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Worksheet 5.1—Continuity and change

What factors change societies?

Have you ever wondered how fashion trends such as hair styles, fashion decisions or popular music set? Who decides what is ‘in’ or ‘popular’ and what is not? These are only minor social issues yet they, in themselves, often can be the cause of social disharmony.
Social changes happen over time, and it is difficult to identify a particular time or individual cause for these changes. Study of particular social eras can enable us, as historians, to identify the circumstances under which dramatic changes take place. Such changes have followed times of great upheaval where an established society has been challenged by geographical, economic, social or political upheaval. At these times, the society tends to concentrate on survival so that any established patterns or habits that might limit this chance for survival are questioned strongly or are abandoned completely.

World War I was such a time. At the time, never before in history had so many nations been involved in a military struggle that affected both them and other nations that were not directly involved in the fight. The effects were economic, political and social. They extended beyond the actual participants to all parts of the world, as established empires failed or economic systems collapsed. The short time span and huge death toll of the conflict saw all levels of society in the countries involved affected directly. The end of the ‘war to end all wars’ was a time of throwing off old social habits and beliefs. A time of ‘wildness’ or ‘total relaxation’ saw established views on fashion, dress, sexual mores and social traditions either disregarded or abandoned by some parts of society. 
Politically, huge challenges were thrown up to a system that had allowed such a war. Beliefs about monarchy, empires and the right to exist as independent nations were raised in the post-war period. Revolutionary political beliefs such as communism gained great following as people felt that the old systems had caused the war and were to blame for the inequalities that existed. Established political and social views based on class and social position were viewed with new eyes that questioned the rightness of the beliefs that had existed in the past.

The war had obviously affected areas such as the gender balance (the number of women and men in society) because of the deaths of so many young soldiers. Therefore, views about marriage and sexual freedom often changed or were challenged through sheer practicality. Economically, the world as it was could not continue to recover or expand without the continued involvement of women in the workforce in new roles. 
Obviously, once women had taken on new roles successfully many did not want to give them up to returning soldiers when the war ended. Also, some returning soldiers would not or could not return to their traditional roles. The war had seen many existing social beliefs about class altered when it was realised that positions granted through birthright alone, such as becoming an officer, had little to do with talent or fitness for leadership.

Other people looked at the position and power of religion in other countries. Some found it difficult to maintain long-held religious beliefs, such as the sanctity of life, after they saw the immense waste of young lives during the war. They also questioned the apparent support of the war, and its inherent horrors, by religious institutions.

1
Think of a change in social viewpoint or attitude that has occurred during your lifetime. See if you can explain the change in attitude and what you think triggered or caused it.

2
Why did a ‘short’ war such as the war from 1914 to 1918 cause such widespread change in social views and attitudes?

3
Why wasn’t change in society limited just to the participants in the world war?

4
What do you think was the most important or vital change that occurred and why do you believe it was so important?

5
Why would people’s political or religious views have been challenged by the war? 

6
What effect did the war have on the class system in countries such as Great Britain, Germany or countries of the Austro-Hungarian empire? Why do you think that this system was so challenged by the war?
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