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Mass Observation

Mass Observation Online Project, 1981-2009.
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® Professor Dorothy Sheridan MBE, Trustee of the Mass Observation Archive and former Director
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Natacha Chevalier, Doctoral Researcher, University of Sussex

Professor Stephen Brooke, Department of History, York University, Toronto
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Britain in Wartime

Mass Observation was still in its infancy when war was declared in September 1939. The founders could not have known in 1937, when they began the project with
‘Day Surveys’ and their own topical research, that the material they would gather in personal diaries and responses to directive questionnaires would be unigue in
capturing the mass thoughts and feelings of the nation during one of the most tumultuous episodes of British history.

Click on the thumbnails below to find out more.
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Mass Observation in Wartime

On 3 September 1939, two days after Hitler's invasion of
Poland, Britain and France declared war on Germany. The old
Great War cry of “Over by Christmas” reverberated once again
throughout the land, but it would ke six long, difficult years
before the conflict ended. For Mass Observation panellists,
some of whom who had been contributing Day Surveys since
1937, the war years provided some of the most interesting,
challenging and life-changing material for recording. The
intreduction of questionnaires in early 1939 had ‘directed’
respondents towards thinking about political and social topics
they might not otherwise have considerad in detail, and this
provided the ideal medium for gathering opinions on various
specific topics as the war progressed. Furthermore, the
decision to encourage respondents to keep war diaries for the
duration has accorded historians a wealth of information for
research — hundreds of fly-on-the-wall accounts of daily life
during a periced of history that changed the world.
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