadô, making it especially prone to 

becoming a site of political contestation.141 

In 2011, following a contentious Brussels summit, the BBC itself acknowledged that 

óit is always challenging for an impartial news organisation to report without inflaming strong 

views on either side of the debateô.142 In the aftermath of the eventual Brexit referendum, BBC 

News Director James Harding again issued a statement in response to accusations of bias from 

both the Remain and Leave camps.143 In more recent years, the Mail has continued to target 

the BBCôs coverage of a wide range of issues, from climate change to the Gaza crisis.144 

Another common point of criticism is the BBCôs funding model, whereby a licensing fee is 

required from UK television owners. The Mail has long been sceptical of the fairness and 
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sustainability of this model, especially in the context of the evolving digital media landscape 

and, more recently, an enduring ócost of livingô crisis.145 

In June 2019, this issue in particular exposed Greggôs dual role for right-leaning outlets. 

Following another of Greggôs television appearances on Good Morning Britain, Gregg was 

quoted by the Mail, Express, and Sun accusing the BBC of órobbing the piggybank[s]ô of the 

elderly, an emotive metaphor used to condemn the Corporationôs decision to reintroduce 

licence fees for over-75s.146 His statement, óItôs taking away, itôs only two days ago they were 

patting all these old people on the head and calling them heroesô, intensified the charge of 

betrayal.147 Here, Greggôs words function less as individual complaint than as symbolic 

ammunition in a broader campaign to challenge the BBCôs claim to moral and national 

legitimacy. 

In the context of June 2019, Gregg was alluding to the commemorations of the 75th 

anniversary of the D-Day landings. These ceremonies, much like VE Day the following year, 

again included extensive media coverage, public acknowledgments, and expressions of 

gratitude toward veterans for their service and sacrifices during the war.148 In this light, Greggôs 

comment underlines a perceived inconsistency or insensitivity in the BBCôs actions. Just after 

publicly honouring these individuals, the decision to impose license fees, which had been free 
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for all over-75s since 2000, struck him and many others as particularly jarring and disrespectful. 

In reporting these sentiments, the articles covering Greggôs criticism of the BBCôs decision 

present him in a heroic light, as he is referred to as part of a generation which ósaved the 

worldô.149   

Greggôs narrative then, while deeply personal and poignant, has certainly been 

appropriated to serve varying political interests, demonstrating how adaptable and instrumental 

such testimonies can be. However, his forthright criticisms of wartime decisions only appear 

to have become controversial, amongst news articles at least, when they have been perceived 

to bolster a óleftistô political agenda. It should be noted for example, that just a single day after 

the Mail criticised the BBC for its focus on Greggôs testimony in 2015, it went on to publish 

an extract from Greggôs 2013 book Dresden: A Survivorôs Story, with the headline reverting in 

tone to describing it as an óastonishing accountô, whilst it continued to circulate such articles 

on subsequent anniversaries of the bombing.150   

Still, there is another layer of detail we can add here. In a 2019 BBC Breakfast interview, 

Gregg described the UKôs departure from the EU as óbreaking [his] heartô, a candid and emotive 

statement that might typically provoke criticism from right-leaning or Eurosceptic outlets.151 

Yet in this instance, the Express reported his comments with notable restraint. Rather than 

discrediting his views, the article framed them with respect, emphasising his long life, military 

service, and the poignancy of his reflections.152 

 
149 Kelly, óITV GMB: Veteran lashes out at BBCô. 
150 See Victor Gregg, óImages That Brutalised My Mind for Yearsô, MailOnline, 14 February 2015, 

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2953385/I-watched-sank-exhausted-ground-died-pyre-smoke-flame-

astonishing-account-British-POW-caught-Dresden-bombing.html [accessed 29 August 2023]. 
151 Mia Jankowicz, ó100-Year-Old Veteran Gives Impromptu Anti-Brexit Speech on Live TVô, The New 

European, 15 October 2019, https://www.theneweuropean.co.uk/brexit-news-victor-gregg-100-year-old-veteran-

on-bbc-breakfast-brexit-61744/ [accessed 10 May 2025]. 
152 Helen Daly, óWar Veteran Victor Gregg says Brexit is ñBreaking His Heartòô, Express.co.uk, 15 October 2019 

https://www.express.co.uk/showbiz/tv-radio/1190903/Brexit-news-war-veteran-Victor-Gregg-BBC-Breakfast-

Dan-Walker-video [accessed 6 July 2024]. 
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Greggôs expression of dismay, ó[i]t makes me want to cry thinking about itô, was used 

to evoke empathy, casting him as a sorrowful but dignified elder.153 His exchange with the 

presenters (including Dan Walkerôs gentle reassurance that he shouldnôt be so hard on himself) 

and the articleôs reference to viewer praise on social media further reinforced this framing.154 

Greggôs views were not politicised but humanised; his veteran status lent moral authority, 

allowing him to speak from a position seemingly above partisan rancour. In this context, his 

emotional honesty did not undermine his credibility, it again enhanced it, positioning him as a 

figure whose lived experience conferred the right to speak on national matters with gravity and 

sincerity.  

Certainly, bipartisan respect and admiration characterised the tone of the obituaries 

when Gregg, like Captain Tom Moore, passed away in 2021. In the articles which accompanied 

their deaths, many further parallels emerged. Captain Tomôs obituaries sought to describe his 

early life, his military career in detail, and his rise to fame at the age of 99.155 They narrated his 

journey from being a young soldier to becoming a national hero, reflecting on significant life 

events that shaped him. Several obituaries reflected on how his service in India and Burma 

influenced his later life, particularly his views on public service and the NHS, which he 

experienced both during and after the war.  

Greggôs obituaries, whilst fewer in absolute number, still featured in (amongst others) 

The Times, The Telegraph and The Guardian, adopting comparable structures.156 They 

 
153 Ibid.  
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2024]; Stephen Bates, óCaptain Sir Tom Moore Obituaryô, Guardian, 2 February 2021, 
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156 See The Times, óVictor Gregg Obituaryô, The Times, 20 October 2021, 
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provided accounts of his harsh upbringing in Kingôs Cross, London, his decision to join the 

army instead of continuing with petty crime, and his harrowing experiences at war. Again, these 

narratives sought to demonstrate how his past influenced his later views and writings, delving 

into the psychological and moral impact of his war experiences. The Telegraph recorded that 

for Gregg, Dresden óhad made him feel like a murderer and had altered his whole concept of 

warô.157 

A favourable portrayal may be expected from the Guardian obituary written by Rick 

Stroud, who had developed a close relationship with Gregg.158 Stroud helped produce Greggôs 

autobiographies, and their close collaboration allowed Stroud to deeply explore Greggôs 

extensive wartime experiences and his life afterwards. Stroudôs role was not only as a 

biographer but also as a confidant and friend, helping to share Greggôs personal stories and 

insights with a wider audience. However, it should be noted that none of these obituaries, whilst 

noting Greggôs postwar aversion to authority (symbolised perhaps most poignantly by his act 

of throwing his Army kitbag containing his medals out of the window of the train on his way 

home in 1945), offered any rebuttal to his portrayal of Dresden.159  

Gregg then, as a decorated and respected war veteran, occupied a distinctive and at 

times contradictory position within British cultural memory. His lived experience of the 

Dresden bombing, combined with a life of military service and political engagement, endowed 

his testimony with a rare kind of public legitimacy. As Houghton argues, published veteran 

memoirs operate not merely as recollections of personal experience but as óvectors of memoryô; 

 
Survivors in the Rubble Following the Dresden Firestorm - Obituaryô, Telegraph, 24 November 2021, 
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deliberate constructions that carry private memory into public discourse, offering a space where 

individual recollection collides with collective meaning-making.160 Greggôs memoirs, and the 

interviews that accompanied them, exemplify this function. His account unsettled the moral 

architecture of Britainôs wartime narrative in the media precisely because it originated from 

within the very ranks that such narratives are built to honour. 

It may be assumed that in the relative absence of critical framing of his arguments, 

Greggôs wartime service and unflinching honesty would secure his authority in the public 

domain. Ruben and LaPiereôs 2023 study of military social identity suggests that when veterans 

derive self-worth from public regard, how they believe society perceives their service, they 

become especially vulnerable to psychological strain if that validation is undermined.161 Gregg, 

by contrast, seemed buffered by high private regard. Certainly, Gregg maintained a strong sense 

of private regard: he repeatedly affirmed that he spoke from experience, with moral clarity and 

little concern for othersô approval. Indeed, across his decade of media appearances and public 

attention, Gregg remained steadfast in his key beliefs, whether regarding the brutality of the 

raids, the responsibility of those in command, or the continued need for remembrance and 

reconciliation. 

Yet his own perception of the reception of his testimony suggests that Greggôs public 

regard, insofar as how society views and responds to veterans, was far less stable. In 2013, he 

reflected on the backlash he received following interviews and articles in which he labelled the 

bombing of Dresden óa war crime at the highest level, a stain upon the name Englishman that 

only an apology made in full public view would suffice to obliterateô.162 He recounted being 

treated as both ósome form of heroô and óa Nazi supporterô, noting that his words had caused 
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ómany people some hurtô.163 The polarised responses were reported on again in 2019, when 

Gregg conveyed having received óa lot of stickô from those who accused him of being óanti-

Britishô or ópro-Germanô.164 Although he remained undeterred stating, óI say what I think, and 

I donôt care what others think of thatô, he admitted in a later interview that the reaction could 

have been óunbearableô had he not possessed such strong convictions.165 

This volatile reception underscores a broader point: a veteranôs public authority is not 

inherently secure but depends on the alignment of their testimony with dominant cultural 

expectations. As Wood shows in his study of Vietnam War memoirs, even widely praised 

accounts were shaped by what publishers and reviewers deemed acceptable. In the American 

context, he observes that mainstream memoirs were often shaped by a prevailing narrative of 

patriotic dissent, a framework in which veterans could criticise aspects of the Vietnam War 

while still affirming their loyalty to the nation and the military. He suggests memoirs containing 

ómore extreme, unambiguous antiwar messagesô were frequently bypassed in favour of those 

casting the conflict in óa nuanced but generally negative lightô, allowing critique without 

repudiation.166 Greggôs case reflects a similarly conditional logic: while his dissenting voice 

was widely platformed in the British media, it was typically framed through the lens of his 

battlefield experience and personal integrity, qualities more compatible with Britainôs 

hegemonic narrative of the good war.  

The result, as we shall further explore in the next section, was that Greggôs most 

provocative claims (particularly his descriptions of Dresden as a war crime and Churchill as a 
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war criminal) were granted visibility, but not necessarily validation. Media coverage stopped 

short of embracing his critique as morally transformative, leaving the more volatile reactions 

to play out in online comment sections, where his authority was alternately revered, contested, 

or recoded as treachery. 

Social psychological research helps clarify the dynamics of this fractured reception. 

Decades of research on the intergroup sensitivity effect demonstrates that who delivers a critical 

message often matters more than what is said.167 Group members consistently react more 

defensively when criticism comes from an outsider, questioning their legitimacy and motives, 

whereas the same message from an ingroup member is typically met with less resistance. This 

asymmetry arises because ingroup critics are presumed to speak from loyalty and concern, 

while outgroup critics are more likely to be seen as hostile or self-interested. As Hornsey and 

Imani argue, audiences often view ingroup criticism as óintended to be constructiveô but view 

the same words from outsiders through a lens of óhostile and destructive motivesô.168 

However, this licence to criticise is conditional. If an ingroup critic is perceived to 

violate core values or threaten the groupôs public image, their insider status may be swiftly 

revoked. At this tipping point, a different dynamic emerges: the black sheep effect.169 Rooted 

in social identity theory, this effect predicts that deviant ingroup members, particularly those 

who undermine the groupôs moral distinctiveness, are judged more harshly than similarly 

deviant outsiders. As Marques et al. demonstrate, such derogation serves a protective function: 

it allows the group to reaffirm normative boundaries, preserve collective self-esteem, and signal 

loyalty to shared values.170 

 
167 Hornsey, Oppes, and Svensson, óñItôs OK if We Say It, but You Canôtòô, pp. 293ï307. 
168 Matthew. J. Hornsey and Armin Imani, óCriticizing Groups from the Inside and the Outside: An Identity 

Perspective on the Intergroup Sensitivity Effectô, Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 30.3 (2004), p. 
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ISE and BSE are not competing explanations but sequential logics: the former governs 

initial openness to criticism; the latter activates when the message is seen as betrayal. In Victor 

Greggôs case his veteran status appears to have initially conferred legitimacy in media 

representations, but his anecdotal experiences suggest that by accusing Britain of war crimes 

and moral hypocrisy, for some at least he had crossed a line. The next section tests these 

dynamics in more detail by analysing public responses to Greggôs major media appearances. 

In doing so, it assesses whether we see a pattern of defence, disavowal and deviant-labelling in 

online commentaries which reflects this theorised transition from ISE to black sheep rejection.  

We begin with reactions to Greggôs 2013 Guardian article. This allows us to trace how 

audiences engaged with his direct testimony: whether they accepted his authority as an 

eyewitness or reframed his message within broader political and moral debates. We then 

analyse responses to the MailOnlineôs coverage in 2015, assessing whether criticism targeted 

Gregg himself or the institutions presenting his views. Finally, we consider reactions to later 

articles, including obituaries, to explore how shifting contexts shaped public perception. 

Together, these examples illuminate how Greggôs authority was invoked, challenged, or 

reinterpreted in real time by audiences negotiating the boundaries of national memory. 

Stoking the Fire: Online Reactions to Victor Gregg 

Guardian Responses: 

Victor Greggôs article in the Guardian in 2013 served a dual purpose. Firstly, it was a platform 

for him to express unequivocal condemnation of the bombing of Dresden as a war crime, 

frankly underscored by the headline: óI survived the bombing of Dresden and continue to 

believe it was a war crime.ô171 This phrasing is characteristically direct, confrontational, and 

definitive, and was always likely to elicit strong reactions. Yet Greggôs article is also 
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fundamentally an appeal for understanding, both of his own position and of Dresdenôs enduring 

moral and historical significance. 

From the outset, Gregg establishes his authority by invoking his veteran status, writing 

that he ówasnôt new to murder and bloodlettingô in 1945.172 He then extends his critique beyond 

Dresden, situating it within a broader pattern of ethical lapses in modern conflicts: óThe 

massacres in Bosnia at Srebrenica, the hurling of Tomahawk missiles by British naval cruisers 

into the centre of an inhabited Benghazi, the manner in which as a nation we still tend to be 

sympathetic to the use of superior aircraft strength to bomb overcrowded refugee centers 

[sic].ô173 

In just under 650 words, Gregg attempts to bridge his personal trauma with the wider 

ethical implications of strategic bombing. His descriptions of the physical and psychological 

aftermath, alongside the use of the term ówar crimeô in the headline, are not simply polemical 

but serve to legitimise his emotional investment and moral standing. He appeals to the reader 

directly: óBearing in mind that I care deeply about the future of all my children and 

grandchildren, please allow me to express my anger.ô174 

The public response to this intervention was predictably polarised. The article attracted 

over one thousand replies (986 of which remain visible to the researcher), many of which 

bypassed the historical and ethical complexities Gregg sought to foreground. A manual survey 

of the comment section reveals that readers frequently reverted to binary moral framings of 

right and wrong. The phrase ówar crimeô appears to act as a rhetorical flashpoint, prompting 

several respondents to engage in palliative comparison, invoking events such as the Blitz or 

Nazi atrocities to reframe or justify the bombing of Dresden. As demonstrated in the Word Tree 
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analysis (Figure 4.5), this rhetorical deflection operates systematically at a syntactic level. The 

root phrase ówar crimeô rarely functions as a terminal point of moral reflection; instead, it 

immediately fractures into defensive or comparative clauses. Moving from the structural 

mapping of the Word Tree to a close reading of its branches reveals how aggressively 

commenters police the boundaries of this terminology. For instance, the branches extending to 

historical atrocities like óBabi Yar,ô óthe Bataan Death March,ô and óMai Laiô originate from 

discourse that explicitly redefines the parameters of criminality to protect the hegemonic 

narrative.175  

In the underlying comment generating these nodes, the user asserts that a war crime 

strictly involves killing for óno military advantage,ô leveraging these universally condemned 

events to construct a rigid binary.176 The Holocaust and Mai Lai are categorised as war crimes, 

whereas Dresden, framed strictly as an attack on ófactoriesô and a órail centreô, is sanitised as a 

óparticularly successful bombing raidô (óErgo, no crimeô).177 Integrating the visual evidence of 

the Word Tree with the qualitative depth of the comments confirms that palliative comparison 

here is not merely a reflexive whataboutism, but a calculated discursive strategy deployed to 

cleanly excise British actions from the category of historical criminality. 

However, the Word Tree analysis also reveals that this discursive policing is not 

absolute; the same digital infrastructure captures the active contestation of the sacred story. 

While many branches demonstrate defensive deflection, a close reading of the sub-branch 

leading to 'Coventry' reveals how dissonant voices attempt to reclaim the lexicon of British 

trauma. Rather than functioning as a palliative comparison to justify Dresden, the underlying 

comment invokes the lived experience of óCoventry (or Hull, or Liverpool)ô to validate the 
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authority of the veteran who authored the article, suggesting that those who actually endured 

the Blitz might agree with his assessment of Dresden as a war crime.178 This structural fracture 

in the consensus flows into a notable undercurrent of comments which expressed dismay at the 

retributive tone of the wider thread: óI do hate this world. And especially Guardian comments 

which seem to bring out the worst in people. All this talk of flattening Dresden and Germany, 

you should be ashamed of yourselves but I know you wonôt be.ô179 Indeed, several comments 

leverage the central node to reflect the opposite stance, unequivocally condemning the 

bombing. As visualised in the uppermost branch of the Word Tree, some users directly embrace 

the terminology without deflection, anchoring the node 'crime' to explicit accusations of 

targeting civilians: óYes, it was a war crime. The target was the German working class 

population not the Nazi administration.ô180 
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Figure 4.5. War Crime Discussions on Victor Greggôs Guardian Article181 

 

Overall, the comment section reveals wildly differing opinions on the role of civilians 

in war and the extent to which they can be targeted, as well as the responsibility of individuals 

and nations for their actions during wartime. While some comments suggest that there are 

specific actions that constitute war crimes, such as shooting prisoners, in defending the British 

right to attack Dresden others argued that the debate was oxymoronic and ultimately redundant 

ó[m]ass bombing of cites is wrong on any level and whilst many have said it was justified not 

many have ever seriously [sic] claimed it was morally right. The truth is other lives were 

probably saved because Dresden was bombed. They have equal value to those that died. 

Personally, I canôt criticise anyone that made the decision at the time and in those 

circumstances.ô182 In using the same terminology another commenter agreed, arguing that the 

term ówar crimeô is a modern western construct, óa product of our own technological and 
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economic superiorityô.183 They suggest that a thermonuclear exchange between the West and 

Soviets, for instance, would not have been a war crime but rather a manifestation of total war 

for survival.184 At the same time, others contributing to the debate emphasise the importance 

of moving forward and promoting peace, while also acknowledging the responsibility of 

nations and individuals for their actions during wartime. Several commenters go to great 

lengths to justify their positions, with over 25 per cent of the total comments exceeding one 

hundred words in length, and two examples even exceeding the original article in length.  

These long comments demonstrate the comparatively deep engagement of readers with 

the topic and their willingness to invest time and effort in researching and articulating their 

viewpoints, and ultimately attempting to disprove or discredit alternative viewpoints (however 

questionable the efficacy of this research, with the provenance of Wikipedia as a source 

becoming a topic of debate for example ó[t]he wikipedia page actually has a pretty good 

summary of researchô).185 They also highlight the complexity of the issue, with commenters 

frequently drawing on (their understanding of) historical evidence, published books, legal 

arguments, and moral considerations to support their positions that extend far beyond Greggôs 

personal experience and message. 

In one of the longest comments, the author engages in an extended discussion of 

international law and the principle of proportionality to refute the aforementioned assertion that 

Dresden should not be considered a war crime, but rather a particularly successful bombing 

raid. In this example, they cite the International Committee of the Red Cross website and the 
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work of A.C. Grayling to argue that the bombing of Dresden was a war crime due to its 

disproportionate impact on civilians (see Figure 4.6).186  

Figure 4.6: Detailed Comment Example regarding International Law 

 

 
186 Ibid., comment 89. See also Anthony C. Grayling, Among the Dead Cities: Was the Allied Bombing of 

Civilians in WWII a Necessity or a Crime? (London: Bloomsbury, 2006). 
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Other detailed threads focused again on the concept of ótotal warô, and whether it 

justifies the targeting of civilians. Whilst, as we have seen, some used it to justify the 

contemporary decision-making process, others rallied against its connotations. One comment 

claimed óthere is no such thing as Total War. It is impossible for any country, no matter how 

aggressive to instigate total war. Were the women, children in Dresden part of the War 

machine?ô187 In all, twenty-five comments utilised this term, and discussed its historical 

precedents and moral implications (see Figure 4.7).  

Figure 4.7: Discussions of óTotal Warô in the Guardian 

 

These observations are significant as while his article serves as the catalyst for the 

debate, Victor Gregg as a topic remains generally on the periphery of these discussions. As a 

corpus the comments on the article total close to 90,000 words, but the search term óVictor 

Greggô appears just 15 times, and the abbreviated óGreggô 50 times. This is compared to over 
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200 mentions of the term ócrimeô, and over 150 references of the extended term ówar crimeô.  

If we extend the search to look for mentions of the óauthorô we can see a further 44 results, but 

many of these are references to other works (an example comment being: óAnother good book 

is McKinstryôs Lancaster, whose author concludes that the aim of the campaign was indeed to 

inflict the maximum death and injury and terror to the civilian population.ô)188 

Where Gregg is discussed, several commenters express admiration for his resolute 

sense of morality and the value of his testimony, acknowledging the horrors he witnessed and 

his right to speak out against the bombing. For example, one user writes, óA brave work ï think 

the guy writing this as an eyewitness and former combatantéis surely therefore entitled to 

form a view of this incident in isolation.ô189 Another commenter expresses gratitude for Greggôs 

courage in speaking against a ópatriotic consensusô, suggesting that challenging widespread 

nationalistic narratives requires considerable moral and personal strength.190 

Some commenters do criticise Greggôs conclusions, arguing that his labelling of the 

bombing as a war crime is incorrect or immoral. One commenter notes, ó[w]ar is an 

abomination. When forced on you ï Itôs win and subjugate or loseéSorry Mr. Gregg, you get 

no sympathy from me!ô191 However, this remark prompted a flurry of angry defences of Gregg, 

highlighting his bravery and the trauma he experienced: 

The only excuse I can think of for your making this cretinous remark is that your [sic] 

were too idle to even read the article you are commenting upon. Had you troubled to 

do so you would have discovered that Mr Gregg is not asking for sympathy from you. 

As an Allied solider [sic] and POW in Dresden he saw some appalling sights and has 
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movingly and effectively described them here. The fact that you are totally unmoved 

by them tells us everything we need to know about you.192 

Whilst the former commenter claimed to be able to órecall the Blitzô, Greggôs authority 

amongst his defenders is leveraged especially forcefully against those deemed to be óarmchair 

warriorsô.193 The latent criticism in the term óarmchair warriorô revolves around the perceived 

inexperience, hypocrisy, and lack of credibility of someone who speaks authoritatively on 

military or combat issues from a position of safety and comfort. An óarmchair warriorô is seen 

as engaging in discussions about war and conflict in a detached, theoretical manner, without 

understanding the harsh realities and complexities involved. Their views are often perceived 

as simplistic, naive, or overly confident because they lack firsthand experience.  

In one thread, a commenter directly targets these users, suggesting ó[i]f it was less 

serious it would be funny reading the comments of all the armchair warriors on here telling an 

eye-witness how wrong he isô.194 Whilst another user responds, pointing out that there are other 

POW survivors with differing opinions, indicating that one personôs account should not be 

taken as the only truth, the original commenter agrees to respect both eyewitness opinions but 

again dismisses the views of those who havenôt experienced combat (see Figure 4.8). Echoing 

these views, another commenter states sarcastically (and possibly morbidly), ó[w]hat a pity that 

many of those writing in here were not in Dresden with Victor Gregg so that they could give 

us an even deeper insight into the horror of what happened there!ô195  
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Figure 4.8: Comment Thread Discussing óArmchair Warriorsô 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The level of respect afforded to Gregg can also be observed in the deferential tone many 

commenters adopt when referencing his firsthand accounts, to the extent that an intriguing 
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dynamic unfolds whereby commenters visibly recalibrate their views after discovering that 

Victor Gregg was a British POW during the Dresden bombings, with some initially critical 

responders, if not changing their mind, becoming more measured in their writing. For instance, 

one commenter expresses a change in tone by saying, óOops I missed the fact that Gregg was 

a British POW during the bombing of Dresden...I apologise for calling him Herr Gregg. Still, 

it doesnôt change my arguments.ô196 A separate comment also expressed ó[p]rofound apologies 

to Mr. Gregg for my previous comments as Iôd very wrongly assumed he was a soldier on the 

axis side during World War IIô.197  

These statements illustrate that while fundamental viewpoints might not shift 

dramatically, the recognition of Greggôs direct involvement and suffering prompted a softer 

approach. When combined with postmemory, this can be seen to create powerful endorsements, 

such as in the statement: óThe writer here has every right to express his feelings of anger and 

to remind us of the horrors of war. My grandfather was of the same generation and experienced 

similar things in the waré I think we must never forget the terrible sacrifice these men made 

during their youth and their voices must be heard.ô198 

Postmemory is a structure of intergenerational and transcultural transmission through 

which individuals engage affectively with events they did not experience firsthand. In this 

instance, the commenter speaks from a position shaped not by direct inheritance but by what 

Hirsch identifies as affiliative postmemory, a mode of connection forged through emotional 

resonance and mediated cultural forms.199 Unlike familial postmemory, rooted in vertical 

transmission between parent and child, affiliative postmemory arises from horizontal 

identification, in which those outside the survivor family engage with transmitted trauma 
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through mediated, resonant forms of connection.200 These indirect yet emotionally charged 

connections can foster a sense of óliving connectionô to past suffering, producing what Hirsch 

describes as a moral and cultural imperative to preserve, legitimise, and carry forward the 

voices of those who endured historical trauma.201 

Yet personal and post-memories, as prominent features of the discourse, also worked in 

divergent directions. One commenter explicitly invoked their wartime childhood in Coventry 

to challenge the moral authority of Greggôs testimony. óDo you suppose the authorôs experience 

in Dresden is due more sympathy than my earlier similar experience as a child in Coventry?ô 

they asked, before asserting that if Dresden constituted a war crime, then Coventry óset the 

precedentô and the Allied bombing was ójustifiable retributionô.202 This intervention was not 

merely defensive, it sought to reframe the moral terrain by asserting a counter-memory 

grounded in personal suffering and historical equivalence. 

Here, memory becomes a contested and emotionally fraught space. As Hirsch explains, 

post-memories can be ótransmitted to [the generation after] so deeply and affectively as to seem 

to constitute memories in their own rightô, though they are in fact shaped by óimaginative 

investment, projection, and creationô.203 Postmemory, she writes, entails óan uneasy oscillation 

between continuity and ruptureô, in which the coherence of inherited meaning remains 

fragile.204 It is precisely this form of affective inheritance, this moral and emotional orientation 

to the past, that Greggôs intervention unsettles. The commenterôs reaction can thus be read as 

an effort to resist such rupture; to defend the moral framework of a post-memorial landscape 

in which Allied bombing remains justified, and British suffering stands unchallenged. 
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Notably this counter-intervention also extended into the realm of suspicion and 

cynicism. The commenter, in another post, questioned Greggôs national identity, remarking that 

the name óVictorô was more likely to be found in Germany or Eastern Europe, and implied that 

his decision to attribute moral blame specifically to óthe Englishô (omitting the role of the 

USAAF in the raids) may have been commercially motivated, designed to preserve the bookôs 

appeal to American readers.205 They also speculated that this framing aligned with the 

Guardianôs editorial stance, suggesting the articleôs publication may have been facilitated by 

its anti-English tone.206 In this reading, Greggôs post-memorial authority is not only challenged, 

but recast as a politically expedient and commercially strategic performance. 

Such scepticism surfaced elsewhere. Another commenter referred to Gregg as ósimply 

an aged attention-seekerô, again suggesting that his emotive rhetoric functioned less as an 

ethical intervention than as a form of self-promotion.207 While this was the most overt 

accusation of opportunism, similar criticisms framed the article as ideologically motivated, 

accusing it of exploiting historical trauma to advance contemporary political agendas. In these 

responses, Greggôs veteran status did not protect him from scrutiny; on the contrary, it may 

have intensified resentment when his testimony was seen to contravene dominant national 

narratives. 

However, this line of attack was focused far more on the Guardian itself. Several 

commenters suggested that the Guardian espoused a left-leaning or óliberalô agenda which they 

believed influenced its historical and political narratives (see Figure 4.9). This critique 

frequently manifested as accusations of bias, with some readers articulating a perceived 

tendency of the Guardian to ódiscredit Britainôs achievements while promoting the immigrant 
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populationô, suggesting that the publication selected narratives that aligned with a specific 

ideological framework rather than presenting a balanced historical view.208 This sentiment was 

echoed by another reader, who was critical of what they saw as a concentration of ómasochistic 

Britsô around the Guardian, which they believed distorted historical interpretation to overly 

scrutinise British culture and history.  

Figure 4.9: Commenter Grievances with the Guardian 

 

Once again though, in the context of the overall comment section these comments were 

marginal, with only fifteen comments directly mentioning the publishing paper. Even fewer 

comments linked Gregg to this criticism. Whilst one reply leveraged Greggôs eyewitness status 

to defend the article against the notion of it being a propaganda tool of the óDaily Mail of the 

left [sic]ô, this skirmish quickly transitioned from a discussion of the Guardianôs potential 

political motives to a heated debate of the moral responsibilities of individuals during wartime, 

notably the pilots and the citizens of Dresden.209  
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Overall, we can see that in reactions to this 2013 article there was significant empathy 

both for civilian suffering and for Greggôs opinion, but the use of language like the term ówar 

crimeô was a highly sensitive point. Whilst some of this frustration was directed at Gregg, we 

can also see evidence of simmering institutional grievances, which may well have been 

exacerbated by the articleôs framing, which placed Greggôs óangerô at experiencing a British 

ówar crimeô immediately in the forefront of the readerôs attention. To investigate the potential 

effect of this framing further, we will next consider whether this trend continued in responses 

to Greggôs 2015 interviews with BBC Breakfast and Radio 5 Live surrounding the seventieth 

anniversary of the bombings.210 The reason for looking at reactions to these appearances is that 

the BBC News and BBC Breakfast Facebook pagesô respective online promotional efforts, 

despite dealing with the same subject matter, varied markedly in their approach.  

2015 BBC Interviews 

In both BBC interviews with Gregg, the hosts set reverential tones by emphasising the 

historical context of his testimony, underscoring the controversy and the human toll of the 

Dresden bombings. The politeness of the discussions, such as ó[v]ery good morning to you 

Victorô and ó[w]eôre very pleased that Victor is with us nowô, conveyed deep respect in their 

tone as well as language.211 In the BBC Breakfast interview, the host further acknowledged the 

emotional weight of Greggôs story with statements like ó[i]t must have been incredibly difficultô 

and ó[h]ow did you deal with it over the years?ô Through a tone of respectful inquiry, 

interviewers presented Greggôs memories not merely as testimony, but as moral insight, 

reinforcing his position as a óvector of memoryô with unique legitimacy.212  
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Along with providing his intentionally shocking memories of the bombings, these 

interviews allowed Gregg to emphasise the long-term psychological impact of what he 

witnessed, describing how the experience ódehumanise[d] everythingô and transformed him 

from an óordinary blokeô to someone who couldnôt laugh for 40 years. Whilst he again 

condemned the bombing as óevilô, and ódemonicô in the Radio 5 interview, and explicitly stated 

his refusal to forgive those who ordered the raids, he was also sure to emphasise in both 

interviews that he did not blame the airmen (óIôve never blamed the lads in the planes. Iôve 

never blamed the pilots for that, and the aircrews, understanding they were following orders 

and risking their lives.ô)213 

The promotion of the interviews on social media by the BBC Breakfast Facebook and 

Twitter pages framed Gregg as a heroic figure who had resonated with their audience (see 

Figure 4.10), with highlighted comments like ó[t]he most powerful interview Iôve witnessedô 

and ó[i]ncredibly moving story. óWhat a heroô, positioning him not just as a survivor, but as 

someone worthy of admiration and respect for his resilience (and of a click to view).214 By 

showcasing the ó[h]uge feedbackô to the interview, these promotions encouraged viewers to 

watch through stressing the novelty and importance of the interview.215 In the responses to the 

BBC Breakfast post, which amassed around 1500 contemporary replies, a significant portion 

of the audience mirrored such responses in expressing deep respect and admiration for Victor 

Gregg, recognising his bravery and the emotional weight of his experiences.  
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Figure 4.10: BBC Breakfast Social Media Posts regarding Victor Gregg 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One viewer even remarked, óVictor Gregg you are a legend of the truest kind. I sat in 

silence with tears running down my face, listening to you talk about your experience of War. 

What a brave man you are ï and your family must be so so proud as am I. xxx [sic]ô216 This 

was not an isolated expression of emotion, as another viewer similarly conveyed, óI was crying 

whilst hearing this manôs story the other morning.ô217 In some cases, it was evident Greggôs 

humble demeanour had also enhanced his appeal: óWe listened in total silence. Such a moving 
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story. Glad the presenters let him talk with no interruption. The silent moments were the most 

heartbreaking, I cried for him. Total respect for this lovely gentleman.ô218  

The conduct of the interview itself also emerged as a significant topic of discussion. 

Numerous viewers praised the BBC for its sensitive handling of the segment, with presenters 

Naga Munchetty and Charlie Stayt earning thanks for letting Gregg speak without interruption. 

This sentiment was widespread, with one user calling it the óbest BBC interview in yearsô.219 

In the second most liked comment in the dataset, receiving 430 likes, the author described how 

they óhad to put [their] breakfast down and listen to this man recall the horrors he had witnessed. 

Awesome interview. It seemed like the whole programmeôs schedule was put on hold whilst he 

spoke. Hats off to [presenters] Naga and Charlie for not interrupting him.ô220 Notably, even 

some users who identified as long-time critics of the BBC contrasted their general disapproval 

of the Corporation with their admiration for this óincredible interviewô, which allowed 

audiences to hear the óhorrors of Dresdenô firsthand.221 

If we take a broader look at the comments, we can see terms such as órespectô and 

ómovingô feature in the word cloud of the fifty most frequently occurring words (Figure 4.11). 

Popular comments often highlighted Greggôs resilience and the courage required to share such 

harrowing memories publicly. In doing so, the third most liked comment reiterated the idea that 

Greggôs testimony should be considered more valuable than that of modern scholars: 

óTextbooks are written by men who are just as corruptible as anybody else, and history is 

always written by the victorsé The only way to build a good, unbiased, analytical perspective 
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is to build it from other perspectives. Thank you, sir, for having the courage to tell the world 

yourôs.[sic]ô222  

Figure 4.11: Victor Gregg BBC Interview Responses Word Cloud 

This statement implies a pervasive scepticism towards academic and institutional 

accounts of history, rooted in the belief that traditional historical narratives are often influenced 

by the biases and agendas of those who write them. The commenterôs enthusiastic endorsement 

of Greggôs personal testimony also seems to intentionally overlook the inherent limitations of 

oral history.  Even committed champions such as Lynn Abrams concede that memories are ónot 

always one-hundred percent reliableô, whilst famous critics have weaponised that frailty; 

A. J. P. Taylor once dismissed veteransô accounts as óold men drooling about their youthô, 
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whilst Niall Ferguson has branded oral history óa recipe for complete misrepresentation 

because almost no one tells the truth, even when they intend toô.223  

On the other flank, Penny Summerfield challenges the empiricist impulse within 

traditional social history to treat oral testimony as a flawed substitute for archival data, arguing 

instead for a methodological approach that foregrounds the interpretive richness of memory 

and subjectivity.224 She explores how narrators both construct their accounts and seek 

emotional equilibrium through them. She suggests that veteransô narratives, like those of the 

women she studied, are best understood as dialogic reconstructions shaped by cultural 

discourses, audience expectations, and the narratorôs search for meaning.225 Similarly, Green 

and Troup assert that óall autobiographical memory is true; the interpreter must discover in 

what senseô, a view that invites a more reflexive, interpretive stance, one that values oral 

testimony not for its factual reliability but for the insight it offers into how individuals negotiate 

identity, trauma, and historical change.226 

  The commenter, however, appears less interested in engaging with historiographical 

debate and methodological balance than in exposing what they see as the bias of the archive 

itself.  Here, the commenter appears to believe that Greggôs unfiltered remembrance represents 

a form of what Michel Foucault might deem ósubjugated knowledgeô: óknowledges that have 

been disqualified as inadequate to their task or insufficiently elaborated é low down on the 

hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition or scientificityô.227 By elevating Greggôs 
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personal memory over their perception of academic historiography, the commenter grants it 

epistemic weight precisely because they believe his account stands outside institutional 

custodianship. Greggôs account is thus positioned not merely as testimony, but as counter-

archive: a politically resonant alternative to the official record, grounded in its marginality.  

However, more sceptical comments conveyed that whilst Greggôs authority granted him 

a voice, some of his conclusions should not be accepted: óI respect his opinion and yes it was 

a dreadful decision to bomb the city. But to say that we were worse than the Nazis is not right. 

They set out to destroy a whole race of people and enslave the world if they could. So it has to 

be put into perspective.ô228 Other comments, whilst again deferential to Gregg, express concern 

that the commemoration of Dresden will overshadow and distract from British suffering: óFull 

respect to this man but I wonder if the BBC will do a follow up about the firestorm that swept 

through London after a German bombing raid, dropping not only bombs but incendiaries..   

People then were burnt alive, men, women and children etc., etc., but this event seems to get 

overlooked.ô229   

Similarly, critics of Greggôs use of the term óevilô argue that the Allied actions, while 

ruthless, were necessary to expedite the end of the war and prevent further atrocities by the 

Axis powers. One commenter reflected on this necessity, stating that the carpet-bombing was 

a display of óbrute apocalyptic forceô meant to crush any remaining Nazi resistance, which was 

continuing in the form of indiscriminate V-1 and V-2 rocket attacks on London.230 They suggest 

that confronting evil required equally harsh measures and question how the Axis would have 

used such power had they possessed it first. This perspective underscores the belief that 

equating the Alliesô actions with those of the Axis powers is a flawed interpretation that 
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overlooks the broader context and outcomes of the war. The commenter concludes that while 

both sides committed acts of evil, the post-war actions of the Allies, in rebuilding and 

democratising Germany and Japan, highlight a crucial difference in intentions and 

consequences.231  Greggôs attempt to articulate a universal moral claim was thus interpreted by 

some as redemptive, but by others as overreach. 

No doubt sensing the marketing potential available here, other promotional posts by the 

BBC seized upon this aspect of Greggôs testimony. On the BBC Breakfast webpage, for 

example, the seven minute interview was simply surmised by the tagline óñIt was evilò ï Victor 

Gregg firsthand account of the Dresden Bombingô, a phrase Gregg used in the opening seconds 

of the interview (see Figure 4.12).232 A separate BBC News Facebook post, condensing the 

interview from seven to just under two minutes, also highlighted a specific quote from Gregg: 

óIôll never forgive the people who ordered those raids and that goes for all of them ï Churchill, 

Attlee, all of them. We were supposed to be the good guysô, a statement which can be easily 

misconstrued.233 
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Figure 4.12: BBC Breakfast Website Header: óIt was Evilô 

 

Crucially, the repeated use of óall of themô here could easily be assumed to also apply 

to the airmen themselves, or at least RAF commanders and planners (especially when 

combined with the collective implications of the term óweô). Stripped of its original context, 

the quote risks becoming a flashpoint for political grievance rather than historical reflection. 

One resulting comment even remarked, óBBC you should know better than to put such a story 

on Facebook. Youôre baiting for it!ô, implying the BBC News page was deliberately courting 

controversy.234  

That said, perhaps aware of this possibility, the central portion of the condensed 

interview was dedicated to Greggôs views about the airmen, and in the overall comment section 

it produced, there were few mentions of the Allied óairmenô themselves. In one of the four 
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comments which used this term, the viewer specifically alluded to the more nuanced aspect of 

Greggôs argument: óAs he says, I too donôt blame the airmen, they were just doing their duty 

in an already bloody, horrific and brutal war.ô235  

For many, Greggôs status as an honourable ógentlemanô ultimately transcended any 

debate. Indeed, the most popular comment by far (amassing 596 likes compared to the 116 

likes achieved by the second most popular comment) advocated for a general deference to the 

perspectives of older individuals like Gregg, implying that their experiences and reflections are 

inherently valuable and deserving of attention, proclaiming: óWhatever a 95 year old tells you, 

youôd better listen.ô236   

The discussion of Churchill, though, was far more contentious. Several comments 

defended Churchillôs wartime decisions and framed Greggôs criticisms as either inappropriate 

or ahistorical. One such comment stated, ó[w]ould he rather be German? Thank God we had 

Churchill or we wouldnôt be here unless we all had blond [sic] hair and blue eyesô.237 Another 

declared óSir Winston Churchillô to be óone of the greatest men who ever livedô.238 

However, even among Churchillôs defenders, many commenters still expressed 

admiration for Greggôs wartime service. The ambivalence this created is captured in remarks 

such as ó[r]espect the man. Question his opinionô and ó[u]tmost respect for this gentleman but 

disagree with his view. For me, Churchill was right.ô239 Others defended Churchill on strategic 

and punitive grounds but again refrained from condemning Gregg. One wrote, ó[s]orry but most 

people just donôt agree with this man, I have respect for him as a veteran, but the Germans 

obliterated large cities in the UK & if I was Churchill, Iôd of [sic] actually wiped Germany off 
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the map.ô240 These responses reveal a telling asymmetry: Churchillôs moral authority is 

reasserted, but Greggôs voice is not disqualified. His standing as a veteran is preserved, his 

testimony acknowledged, even as his judgement is gently reframed or set aside. 

This asymmetry becomes even more striking when considered alongside Fielding, 

Schwarz, and Toyeôs analysis of Churchillôs cultural status.241 They argue that Churchill 

operates not simply as a historical figure, but as a mythic emblem, a fantasised ómirror imageô 

of English identity, frequently invoked to stabilise national self-understanding amid 

contemporary crisis.242 Although competing stories about Churchill persist, they assert the 

dominant narrative ócarries the gravity of mythô, rendering it ódifficult to circumventô and 

óimpervious to critiqueô in its mainstream expressions.243 The symbolic potency of óChurchill-

as-the-pastô, they suggest, intensifies precisely as faith in modern British governance falters 

and óthe idea of England becomes more precariousô.244 In such a context, one might expect a 

critique like Greggôs, delivered by a decorated veteran and framed in moral language, to 

provoke disavowal. As we have seen, ISE and BSE theories reinforce this expectation, 

suggesting that insider critics who challenge a groupôs sacred narratives may be met with 

greater hostility than outsiders, particularly when their dissent threatens the groupôs self-image. 

And yet, these commenters do not reject Gregg. Instead, they engage in a rhetorical 

manoeuvre that draws a line between memory and judgement. His testimony is framed as 

emotionally sincere and experientially valid, but his moral conclusions are treated as 

subjective, an understandable by-product of personal pain, rather than a legitimate intervention 

in public memory. Gregg is thus respected as a witness, not as a judge of history. This 
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distinction is vital. It allows commenters to express reverence for Greggôs service while 

reaffirming Churchillôs unimpeachability. In doing so, they preserve the cultural value of 

veteran testimony without allowing that testimony to unsettle dominant narratives. 

Another dynamic is also at play. As explored earlier in this chapter, veterans in British 

public life (like Churchill) often serve as moral symbols, evoking resilience, sacrifice, and 

national continuity. Figures such as Captain Tom Moore have demonstrated how the individual 

veteran can come to embody the emotional core of the national past. In this context, Greggôs 

authority is not easily discredited without jeopardising the symbolic coherence of 

commemoration itself. His voice is thus absorbed into the memory culture not as a disruptive 

force, but as part of its moral landscape, his dissent recast not as a break with collective values, 

but as an extension of them ï incorporating solemnity and human fallibility. This permits him 

to remain within the moral community, while ensuring the wider narrative of just war and 

national virtue remains intact. 

At first glance, the BBC News comment section appears to echo the responses to the 

BBC Breakfast post, with many users expressing admiration for Greggôs courage and testimony. 

However, the tone directed at the BBC itself is notably more hostile. While the earlier thread 

included praise for the Corporationôs decision to platform Gregg, here the broadcaster becomes 

a focal point of criticism. Several commenters accused the BBC, óa bunch of lowlifesô, of 

exhibiting bias and revealing their ótrue coloursô by airing the interview.245 Another user 

charged: ó[t]ypical BBC blaming the war on the British what a disgraceô, encapsulating a 

recurring grievance that the BBC, like the Guardian, distorts national history by 

overemphasising British culpability and ignoring more valorising narratives.246 
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Even ostensibly positive comments often carried an undercurrent of scepticism. 

Remarks like ó[f]inally the BBC broadcast summat honest and worth while [sic]ô imply that 

such programming is a rare departure from the norm, casting the interview as an exception 

within an otherwise distrusted output.247 Similarly, the claim that óonce again the BBC have 

broadcast an unbalanced, and some would say biased report, using this veteranôs experience to 

promote only one viewpointô reinforces the belief that the Corporationôs historical coverage 

routinely lacks impartiality.248 The following section explores how MailOnline capitalised on 

this sentiment, using Greggôs testimony not to advance his moral critique, but to mobilise 

institutional distrust and boost reader engagement.  

A Fifth Columnist Hero: MailOnline Commenters and Victor Gregg 

In February 2015, the Daily Mail launched a fierce critique of the BBCôs coverage of the 

Dresden anniversary, positioning RAF veterans, politicians, and military historians as 

defenders of the heroic wartime narrative.249 Emphasising the sacrifice of the ó55,000 airmen 

who died for Britainô, the piece presented these veterans as neglected national heroes.250 

Former Defence Minister Sir Gerald Howarth was quoted accusing the BBC of presenting a 

óone-sided accountô, and casting himself as protector of their legacy.251 

Such rhetoric was central to a narrative that vilified the BBC. Descriptions of the 

coverage as ódisrespectful to the airmenô invited emotional responses, reinforcing a sense of 

moral violation.252 Howarthôs statement, óto suggest that those responsible for Dresden were 

on a par with Hitler is an absolute disgraceô, heightened the stakes, portraying the BBCôs 
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approach not just as misguided, but as fundamentally offensive.253 This use of exaggerated 

language aimed to foreclose debate, framing the Mailôs position as morally incontestable. 

Howarthôs outrage centred on Victor Gregg, and his statement that the Dresden 

bombing was ódefinitelyô a war crime. The article highlighted Greggôs accounts of women and 

children among the victims, while criticising the BBC for devoting only 23 seconds to a veteran 

who expressed no guilt, an imbalance presented as evidence of biased framing.254 The clear 

implication was that the BBC privileged Greggôs critical account to promote an anti-heroic 

reading of Britainôs war effort. 

The article further undermined Greggôs moral authority by featuring Mike Brundle, a 

25-year RAF veteran. His argument (óThe BBC should have had someone who was a member 

of Bomber Command on that operation ï those are the ones who risked their lives.ô) implied 

that legitimate testimony comes from those who directly participated in the bombings, not from 

witnesses like Gregg, whose status as a PoW placed him outside the chain of combat 

decisions.255  

This intervention exemplifies what Browning and Haigh term the óhierarchies of 

heroismô that dominate Britainôs commemorative culture, where public legitimacy is granted 

above all to those whose military roles align with familiar narratives of frontline action, 

sacrifice, and national redemption.256 As they note, the recent assertion of ógendered and 

racialised military heroismô during moments of national crisis (such as the COVID-19 

pandemic) has reinforced a rigid symbolic economy in which only certain figures, typically 

white, male, and combat-associated, are deemed appropriate vessels for national 
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identification.257 Brundleôs intervention thus functioned as a disciplinary gesture: by insisting 

that only Bomber Command veterans should speak on Dresden, he narrowed the parameters of 

legitimate memory, recasting Greggôs broader ethical critique as marginal, even inappropriate. 

Yet Greggôs case complicates even this framework. He is not a civilian interloper or 

marginal observer, but a white, male veteran with extensive frontline experience across 

multiple theatres. By the demographic and experiential standards identified by Browning and 

Haigh, he ought to sit comfortably within the heroic pantheon. And yet, because his testimony 

refuses to endorse the redemptive narrative of the bombing campaign and instead frames 

Dresden as a moral rupture, he is symbolically demoted.  

In the comment section, the experiences of RAF airmen were undoubtedly privileged 

over both Greggôs account and that of contemporary civilians. Many posts, often invoking 

family members, spoke of their sacrifice in stark, reverent terms: óThe airmen were 100 per 

cent true heroesé they knew they may not come back.ô258 Though Gregg himself had 

expressed admiration for the airmen, commenters joined the Mail in condemning the BBC for 

its perceived disrespect. Unlike the more restrained BBC comment threads, here the sentiment 

was near uniform: the BBCôs reporting had been biased and anti-patriotic. Readers condemned 

the Corporationôs óconstant criticism of our war heroesô as óabsolutely disgustingô, with several 

twisting the acronym into slurs such as óBritish Bashing Corporationô or óBrussels Broadcasting 

Corporationô.259  

Many criticisms appeared to stem from the articleôs framing, with some commenters 

even speculating that readers were reacting based on preconceptions rather than direct viewing 

of the BBCôs coverage. A few challenged this dynamic, accusing the Mail of misrepresenting 
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the broadcast. One user remarked, óI donôt believe the BBC criticised our brave airmen. You 

are making it up.ô260 Another argued that the BBCôs only offence was offering ódiffering 

viewpoints, to question, to provoke thoughté Things totally alien to the Mail, who 

continuously serve up the same hysterical, dumbed-down, jingoistic, narrow-minded, right-

wing rubbish.ô261 

Yet this dissent in turn drew fierce rebuttals. One reply discredited a critic based on 

their (unverified) location in Kuala Lumpur (casting them as an outsider), insisting that the 

BBC ódeliberately misrepresentedô Dresden and failed to ógive accurate, well-researched 

programmesô.262 The accusation that the BBC wished to órewrite historyô (in its guise as a 

ópropaganda service for the EUô) was a particular concern for several commenters, and echoed 

broader anxieties about national sovereignty, especially salient in the pre-Brexit political 

climate.263 

Such tensions manifested in some particularly venomous posts. One comment 

described the BBCôs óbleating, whinging, handwringingô as the reason it had ólost respectô, 

while mocking its journalists as ósmugô and óoverpaidô.264 In a chilling escalation, the same 

commenter suggested that BBC staff should be sent to Syria or Ukraine, and added, óIf [they] 

took some shrapnel and stopped a few rounds, so much the better.ô265 This hostility reveals a 

deep contempt for media professionals seen as out of touch or ideologically subversive. Though 

not all comments reached this level of aggression, many echoed calls to defund or dismantle 

the BBC. óBreak up the BBC immediately. Not fit for purposeô, wrote one user.266 Others 
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decried BBC journalists as ópolitically correct traitorsô, betraying a complete breakdown of 

institutional trust.267 

Amid this fervour, Greggôs name was conspicuously scarce. Of the 1,493 comments, 

only 11 mentioned him directly, compared to 460 that targeted the BBC. Where he was 

discussed, some commenters defended him, invoking his first-hand experience: óHe was there 

ï were you?... He didnôt blame the airmenéhow dare you portray him as less than a man.ô268 

But these remarks rarely gained traction. Instead, more popular comments dismissed Gregg as 

left-wing, ignorant, and even as a ófifth columnistô.269 One particularly pointed reply mocked 

Greggôs claim ï óbut what I saw in Dresden ï Iôve never seen women and children involved 

beforeô ï as either naµve or dishonest: óReally? Then you must have slept through the shameless 

bombing of innocent civilians in Liverpool, Swansea, Coventry and of course the London Blitz. 

Where does the BBC find these people?ô270  

This comment turns Greggôs own appeal to eyewitness authority against him, framing 

his failure to acknowledge British civilian suffering as evidence of hypocrisy. It casts him not 

as a bearer of moral insight, but as a selective witness who undermines national solidarity by 

failing to recognise Britainôs own victimhood. It positioned Gregg not simply as mistaken, but 

as an outsider whose views were unrepresentative, or worse, subversive. The suggestion that 

the BBC had sought out his perspective to advance a particular agenda reinforced accusations 

that it was no longer a trustworthy national institution and worked to validate the Mailôs 

concern. 

However, as noted earlier, the Mail did not always treat Greggôs account with hostility. 

In its circulation of extracts from his memoir in 2015 and 2020, Gregg was framed not as a 
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controversial critic, but as a harrowing witness to unimaginable suffering. In these articles, the 

editorial tone prioritised emotional immediacy over political framing. Though they reproduced 

Greggôs own words, their captions and headlines reinforced affective engagement rather than 

inviting critical distance. The 2015 extract foregrounded his near-execution and described 

civilians being óturned into human torchesô, with the óscreaming of those being burned aliveô 

filling the air.271 The 2020 article featured the lurid headline, óFamilies boiled aliveé 75 years 

on, the most horrifically vivid account youôll ever read of the Allied bombing of Dresden.ô272 

Terms such as ówar crimeô and ógenocideô, which the Mail had decried in the BBCôs framing, 

went unchallenged.  

Similarly, the Mailôs coverage of Greggôs television appearances on Good Morning 

Britain appearances in 2019 and 2020 again highlighted his moral gravitas and haunting 

remarks, such as óthe children melted, their bones were too tenderô.273 In these articles, he was 

consistently described as a ósurvivorô, óBritish prisoner of warô, and ówitnessô, while phrases 

like ótrue horrorô and modal imperatives (ómust rememberô, óshould never happen againô) 

endowed his account with solemnity and moral urgency.274 In the absence of an institutional 

target like the BBC, there was seemingly no effort (or need) to portray Gregg as biased or 

disloyal. 
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Did this lead to a shift in the public response? Did readers respond with elevated respect, 

or did the Mail itself become suspect for platforming him? The comment threads offer mixed 

evidence. On the 2015 extract, one user expressed órelief to see comments from decent people 

who understand the horror of Dresdenô, contrasting the sentiment on display with threads 

attacking the BBC ófor daring to discuss Dresdenô.275 Others were less impressed. One 

commenter lamented the readershipôs apparent refusal to engage with someone ówho was 

actually there, and was horrified by itô, likening them to ófootball yobsô stirred up by 

ónationalistic propagandaô.276 Similar frustrations surfaced in 2019, as users voiced dismay that 

even Victor Gregg who, as one put it, óWAS ACTUALLY there when it happened [sic]ô, was 

now being denigrated.277  

Certainly, vehement criticisms of Gregg remained present in all four articles, with 

numerous users questioning his character and account. One bluntly declared: óSorry Mr. Gregg 

ï I donôt believe you.ô278 The terms ótraitorô and óquislingô, both used to denote betrayal, 

recurred in several post: óNice that you can sit there in a free country saying that in freedom 

because of what they did though isnôt it ......quisling.ô279 These rhetorical attacks operated as 

projection strategies, redirecting moral discomfort by portraying Gregg as weak, disloyal, or 

senile. Several commenters seized on his age, casting him as a ósilly old sodô, too naµve or 

confused to grasp the supposed necessities of war.280 This overlooks, as Lynn Abrams argues, 

the interpretive richness often found in older narrators, who often óhave a better ability to 

narrate the past than younger peopleô.281 Drawing on findings in neuroscience, Abrams notes 

that while memory changes with age, ó[t]here is no reason to think that an older personôs 
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memory is less acute or reliable than that of a younger person. Whatever our age, we remember 

what is important to us.ô282 

Others even turned Greggôs status as a prisoner of war against him. One commenter 

remarked, óHow is he brave? He was a POWé a victim of circumstanceô, suggesting that his 

captivity and lack of combat agency undermined his right to pass moral judgment.283 Another 

asked pointedly: óHow would a POW possibly know the complicated strategic reasons why the 

bombing had to happen?ô This rhetorical move reclassifies Gregg not only as emotionally 

misguided, but as intellectually unqualified, subordinating lived experience to institutional 

military logic and reinforcing the idea that only certain forms of participation confer narrative 

legitimacy.284 Though uncommon, these comments expose the uneasy place of POWs within 

Britainôs cultural imagination, where narratives of captivity are often selectively valued. 

As Clare Makepeace has described, British POWs returning from captivity in Europe 

often struggled to articulate their experiences in a society that valorised active resistance and 

martial endurance.285 The stigma of surrender, often internalised by the men themselves, 

clashed with dominant wartime ideals of heroism and stoicism, rendering their stories difficult 

to assimilate into the national narrative, As Makepeace notes, post-war Britain showed far 

greater interest in those who had óheroically escapedô than in the quieter, more ambiguous 

testimonies of endurance and survival.286 Pattinson et al. emphasise that escape ówas not a 

common experience: only thirty British RAF personnel of the 10,000 incarcerated in 

Germanyéreached either Britain or neutral territoryô.287 In many respects, Greggôs account 
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conforms to the heroic prisoner narrative: captured in combat, placed in solitary confinement, 

and narrowly escaping execution after sabotaging a Nazi facility. Yet the commenters above 

reframe this experience, casting captivity not as a testament to resilience, but as evidence of 

passivity, thereby disqualifying Gregg from the moral authority typically afforded to veterans. 

In this way, Greggôs age, biography, and testimony were turned against him, less to 

refute his argument than to cast doubt on his right to speak. In doing so, commenters evaded 

direct engagement with the ethical implications of his testimony. In questioning how a 

celebrated veteran could be dismissed so readily, one user exposed the underlying 

contradiction: óSo DM readerséThis is the best generation, an example to us all, least we 

forget and all that... unless they have a different point of view?? [sic]ô288 In doing so, they 

highlighted the conditional dynamics of Greggôs authority. In previous controversies, such as 

the backlash to the BBCôs coverage of the Dresden anniversary, it was the institution, not 

Gregg, that bore the brunt of criticism. But here, in comment threads responding directly to 

Greggôs memoirs and interviews, he is positioned as the one undermining Britainôs war legacy, 

particularly the heroism of the RAF. As such, he is no longer a contested symbol within a 

broader media debate, but the direct source of perceived moral transgression. 

This distinction profoundly shaped the emotional response. The dynamics of the 

intergroup sensitivity effect (ISE) and black sheep effect (BSE) operated here in an unusually 

orthodox and untempered fashion. ISE predicts that ingroup critics like veterans are granted 

latitude, so long as their dissent is perceived as constructive.289 But once Gregg labelled the 

bombing a war crime and condemned British leadership, his loyalty was questioned. The BSE 

then activated with full force: he was subject to harsher moral judgment not despite his veteran 
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status, but because of it. His critique, issued from within the moral circle of national sacrifice, 

was felt as particularly disruptive. 

In this instance, the BSE did not merely punish transgression, it enabled reclassification. 

Gregg was recast not just as disloyal, but as someone who had never truly belonged to the 

imagined community of real veterans. His captivity facilitated this rhetorical manoeuvre: it 

became a way to strip him of combatant status and reframe him as a passive bystander, 

undeserving of moral authority. One commenter articulated this logic explicitly: óThis man, a 

POW, was being held for execution ï which is a war crime ï [yet] actually criticises the UK, 

as do many Germansé Those pilots were heros and should be recognised. This is what is 

wrong with [the] country now, is its population turning on itself or allowing others to do so. 

[sic]ô290 This attack is not merely personal, nor is it only retrospective, it reveals a deeper 

ideological effort to police the boundaries of acceptable memory and national self-perception. 

Keren Tenenboim-Weinblattôs concept of mediated prospective memory helps explain 

the intensity of this response.291 As she argues, memory work is not only retrospective but 

anticipatory: public narratives about the past are shaped by concerns about what such 

interpretations imply for the future. Media framings, in particular, link past events to 

prospective action, shaping what is remembered and what is seen as politically or morally 

necessary.292 Greggôs account threatens to destabilise the moral clarity of Britainôs wartime 

legacy. It evokes empathy with enemy civilians, questions the necessity of strategic bombing, 

and introduces moral ambiguity into a sacred national script. Within this frame, his testimony 

is not merely recollective, it is interpreted as an ideological intervention, one that calls for 

ethical reckoning and potential revision of the terms on which national pride is built. One 
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commenter captured this dynamic with sardonic alarm: óGive it another decade, and the UK 

will have started World War Two, and the EU beat us down and won the War, with the way 

snowflake liberals cherry pick history.ô293 

These comments reposition Gregg not as a witness, but as a cultural symptom: an 

internal threat aligned with national self-sabotage. In doing so, they invoked a powerful and 

enduring trope in British political rhetoric: the óenemy withinô.294 As Dorey demonstrates, the 

Conservative rightôs ówar on wokeô has inherited and reanimated a lineage of rhetorical 

strategies that date back to Thatcherôs attacks on the óloony leftô and the minersô strikes of the 

1980s.295 The enduring pattern is the identification of internal adversaries ï academics, civil 

servants, broadcasters ï who are said to erode national pride, promote guilt, and órewriteô the 

past.296 These so-called ófreedom-destroying extremistsô are not merely wrong, they are 

enemies of the imagined nation.297  

Gregg, once lauded as a veteran, is now reclassified as a cultural traitor: a proxy for 

liberal guilt, or a stooge for revisionist forces. This move resonates with what Tom Bentley 

describes as the ómnemonic battleô at the core of Britainôs culture wars.298 According to Bentley, 

the ócentral techniqueô of conservative memory politics has been to construct a moral óbalance 

sheetô regarding Britainôs colonial history, a moral inventory that acknowledges flaws only 
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insofar as they do not outweigh, or undermine, a larger story of British virtue, sacrifice, and 

exceptionalism.299 

Greggôs refusal to conform to this memory template renders him a symbolic threat. 

Rather than confront his claims, commenters reach for rhetorical devices that reaffirm group 

identity. One user mocked the ethical implications of Greggôs testimony with a sarcastic 

rejoinder: óShall we apologise for Columbus?...for gods creation of Adam and Eve?ô [sic]300 

The point here is not rebuttal but ridicule. The comment collapses all moral inquiry into 

absurdity and reasserts the authority of a fixed, triumphalist national story. Within this 

worldview, to question British conduct is not only mistaken, it is profoundly unpatriotic. 

In such discursive environments, whataboutism becomes a primary defence 

mechanism. Greggôs critique is not addressed on its own terms but displaced by references to 

German atrocities, the Blitz, or the bombing of Coventry. As Bowell argues, the rhetorical 

function of whataboutism is óto redirect attention from the specific case at handé towards an 

arguably similar case or towards an opponentô.301 These rhetorical strategies were then 

buttressed by broader forms of moral disengagement. Across the MailOnline comment threads, 

the most upvoted responses routinely reframed the bombing as necessary, minimised civilian 

suffering, or dehumanised the German population.  

A closer examination of the Word Trees (Figure 4.13) visualises the structural function 

of this retributive language. Rather than branching into nuanced historical debate, phrases like 

óthey sowed the wind & reaped the whirlwindô or ówar is warô form prominent, abrupt nodes 

that operate as thought-terminating clich®s. The visual data maps how these idioms are 

deployed as rhetorical dead-ends to aggressively shut down the óagonisticô mode of 

 
299 Ibid., p. 344. 
300 Keay, óDresden Survivor Says Bombing ñTurned Him into Psychopathòô, comment 3. 
301 Tracy Bowell, óWhataboutisms: The Good, the Bad and the Uglyô, Informal Logic, 43.1 (2023) 91 - 112 (p. 

91).  



tŀƎŜ μ ноф 

 

remembering, dismissing German suffering as an axiomatic inevitability. This structural refusal 

to engage with the moral complexities of the bombing flows directly into overt hostility toward 

those who do. Some dismissed the need for ethical concern altogether: óAmazing story. war is 

savage. snowflakes get over it. [sic]ô302 The term ósnowflakesô here performs a particularly 

telling ideological function. As Darcy Leigh argues, the snowflake figure is not merely 

sensitive or thin-skinned; they are infantilised, feminised, and racialised, figured as overly 

emotional, intellectually weak, and politically illegitimate.303 A younger dissenterôs objection, 

Leigh notes, is routinely óframed as part of a generational ñtrendò, rather than political 

expression by an individual with the capacity for thought or political agencyô.304 The insult thus 

collapses dissent into weakness and emotion, marking the speaker as both unserious and 

undeserving of engagement. 
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Figure 4.13: Commenter Justifications (óReap the Whirlwindô and óWar is Warô) 

 

 

 


