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                In June 1939 the veteran British pacifist Lord Arthur Ponsonby sent a letter to the secretary of the Peace Pledge Union (PPU) expressing his anxiety about the prospects for the peace movement if war proved imminent: ‘war preparation is closing around us, hemming us in, distracting our attention and producing in various degrees fear, honest apprehension and fatalistic acquiescence. If war breaks out we shall be powerless’.1 The war raised fundamental questions for Britain’s large peace movement, but what Ponsonby and others failed to anticipate was the extent to which enemy bombing, as one of the principal expressions of total war, would force British pacifists in a very direct way to confront their commitment to the pacifist cause and to find ways in which their conscientious rejection of war could be reconciled with the needs of the home front. This compelled pacifists to move beyond the merely negative rejection of war and military service that had characterized anti-war activity in the 1930s. The German Blitz of 1940–1 brought war to their doorstep and presented opportunities for undertaking social service, welfare support and emergency assistance among the bombed communities in which they lived and worked. Bombing also challenged the internationalist outlook of British pacifism over the issues of retaliation against the enemy civilian population and the possibility of post-war reconciliation. In all these ways, the Blitz presented pacifists with a novel context in which to test or define the limits of their rejection of war.
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