
GENDER AND NATIONHOOD: BRITAIN IN THE FALKLANDS WAR 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION: ‘THE YOMPER’ 

In 1992 Lady Thatcher gave the inaugural speech at the unveiling of a commemorative statue of ‘The 

Yomper' at the Royal Marines Museum in Eastney, Portsmouth. This ceremony, and the statue itself, link 

together the two areas which this paper examines: the ways in which the Falklands War was gendered and 

the ways in which it was represented as a continuation of the Second World War. 

 

In its physical appearance 'The Yomper' is a very active, heroic, masculine representation of war and of 

soldiering. Not all commemorative statues of war look like this: the Vietnam Memorial in Washington and 

the Cenotaph in London show that memorials to the dead in warfare do not have to literally 'refigure' them. 

Instead, 'The Yomper' can be seen as a particular way of remembering a particular war. The Falklands War 

was a war in which gender divisions were seen in very sharp relief. Men went away to battle whilst women 

waited at home. The male soldiers seen in the media and spoken of in Parliament were active, fighting for 

their country; the women at home were seen as relatively passive, able to do little except wait for news of 

their men. The statue represents, in figurative form, this gendering of warfare. 

 

Unveiling the statue, and explaining how the phrase 'to yomp' had entered the British language in 1982, 

Lady Thatcher described the role of the Royal Marines, and of the rest of the Task Force, during the 

Falklands War: 

 

"Without warning, they and others were called upon to restore British people and 

British territory to the freedom and justice which we take for granted. It is men and 

women who fight battles, it is they who overcome danger, it is their character and 

courage, their professional judgement which triumphs over impossible odds and 

which restored liberty to those whose faith in Britain had been unshakeable. And 

they were impossible odds. If we were to assess the chances of victory by feeding 

in statistics to some computer, the outlook in the Falklands and in the Battle of 

Britain could have been very different. But great causes which stir men's souls are 

not decided by mere statistics, but by what I call 'the British Factor': the unbroken 

spirit of the British people and her armed forces. It is that which lives on. I think it is 

only the British who could have done that and still achieved military success." 

(M.Thatcher.1992) 

 

In this speech the Falklands War becomes inscribed as a part of a continuous narrative of British history, a 

history of standing up to dictators' and 'defending democracy'. Triumph in endeavours such as this rest on 

'the spirit' of the British people. A unity of cause and determination which ensures Britain's victory in battles 

against seemingly overwhelming odds. A central part of this narrative is the Second World War, a period 

which often appears as the very essence of British national identity. Images of Britain ‘standing alone’ and 

facing defeat (Dunkirk and the Battle of Britain), pulling together and discovering a shared national spirit (the 

Blitz) and defending the democratic rights of other nations (D-Day) are all central to the ways in which the 
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war is publicly remembered in Britain, and I will argue that they provided reference points for much of the 

representation of the Falklands War. In Lady Thatcher's speech, the Falklands War becomes the moment 

at which the British people rediscovered their 'unbroken spirit', the 'Falklands Factor'. In the ceremony and 

the statue of The Yomper, British national identity, masculinity, and soldiering become publicly intertwined. 

In the public representation of the Falklands War, an idea of national identity which had as its focus Britain 

in the Second World War became conflated with ideas about gender. 

 

Margaret Thatcher's 1992 speech summarises much of the discourse found in the daily press and in 

parliamentary debate in early 1982. Particular images and certain memories of the Second World War were 

very apparent in the weeks preceding the Falklands War, whilst the Task Force prepared and sailed south, 

during the actual fighting, and sporadically during the months which followed. The British nation appeared, 

to a large extent, to be reliving the Second World War. Britain's defence of Poland was recalled as 

politicians spoke of Britain's "long and proud history of recognising the right of others to determine their own 

destiny" (Hansard 1982 col 1501), and newspapers promised "As in 1939, so today". (The Times 5/4/1982). 

In the early summer of 1982 images from the Second World War appeared over and over again on the 

public stage, vocalised not only by politicians from all parties, but also by both local and national 

newspapers, television reports, and members of the public. Britain was fighting the Second World War all 

over again. 

 

Surrounded by the imagery and language of the Second World War many people drew on their own 

memories in order to make sense of their thoughts and feelings about the Falklands. In the spring of 1982, 

as the Task Force sailed, the Mass-Observation project at the University of Sussex asked its respondents 

to write on their responses to the coming war. (see Appendix for list of correspondents) 

 

Some kept a daily diary throughout the war, some wrote brief, questionnaire style answers to the guidelines 

suggested in the Mass-Observation directive, and others wrote lengthy pieces explaining their opinions on, 

and feelings about, the war. For this paper I examined the responses of the 70 women and 29 men writing 

for Mass-Observation in 1982 who were born before 1925, and who thus had personal experience of the 

Second World War. The first thing that struck me was the high number of references to the Second World 

War. The second was a strongly gendered difference in both the ways that people wrote and felt about the 

Second World War, and the ways in which they wrote and felt about the Falklands. Women and men, it 

appeared, often had different responses to the war. 

 

For the researcher interested in questions of national identity, Mass-Observation is both a fascinating and a 

problematic source. It provides evidence of the ways that people think of themselves as members of a 

nation, an insight into the process of imagining a national community as described by Anderson (Anderson 

1991 p61). Volunteers who write for Mass-Observation can write at length, often demonstrating a 

complexity of belief which belies simple yes/no responses to more quantitative studies of public opinion. For 
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instance, one correspondent, a woman born in 1915 who supported the decision to send the Task Force in 

1982, also wrote that it was "altogether, a sad and unnecessary thing, so many lives lost, so young too" 

(G237). This illustrates reservations about the war which may have underlain the overwhelmingly positive 

response to surveys such as that carried out by MORI for The Economist (The Economist April-May 1982). 

Mass-Observation can reveal some of the mixed and complicated beliefs that lie below the surface of a 

nation united in wartime. 

 

Whilst Mass-Observation offers a depth of material not to be found in more quantitative surveys, the 

researcher must remain aware of the potentially problematic methodological issues involved in using such 

material. Mass-Observation cannot be treated as a quantitative source. The correspondents are self-

selecting, they choose to write, rather than being approached by a survey interested in the responses of a 

cross-section of the population. Different social groups are over and under-represented within the project, 

Mass-Observation in the 1980s and 1990s appearing to be dominated by contributors who are both middle 

aged and middle class, whilst there are very few black correspondents, and a large number of women. 

Mass-Observation provides a glimpse of the thoughts and beliefs of a small, self-selecting group of people, 

not a representative sample of the population. 

 

However, is this really so different from other, more traditional sources? Certainly the other sources 

examined in this paper, newspapers and parliamentary debate, can no more be regarded as representative 

of a large body of opinion than can the material in Mass-Observation. The real difference lies in the ways in 

which these different types of source have been treated. Historians in particular have often relied on public 

documents such as newspaper and political debate as an indicator of public mood at different points in time. 

The individuals who sit in parliament and who write for newspapers are just as self-selecting as the 

correspondents who write for Mass-Observation, but the fact that they have access to the public stage, and 

that their views therefore reach a wide audience, has meant that their opinions are sometimes treated 

unproblematically. Therefore, whilst the researcher working with Mass-Observation must always remember 

that the correspondents are self-selecting, they are not necessarily any less indicative of wider moods of 

public opinion than other, more traditional sources. 

 

Memories of World War Two were very important to the majority of the Mass-Observation respondents that 

I looked at. Their memories and experiences of this period were called upon to explain and justify a wide 

range of opinions about the Falklands War and could be made to act in concert with both militarism and 

pacifism. Whilst gender is by no means the only factor to shape both experience and memory (acting in a 

complex way with other forces such as race, class, sexuality and locality), it is a means of identification 

which stands out especially clearly in wartime. Whilst these gendered boundaries were somewhat blurred in 

the Second World War where, until 1943, more civilians were killed on the Home Front than soldiers killed 

in action, the Falklands War provided the classic masculine war narrative (Braybon & Summerfield 1987 

p41). The (almost entirely) male Task Force sailed away to the South Atlantic to defend democracy and 
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freedom, becoming on the way the embodiment of British national identity in wartime. In the press and in 

parliament, the masculinity of these young soldiers was constantly invoked, and linked with the 'rediscovery' 

of the 'spirit of World War Two.' 

 

 

PRESS AND PARLIAMENT: "WE'RE ALL FALKLANDERS NOW" 

The need for national unity in wartime was a key factor in the ways in which the coming war in the Falklands 

was presented and discussed in the press and in parliamentary debates. In the period between the 

occupation of the Islands by Argentina on the 2nd April and the recapture of South Georgia by British forces 

on the 25th April, whilst the Task Force sailed south, national interest in and support for the mobilisation had 

to be maintained. Whilst there was little action to report as the Task Force sailed, a situation exacerbated by 

the restrictions placed by the Navy and the Ministry of Defence on reporters, much of the press coverage 

and the parliamentary debate focused on three main areas: parallels with the Second World War, the 

heroism and strength of the forces, and the anguish of those waiting at home. 

 

At first glance, there are few obvious parallels between Britain's experiences of World War Two and the 

Falklands. Whilst the Falklands War was fought by professional soldiers many thousands of miles away, 

few in Britain escaped the immediate effects of bombing, conscription, shortages or rationing in World War 

Two. The Falklands War was over in less than three months. World War Two continued for six years. In the 

Falklands War, Britain not only had superior military might, but also the diplomatic support of many other 

nations. When land fighting began, it perhaps bore more resemblance to popular memories of the First 

World War, as troops met Argentinean soldiers in their trenches, often fighting hand to hand in freezing, wet 

weather. Indeed, in the emergency parliamentary debate on the Falklands crisis of Saturday, 3rd April, 

parallels were drawn with Suez, the Napoleonic Wars and the First World War before any MP referred 

directly to World War Two. 
 

The first parallels which were drawn with World War Two were not flattering ones for the government or for 

the Foreign Office. The German defeat of Allied Forces in Norway in 1940, and the subsequent fall of 

Chamberlain's government, were evoked by the Conservative MP for Surbiton (Hansard 3/4/82  col 645) 

and the Foreign Office was accused of being "saturated with the spirit of appeasement" (Hansard 3/4/83 col 

658). However, whilst to a limited extent the government, and to a much greater extent the Foreign Office, 

were the subjects of unflattering parallels with ministerial incompetence and Foreign Office prevarication in 

the late 1930s and 1940, the dominant parallel which emerged was one of an abstract notion of British spirit 

or national will. Edward Du Cann MP pronounced that "this nation has always been prompt to condemn 

dictatorship and fight against it" (Hansard 3/4/82 col 642), whilst Michael English MP argued that "we are 

defending civilisation against barbarians as our ancestors did centuries ago elsewhere" (Hansard 3/4/82 col 

1025). In The Times leader of 5th April, "We Are All Falklanders Now", parallels between the national will in 

World War Two and the national will in 1982 were made explicit, "As in 1939, so today. When British 
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territory is invaded it is not just an invasion of our land but of our whole spirit" (The Times 5/4/82). The 

British nation was once again defending democracy against dictatorship. 

 

Invocations of the popular memory of Britain during World War Two had a dual role. Firstly, they served to 

stress the idea of a national unity, a cross-party and wide ranging popular support for the aims and the 

soldiers of the Task Force which echoed the remembered unity of the nation in World War Two. Secondly, 

the linking of the two wars meant that the Falklands War could be seen as a means of rectifying the 

'mistakes' of the war years; compensating for the inglorious memories of the numerous small 'end of 

Empire' wars since 1945. Possibly the most obvious parallel for the Falklands adventure, Suez, was drawn 

in order to be discounted (Hansard 7/4/82 col 965), whilst Michael Foot, then leader of the Labour Party, 

saw in the Falkland Islands the opportunity to "uphold the claim of our country to be a defender of people's 

freedom throughout the world" (Hansard 3/4/82 col 639). Alan Clark, speaking from the Conservative 

benches, perhaps put the case for national redemption most clearly when he  

 

"(reminded) the House that British governments have, over the last 35 years, 

betrayed minorities allegedly for reasons of state and expediency. I believe that this 

is the last chance, the very last chance, for us to redeem much of our history over 

the past 25 years, of which we may be ashamed" (Hansard 7/4/82 col 1038). 

 

 The battle for the Falklands sometimes seemed to be less about regaining the islands than about 

'rediscovering' Britain's true nature, lost since 1945. 
 

However, a particular image of the Falkland Islands was referred to again and again in public discourse of 

the time. They appeared as a Britain ‘lost in time', Britain as it used to be. Tranquil, rural, and with a touch of 

English eccentricity, the Falkland Islands seemed at times to be the archetypal Ealing film, a Britain at 

peace with itself before the ‘foreign’ impositions of contemporary life: inner cities, riots, unemployment.  The 

Falkland islanders were eccentric, with a touching attachment to the intricacies of British government. This 

sense of the Falklands as a sort of lost Britain was best exemplified by a feature in The Times on 5th April 

called ‘A Bitter Taste Down at the Old Mucky Duck'. Seeking to justify the sending of the Task Force, the 

article described the islanders in the following terms.  

 
"They are more British than the British in many ways. (The weather) is 
unpredictable...typically British. Port Stanley is rather like a waterside village in the 
West Country. And there is the same easy going feeling about the place. The 
shops look as if out of the 1920s, the Governor used to drive around in a London 
taxi-cab - big enough for him to sit in wearing his ceremonial cockade...the islands 
exist in a sense in a timeless vacuum." (The Times, 5/4/82) 

 

The Task Force was not sailing to war in order to defend a distant colony of 1800 people, nor to salve 

injured British pride. Rather, it was defending 'old' England: the tranquil, eccentric and safe world of a lost 

age. 

In the press the Task Force was marked out as specifically masculine. Fighting appeared as a sort of 

masculine rite-of-passage which had to be experienced before the 'boys' of the Task Force could emerge 
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as 'men' (Portsmouth Evening News 6/4/82). MPs talked in parliament of "the chaps" and "the lads" of the 

Task Force, and drew on their own memories of combat in order to validate their own opinions on the 

military and diplomatic tactics being used (Hansard 7/4/83 cols 983 & 1027). Dennis Healey, then Deputy 

Leader of the Labour Party, called not only on his experience as Secretary of Defence but also his position 

as a World War Two combatant to support his points about diplomatic negotiations. (Hansard 7/4/82 col. 

967) The Portsmouth Evening News, the local paper which covered the departure and arrival home of the 

Task Force made these links explicit when it quoted the Admiral of the Fleet's message to his troops before 

an assault on the Bay of Naples in 1943. This ended with the words "A great call has been made and I know 

it will be answered." The Evening News added "it was - and so too will the young men of the Falklands Task 

Force answer the call" (Portsmouth Evening News 6/4/82). The soldiers of the Task Force were following in 

the footsteps of the heroes of the Second World War. 

 

It was in death that the combatants of the Task Force were represented as truly and finally united, linked 

together by the 'honour' of dying for their country. This new-found unity was stressed in the Daily Mail's 

Leader on the 16th June, which claimed that: 

 
"Neither class nor age nor politics created any significant divide. There has been a 
coming together and a dying together." (Daily Mail,16/6/82) 
 

It was also in death that some of the parallels between the combatants of the Falklands War and the 

combatants of the Second World War were made most visible. The Daily Express, with echoes of VE and 

VJ Day in 1945, designated the 16th June "VF Day": Victory in the Falklands Day. (Daily Express 16/6/82) 

The Daily Star devoted its front page to the dead combatants of the Falklands War, placing photographs of 

nine of the dead within a large 'V for Victory' symbol. (Daily Star 15/6/82) The nine were carefully selected to 

represent the different classes, ages and ranks of those who died, although it is immediately noticeable that 

all the dead pictured there are white. A unity of class, income, age and politics is projected onto them in this 

image through their masculinity and their death for a national cause. These men, and the other dead whom 

they signify, are unified in death within the visual symbol of victory in the Second World War: Churchill's 

famous 'V' sign. Their masculinity and their death ensure their place as national heroes. 

 

Women, in contrast, appeared in the press largely as wives, mothers and girlfriends, waving tearful good-

byes at the quayside, waiting at home for news of their men, and then either welcoming them home or 

grieving for them. The Home Front was important in coverage of the war, both because of the need to fill 

papers whilst the Task Force sailed, and because of the numerous restrictions placed on the reporters who 

were with the forces. The Portsmouth Evening News carried photographs of women and children waving 

good-bye to the Task Force, illustrated by by-lines such as "Left only to dry their tears, the women who wait 

for Invincible." (Portsmouth Evening News 6/4/82) When the ships returned to Portsmouth they were 

greeted by "Tears and Cheers". (Portsmouth Evening News 12/6/82) The papers were full of women waiting 

and family reunions, and every man was a hero. 
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National tabloids The Sun and The Daily Star, with a young, male audience, rather predictably interwove 

images of sex and war.  They sent posters of 'Page 3 Girls' and 'Star Birds' to the soldiers and The Sun 

declared 'Knickers to Argentina', claiming that  

 

"... it's undie-cover warfare.  Thousands of women with loved ones aboard the 

Navy's Task Force... are sporting specially-made underwear embroidered across 

the front with the proud name of the ship in which a husband or boyfriend is 

serving." (The Sun 16/4/82) 

 

The few women who sailed with the Task Force, some Wrens, doctors and nurses onboard the QE2 

appeared in the tabloids as potential sexual partners for the soldiers, The Sun reporting on "sexy capers on 

the ocean rave, QE2 cuties fall for heroes" (The Sun 12/6/82). Women who were a part of the Task Force, 

and therefore representatives of the nation's will in wartime, were separated from the rest of the Task Force 

by their gender. 

 

This gendering of the Task Force, the way in which women usually appeared as either potential sexual 

partners for the fighting men, or as wives and mothers anxiously waiting at home, worked as a levelling 

force, uniting men in the Task Force, and helping to banish distinctions of class, race, wealth and rank. 

Prince Andrew appeared in the papers as having the same fundamental interests as the ordinary soldier: 

sex, staying alive and winning the war (Daily Mirror 4/6/82). Going to war was presented as a unifying 

experience, marking the young combatants out generally from civilians at home, but specifically from 

women, who were non-combatants primarily because of their gender. The war thus threw existing gender 

roles into sharp relief, placing women as private, passive and protected, and men as active, public and 

aggressive. This process may well have retrospectively affected the wartime memories of many of the 

women and men writing for Mass-Observation. Although many of the women had been active in the Second 

World War, their actions were, symbolically at least, of less value than those of fighting men. Women and 

men writing for Mass-Observation were surrounded by a public language of war which not only stressed 

parallels with World War Two, but which was also highly gendered. How did this affect the ways in which 

they used personal images and memories from the war? 
 
 

MASS-OBSERVATION: "RETURNING TO BYGONE STANDARDS " 

Images of Britain during the Second World War were used widely in the Mass-Observation Falklands 

directive by both women and men, and by people who were strongly pro-war, anti-war, and by those whose 

views were complex and ambiguous. The main difference between pro and anti-war respondents lay in the 

images and memories of which they made use. Those who broadly supported the war, both women and 

men, often used public images of the Second World War, dominant and largely accepted parts of the 

popular memory of the period. Anti-war respondents, and those whose views were uncertain, tended to use 

more private memories, selecting parts of their wartime experience which could illustrate and justify views 

which they felt were in a minority. Some popular images, such as appeasement, were used by many 
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respondents, regardless of gender or political views. Some memories of the war however, were specific to 

men or women. 

 

Many men writing for Mass-Observation drew on their own memories of combat during the Second World 

War. Even when they were critical of the government’s actions, this gave them a means of identifying with 

the Task Force, of claiming a special place within national identity. One ex-soldier wrote that "the actions of 

the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and the politicians in letting this situation develop bought back bitter 

memories", but went on to say that "for once we are returning to the bygone standards of protecting Britons 

wherever they may be" (D157). This pattern in men's writing for Mass-Observation, a cynicism about the 

government followed by a pride in the achievements of the Task Force, was fairly common. This perhaps 

reflects the experience of armed service, when loyalty to one's friends and comrades often replaces 

abstract, national aims as a motivating force in warfare. Criticisms of the government however, were always 

about tactics and policy, never about the moral issues of going to war. The very public comparison of the 

Falklands War with the Second World War allowed these men to identify themselves primarily as old 

soldiers, who therefore had a special interest in the fighting in the Falklands. Their gender, and their 

experience as combatants in World War Two, meant they were able to identify themselves with the soldiers 

of the Task Force. 

 

For many men, the public rhetoric of the Falklands War, which portrayed it as a sort of ideological 

continuation of the struggles of World War Two, helped to bring into the foreground positive parts of their 

own memories of fighting in wartime; memories which must often, perhaps on a more private level, have 

been painful and complex. Few men wrote negatively about their memories of wartime. Instead, writing 

about the Task Force often seemed to draw out recollections of the Second World War which brought to the 

foreground abstract notions of valour and idealism over the practical and physical aspects of wartime, 

illustrating the ways in which the dominant popular, public memory of the war in the spring of 1982 may 

have helped to shape more private recollections of the time. One man, a retired bank official and Freeman 

of the City of London, who had fought in the Second World War, wrote: 
 

"I cannot deny that I am proud that my country still has the ability and will to take 
such firm military measures... I recall my own days of military action nearly 40 years 
ago; it was always better to be in the front line and actually doing something... there 
is no doubt in my mind that the British people still have a tremendous sense of 
national pride... my friends and acquaintances are, like myself, still aware of the 
1939-45 war. In a way we were reliving the Victory services and parades of 37 
years ago." [H275] 

 

In the soldiers of the Task Force he sees himself and his comrades; their fight is his fight. The language 

that he uses is infused with abstract notions of duty, honour and loyalty, ideas which are noticeably absent 

from the language of most serving soldiers (Fussell 1989 pp79-96). He valorises the firmness and strength 

of the Task Force, values in society which are typically associated with the masculine, and conflates these 

values with an idea of the nation. At no point in his writing does he hint at the messy, day-to-day effects of 
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war, images of which tend to occur more often in the writing of female correspondents. His recollections of 

the Second World War are cleansed of pain and suffering, as he focuses on what he sees as the higher 

ideals of the Task Force. 
 

For many men, the public rhetoric of the Falklands War, which portrayed it as a sort of ideological 

continuation of the struggles of World War Two and another example of Britain standing up to dictators and 

defending democracy, helped to vindicate parts of their own memories of wartime which, perhaps on a 

more private level, may have been painful and complex.  It allowed them to represent themselves primarily 

as old soldiers, and therefore to identify with the combatants of the Task Force in a way not open to 

correspondents, such as women, with no combat experience. One man, an ex-soldier who opposed the war 

wrote of his "disgust" at the "antics and attitudes of people who have no experience of war conditions" 

(W6281), whilst another recalled his years in the army with the comment that "the best use for Mrs Thatcher 

would be to drop her on Buenos Aires. I think this is a common sentiment among Servicemen" (H2421). 

Their own experience of combat was often used by men to imbue their writing with a sense of authority and 

knowledge; an authority and knowledge earnt by combat and therefore not accessible to women and other 

non-combatants. This sense of knowledge and authority earnt through combat is what George Mosse has 

described as "the myth of war experience"; the sense that soldiers and ex-soldiers are marked out from 

non-combatants by their experience of warfare (Mosse 1986 pp491-513). Victor Turner has argued that 

groups undergoing a 'rite de passage' such as this are experiencing a process which he terms 

'communitas'; the undermining of commonplace hierarchies by a sense of mutual closenes. (Turner 1974 

pp200-204). It seems likely that it was this sense of 'communitas' that was re-awakened and re-affirmed in 

ex-soldiers by the rhetoric surrounding the Falklands War. The public rhetoric of the Falklands War served 

to remind them that they had been fighting for a just cause, and that their experience as combatants gave 

them a particularly important place in British national identity. Their own experience of war was then used to 

support their views about the Falklands. 

 

The public rhetoric of the Falklands War, which both foregrounded popular memories of the Second World 

War, and stressed the importance of that war to British nationhood, served to remind these male 

correspondents, whatever their opinion of the Falklands War, that their experience as combatants gave 

them a particularly important place within British national identity. Men with experience of combat, especially 

combat in the Second World War, had a particular purchase on the language used to describe the 

Falklands War. 

 

Women who wrote about the Falklands War for Mass-Observation didn't have a place within this male 

narrative of war, and had to find other positions from which to speak and legitimise their views. Women 

could only identify with the Task Force as women, not as soldiers. Although women do have an important 

space within the national narrative of the Second World War it is a space which is both passive and 

subordinate in relation to that of men. Possibly because of this, and also because of the way in which 

women were often pushed back into the home and domesticity after the war, which may lend a certain 



10 

ambivalence to their memories of the period, (Jewish Women in London Group 1989 p204) the women 

writing for Mass-Observation did not appear to have such an investment in the version of national identity 

mobilised during the Falklands War as men. This can be seen in the gendered usage of the plural pronoun 

we. Men tended to use the word when referring to the nation, the soldiers, and government decisions, using 

phrases such as "the kind of freedom which we in this country hold to be important" (H2421), and "we are 

returning to the bygone standards of protecting Britons wherever they may be" (D1571). Women were more 

likely to make use of the word when writing about immediate friends or family, using phrases such as "we 

think" rather than "I think". Men writing about the Falklands War thus seemed generally to identify not only 

with the soldiers, but with the national identity they embodied, more strongly than the women. 

 

However, women used images and memories from the Second World War again and again when writing, in 

fact referring to the past more often than the men. For some women, the sense of unity embodied in the 

dominant popular memory of World War Two gave them a fairly unproblematic means of identifying with the 

nation during the Falklands War. For one respondent, her memories of the Second World War and her 

feelings about the Falklands War combined with her childhood memories of a mythologised Edwardian 

England. She wrote about her childhood at length, recalling that: 
 

"When I was a child, today would have been Empire Day. We would sing patriotic 
hymns in the morning, worn little bunches of daisies tied with red, white and blue 
ribbon, then out came the may pole for our old English dances... our young men are 
still patriotic and brave, ready to defend the honour of the land of our birth... 
remembrance has bought down a share of peace, because I realise such things are 
our heritage, the young men are still the same." (B36) 

 

For this woman, the public rhetoric of the Falklands War, and the images which were mobilised, worked to 

reinforce a sense of continuity, evoking a sense of national identity, of a national community, with which she 

felt comfortable, and which she perhaps feared had disappeared. A sense of continuity, of Britain and the 

British still being the same, is invoked. Whilst she draws a vivid picture of her own childhood, constructing it 

within a nostalgic idea of rural England, the most important figures here are the male soldiers. Again, they 

appear as central to the national identity being invoked; they provide the links between the past and the 

present. 

 

Other female correspondents also wrote about the actions of male soldiers in wartime. One woman, 

watching the autumn Victory Parade in the City of London wrote: 
 

"Remembering Dunkirk, and without in any way being jingoistic, only Britain could 
have done it... memories of another army flooded back; an army dirty, torn, without 
equipment, scrambling back in little boats... phrases slip into the mind 'I counted 
them all out and I counted them all back', words which will pass into the history 
books with 'the lights are going out all over Europe.'"(G222) 

Again, this woman positions the actions of fighting men as central to her ideas of the nation, reflecting 

perhaps both the higher status of combatant men in wartime and the ways in which the male Task Force 

was valorised and marked out as separate from civilians, particularly women, in the press. Women's public 
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service during the Second World War was not picked out in the press or in parliament during the Falklands 

War; their heroism lay instead in waiting stoically for news from the front, not in operating anti-aircraft guns 

and searchlights, building and maintaining tanks and planes, or digging bodies out from the rubble of the 

Blitz. This made it difficult for women to recall actions of this sort when drawing on memories of the war in 

support of the Falklands campaign. Unlike many of the men writing for Mass-Observation, they could not 

draw on their own memories of combat in order to identify themselves with the Task Force. Instead, they 

used popular, public memories of the Second World War which focus on the bravery of the Servicemen, 

placing these, rather than their more personal memories, as central to their ideas of British national identity. 
 

However, many of the women writing for Mass-Observation were more ambivalent about the Falklands 

War. These women tended to use the public images and memories from the Second World War, those 

present in public discourse, as a sort of touchstone; something to which they returned in order to strengthen 

views which might be wavering, or which they felt might be out of step with public opinion. One woman 

began her piece of writing with a powerful anti-war narrative: 

 
"I remember going into Coventry after their blitz in November 1940 and nursed 
those casualties afterwards...I remember people from what was then considered 
the slums of West Ham after land mines had been dropped in their district... I 
nursed the men who came back from Dunkirk, many of whom had severe 
neuroses...nights and days of buzz bombs coming over every twenty minutes. I 
made up my mind how dreadful war was...we all as a family are active members of 
CND." (R462) 

 

However, she went on to situate herself as a supporter of the Falklands War by drawing on popular images 

from the war to argue that  
 

"much that was learnt in the 1939-45 war has stood us in good stead... all our 
servicemen were volunteers, civilians with a traditional loyalty to Britain and a 
loathing of oppression." [R462] 
 

So even a woman with oppositional or problematic personal memories, which do not fit with the dominant 

popular memory of the war as Britain's 'finest hour' (Dawson & West, 1987), can identify with the idea that, 

at least on an abstract level, that war represented all that was best about Britain. The popular memories of 

the war foregrounded during the Falklands War enable her to counter her more 'problematic' views, views 

which she may have felt were unpatriotic, or out of step with public opinion. 
 

Many of the women, and some of the men, writing for Mass-Observation, had doubts and reservations 

about the Falklands War, but the way in which they expressed these doubts was shaped to a large extent 

by their gender. Whilst the men used arguments about tactics and diplomacy and politics to support their 

criticisms about British action in the Falklands, one man arguing that the government were "too busy 

bashing the workers and council house tenants to notice the Argentinean plans" (A7), women were far more 

likely to draw on their personal memories of the Second World War. These were often memories of grief 

and loss; memories which were marginal to the popular memory of the war being mobilised. A 

correspondent in her 60s wrote that the Second World War "robbed my generation of its young men and 
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women, and me personally of my youth" (R4671), whilst another woman compared her experiences of 

warfare to those of the younger generation, wondering whether "they have forgotten what death and 

destruction did to us then?" (D1531). Experiences of the blitz were used by some women to illustrate their 

opposition to the war. One woman wrote: 

 
"I still think it's a waste of men's lives. I remember sitting under the stairs of the 
house in Liverpool alone with a nine month old baby in my arms while bombs rained 
down and I wouldn't wish those circumstances on anyone." (W563) 
 

There is no mention here of the heroism or valour of war that was described in the press and in parliament; 

no space for the values of democracy and freedom which Britain is often represented as having fought for. 

Abstract notions like these are absent from this account, as the writer chooses instead to stress the oft-

hidden, personal, private memories of wartime. 

 

The same woman drew on another aspect of the Second World War which rarely has a place in the popular 

memory of the period: Britain's blitz on Germany. Writing after the sinking by a British submarine of the 

Argentinean steamer the General Belgrano, she describes how: 
 

"I remember cheering when we had 1000 bomber raids on Berlin. After the war I 
met a young woman who had found her baby sisters dead after one of those raids. I 
feel like crying when I think of those young Argentinean men who were sunk on 
their ship." 
 

The Britain of the Falklands War, the Britain which was constructed on the public stage as essentially the 

Britain of the Second World War, didn't do things like this. It didn't torpedo elderly ships taking young 

conscripts away from the combat zone; much less did it bomb and kill children and babies in their homes. 

Wartime atrocities were the prerogative of the enemy, Britain, the embodiment of decency and democracy, 

whether fighting in Europe or in the South Atlantic, stood against such things. Stories such as these had no 

place in the popular memory of the Second World War and no place in the public narrative of the Falklands 

War, as Tam Dalyell's attempts to investigate the circumstances surrounding the sinking of the Belgrano 

illustrate (Dalyell, 1983). By drawing these images together, this woman opens up a far more complex 

picture of both wars, one which cannot act in synthesis with more dominant images of them. 

Women writing for Mass-Observation rarely drew on their personal experiences to express support for the 

war in the way that the men did. Conversely, the men who contributed to the project never used their 

memories of combat to illustrate criticisms of the Falklands campaign. Popular memories of the Second 

World War, mobilised so widely in the press and in parliament, provided a ready-made and accessible 

means for writers of both sexes to identify themselves with the nation during the Falklands War. What 

differed was the way in which women and men situated themselves within this particular construction of 

national identity, and the ways in which they could integrate their own more personal memories into this 

public narrative. Gender, it appears, was a key factor in the ways that these woman and men identified 

themselves as members of the nation, both in their memories of the Second World War, and in their 

responses to the Falklands War. 
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CONCLUSION: ‘DARLING, YOU’RE HOME’ 

Why were these responses to the Falklands War, and the usage of memories from the Second World War, 

so marked by gender? Women respondents appeared more likely than the men to draw on memories of the 

Second World War which didn’t ‘fit’ with the dominant public memory of the war, and they sometimes used 

these memories to express concern about, or opposition to, the Falklands War. Men more often used their 

memories of their time as combatants as a means of identifying with the soldiers, sailors and airmen of the 

Task Force. Male criticisms of the war were kept very firmly in the present. Negative personal memories of 

fear or cowardice in battle sit uncomfortably with most models of masculinity. Boys learn to read war 

comics, watch war films, and play war games; the boys of the Task Force came back as men. Whilst 

women have the long-standing tradition of women speaking out as pacifists which they can draw on, 

pacifism is perhaps more problematic for men, as it goes against the idea of masculinity as naturally 

aggressive, reaching its highest apotheosis in battle. If a man draws upon personal memories of fighting in 

order to oppose war, he is in danger of being branded a coward, a weakling, and a traitor. This may be 

particularly true of Britain, where dominant models of national identity have long held the 'soldier hero' as 

one of their central figures (Dawson 1994 p2). In wartime, women perhaps have a wider range of positions 

from which to speak. 

 

However, the dominant popular memory of the Second World War, the set of images which was 

foregrounded during the Falklands War, has at its centre the idea of a national unity in wartime; a time in 

British history when all members of the British nation were united behind a common set of aims and 

objectives. Indeed, the story of the Blitz is one of the central myths of the war, a time when civilians, 

particularly women, became the 'front line'. The women writing for Mass-Observation however often 

seemed to distance themselves from this public memory in order to use more private memories to express 

opposition to the Falklands War. Whilst women are important to the popular memory of the Second World 

War, they are still not as important as the fighting man; actively fighting and dying for your country being the 

ultimate heroic status that a man can obtain. Men who are fighting in wars remain both separate from and 

superior to the civilians they are fighting to defend. 

 

Representations of the Falklands War in the press and in parliament re-affirmed this gender difference in 

wartime with discussion of the 'lads' of the Task Force (Hansard 7/4/82 col 984) and headlines like "Darling, 

You're Home" when the Task Force returned (The Sun 28/5/82) and "The Women Who Wait" (The Daily 

Star 8/4/82) soon after it sailed. Women had no place in the Task Force, the masculine embodiment of the 

national will, going off to fight in the South Atlantic. This very gendered representation of the Task Force 

and the nation, combined with women's symbolically lower status in relation to male soldiers in wartime, and 

the way in which women's post-war experiences may have lent a certain ambivalence to their memories of 

the war, meant that the memories of the Second World War mobilised in the Falklands War spoke more 

clearly to men than to women. 
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The Falklands War was represented by the government and much of the media as the war which made 

Britain 'great' again. Once again, the British nation, embodied in the Task Force, was fighting fascism and 

dictatorship in the name of freedom and democracy. Thus the Falklands War was seamlessly linked with 

the Second World War; both were being fought for the same set of inherently ‘British’ principles. The 

Second World War provides a very powerful set of images within British national identity.  The mobilisation 

of these memories in 1982, and the ways in which they were used by Mass-Observation correspondents, 

provides an opportunity to examine the ways in which both wartime, and national identity, are gendered 

concepts. 
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