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According to popular perception, the British experience of the First World War was characterised by 

the mud, blood, and futility of the Western Front. British generals have been characterised as ‘donkeys’, 

whose ignorance of the conditions of modern warfare and uncaring attitudes led to the sacrifice of the 

‘lions’ under their command.i This has been challenged by scholars who argue for a more positive 

assessment of the British army’s efforts to grapple with the challenges of trench warfare. The concept 

of the ‘learning curve’ has emerged to describe the process by which the British army evolved from a 

small imperial gendarmerie into a mass citizen army capable of waging industrial warfare. Discussions 

over the precise trajectory of the ‘curve’ aside, this revisionism has now become orthodoxy, spurring a 

large number of works which help build a thorough picture of British operational and tactical 

development.ii Though helping build a detailed image of the army’s experience on the Western Front, 

the field has become increasingly saturated and devoid of fresh approaches.iii Against this backdrop, 

Learning to Fight stands out as more than another nail in the coffin of the ‘lions led by donkeys’ trope.  

 

In looking beyond ‘what’ the army learnt to probe ‘how’ it learnt, Aimée Fox has produced an original 

and well-argued study that covers a considerable amount of new ground. The book is divided into two 

natural sections, one covering the mechanisms of learning, and the other utilising case studies to 

examine learning in practice. Dispelling the traditional characterisation of the wartime British army as 

an inflexible organisation institutionally and individually resistant to change, she argues it instead 

possessed a varied and flexible manner of learning. This, it is contended, was produced by the 

‘combination of its pre-war ethos and increased fluidity in wartime’ (p. 14). Underpinning this is Fox’s 

conception of a ‘networked model of learning’ (p. 7), which she characterises several times as a 

‘kaleidoscope’ (pp. 54, 72). Such a model effectively highlights the complex, varied and ever-changing 

ways in which the organisation learnt, and its dependency upon the ‘relational connections between 

people and between resources’ (p. 54).  

 

The first section, titled ‘The Practice of Learning’, examines the dynamics of learning and the methods 

by which knowledge was transferred. In the first chapter Fox firmly roots wartime learning in the British 

army’s ethos, defined as ‘what a human group does and how it does it’ (p. 20). The army’s pre-war 

mission of imperial defence meant it had to be prepared to deploy anywhere around the globe and fight 

in a variety of different environments. To meet such a challenge, flexibility, individual initiative, and 

pragmatism permeated throughout the organisation. The ethos constituted of these values represents a 

theme running throughout this study. It is convincingly shown that this provided an effective, though 



The Journal of the Oxford University History Society • • Michaelmas Term 2020 Issue XIII 

2 

 

not entirely unproblematic underpinning for wartime learning. The wartime army also benefitted from 

the pre-war emphasis on socialisation. Sports, regimental identities, and the shared educational 

backgrounds of British officers fostered connections that would later act as conduits for the transfer of 

knowledge. 

 

The two chapters that follow detail the manner in which the wartime army learnt and disseminated 

knowledge. An emphasis on flexibility and variety runs through both these chapters. Fox’s 

characterisation of the networks of learning as a ‘kaleidoscope’ aptly encapsulates the diversity of 

approaches. Contrary to previous studies, she argues learning was not simply confined to ‘formal’ and 

‘informal’ methods, nor to ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ approaches. Knowledge additionally came from 

external sources, particularly allied combatants and civilian experts, and flowed horizontally between 

operational theatres and different units. In all she identifies four different approaches: ‘liberal’ (or 

informal), ‘vertical’ (embracing both top-down and bottom-up), ‘external’ and ‘horizontal’ (p. 53). 

Above all, the kaleidoscope metaphor captures the nature of the connections created by the network as 

‘ever changing and often fleeting in nature’ (p. 72), as these different approaches often intersected and 

varied case-by-case depending on the method. The methods of learning, as the third chapter indicates, 

were equally diverse. Studies of wartime learning often focus on the masses of pamphlets and ‘lessons 

learned’ documents produced by the British army, but Fox, while not neglecting these, demonstrates 

that publications and the training used to inculcate information were only one part of the learning 

process. She highlights the ‘importance of the individual’ to organisational learning (p. 95), examining 

the significant role of interpersonal connections, both within institutional structures, such as the 

attachment of officers to other units, and outside of these structures, particularly correspondence 

between officers.  

 

Titled ‘Learning in Practice’, the second section builds upon this discussion to examine how the 

mechanisms of learning functioned across the different theatres of operations. This transnational 

approach is welcome as a corrective to the obscuration of the ‘sideshow’ theatres of the war, both in 

the historiography of the British army, and of the First World War more broadly. Looking beyond the 

Western Front not only provides a more wholistic view of the army’s wartime activities, but Fox argues 

it is essential to a full understanding of the networks of learning. Foremost amongst these networks 

were the connections between the theatres themselves, which serve as the focus for the first chapter of 

this section. It is perhaps here that the British army’s ethos appears at its most impressive, as it enabled 

the army to develop and fight across multiple theatres of war with very different operational 

requirements. She argues the Western Front acted as the ‘core’ for knowledge, with the aforementioned 

range of methods employed to transfer this to the ‘periphery’, namely the theatres beyond the Western 

Front. The flexibility embedded in the army ensured such information was not blindly followed, but 

selectively adopted depending on the specific requirements of the recipient front. Furthermore, as she 



The Journal of the Oxford University History Society • • Michaelmas Term 2020 Issue XIII 

3 

 

shows, this was not an entirely one-way process, with knowledge both transferred between the 

peripheral theatres and, more rarely, to the Western Front itself. 

 

Such a broad geographical approach also sheds light on ‘external’ approaches to learning, that is 

knowledge acquired from outside of the British army itself. Fox demonstrates that the army learnt 

effectively from its allies and civilian experts, irrespective of the occasional hostility to ideas originating 

outside of the organisation. The discussion of the former centres on cooperation with the French and 

engages with previous debates questioning the extent to which the British learnt from their ally. French 

importance to British learning is stressed by the exploration of how the British both acquired technical 

knowledge and were provoked into critically self-reflecting on their own practice. The role of inter-

allied relationships is further underlined by the examination of Anglo-French cooperation in Italy 

following the crushing Italian defeat at Caporetto in October 1917. Though the focus of these two 

armies was in instructing the Italians in the methods of modern warfare honed on the Western Front, all 

three actively exchanged knowledge through training schools and attachments. Effective ‘external’ 

learning is also shown to have taken place from sources beyond military institutions, as evidenced by 

the crucial input that civilian experts provided on matters of transport and supply. This further highlights 

the importance of the army’s pre-war ethos, as such wartime developments were rooted in the 

established tradition of civil-military collaboration. This chapter is also important in meeting Fox’s aim 

of avoiding an overly positive ‘whitewash’ of the army’s performance (p. 3). While the army is 

generally portrayed in a positive light throughout, her examination of the army’s utilisation of its 

‘citizen soldiers’ illustrates some of its limitations. That it only belatedly sought to take advantage of 

the skills of the volunteers filling the ranks showed the army at its worst. Here its characteristic lack of 

uniformity acted as a hindrance, and the usual flexibility was absent in the rigid use of skilled men to 

fill the infantry when they could have been better used elsewhere. Perhaps a missed opportunity in the 

examination of external learning is not looking at the army’s ability to learn from its adversaries. While 

Fox focuses on the role of the enemy as that of a constant force to be battled against in the ‘innovation 

game’ to maintain supremacy (p. 68), this omits the ability of the British to imitate their enemy, rather 

than just respond to them.iv The role of this within the learning process is exemplified, for instance, by 

the translation and publication throughout the war of a number of German ‘lessons learned’ and 

doctrinal documents by the Army Printing and Stationery Services.v 

 

Given that Fox convincingly demonstrates the British army’s ability to learn, this naturally raises the 

question as to whether any relationship can be elucidated with battlefield outcomes. Indeed, the whole 

premise of the ‘learning curve’ presupposes that the British army ascended the curve as it learnt from 

experience and became an increasingly effective battlefield instrument, ultimately culminating in its 

victory over the German army in 1918. This she criticises as ‘reductionist’ (p. 9), instead adopting the 

cogent stance that it is simplistic to directly connect the willingness and ability to learn with 
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performance. She highlights the array of factors that affect battlefield performance, ranging from the 

weather and terrain, to morale and the actions of the enemy. Satisfactorily probing this causal 

relationship any deeper, in any case, would distract from the thrust of this study given its focus on ‘how’ 

learning occurred rather than ‘what’ was learnt.vi  

 

In short, Learning to Fight is indispensable for properly understanding the British army of the First 

World War. The impressive depth and breadth of its coverage contributes much to the scholarly 

rehabilitation of the army’s reputation. Though all the combatant armies of 1914 were unprepared for 

the style of war they were forced to fight, this book leaves the reader in no doubt that the British army 

was well-suited to adapting to the conditions it encountered. 
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