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Introduction

Throughout the twentieth century, civil defence took on an increasingly important 
role in British policy-making and, by extension, in British society. This collection 
explores the various forms civil defence took—from the distribution of gas masks 
and the construction of public shelters, to the imposition of a blackout and the 
recruitment of wardens—and the ways in which it changed in response to the almost 
constant evolution of the methods and technologies of warfare.

Civil defence initiatives were also shaped by—and in turn, shaped—the political, 
social, and cultural context of the time, much of which was thrown into flux by the 
upheaval of war. The documents in this teaching pack explore the ways civil 
defence grew and shifted from the earliest reactive efforts of the First World War, 
through the large-scale and intense programme prompted by the Second World 
War, and into the anxious and uncertain environment of the Cold War.

The activities contained within this teaching pack could easily take around 30–40 
minutes, though the exact duration will depend on reading time and the breadth 
and depth of accompanying discussion.

Learning Objectives

1. Explore the origins of Britain’s civil defence strategy, in the wake of the first air 
raids on British soil during the First World War.

2. Gain an insight into the realities of sheltering during the Blitz, and what this can 
tell us about the effects of the Second World War on British society at large.

3. Investigate how developments in military technology shaped approaches to civil 
defence and how these were presented to the public.

Britain Under Threat: Civil Defence in the Era of Total War, 1914–1989



BBRITISH ONLINE
ARCHIVES

Historical Background and Context

Britain’s island geography had long spared its civilians from the worst impacts of 
warfare, especially during the increasingly brutal conflicts of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. That all changed, however, with the advent of military aircraft. 
By the time the First World War broke out in 1914, the towns, cities, and people of 
the British Isles were very much in the firing line. It rapidly became clear to the 
government that efforts needed to be made to protect the public—as well as 
factories, transport links, and military installations at home—if the war effort was to 
be sustained. This need formed the impetus behind civil defence.

In reality, though, the bombing of Britain during the First World War remained little 
more than an occasional nuisance, albeit one which was terrifying and dangerous 
for those in the targeted areas. The interwar years, however, saw great leaps 
forward in bomber aircraft and many feared the Second World War would be won or 
lost through the catastrophic bombardment of cities far from the frontline. As a 
result, civil defence took on an increased importance in Britain and was really 
pushed to the test during the Blitz of 1940–1941.

Even that ordeal seemed to be dwarfed by the advent of the atomic age. The 
examples of Hiroshima and Nagasaki showed the awesome power that a single 
bomb could unleash on a major city. As the Cold War escalated, and the atomic 
bomb was eclipsed in turn by the even more destructive hydrogen bomb, British 
civil defence authorities had to balance the need to prepare the country for a 
possible nuclear attack with the bitter reality that such an attack might not even 
prove survivable.
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SOURCE ONE

Source Intro

The first air raid on Britain took place in January 1915. The civil defence response 
which followed was haphazard, inconsistent, and lacking in central coordination. 
The meeting recorded in this document took place a little over a year later and 
reflected efforts by the Home Secretary, Sir Herbert Samuel, to rectify this situation 
by drawing together local expertise on civil defence into a workable national 
strategy.

Source

“Notes of Deputation of Chief Constables and Telephone Superintendents”, 
17 February 1916.

HO 45/11193, images 706–709.
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Questions for Discussion 

1. What were the priorities of this early civil defence endeavour and why were they 

considered of such vital importance?

2. Where did responsibility for civil defence sit during the first half of the First World 

War and what were the advantages and disadvantages of this approach?

3. How significant was civil defence to the wider British war effort during the First 

World War?
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SOURCE TWO 

Source Intro

Between September 1940 and May 1941, Britain experienced an almost 
uninterrupted period of daily or nightly air raids, targeting London and a number of 
other major cities. This became known as the Blitz. While the government had long 
feared an attack of this scale, they were still fairly unprepared and the provision of 
public shelters remained inadequate. Many Londoners, therefore, took matters into 
their own hands and sought shelter on the Underground. This was initially resisted 
by the authorities, but they later relented and began to provide facilities for regular 
overnight shelterers, including the appointment of shelter wardens. This document 
details some of the training with which these wardens were provided.

Source

“London Civil Defence Region: Instructors’ Course for Officers Responsible for 

Shelters”, 1941.

HO 207/386, images 174–179.
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Questions for Discussion 

1. What were the principal challenges faced in public air raid shelters and why were 

they considered so problematic?

2. What can this source tell us about the understanding of group psychology which 

informed much civil defence policy during the Blitz?

3. What can we learn about the social and cultural norms of the period by studying 

a source such as this? To what extent does it give us an insight into wartime British 

society at large?
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SOURCE THREE

Source Intro

One of the main features of the Cold War was the nuclear arms race between East 
and West, each side hoping that a sufficiently powerful arsenal would serve to deter 
their opponent from military action. During the early 1950s, this yielded the 
development of thermonuclear weapons, often known as hydrogen bombs. These 
were significantly more powerful than conventional atomic weapons and, as a result, 
vastly increased the level of destruction which Britain would face in the event of 
nuclear conflict. This poster was part of a wider propaganda campaign by civil 
defence authorities to prepare the wider public for this new menace.

Source

“The Hydrogen Bomb”, 1957.

INF 13/281, image 21.
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Questions for Discussion 

1. What techniques have the civil defence authorities used in this poster to convey 

the severity of the hydrogen bomb threat, and how effective do you think they 

would have been?

2. Beyond merely raising awareness of this new threat, what are the principal 

objectives of this poster? What can that tell us about civil defence policy in the 

1950s?

3. How do you imagine the public would have reacted to this type of messaging? 

How might it have affected attitudes towards Britain’s place in the wider Cold War?
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Questions for General Discussion

The following questions are designed to prompt a wider discussion on the events, 

issues, and themes highlighted in the sources.

1. How did British civil defence policy change throughout the twentieth century?

2. How important was civil defence to Britain’s survival, and ultimate victory, in the 

Second World War?

3. During the Cold War, some anti-war campaigners argued that civil defence 

legitimised nuclear warfare and therefore made it likely. How convincing do you find 

this claim?

4. How much can civil defence strategies tell us about the society which they were 

designed to protect?

5. What can we learn about the relationship between the British government and its 

citizens by studying civil defence materials?

Visit Collection 
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About British Online Archives (BOA)

British Online Archives (BOA) is one of the UK’s leading academic publishers 
and online repositories. Hosting over five million records, carefully sourced from 
private and public archives, such as The National Archives (UK) and British Library, 
our primary source collections cover over 500 years of world history. 

They boast extensive documentation from across the globe, providing invaluable 
source material for students and researchers working within a range of scholarly 
disciplines, including history, politics, sociology, and international relations. Our 
unique digital collections offer insights into global historical events and trends, 
typically through a British lens. They serve to broaden our understanding of 
history, and help us to make sense of contemporary social, cultural, economic, 
and political landscapes.

Related Collections:

BOA’s primary source collections are organised thematically so as to enhance 
user experience and boost discoverability. Via careful reflection on our archival 
holdings, and in dialogue with scholars, we have grouped our collections under 
eleven key historical themes.

Britain Under Threat: Civil Defence in the Era of Total War, 1914–1989, falls 
under the broad themes of “War, Security, and Intelligence”, “Science and 
Technology”, and “Media and Communications”. 

You can explore related collections, such as British Government Information 
and Propaganda, 1939–2009, and Military Intelligence Files: Land, Sea and Air, 
1938–1974, by scanning the QR code.

https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/100/british-government-information-and-propaganda-1939-2009
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/100/british-government-information-and-propaganda-1939-2009
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/78/military-intelligence-files-land-sea-air-1938-1974
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/78/military-intelligence-files-land-sea-air-1938-1974
https://britishonlinearchives.com/themes/2/war-security-and-intelligence
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The Collection Development Process and its Benefits

At British Online Archives (BOA), our skilled team takes great care in curating and 
publishing our primary source collections. It is a process that yields high-quality 
products, as well as substantial benefits for all involved: BOA, our archival 
partners, and, ultimately, our users. Here is a brief outline of the key steps.

Based on a proposal from a member of BOA’s Content team (all of whom have a 
background in historical scholarship), we collaborate with staff at the relevant 
archives, libraries, and heritage institutions, as well as with external academics and 
heritage experts, to shape the collection and produce a full item listing. The next 
step is equally important: the comprehensive conservation of the physical 
documents. Typically, this is carried out by professional conservators at the 
archives themselves, but it is funded by BOA. This crucial process ensures that the 
documents remain in excellent condition for use by other researchers for years to 
come.

Following conservation, the documents are digitised to the highest standards, either 
by BOA’s expert digitisation team, the archives’ in-house digitisers, or by a specialist 
contractor. In every case, the digitisation costs are borne directly by BOA. Scans 
are then reviewed, organised, tagged, and marketed by BOA’s relevant specialist 
teams, a process that is verified by collection-specific editorial boards composed of 
scholars and heritage experts. They likewise contribute key supplementary 
materials, such as contextual essays, which complement articles produced by 
members of our team, as well as our innovative source-based teaching packs. 

Prior to publication, each document undergoes Optical Character Recognition 
(OCR), meaning that you can search for words or phrases contained within 
images. Our published collections employ the Universal Viewer (UV). Significantly, 
this offers the “deep zoom” feature, allowing users to examine details in a 
document without lowering the quality of the image. Collections that contain 
handwritten script also benefit from Handwritten Text Recognition (HTR) software. 
This delivers a significant increase in usability and search term accuracy.

Finally, we should highlight that the digitised images that each institution has 
contributed to the curation process are made available to them for free and in 
perpetuity, ensuring that they have a high-quality digital copy of the material to use 
as they see fit. Our archival partners likewise receive royalties from any sales that 
we make, providing a revenue stream that is welcomed, particularly by smaller 
archives, libraries, and heritage institutions.
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