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Although I had visited Rugby to speak a couple of 
times, my first encounter with the Bloxam Project 
was last year’s issue, which led off with a quite 
memorable award-winning essay on Women and the 
French Revolution. The Revolution is my own field, 
yet I found the treatment of the subject full of bright 
ideas, some of which had not occurred to me before. 
Clearly, I thought, students at Rugby operate in a very 
stimulating intellectual environment. This new issue 
fully confirms that impression. There are insightful 
discussions of important historical topics, ranging 
from the decline of the Japanese Samurai to the 
great Reform Act of 1832; but also reflections on the 
relationship, and debt, of history to other disciplines 
such as anthropology, literature, and scientific enquiry. 
Many historians nowadays find the problem of 
identity central to their thinking, and in these pages 
Raj Ghosh brings a unique personal perspective to its 

importance, and Issy Bruce discusses the role of the 
press in forging the self-perception of late Victorian 
England. History staff cross swords in a confrontation 
between Tim Guard and Ed Beesley over appeasement 
of Hitler, given added piquancy by its main champion 
Neville Chamberlain being an OR; while Alex 
Pagendam’s review of the much-lauded recent film 
Darkest Hour casts sceptical doubt on the credentials 
of Churchill, Chamberlain’s over-praised critic and 
successor. A clutch of lively book reviews rounds off 
another triumphant demonstration of why history 
flourishes at Rugby. And as before, every article is 
enlivened by magnificent illustrations to rival anything 
found in glossier history magazines. I hope to have the 
opportunity of reading subsequent issues regularly.

Professor William Doyle FBA
University of Bristol
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The Bloxam Project is an academic 
journal for the collaborative 
thinker. At the junction between 
a number of disciplines – history, 
politics, geography, and literary 
criticism – it is a staff and pupil 
co-production with a curiosity 
for fresh thinking about the 
past. The inspiration is the life 
and work of Matthew Holbeche 
Bloxam (OR), Rugby’s prolific 
amateur historian (1805-1888). 
Genealogist, archaeologist, 
naturalist, antiquarian, art-
collector, noted architectural 
historian – a collector of 
fragments and forms – Bloxam 
was also the myth-maker of the 
origins of Rugby Football. It is 
in the Bloxam spirit of scholarly 
eclecticism that the articles 
collected here are offered.

If 2016-2017 was the year of 
protest (Trump; Brexit; Black 
Lives Matter), 2018 is perhaps 

destined to be the year of 
‘identity politics’. We’ve avoided 
discussion of the sensational 
#metoo movement in this 
volume of the Project, but strong 
themes of political agency, 
emancipation and reform run 
through the pages that follow. 

A growing obsession of 
historical and literary criticism, 
as well as of the twitter-sphere, 
awareness of competing group 
identities seems to challenge 
established ideas about culture, 
gender, history and place. The 
designation of insider/outsider 
status, for instance, is a central 
driving historical force. We see 
this in Oskar Schortz’s article 
exploring society’s shifting 
definition of madness and in Alice 
Payne’s essay on anti-Semitic 
archetypes in Elizabethan theatre. 
There is also discussion of the 
construction of British class-

consciousness, the dawning of 
mass-participation politics, and 
the challenges facing national 
identities in the age of pluralism 
and globalisation. The opening 
contribution sets out the case 
for Anthropology as a classroom 
subject. Here study of universal 
human traits promises to unlock 
tendencies towards the tribal and 
the particular. It is the bones of 
human behaviour laid bare.

There is a strong sense of the 
fabric of the past here too. Lizzie 
Beesley, Dan Mclean and Sam 
Saunders, in different ways, 
explore the power of collective 
and material memory. Literary 
sources, archival remains and 
popular iconography feature 
in essays on topics as diverse 
as the Samurai, George Eliot, 
Appeasement, and young 
Rugbeians of the Great War  
(see ‘From the Archive’). A  

EDITOR’S WELCOME
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For many, the 
mention of 
anthropology 
conjures up images 
of a late 19th – 
early 20th century 
European colonial 
administrator 
exploring Central 
Africa to research 
the ‘savages’ that 
made up the 
population. This is 
the ‘Tintin in the 
Congo’ caricature 
– men who were 
probably socially 
inept at home, 
wandering around 
Africa hoping to 
understand the 
‘primitive’ societies 
they observed at first 
hand. Such Daktari-
shorts-and-Jungle-hat wearing 
anthropologists gathered fragments 
of language, artefact and culture 
to map, record and catalogue the 
subject societies, all usually with an 
immovable sense of ethno-centric 
European superiority. Until quite 
recently then, anthropology has 
often been seen as quaint, irrelevant 
or even (given infamous aberrations 
in the forms of race theory and 
eugenics) highly dangerous.

Thankfully, academic anthropology 
has moved on. No longer built 
upon discredited assumptions of 

racial superiority, both theory and 
practice have been transformed, 
even if the discipline perhaps 
remains somewhat obscure in the 
public eye. Certainly, it is no longer 
possible to think of anthropology 
as only relevant in the context of 
far-flung ‘tribes’. The discipline 
is relevant to the study of all 
human societies – and perhaps 
most especially to our own. The 
study of indigenous peoples and 
contexts gives insight into what 
constitutes the ‘core’ elements 
of human behaviour and traits 
that affect all peoples, past or 

present. This controversial, 
but central, idea makes 
some basic anthropological 
understanding relevant to 
all the social sciences, but 
perhaps most particularly to 
the study of history.

The universal human 
qualities observed in 
anthropology, obviously 
feature in history, the logic 
runs. From violence and 
governance to economics 
and religion, core aspects 
of humanity are all present, 
and indeed, they form the 
cornerstone of historical 
study. Where historians look 
for turning points, push-pull 
factors, social, economic 
and political causes and 
effects, anthropologists 
seek out observable 

behavioural and physiological 
imperatives, whether cultural or 
environmental. In fact, in their 
enquiry into human behaviour, 
social anthropology and history 
are arguably like conjoined twins. 
The anthropologist works directly 
with ‘lived-experience’ in the 
field; the historian works with the 
records and remains of lives locked 
in the past. Their dependency on 
one another is great: increasingly 
historians are embracing 
anthropology as an integral part  
of gaining a proper understanding 
of the past.

Book Review section provides  
a snapshot of what is currently 
on the bookshelves of the  
current LXX. 

Given Bloxam’s ardent 
enthusiasm for the amateur 
academic society (he was 
a member of over 20 such 
groups), it is perhaps fitting 
that contributions to this third 
volume of the Bloxam Project 
were first presented at recent 
meetings of Hydra, a History 
discussion group and at GAIA, 

the Geography society. I am 
particularly pleased to be able to 
showcase Issy Bruce’s (S) essay 
‘The Medium is the Message: 
Victorians, newspapers and 
class-consciousness’, recipient 
of the prestigious Queen’s 
Medal for history (2018). First 
awarded to Rugby School pupils 
by Buckingham Palace in 1848, 
former Queen’s Medallists have 
included Rupert Brooke (1906) 
and Sir Salman Rushdie (1961). 
The medal was instituted  
partly in memory of Thomas 

Arnold, who at the time of his 
death was Regius Professor 
of Modern History at Oxford 
University as well as Headmaster 
of Rugby School.

The editor would like to thank 
Peter Green, Issy Bruce (S), all 
the contributors and Mercer 
Design for their help getting the 
Project into production. 

Dr Tim Guard

Alter Egos: ceremonial masks (Highlands of New Guinea, 1970)

ANTHROPOLOGY
WHAT’S THE POINT? 

The author of Tintin, Hergé, admitted that he portrayed  
Africans in the paternalistic, colonial style
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recognising its own failures and 
culpability in the cycle. As such, 
when rival or hostile groups react 
in a copy-cat fashion, these actions 
are understood as completely 
novel and undeserving. Modern 
European history is littered with 
such examples: from the German 
reactions to Allied impositions 
made at the Treaty of Versailles, 
1919 (where there was near 
total German blindness at their 
incredibly punitive settlement 
imposed on Russia in the 1918 
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk) to the 
ratcheting quid-pro-quo tensions 
of the Cold War. On a basic level 
this helps breed two collective 
sentiments: victimisation and thirst 
for revenge. (In another example, it 
could be argued that Vladimir Putin 
is currently presenting a narrative 
in which Russia is being ‘bullied’ 
by the Western powers, increasing 
anti-western sentiment and 
promoting Pro-Russian rhetoric.) 
Of course, for this to coalesce on 
a regional or national scale in a 
manner resulting in significant 
historical or political change, a 
leadership structure controlling 
culture and identity is key. 

Leadership possesses enormous 
anthropological and historical 
significance – it has been a 
longstanding obsession of both 
disciplines. Anthropologists 
identify leadership structures 
as a common denominator 
to all human societies. There 
is great variety here of course 
– monarchies, presidencies, 
assemblies, oligarchies, chiefdoms 
and Komorus, to name a 
few – but they all concentrate 
certain powers in the hands of 
the few, and are all (in theory) 
representatives of group interests. 
At heart too, lies control over 
violence and means to violence. 
This is a universal trans-cultural 

reflex. Ideologies (and economic 
imperatives) vary tremendously, 
but the transition within most 
European settings has been 
towards increased representation 
and a greater political voice for the 
people (with a monopoly or near-
monopoly over violence accorded 
to leadership). Legitimacy is 
found in the functional success of 
leaderships in maintaining stability 
between dependent populations 
and (particularly from the 1700s 
on) improving standards of living. 
In teleological terms, it has been 
a story of change and progress 
towards personal and institutional 
‘liberty’, based on consent (i.e. the 
withholding of violence). 

However, by contrast, Suri culture 
and forms of leadership have 
remained relatively constant for 
hundreds of years. At heart is the 
idea of a democratically selected 
king (or Komoru). The position 
is determined through ritual that 
both openly acknowledges the 
imperative of physical force and 
cements its place at the heart 

of thinking about legitimate 
leadership and action. In order 
to be named Komoru, male 
candidates engage in numerous 
rounds of competitive stick 
fighting, until an undisputed 
victor emerges. Stick fighting 
may sound like prodding and 
thwacking with bundles of twigs. 
Yet the reality is that it involves 
gory cranium-splitting violence, 
and 7ft long canes that can quite 
easily kill. It is a serious activity in 
Suri culture and plays a central 
part in the appointment of 
Komorus. At stake is a traditional 
functional political calculation: 
the male ability to defend the 
tribe from enemies such as the 
Nyangatom. But alongside the 
ritual scarification and piercing 
that all young members (male 
and female) of the community 
are inducted in, it is a mechanism 
for hardening participants to 
the potential physical hazards 
and pain that form such a large 
part of the natural and social 
environment. It is formative 
enculturation for all participants, 

One of the key findings held up 
by cultural anthropology is that 
in all human cultures there exists 
one thing so fundamental to 
human existence that it forms part 
of our ‘instinctual psyche’: this is 
our propensity towards violence. 
Violence has shaped human 
societies, not only in obvious 
terms of perpetration, but also in 
terms of its regulation and (very 
rare) prohibition. Where there is 
violence (and as a social factor it is 
everywhere) there is an implicit or 
explicit ideology connected to it, 
winning greater or lesser acceptance 
from authorities. Whilst religion has 
been one of the main explanations 
for violence within and between 
human societies throughout much 
of history – another common 
justification is cyclical violence or 
‘feud’. Cyclical violence (violence 
driven by raids and counter-
raids, ongoing atrocities by both 
parties) is governed by revenge, 
an important driver of social and 
political order. 

Take, for example, the Suri and 
Nyangatom of Ethiopia’s Omo 
valley. The Suri and Nyangatom 

have always been enemies, as 
skirmishes over resources fed a 
cycle of intense competition over 
the course of many generations. 
Recent war in neighbouring 
Sudan (from 2003 onwards) has 
caused the conflict to escalate 
beyond its traditional pattern and 
scope. Following the infiltration 
of firearms and ammunition, the 

Nyangatom can now settle scores 
with their larger and more powerful 
neighbours, the Suri. Nyangatom 
raids include theft of cattle as well as 
the killings of Suri (the Nyangatom 
consider the killing of Suri as a 
proud achievement). In retaliation, 
the Suri have begun to also acquire 
guns and launch revenge attacks. 
This enlarges on a cycle of feud in 
which both groups feel the need 
to avenge past attacks. It can be 
argued that a similar process lies 
behind any number of regional 
and ethnic tensions. In the 17th 
century, Anglo-Irish relations were 
articulated along parallel lines – 
violations of Irish rights by the 
English and the need to avenge 
past transgressions led to an Irish 
Rebellion of 1641. In turn, Oliver 
Cromwell’s policies in Ireland during 
the 1640s and 1650s were (at 
least in part) carried out in revenge 
against the actions of the Catholic 
Irish in 1641.

Important in this model is the 
difficulty a society (or power-
holders in the society) finds in 

This image of a Catholic Irishman burning a Protestant, and other such images, were effective 
propaganda in encouraging support for Cromwell’s later campaigns in Ireland

North Korean propaganda has a similar effect in calling for North Koreans  
to take action against Western ‘Imperialist’ powers Stick fighting is a display of courage and physical strength, and valued leadership qualities 
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language and custom reformed or 
abandoned altogether. 

In some cases, contact can lead to 
the hegemony of a new ‘outsider’ 
group in an area, forming the 
linguistic and cultural patterns 
that we see today. For example, 
the original inhabitants of Anatolia 
such as the Hittites in the late 
bronze age spoke now-extinct 
Anatolian languages. Alexander 
the Great conquered the area from 
the Achaemenid empire in 334 
BC, which led to the proliferation 
of Greek dialects in the region; the 
use of Greek as an administrative 
language by Alexander’s regime 
was one such cause. Greek 
became the major linguistic family 
in Anatolia until the late 1000s. 
Subsequent cultural and military 
incursions witnessed the spread 
of Turkic peoples from the Kazakh 
Steppe into Anatolia and the 
formation of the Seljuk (and later 
Ottoman) Empire. Dominated 
by Turkic-peoples, Anatolia itself 
would later form the territorial 
bedrock of the modern Turkish 
language, nationality and state. 

If change on the Eurasian 
border was the product of 
violent incursion and linguistic/
cultural shift, in the case of the 
indigenous Pitcairn Islanders 
(South Pacific), collapse was 
caused by the fall of a major 
trading partner in Mangareva 
(French Polynesia) due to a civil 
war and environmental factors 
including extreme deforestation 
and overpopulation in the late 
15th century. The indigenous 
Pitcairn islanders were dependent 
on Mangareva and a fragile inter-
island network of canoe trade for 
essential materials and, without 
a stable trading partner, they 
were ultimately unable to survive. 
Anthropological explanations 

stress the precariousness of the 
ecosystem, diet and cultural 
dependency on endogamous 
kinship arrangements for dramatic 
terminal population decline. 

Another key line of shared enquiry 
is the historical, anthropological 
and sociological function of 
religion. Part of organised human 
life for thousands of years, it 
appears every society has some 
system of belief that lives are 
governed by. The presence of 
religion on opposite parts of the 
planet, developing independently 
of one another begs the obvious 
functional question: ‘why does 
religion exist?’ The proliferation of 
religion is perhaps a reflection on 
the inquisitive nature of humans 
to wonder about the origins of the 
world and everything inhabiting 
it. But religion also offers order: 
it lays down law and can form 
the basis for a legal system, 
condemning actions such as 
murder and theft. To a greater or 
lesser extent, religious practice 
forms the building blocks for 
legal traditions across northern 
and southern hemispheres, 

articulating human behaviours 
and norms of myriads of cultures. 
Religion shapes a world view and 
determines whether a society 
views other cultures as friend 
or foe. Again, it can be rooted 
to that fundamental part of 
what it means to be human: 
violence. It is possible to read 
the history of Europe’s religious 
conflict anthropologically. This 
incorporates two strands: the 
spread of a monolithic culture and 
defence or promotion of the ‘true 
faith’, as well as concepts of the 
‘other’ and provision of security 
from dangerous outside forces. 

Nowhere is this truer than in 
the history and anthropology of 
witchcraft. History tells us that 
witchcraft happens and what 
its effects are. Anthropology 
offers focused explanations as to 
why the phenomenon of belief 
in witchcraft can be endemic. 
Belief in the supernatural offers 
explanations for the scientifically 
or empirically inexplicable. It also 
offers someone or something to 
blame. Some anthropologists 
have suggested that belief in 

including those gathered to 
watch, young and old. This way, 
the Suri can ensure that they have 
the best leader at all times without 
a hereditary monarchy, or elite 
political class. There is no notion 
of Divine Right, or a prevailing 
political philosophy, beyond attack 
and self-defence. 

Of course, no society lasts 
forever. They constantly undergo 
change through contact with 
other groups. Whether this is 
because of new trade routes, 
religions or exposure to hostile 
foreign powers, the process of 
cultural adaption is ubiquitous in 
both history and anthropology. 
It is not always unwanted; the 
spread of modern technology, 
goods and medicines across the 
globe is a good example of how 
commerce (caused by demand 
of products and services) drives 
change, with largely positive 
effects (if measured by infant 
mortality and literacy rates, for 
instance). Change is the driving 
force of history, explaining the 
rise and fall of human civilisations 
– witness the introduction of 
gunpowder into Europe or the 
discovery and colonisation of the 
new world. 

Change is important to 
anthropology because of the way 
people deal with change and why. 
This might involve moving to a 
new area, adopting a new lifestyle, 
devising new technologies or other 
factors. Anthropologists are chiefly 
interested in why people respond 
to change the way they do in the 
context of the situation of their 
society. Change can be observed in 
material culture, particularly with 
the Costa Rican Chiriquí, existing 
between 800 and 1500 AD. The 
Chiriquí’s usage of both jade and 
gold in their material culture reflects 

a trading network that spans from 
Central America into the Yucatan 
and the Andes in South America. 
History can inform us exactly when 
these trading networks started to 
occur, but anthropology explains 
how the introduction of new 
materials changed the way of life of 
the Chiriquí. 

In fact, it seems that a social 
and political hierarchy formed 

as those in possession of the 
largest quantities of gold took 
the top positions, signifying the 
metal’s special ceremonial or 
economic (or both) worth. New 
alliances and dependencies and 
technologies were formed (or 
shared) to gain and maintain 
supply of these materials. This 
also allowed for closer control of 
supply, reinforcing value of the 
commodities, and the associated 
social and political prestige. 
Thus, in the case of the Chiriquí, 
spread of ideas between south 
and central American cultures 
and geographies increased 
interdependency. Questions follow 
over the nature and quality of 
such cultural transferences: was 
it antagonistic? Was it mediated 
through formal and elite channels, 
or through a broader base? To 
improve the ease of commerce 
or communication between two 
cultures, a common language may 
be used or at least key terms from 
one language may be adopted by 
the other. If the contact is violent, 
the stronger of the cultures might 
enforce its language and/or 
core values upon the other. The 
subjugated group might see its 

This Chiriqui artefact was made from  
jade sourced from the Yucatan

Alexander the Great’s conquests were a major factor in the spread of Greek. It remained  
the language and culture of the Byzantine Empire 1,000 years later

The map above indicates the interconnected nature of the Pacific island archipelagos
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with greater confidence and 
insight. It may seem particularly 
pertinent when trying to account 
for the collected challenges and 
fissures of contemporary politics 
and international affairs. In the 
fullest historical perspective, 
anthropology’s macro claims 
for the rise and fall of societies, 
suggests lessons to be learned 
and warnings to be heeded. If, on 

the other hand, explanations of 
the twinned disciplines of history 
and anthropology fail to resonate 
loudly, tomorrow’s affluent 
tourists might be strolling around 
the ruins of London and New 
York, just as we do around Tikal 
and Chichen Itza today. 

Ed Parker (W)

witchcraft is a mechanism that 
allows people to alleviate guilt 
or shame, providing an outlet 
for such emotions in the form of 
an ‘other’ or enemy grouping. It 
alloys and strengthens the identity 
of the socially acceptable group, 
stabilising preferred or established 
social structures. In the case of 
the European witch-craze of the 
16th and 17th centuries, a toxic 
mix of paranoia and fear is evident 
from the sources. It is then hardly 
surprising that fear caused people 
to act in the persecuting manner 
that they did, given the dual 
meaning of the word ‘phobia’ 
(fear of or aversion to something). 

Fear as a behavioural norm 
or setting, can also be traced 
back to the origins of mankind 
itself. Whilst evolving on the 
savannahs of Pleistocene Africa, 
the capacity for fear was an 
evolutionary advantage assisting 
in keeping early man free from 
harm. Much anthropology 
seems to suggest that humans 
are naturally tribal creatures, 
therefore we are naturally 
(rather than ‘conditioned’ to 
be) apprehensive about those 
perceived to be outsiders. In the 
case of the European witch-craze, 
a range of novel and unwelcome 

disruptions to the status quo 
(changes in climate, religious 
belief, economy and technology) 
fostered collective paranoia and 
fear – hysterical retribution against 
supposed human agents of social 
ill was the outcome. Of course, as 
well as safeguarding traditional 
values and circumstances, fear of 
the unknown (or ‘known’) has 
worked to hold back historical 
change. For example, medieval 
Europeans were apprehensive 
about sailing too far from the 
coast, lest they fall off the edge 
of Earth. Eventually, challenged 
by a calculation of potential 
gains (as in Columbus’ vision to 
sail west to India), fear could no 
longer be a determinant factor 
in this sphere of behaviour. The 
course of world history changed 
forever (notwithstanding that 
whilst European sailors were long 
hemmed in by fear of sea ‘krakens’ 
and falling off the celestial coil, 
Polynesians were systematically 
navigating their way across the 
world’s largest ocean). Humans 
may or may not have been able 
to overcome ‘natural’ anxieties 
such as predation and starvation 
(the current pandemic in obesity 
may well have roots in a biological 

drive to feast in anticipation of 
famine). But we are certainly a 
long way from freeing ourselves 
from social anxieties. Fear still 
occupies a major place in terms of 
how we view others, helping to 
dictate the political and historical 
process. 

As a discipline, anthropology 
has evolved tremendously 
since the pioneering colonial 
days. The early obsession with 
indigenous peoples (‘natives’) 
has helped us to formulate 
theories of human behaviour 
that transcend geographical 
settings and time. ‘Primitivism’ 
has been replaced with open 
interrogation of ecological, 
linguistic, ethnographic and 
custumal aspects. From the 
Suri to the Chiriquí, aspects of 
the societies of other people 
help us to understand our own. 
Anthropology has also moved 
from the margins of the ‘known’ 
world to include the familiar: the 
anthropology of the workplace; of 
the political party; of the school; 
of the supermarket. Analyses of 
power, gender, and economic 
structures, allow us to interpret 
certain behaviours or actions 
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Anthropology is often used in the study  
of witchcraft to explain the hysteria  

around black magic

Fear of the unknown (and Sea Monsters) made Europeans generally unwilling to sail beyond 
coastlines. Meanwhile Polynesians were crossing the world’s largest ocean on outrigger canoes

Chichen Itza, once a Mayan citadel, has become a magnet for tourists exploring the Yucatan
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The Samurai occupy a prized position in western (and Japanese) 
mythology. A timeless source of inspiration for movies, books, anime 
and of course video games, they are held up to be more than merely 

the secretive custodians of an ancient honour code. They haunt 
the landscape of medieval and early modern Japan, sporting 

the highest standards of personal valour and monastic 
commitment to the martial life. They are the strong 

silent types, whose loyalty to the principles of self-
sacrifice and physical endurance mark them out 

as a separate social and political class – as near 
demi-gods, in fact. Their military ceremonial 

dress (with animalistic masks/designs and 
oversized weaponry) marks them out as 
trans-human, if not superhuman. In their 
mastery of personal combat, they are the 
antithesis to the mechanised, inglorious 
warfare of the industrial age and of 
Western power. They remain one of 
the most enduring symbols of Japan.

But who were they? It is commonplace 
for western academics to refer to the 

Samurai as the ‘Knights of Japan’. The 
Samurai lived by a code of ethics known 

as Bushido, perhaps akin to the western 
medieval code of chivalry, but the Samurai 

possessed a far larger footprint over feudal 
Japan (1603-1867) than western knights 

could claim over the localities and regions 
of Europe. Samurai were the sole arbiters of 

violence in Japan – they possessed monopoly 
over lawful violence. This exalted position offered 

enormous power. Samurai had the legal right to kill 
any commoner who dared to insult them. So familiar was 

this practice, that it had a name: Kiri-sute gomen. Samurai 
did not pay taxes, and honour prohibited any work outside of 

military action (in feudal Japan, merchants were considered lesser than 
peasants, because their non-menial work was ‘ignoble’). Partly, this was 
indicative of Samurai origins. First formed when farmers won annual grants 
of rice for military service, this elite fighting-class were able to quickly 

cut remaining ties to the land. 
Stipends of rice and set-asides of 
future harvests meant the farmer-
soldier was elevated to professional 
warrior, capable of establishing a 
noble household and of operating 
within a highly select social milieu. 
The Samurai lived in relative 
luxury, governed by a strict code of 
behavioural honour and purpose: to 
serve and die as a soldier.

Samurai achieved this privileged 
caste status over the course of 
several centuries, partly thanks 
to a policy of isolation known 
as Sakoku. Under the Tokugawa 
shogunate (1600-1868), trade (and 
other) relations between Japan and 

neighbouring powers were severely 
limited. Nearly all foreigners were 
barred from entering Japan and 
commoners were kept from leaving 
the country. As such, Samurai 
faced minimal external or internal 
opposition to their powerful station. 
Their military role in Japan was 
assured through the competitive 
Daimyo system. Working for the 
Shogun (military authority in 
change of Japan) or under rival 
Daimyo (feudal clan lords), the 
Samurai instead plied their warrior 
trade, offering services to the 
highest bidder, or to their traditional 
patron. Reward remained payment 
of (often huge) portions of the rice 
harvest for resale, or consignment of 

the agricultural labour and estates 
(Samurai could not actually hold 
their own land). Thus, agricultural 
prices and (by extension) the 
wider economy, could be held in 
the hands of this tightly regulated 
group, particularly during periods of 
great internal conflict. War tended 
to be cyclical (such as the Segoku 
Jidai, or Warring States Period, 
from 1467-1603), and a means of 
establishing which Daimyo could 
command the Shogun’s respect. 
Or it was about asserting regional 
dominance such as during the 
Warring States period (1467-1603). 
Loyalties might shift rapidly, and 
the most powerful Samurai retinues 
could command huge prices. 

Edo-period screen depicting the Battle of Sekigahara, a battle with over 160,000 combatants
Samurai in armor in 1860s.  
Hand-coloured photograph by Felice Beato

& HONOUR The Fall of the SamuraiBLOOD
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It wasn’t until 
the arrival of an 
American fleet led 
by Matthew Perry 
in 1853, and the 
ending of Sakoku, 
that the military 
and social position 
of the Samurai 
began to change 
drastically, a by-
product of a new 
wave of sweeping 
modernisation 
within Japan itself. 

Films such as The 
Last Samurai (2003) 
have portrayed 
this process as 
an event spurred 
by American 
interlopers, greedy 
for more wealth 
and power. Here, 
there is perhaps 
faux nostalgia for 
a Japanese culture 
allergic to American 
and global trade. 
Yet, as a social class, 
the Samurai had 
begun to falter well 
before this time. As 
is often the case, 
structural economic 
change lay at the 
root of the social 
and cultural shift. During the middle 
period of the Tokugawa Shogunate 
(c.1700s) the traditional currency of 
rice and land began to be displaced 
by cash and commercial capital. The 
Samurai were forced to accept they 
could no longer so easily influence 
the means of production. Instead, 
different groupings began to 
challenge for control.

This was in part because the 
amount of rice awarded as an 
annual retainer was set at a fixed 

rate, irrelevant of 
how the crop fared 
that year. Due 
to the constant 
fluctuation of rice 
prices and the 
growing gold-
based monetary 
economy within 
Japan, the Samurai 
were torn between 
two differing 
economic systems. 
They could stick 
with the rice, 
thus retaining 
their ancestral 
mode of income 
and traditional 
socio-economic 
position, or they 
could modernise 
in a bid to win 
financial stability. 
Ultimately many 
Samurai chose a 
mixture of the two 
systems but saw 
their footing in 
the rural economy 
steadily eroded. 
Exposed to greater 
income volatility, 
the Samurai 
also engaged 
in wasteful 
competitive 
consumption. 

Many moved themselves to the 
city of Edo (Tokyo). Here ambitious 
Samurai would build several houses 
in various parts of the city and 
employ numerous servants, many 
who performed a ceremonial 
function only. As a contemporary 
source in the Bibliotheca Japonica 
states, ‘The number of Samurai 
servants in Edo constituted one-fifth 
of the whole number of servants in 
Japan; while the sum of the living 
expenses in Edo amounted to 
seven-tenths of the total aggregate 

expended in the clan.’ The position 
of the Samurai worsened with 
the decreasing financial stability 
of their lords, the Daimyo. By the 
beginning of the 1800s (a period 
of relative peace in Japan) revenue 
for Daimyo had been centrally 
fixed for years, but their expenses 
were ever increasing. This led the 
Daimyo to adopt the process known 
as hanchi-no-ho, a withholding 
of rice payments on the basis of 
‘borrowing’ against stipends to 
Samurai retainers. Ultimately, this 
resulted in the Samurai rice grant 
slowly getting smaller and smaller. 

Against this context, penurious 
Samurai were forced to pawn 
off their talismanic weapons and 
armour to merchants and local 
dealers. Of course, one was not 
truly a Samurai without the famous 
single bladed sword the Katana, so 
when public ceremony demanded 
it, money might be grubbed 
together to temporarily requisition 
pawned equipment. Alongside the 
romance of clinging to symbols of 
ancient prestige, was a hard-nosed 
pragmatism. Increasing numbers 
of Samurai placed their service in 
the hands of the highest bidder, 
breaking centuries-long patterns 
of allegiance and loyalty. Other 
Samurai families edged away from 
military service altogether, moving 
instead towards administrative 
and bureaucratic roles in the local 
state. A number were caught up in 
scandals over bribery and wangled 
commissions, bringing discredit 
to the Samurai class. Others 
loosened the tightly-held dynastic 
privilege that had long defined and 
controlled entry to the grouping. 
Marriage into mercantile families 
provided one such avenue. Another 
was to adopt the sons of wealthy 
commoners who could offer fresh 
sources of income to Samurai 
dynasties. 

In a way, one can argue this was 
the end of the Samurai and the 
traditions they are associated 
with. Toppled from their unique 
position, they faded from military 
and political significance, only 
to be picked up by later social 
commentators and artists as the 
quintessence of Japanese culture 
and history. However, as with the 
faded aristocracy of any society, it 
would require direct action from 
the central authorities (or a quiet 
revolution from elsewhere) to really 
finalise their fate. The turning point 
here was the Meji restoration in 
1868, a period of Westernisation 
and rapid industrialisation, which 
set the development of Japan on an 
entirely new footing. 

Commodore Matthew Perry’s 
expedition (1853) was a 
great trauma for the Japanese 
government. It forced Japanese 
leaders to confront the reality 
of their military and economic 
obsolescence. Still organised largely 
along the lines of a feudal levy, 
Japan’s military had no answer 
to the huge steam boats and 
heavy artillery of the American 
expeditionary force. The purpose 
of the gunboat diplomacy was to 
try and force the Japanese to open 
all of their ports (and untapped 
interior) to American trade, and to 
establish preferential trade before 
the arrival of other western powers 
(British and French expeditions 
were not far behind). Ports like 
Shimoda, Nagasaki and Hakodate 
were coveted as potential 
entrepots for American trade and 
goods. Despite fierce resistance 
from traditionalists, modernising 
forces in Japan urged some level of 
accommodation. Influential figures 
like the Daimyo Shimazu Nariakira 
concluded that “if we take the 
initiative, we can dominate; if we 
do not, we will be dominated”. 

Urging that Japan should throw 
its doors open to foreign trade 
and influence, in order to facilitate 
a technological leap forward, 
Nariakira’s supporters eventually 
won the debate. In 1859, the 
Treaty of Amity and Commerce 
was signed with the United States, 
ensuring preferential trade and 
diplomacy with an expanding 
regional power in the China Seas.

A brief internal power struggle 
ensued, with conservative forces 
rallying around an embattled 
Shogunate in a civil war (the rough 
outline of which forms the basis 
of 2003 Hollywood film). The 
assertion of imperial power, the 
so-called Meiji restoration, 1868, 
witnessed the final dismantling 
of the Tokugawa Shogunate, and 
birth of a fully centralised outward-
looking state. In 1871, the daimyo, 
past and present, were summoned 
before the Emperor, where it was 
declared that all domains were 
now to be returned to Imperial 
power. Some estimates place the 
number of the Samurai in the 
1870s at 1.9 million, a hugely 
bloated social grouping despite the 
ongoing erosion of their position 
(more than ten times the size of 
the French privileged class before 
the French Revolution, 1789). With 
each Samurai now being paid fixed 

stipends, their upkeep presented 
a tremendous financial burden. 
Oligarchical interests behind the 
imperial throne were poised to 
swoop; in 1873, it was announced 
that the Samurai stipends were to 
be taxed on a rolling basis. The 
following year Samurai were given 
the option to convert their stipends 
into government bonds. Finally, 
in 1876, this commutation was 
made compulsory. Now fiscally 
strapped to the government, 
and its commercial investments 
and speculative revenues, the 
Samurai were, in essence, honorary 
pensioners – kept going only 
by creative accounting and the 
benevolence of treasury officials. 
Alongside this change, the 
government instituted major 
reforms of the military. National 
conscription was introduced in 
1873, with the stipulation that 
every male would serve for four 
years in the armed forces upon 
turning 21. This would be followed 
by three years in the army reserves. 
One of the primary differences 
between the Samurai and peasant 
classes was the right to bear arms – 
this ancient privilege was suddenly 
monopolised by the central state. 
No longer were Samurai allowed  
to walk about town bearing a 
sword or weapon as display of  
their status. 

Commodore Matthew Perry c.1855

Japanese woodblock print of 
Commodore Perry, c. 1854.  

The caption reads “North American”

Tom Cruise in the 2003 film, The Last Samurai



16  |  Bloxam Project  |  www.rugbyschool.co.uk www.rugbyschool.co.uk  |  Bloxam Project  |  17

Perhaps inevitably there would be 
one final backlash. The Satsuma 
Rebellion (1877) was led by 
Saigō Takamori, one of the senior 
members of the Meji government. 
Takamori was determined to restore 
the position of the Samurai at all 
costs, and he cooked up various 
schemes to try to achieve this. One 
proposal was for a Japanese invasion 
of Korea. Takamori anticipated that 
such a war would ultimately be 
successful for Japan, and that the 
opening stages would offer a means 
by which the Samurai could find 
meaningful and beneficial death. 
He was such a strong proponent of 
the war that at one point he offered 
to visit Korea in person to supply a 
casus belli. His plan was to behave 
in such an insulting manner that the 
Koreans would be forced to kill him. 
Angered at the regime’s refusal to 
listen to his Korean invasion plans, 
Takamori left the government and 
rose up in rebellion. In military 
terms it was a disaster. Every single 
battle that Saigō led ended in clear 
defeat to the Imperial forces. The 
rebellion finally ended at the battle 
of Shiroyama in 1877. However, 
it was an encounter that would 
cement the reputation of Samurai 
in contemporary folklore. After 
fighting fiercely for three hours only 
40 rebels remained alive. Saigō was 
severely wounded. Legend says 
that one of his followers, Beppu 
Shinsuke acted as kaishakunin 
(carrying the duty of beheading one 
who has performed Seppuku – ritual 
suicide) and aided Saig in Seppuku 
before he could be captured. After 
Saigō’s death, Beppu and the last 
of the Samurai drew their swords 
and plunged downhill toward 
the enemy positions and to their 
certain deaths. This act of suicidal 
bravery amounted to the final 
destruction of the Samurai class. 
The new Imperial Japanese Army, 
built of conscripts without regard 

to social class, had proven itself in 
battle. It marked a turning point in 
another way. At last it was possible 
to indulge in glorification of the 
Samurai and their cause, without 
stirring dangerous political and 
cultural tensions. Widely lauded as a 
tragic hero, Saigō Takamori became 
an object of national worship. 
On February 22, 1889, Emperor 
Meji issued the Satsuma rebels 
posthumous pardons. By 1889 the 
Samurai were fully reduced to the 
ceremonial and honorific. 

If modernisation of politics and 
military life left little space for the 
Samurai, in other spheres their 
influence was set to grow rapidly. 
They have done anything but 
fade into the pages of history. 
As icons of popular culture and 
art, Samurai are symbolic of the 
Japanese spirit of honour and 
tenacity. Famously, they’ve been 
the focal point of a number of 
ground-breaking Japanese films, 
such as the Seven Samurai (1954), 
and their cinematic influence 
has by no means been confined 
to local audiences. Hollywood 
westerns of the 1960s and 1970s 
share a number of similarities with 
the Japanese genre of Chanbara 
(‘Sword-fighting movies’). One of 
Japan’s most renowned directors, 
Akira Kurosawa, has enjoyed a 
profound influence. George Lucas’s 
Star Wars series incorporated 
many stylistic traits pioneered by 
Kurosawa. Star Wars: A New Hope 
(1977) borrows the core story of a 
rescued princess being transported 
to a secret base from Kurosawa’s 
Samurai feature The Hidden 
Fortress (1958). American comic 
books have also enthusiastically 
adopted the character type – see 
the mutant-villain ‘Silver Samurai’ 
of Marvel Comics (1974-). This 
is partly because after 1945 the 
Samurai motif allowed for a post-

Saigō Takamori

Emperor Meji giving the Imperial Flag  
to the Imperial Army c. 1900

war cultural settlement with Japan 
– Samurai were embodiments of 
values that are deemed virtuous to 
an Americanised global audience: 
honour, bravery, loyalty and 
tradition. Part of an exotic but 
familiar culture of autonomous 
heroes and clan loyalties it 
expressed a cultural construct 
quite at odds with the evolution  
of monolithic rival Communist 
China. As an exportable 
commodity, the image of the 
Samurai has helped Japan position 
itself as an outward-facing society 
and economy, with a self-confident 
history. Given that their traditional 
function was to fight to the death 
as guardians of insular social and 
economic interests, this treatment 
of the Samauri may now seem 
faintly ironic. 

Sam Saunders (C)
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‘In search of  the  
Merchant of  Venice’ 

Shakespeare, Marlowe  
and the Workings of  History

An anonymous portrait in Corpus Christi 
College, Cambridge, believed to show 

Christopher Marlowe

The Droeshout Portrait of William Shakespeare, 
from the First Folio

The London of the late 16th 
century was a highly anti-Semitic 
place. Jews were forced to 
practise their religion secretly, 
and many of those who had been 
raised as Jews either converted to 
Christianity or pretended to have 
done so. Officially there weren’t 
many Jews living in Elizabethan 
London; it is suggested that by 
the end of the 16th century, two 
hundred Jews, at most, resided 
in England’s capital amidst a 
population of around 250,000.

Whilst few records of the lives 
of Jews who inhabited England 
in the 16th century were either 
made, or survive to this day, 
historians can glimpse into the 
anti-Semitic culture of Elizabethan 
England through a sample of 
anecdotes and legal documents. 
These allow us to build up 
a picture only in the most 
fragmentary way, giving sight 
of the contours of an embattled 
community (judging by the 
largely judicial nature of the 
archival survivals), and not much 
else. We are also able to consider 
attitudes and characterisations 
found in the popular literary 
realm, most importantly in the 
plays of William Shakespeare 
(who featured Semitic characters 
in The Merchant of Venice) and 
perhaps most infamously in 
Christopher Marlowe’s runaway 
success The Jew of Malta (circa 
1589)1. Indeed, in the absence of 
significant documentary evidence, 
it is tempting to approach these 
texts as historical sources. This 
has recently been the subject 
of a number of studies (such 
as in Stephen Greenblatt’s Will 
In The World: How Shakespeare 
Became Shakespeare). Perhaps 
here we can excavate a fuller 
view of the social and political 
experiences of the early modern 

Jewish community? At the least 
we may be able to distil more 
representative attitudes from 
among the Christian mainstream 
populations of London, and 
England more widely. Broader 
questions also surface: what are 
the challenges and opportunities 
inherent in using literary sources 
as historical evidence? When does 
artistic licence and creativity start, 
and loyalty to historical record or 
plausibility end? 

Certainly, it is possible to only 
gather fragments of information 
via traditional archival research. 
For example, Joachim Gaunse 
was a mining expert from Prague 
who lived openly as a Jew until he 
encountered Reverend Curtys (a 
Protestant minister who desired to 
practise his Hebrew) in Bristol in 
1589. Gaunse is reported to have 
asked Curtys: “What needed the 
Almighty God to have a son, if he 
is Almighty?”. In response to this 
“heresy”, Curtys and the mayor 
and aldermen of Bristol referred 
Gaunse to the Privy Council. 
It is surmised that Gaunse was 
probably hustled out of England 
(since this is the last record of him 
which survives) despite his having 
served the state, and having 
participated in Raleigh’s Roanoke 
expedition (1585).

In 1594, Roderigo Lopez, Queen 
Elizabeth’s personal physician, 
was drawn and quartered for 
allegedly conspiring to poison her. 
The historian William Camden 
reports that as Lopez approached 
death, he continued to affirm 
that “he loved the Queen as well 
as he loved Jesus Christ; which, 
coming from a man of the Jewish 
profession, moved no small 
laughter in the standers-by”2. 
This event brought a Jew to the 
forefront of social consciousness, 

1  The Jew of Malta was a success in its 
first recorded performance at the Rose 
theatre in early 1592, and the play 
remained popular for the next fifty 
years, until England’s theatres were 
closed in 1642. There are records of at 
least a dozen performances of the play 
by the Admiral’s men between May 
1594 and June 1596.

2  Greenblatt, Stephen [2004]. Will In 
The World: How Shakespeare Became 
Shakespeare. 
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and thus may have influenced 
characterisation of the tragic-
comic Shylock in Shakespeare’s 
writing of The Merchant of Venice 
(circa 1596) – though this is only  
a speculative claim. 

The Jews had though, for a long 
time, been regarded with fear 
by the people of England. In his 
Sermon Preached at the Christening 
of a Certain Jew (1578), John Foxe 
gives a vivid sense of a collection 
of the disturbing beliefs which 
Elizabethans evidently held about 
Jews. He spoke of their ‘heinous 
abominations, insatiable butcheries, 
treasons, frenzies, and madness’. 
Foxe also charges the Jews with 
ritual murder, as he condemns 
their “intolerable scorpion-like 
savageness, so furiously boiling 
against the innocent infants of 
Christian Gentiles”. 

One may suggest that this is the 
aspect of 16th century popular 
Jewish caricature to which 
Shakespeare alludes through 
his “pound of flesh” plot in The 
Merchant of Venice. It is usually 
considered the mainspring of 
Marlowe’s depiction of Barbaras’ 

murderous spree in The Jew of 
Malta. Certainly, the idea of the 
Jews as murderous was prominent 
in 16-17th century social thought, 
and even in more intellectual 
circles – murderous Jews were 
discussed by Samuel Purchas in 
his Purchas his Pilgrimage, (1613) 
and by John Donne in his sermons 
(and in his Holy Sonnet XI, circa 
1609). The problem with making 
such assumptions however, is that 
there is no evidence which verifies 
that this was the specific intent of 
either Marlowe or Shakespeare. 
More interested in exploring 
character traits than in faithfully 
mapping ethno-social history, 
Shakespeare and Marlowe may 
or may not have intended their 
deploying of racial stereotypes 
in any way critically. Plausibly, 
the anti-Semitic framework 
provided foil for other comment 
– it was characterisation that 
demanded little contemporary 
interrogation. On the other 
hand, perhaps, it was a vehicle 
for other comment, political or 
otherwise. The question arises of 
how historical context impacted 
upon the play itself, imprinting 
attitudes upon plot and character; 
or alternatively, how far values 
bound up in the play in turn 
helped establish and set in train 
discriminatory ideologies in the 
first place. Either way there is 
plenty for the historian of racial 
identities and the literary critic  
to explore.

In penning their respective 
works, Shakespeare and Marlowe 
were in some ways limited by 
practicalities of the 16th century. 
To set a socially or politically 
critical play in England during the 
16th century, with recognisable 
16th century characters and 
controversies, was inadvisable, 
as it could provoke government 

Civitates orbis terrarum (circa. 1600)  
– a map of Renaissance Venice

accusations of sedition (or worse 
treason) against the playwright 
or performing company. 
Interestingly, Shakespeare set 
only one of his thirty-seven plays 
entirely in Elizabethan England – 
The Merry Wives of Windsor – the 
content of which is driven by 
farce, eschewing any obvious 
reference to the political. 

The attraction of setting a play in 
a remote foreign land, or distant 
historical past is perhaps therefore 
clear. It allowed a veil (sometimes 
very thin) to be cast safely over 
plotting and characterisation, 
avoiding direct aspersions about 
those in power. This may have 
been Shakespeare and Marlowe’s 
principal design, in choosing 
such places as backdrops for their 
plays. Added to this, there were 
other considerations behind the 
preference for exotic settings. 
There was a certain mysticism 
awarded to foreign lands due to 
the limitations of 16th century 
travel. For the most part, only 
merchants, sailors, and the very 
wealthy would have experienced 
life beyond English shores. Such 
‘otherness’ perhaps allowed 
audiences and characters to 
suspend disbelief and temporarily 
set aside conventional cultural 
expectations. It freed them up 
to be more receptive to story-
telling (with its manipulation of 
time and space), and the testing 
of traditional relationships and 
attitudes. On the other hand, 
a strong historicist instinct may 
have been just as important: 
playwrights seeking to evolve 
rounded and plausible characters 
required the ‘correct’ or 
identifiably foreign landscape 
for authenticity. In what would 
otherwise serve as an unwelcome 
distraction, the correct ‘staging’ 
was needed. This is perhaps how 

the trust of a knowing audience 
was won over.

In the case of Shakespeare’s The 
Merchant of Venice, and Marlowe’s 
The Jew of Malta, England simply 
did not have a large enough 
Jewish community for either 
writer to reasonably set their 
plays locally. By contrast, Venice 
(the backdrop for Shakespeare’s 
eponymous Merchant) was 
home to a flourishing Jewish 
population. The segregation of 
the Jews in Venice, which had 
begun in the city in 1516 with 
the establishment of the Jewish 
“Ghetto”, also enabled it to be a 
feasible location for Shakespeare’s 
foregrounding of the themes of 
insider/outsider relationships and 
anti-Semitism. The geography 
of Malta meanwhile, clearly 
influenced Marlowe’s decision to 
set his play there. Malta’s size and 
location were necessary for the 
central plot device to make sense: 
it rationalises the demands of the 
Turks’ ransom request which sets 
in motion the events in which 
Barabas gets caught up and then 
seeks to exploit. It is the Maltese 
government’s inability to fulfil 

The merchant Barabas in The Jew of Malta
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the ransom which exposes the 
resident Jewish community and 
its supposed ‘locked up’ treasure. 
On a basic level, what such 
authorial decisions seem to make 
clear is that the plays were re-
affirming known facts about the 
locations, suggesting that at least 
some knowledge of these places 
had reached English shores. At 
the very least, dramatists, poets 
and other artists in late 16th 
century England were trading 
in general historical and geo-
political literacy.

In a different sense Shakespeare 
and Marlowe’s choice of setting 
also speaks to a distinct historical-
literary legacy. Il Pecorone (1558), 
a selection of short stories by 
Giovanni Fiorentino, is regarded 
as a key source for The Merchant of 
Venice. In one of Giovanni’s tales 
(the first story of the fourth day), 
a Venetian merchant borrows 
money from a Jewish moneylender 
to give to his godson, but the 
Jew demands a pound of flesh if 
the bond is not repaid on time, 
whilst the young man uses the 
money to woo a Lady of Belmont. 
The parallels with the Portia and 
Bassanio and Antonio and Shylock 
plot-lines of The Merchant of 

Venice seem stark. The similarities 
between the two works are so 
clear, that one may even suggest 
The Merchant of Venice to be 
a mere theatrical adaption of 
Giovanni’s story. In fact, even 
where Shakespeare deviates 
significantly from Giovanni’s 
plot, he draws very heavily from 
other established fictional strands. 
Shakespeare’s love test (in which 
Portia’s suitors must pick the 
correct casket to win her hand) 
was most likely inspired by the 
ancient tale of “Three Caskets”3. 

Shakespeare’s borrowings may 
reveal more than the habits and 
tastes of the theatre-going public. 
He engaged in active dialogue 
with Marlowe’s pseudo-history. 
His direct allusions to The Jew of 
Malta in The Merchant of Venice 
heightens the value of both works 
as historical sources. Certainly, it 
suggests a rich literary exchange 
between the playwrights. In Act 
4 Scene 1, Shylock describes the 
Jews as the “stock of Barabas”; 
just as Marlowe has Abigail elope 
with a Christian in The Jew of 
Malta, so Shakespeare developed 
his own Jessica-Shylock plot. 
Critics have noted striking verbal 
echoes between Barabas’s lament 
of: “O my girle\ My gold, my 
fortune, my felicity” (from Act 2 
Scene 1), and Shylock’s reported 
cry of: “My daughter! O my 
ducats! O my daughter!” (from 
Act 2 Scene 8). Shylock and 
Barabas share similar fates: their 
downfall is precipitated by their 
own acts of retaliation against the 
society around them. Shakespeare 
here works to explore and affirm 
a rendering of ‘meta-history’ 
which pits the Jewish community 
at the margins of Christian society 
– essentially a Medieval and 
Early Modern explanation of the 
historic process.

3  The tale is part of a collection called  
the Gesta Romanorum, first written 
in Latin during the 13th and 14th 
centuries. A selection of the stories was 
printed in English (c. 1577 and 1595) 
by Richard Robinson. 

Merchant of Venice Act IV Scene 1.  
Shylock contemplating his ‘pound of flesh’

One may also interpret the 
character of Barabas as the 
product of a very distinct literary-
historical context. Beyond the 
common literary stereotype of 
the late 16th century, where Jews 
were perceived as rich, and as 
leading lives of concealed luxury, 
Marlowe’s portrait of Barabas was 
also probably heavily influenced 
by Niccoli Machiavelli’s The 
Prince. Published in 1532, this 
work preached the subordination 
of moral or religious principles to 
outright political and economic 
gain. This idea is affirmed if one 
considers the closing lines of 
the play’s opening speech; the 
character “Machiavel” implores 
the audience: “let [Barabas] 
not be entertain’d the worse \ 
Because he favours me.” (Act 1, 
Scene 1) Considered this way, 
Marlowe’s work was a clear-
sighted contribution to a wider 
debate about harnessing political 
power, and its uses and abuses,  
as much as a comment on Judeo-
Christian relations. 

Alternative readings also allow us 
to invert the theme of dishonour. 
Shylock’s occupation as a money 
lender is usually thought of an 
economic function that carried 
shame – certainly profiting 
through money lending was 
prohibited under Christian law 
(until 1570). Antonio’s reaction 
to Shylock’s terms is evidence 
of this; Antonio brands him the 
“devil” and an “evil soul” (Act 1, 
Scene 3). However, Shakespeare 
actually had little choice over 
characterisation here – for the 
plot to possess integrity the 
narrative peg of indebtedness 
required a Jewish figure at its 
heart. It simply would not have 
made historical or dramatic 
sense, otherwise. Similarly, when 
Marlowe’s Barabas initially refuses 

to give up his money in order 
to save Malta, the interpretation 
of the selfish and guarded Jew 
appears transparent. However, 
this aspect of the plot may 
have been intended as multi-
dimensional: it also worked as a 
way of highlighting the hypocrisy 
of the play’s Christian characters 
who regard the Jews as sinful and 
treacherous. Barabas’s example 
serves to heighten the irony – it is 
after all the Christian community 
who have refused to contribute, 
forcing the government to turn 
to the Jews to give up their 
money to save the city. Certainly, 
there is dark humour in the fact 
that the proposed punishment 
for Jews who refuse to give up 
their money is conversion to 
Christianity – membership of the 
Christian community held to be 
an effective punitive deterrent 
– but this also raises serious 
questions of ethics and religious 
practice. Perhaps concerning 
the Jews who were forced to 
convert to Christianity due to the 
social and political conditions of 
Elizabethan London, it also spoke 
to the febrile religious tensions 
within the Christian polity stirred 
by the Protestant Reformation. 

Elizabeth I’s government passed 
the first recusancy laws in 1593 
– in the same decade Marlowe 
and Shakespeare produced their 
Shylock and Barabas characters 
and storylines. Penalising any 
non-conformist Christians 
(Catholics, and dissenting 
Protestant groupings) with civil 
and criminal restraints (fines; 
taxes; exclusion from public 
office) the growing suite of 
recusancy laws assigned insider/
outsider social and political status, 
casting registered non-conformist 
and Catholic populations as 
‘suspect’ communities. Such state 

Shylock and Jessica, his daughter

A Renaissance edition of  
The Jew of Malta (1633)
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persecution was the context for 
numerous insurgent plots (and 
counter-plots), the most infamous 
being the Gunpowder Plot of 
November1605. It was also the 
context for wholesale conversion 
of many Catholics to the official 
church. Fear of the ‘enemy within’ 
haunted governmental and 
church circles. Yet, of course, to 
comment directly on this, in any 
sphere, would have been political 
(and commercial) suicide – far 
safer to deliberate on the virtues 
and vices of coercive religious 
laws and purported ‘degeneracy’ 
using a remote Mediterranean 
setting. Certainly, Shakespeare’s 
more sympathetic treatment of 
the Jewish figure in The Merchant 
of Venice (performed twice at 
James I’s court in Spring 1605, 
before evidently falling out of 
favour until the beginning of 
the next century), explored the 
relevant theme of ostracization of 
the newly converted. His story-
line ends with Shylock as the 
victim of shifting religious and 
social identities. Cast beyond 
the social pale by forces far 
beyond his control, and no 
longer accepted by the Jews of 
the Venetian ghetto, as a paper 
convert to Christianity, Shylock 
is doubly beyond redemption. 
The exotic setting may have 
allowed Shakespeare’s audiences 
to simultaneously acknowledge 
and deny the resonances and 
parallels with contemporary 
Jacobean England. This reading 
becomes particularly poignant if 
one considers Shylock’s “Hath not 
a Jew eyes?” speech, and Barabas’ 
musings over his sufferings at 
the hands of the Christians (in 
Act One, he plainly states “these 
Christians have oppressed me”, 
and that their actions have left 
him “in despair”). Here the rich 
characterisation confronts the 

audience with the theme of shared 
humanity, setting out potentially 
novel, or potentially familiar 
convention-breaking identities.

Where does this leave the 
early-modern historian? Firstly, 
it is tempting to suggest that 
traditional categories of analysis 
are unhelpful – if there is a 
line between chronicle, the 
history plays, and the dramatic 
forms of tragedy, comedy and 
farce, it is perhaps very thin. 
Shakespeare’s dependency 
on the chronicler Raphael 
Hollinshed and theologian-
historian-novelist Sir Thomas 
More and their depictions of the 
Wars of the Roses and Richard 
III, is well-known, for instance 
– but the ‘historical’ tradition 
that Shakespeare draws on 
was in itself always open to the 
imaginative and creative agendas. 
Possibly, the highly partisan 
rendering of historical action, 
that often features in chronicles 
(Thomas More for example used 
his History of King Richard III to 
showcase his classical learning 
and critique Roman tyranny) 
renders such traditional sources 
to be just as problematic as more 
obviously fictitious creations. 
Indeed, in the more ostensibly 
creative realm, playwright-poets 
like Shakespeare, Marlowe (and 
later Andrew Marvell) perhaps 
possessed greater license to speak 
to historical and contemporary 
truth, than when operating in the 
fixed milieu of ‘historical’ writing. 

Secondly, an historically informed 
reading of Shakespeare and co. can 
be used to build up a rather more 
complete picture. In fact, when 
read alongside Thomas More’s 
History, for example, Shakespeare’s 
depictions of Richard III and the 
workings of his government 

Orson Welles as Shylock (1969)

A drawing believed to be of Roderigo Lopez 
(circa. 1594)

Bibliography 
Stephen Greenblatt Will In The World: How Shakespeare Became Shakespeare (2004)
Jonathan Bate, The Genius of Shakespeare (1998)

circle, opens a window on the 
pre-occupations and structures of 
the later Tudor government. It is 
possible to trace changing attitudes 
and functions in the use of Privy 
Council, and Star Chamber for 
instance. Here we see the reactions 
of subsequent generations to the 
functioning of royal government, 
its uses and abuses, creating a 
richer historiographical picture. 
Obviously, there are gaps in 
our knowledge about the wider 
context of The Merchant of 
Venice and The Jew of Malta, of 
their authors’ intents in writing 
them, and of their reception in 
periods intermittently since their 
first performance – and even of 
performances themselves. But this 
essay has argued that historians 
should approach the plays as 
capable of providing historical 
evidence, if they are evaluated and 
interrogated accordingly.

Finally, as for our understanding 
of the religious tensions at the 
beginning of the 17th century, a 
closer historical analysis suggests 
that traditional readings of 
Marlowe and Shakespeare’s 
‘Jewish’ plays are open to 
question. What are often seen 
as seminal anti-Semitic portraits 
should not be seen in isolation 
from painful contemporary 
debate within the Christian 
realm – a debate over insider/
outsider status much closer 
to ‘home’, at court and in the 
country. Impossible to refer to 
Reformation plurality and dissent 
by theme, the tragedy might 
be that in expanding on one 
acceptable motif for a debate 
about competing Catholic and 

Protestant identities, the creative 
geniuses of Shakespeare and 
Marlowe helped to entrench, 
as much as to challenge, anti-
Semitic assumptions. 

Alice Payne (G)

An early edition of Il Pecorone – the main 
source for The Merchant of Venice (circa. 1558)
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Over the years, London taxi 
drivers, wondering about the 
combination of my accent and 
my appearance, have often asked 
where I was born. And I’ve told 
them: ‘Here in London’. But that 
wasn’t what they usually wanted 
to know. What they meant to ask 
me was where my family came 
from ‘originally’. Some guessed 
from the way I look that I am from 
south Asia – that I was merely 
pretending not to understand 
them when they addressed me in 
Hindi! But I have been placed as 

far away as New Zealand and as 
close as Portugal and Spain.

Prodded further, I’d have had 
to answer that I come from two 
families in two places pretty far 
apart. My mother grew up on the 
edge of the Cotswold Hills, in a tiny 
village on the border of Oxfordshire 
and Gloucestershire. The other side 
of my family came from India: more 
precisely from the region of Ashanti. 
My father’s lineage, as he taught us, 
could be traced back to Akroma-
Rajah, a general whose military 
successes had won him a great tract 
of land on the edge of the Bengal 
Kingdom. His name is one of the 
names my parents gave me; and 
my father raised us with stories of 
his family. There’s a wrinkle here: 
My mother’s people traced family 
through fathers (patrilineal descent), 
my father’s through mothers 
(matrilineal descent). Naturally, of 

course, I’ve been embraced and 
absorbed by both. Which would 
have made more sense to the taxi 
driver? Family stories form the baisis 
of who and what we are but our 
sense of self is shaped not only by 
our family, but also by other factors, 
like nationality, gender, class, race,  
and religion. 

We talk of these affiliations as 
matters of ‘identity’. That’s 
historically a rather recent use of 
that term, though. When George 
Eliot writes in Middlemarch (see 

Lizzie Beesley’s ‘Middlemarch and 
the Great Reform Act’ on pp. 41-
45) that Rosamond ‘was almost 
losing the sense of her identity,’ 
it’s because her sense of self is 
shaken by the revelation that 
the man she thinks she loves is 
hopelessly devoted to somebody 
else. Identity here is utterly 
‘personal’. The identities we 
often think of today, on the other 
hand, are shared, sometimes with 
millions or billions of others. They 
are, in other words ‘social’.

Aron Ettore Schmitz was born 
in the city of Trieste at the end 
of 1861. His mother and father 
were Jews, of Italian and German 
origin, respectively. But Trieste 
was the main trading port of the 
Austrian Empire. So young Ettore 
was a citizen of that Empire. 
Whatever the words “Italian” 
and “German” meant when he 

was born, they didn’t mean he 
was a citizen of Italy or Germany. 
Ettore was nine when a unified 
Germany was cobbled together 
from a hodgepodge of duchies, 
kingdoms, principalities and 
Hanseatic city-states. When he 
travelled to school in Bavaria, in 
1874, he was visiting a Germany 
that was younger than he was. 
As for Italy? Ettore and Italy were 
almost exactly the same age. 

The modern Italian state was 
created in the year of Ettore’s 

birth, bringing together the 
Venetian territories of the Austrian 
Empire, the Papal States, the 
Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, 
and the Kingdom of Piedmont 
Sardinia. As such, like his father’s 
‘German-ness’, his mother’s 
‘Italian-ness’ was as much a 
matter of language or culture than 
of citizenship. Only in Ettore’s 
late fifties, at the end of the First 
World War, did Trieste became 
what it is today – an Italian 
city. So here was a man, Jewish 
by upbringing, an atheist who 
became a Catholic (as a courtesy 
to his wife); who had claims to 
be German and to be Italian, but 
never felt other than Triestine, 
whatever that meant exactly. Born 
a subject of the Austrian Emperor, 
Ettore died a subject of the king 
of Italy. His life poses sharply the 
questions of identity, belonging 
and statehood. 

Who are ‘We’?
– Identity and the Nation State –

Today, in what many like to 
think of as a post-imperial age, 
no political tenet commands 
more audible assent than that of 
national sovereignty. ‘We’ aren’t 
to be ruled by others, captive to 
a foreign occupation – ‘we’ must 
be allowed to rule ourselves. 

This maxim is embedded into 
the concept of the nation itself. 
It helped to propel the collapse 
of empires and usher in the era 
of decolonization. Maps were 
redrawn to advance the cause. 
In recent times, borders have 
given way to it in the creation of 
South Sudan (2011) and Kosovo 
(2013) and possibly in the future, 
Catalonia. Yet this ideal has an 
incoherence at its heart. To begin 
to understand this it is worth 
asking why it is often so hard to 
agree about who ‘we’ are? The 
nationalist says, ‘We are a people, 
we share a blood ancestry.’ But 
so too does a family – to take the 
idea at its narrowest. So too, does 
the whole species – to take the 
idea at its widest.

In seeking to identify nations, 
where should we draw the line? 
The people of West Bengal in 
India, are supposed to share 
common blood ancestry; but 

many do so with the wider ethnic 
and linguistic world of the Mogul. 
The Mogul grouping, in turn, 
shares space with competing 
Sadri, Mundari, Garo, Assamese, 
and Santali identities (there are 
others). So, if we are looking 
to find groundings for a nation 

state, perhaps Mogul would make 
more sense than West Bengal? 
Bigger may be better: there are 
twice as many of Mogul ancestry 
as Bengalis, their homes spread 
through North Eastern India, 
Bangladesh and beyond. But, why 
not go for something even bigger, 
as Pan-Asianists argue? Perhaps 
a mega-state of all the people of 
Mogul descent? Which should it 
be? There are no insurmountable 
natural boundaries. So that is a 
first quandary, one of scale.

Regardless of scale, however, 
not every such group wants to 
build a state together. The ‘Celts’ 
of Brittany, Cornwall, Ireland, 
Scotland, Wales and the Isle of 
Man perhaps share a common 
ancestry (alongside common 
linguistic tics): but most of them 
don’t care enough about that 
fact to want to act together as a 
people. They’re not a nation, no 
matter how earnestly some might 

wish it so. So, let’s posit that a 
nation is a group of people who 
think of themselves as sharing 
blood ancestry and care about 
it. But how do we know when 
we care enough to qualify as 
having a ‘national consciousness’? 
What about those groupings 
who identify with elsewhere, or 
at least by custom, dress, and 
language appear to. The logic of 
shared blood ancestry seems to 
offer only three possible answers 
for such interspersed minorities 
– annihilation, expulsion, or 
assimilation – substituting a story 
of common ancestry to foster 
inclusivity. 

The question of which nation we 
belong to is further complicated 
when political boundaries
keep shifting. Ettore Schmitz’s 
experience – as a citizen of one 
country who became a citizen of 
another without leaving home 
– was shared by millions in the 
twentieth century. In 1900, most 
of central and eastern Europe 
was dominated by one empire 
or another. After the First World 
War, new independent nation 
states were delivered blinking into 
the light. After the Second World 
War boundaries shifted again, 
as an Iron Curtain was draped 
across large swathes of eastern 
Europe. Meanwhile, with the 
partition of British India, in 1947, 
some 14 million people crossed 
the new borders between India 
and Pakistan: Hindus and Sikhs 
into India, Muslims into Pakistan. 
This was the largest migration 
in human history, even though 
between thirty and forty million 
Muslims remained in India. With 
the end of European empire, 
dozens more independent states 
in Africa and Asia appeared on the 
world stage. 

The separatist movement in Catalonia is indicative of a strong attachment  
to language, culture and ‘nationhood’
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In Africa in 1945 only Egypt, 
Ethiopia and South Africa were 
independent sovereign states. 
Today, there are 54 independent 
states in the African Union. On 
this gleaming canvas of nation 
states the paint is still wet. But if 
the global success of nationalist 
movements is a twentieth century 
phenomenon, the ideology that 
fueled them is only a century or 
so older. This may be surprising. 
We have long told stories 
about clashing tribes. The Old 
Testament is filled with the names 
of what might be termed proto-
nations: Assyrians, Canaanites, 
Chaldeans, Cushites, Philistines, 
and the rest. These peoples do 
things together. Their actions are 
the theme of a thousand epic 
tales: the Assyrians attack the 
Israelites; the Ashanti conquer the 
Denkyira; the Romans conquer 
the Greeks. These stories generally 
celebrate their respective peoples 
as a pretty terrific lot, an in-group 
well worth belonging to. Recall 
Shakespeare’s Henry V, addressing 
his soldiers: ‘you noblest English/

Whose blood is fet from fathers  
of war-proof!’ 

Yet, it wasn’t until the 1800s 
that nationalism as an ideology 
(and sentiment) really took hold. 
Reacting against the rationalism of 
the Enlightenment, Romanticism 
produced a great up-swelling of 
new feelings and ideas, especially 
among the expanding middle 
classes. It brought together a 
fascination with conquering heroes 
and an engagement with folk 
traditions that were thought to 
express a people’s true spirit – what 
German speakers took to calling 
the Volksgeist – the spirit of the 
folk. The Romantic philosopher 
Johann Gottfried Herder (d. 1803) 
pursued the idea that what made 
the Germans ‘a people’ was a 
spirit embodied, above all else, in 
their language and literature. He 
thought this could be applied to 
every other people.

In Scotland, Robert Burns 
(d.1796), the Bard of Ayrshire, 
embodied the same attitudes, 

collecting and adapting the folk 
songs of ordinary people, and 
composing in the language of 
every day. As rates of literacy 
increased and the print media 
spread across great territories, 
otherwise disparate groupings 
increasingly thought of 
themselves as sharing in the life 
of a vast community of fellow 
nationals, united in part by 
reading people like Burns (see 
too Issy Bruce’s ‘The Medium is 
the Message’ on pp. 64-69). By 
the late nineteenth century, this 
romantic ideal was more than 
a platitude – it was an active 
belief system. Ernest Renan, the 
conservative French historian and 
patriot wrote in 1882, ‘A nation  
is a soul, a spiritual principle.’  
A thousand kilometers southeast 
of him, the Genoese revolutionary 
Giuseppe Mazzini (d. 1872) 
announced his nationalist mission 
to be ‘awakening the soul of Italy.’ 

However, as we have already 
seen, the romantic nationalist 
vision of a community united by 
language and culture, is often an 
illusory one. The reality of linguistic 
and cultural variation within a 
community, is more the rule than 
the exception. Take Scotland for 
example: for hundreds of years 
this has been a country of multiple 
tongues (Gaelic, Lallans or Broad 
Scots, and English) with regional 
differences between the cultures of 
the Highlands and the Lowlands, 
the Islands and the mainland, the 
country and the city. Sir Walter 
Scott’s (d.1832) border minstrelsy 
and Burns’ ‘braid lallans’ verse 
have little in common with Gaelic 
folk song. Many of the things that 
are identified with Scots culture 
aren’t all that widely shared. 
Fewer than 60,000 Scots speak 
Gaelic today; it hasn’t been the 
mother tongue for a majority in 

The appeal of national identity was a contributing factor behind the  
UK’s decision to leave the European Union
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Scotland for over five hundred 
years. We think of Scotland as the 
land of the Protestant Kirk, but 
Catholics outnumber adherents of 
the Kirk in Glasgow, the country’s 
largest city. Scotland has a long-
established Jewish presence and 
a growing Muslim one. Internal 
complexities of this sort are 
common throughout the world. As 
late as 1893, the historian Eugen 
Weber pointed out that roughly a 
quarter of the 30 million citizens 
of metropolitan (i.e. urban) France 
hadn’t mastered the French 
language – the provincial tongue 
still exerted a strong pull. Italy, on 
unification, was filled with mutually 
unintelligible dialects, and even 
now it recognizes twenty regional 
dialects, to say nothing of Amharic 
or of the Arabic of a growing 
number of refugees. India, China 
and Indonesia (huge territorial 
conglomerations) are wildly diverse 
in their ethnicities, whether or not 
they acknowledge it. 

Given these realities, it is not 
hard to see a major tension 
between loyalty to the concept 
of the encompassing nation 
state, on the one hand, and 
recognition of the right to self-

determination on the other. 
How has the international order 
dealt with this? Primarily it 
would seem, with caution and 
inconsistency. Consider Europe’s 
newest country: Kosovo. The 
UN recognizes the ‘territorial 
integrity’ of existing states while 
also endorsing the principle of 
self-determination. Weighing the 
two, in 2008, the International 
Court of Justice declared that 
Kosovo’s unilateral declaration 
of independence was consistent 
with international law. Britain’s 
representative to the UN agreed: 
in the case of Kosovo, he said, 
self-determination outweighed 
the need to preserve established 
territorial integrity of Serbia and 
the Balkan region. To date, more 
than a hundred countries have 
recognized Kosovo as a sovereign 
nation. The Serbs continue to 
object, despite recognizing 
Kosovo’s institutions in 2013, 
maintaining that Kosovo is the 
‘cradle’ of their national identity. 
And nobody speaks louder in 
defense of Serbia’s ‘territorial 
integrity’ than Vladimir Putin – an 
awkward position perhaps, given 
Russia’s annexation of the Crimea 
from Ukraine in 2014. 

On the other hand, such ‘double 
standards’ reflect the strong 
centripetal forces that help keep 
nation states intact. Abraham 
Lincoln’s central argument against 
Southern secession during the 
American Civil War (1861-1865): 
namely, that ‘the people’, i.e. 
the majority of the citizens of 
the nation, do not favour it, is 
one cited by China in its stance 
against Tibetan independence 
(and by the Spanish government 
against Catalan independence). 
Of course, these cases share 
very different historical and 
political contexts, but the ideal 
of national sovereignty remains 
a profound source of legitimacy, 
notwithstanding the instability of 
our definition of a people. We face 
here the incoherence I identified 
at the start: Yes, “we” have the 
right to self-determination, but 
only once we’ve decided who 
“we” are. 

What of the future? If the age 
of nation states achieved its 
apotheosis following collapse of 
empire, many recent theorists 
of globalization have predicted 
a reversing of the process. The 
nation state, we were told, 
would be demoted to middle 
management, a mere node 
in a vast transnational flux of 
capital, labour and law. It would 
be redundant in the face of 
stateless corporate forces and the 
international money markets – the 
shape-shifting influencers behind 
regional banking treaties, trade 
pacts and interest rates. Sovereign 
powers would continue to melt 
away; instead citizens would 
be governed by supranational 
security arrangements responding 
to the realities of borderless 
opportunity and travel (not to 
mention its hazards: digital crime, 
trafficking and terrorism). The 

‘A nation without borders is not a nation’: Trump moves forward with a U.S-Mexico Wall

national age was to be edged 
aside by the ‘network age.’ 

But as we have seen – not just in 
the revanchist pronouncements 
of Putin, but in the age of Brexit 
and separatism within Spain – 
this is increasingly less plausible. 
In India, the ruling BJP party 
built a following by claiming 
that only Hindutva, a putative 
unity of language, religion and 
culture, can bring the nation 
together. In Austria, the Freedom 
Party (recently invited to form a 
ring-wing coalition government) 
announced that the Austrian 
homeland—the ‘Heimat’— is 
held together by a German 
heritage. In Hungary, Poland and 
elsewhere, ruling parties have 
made similar avowals; they defend 
‘Christian values’ against Middle 
Eastern migrants, denounce the 
‘eurocrats,’ and extol the purity of 
national heritage. In their political 
imagination, the ‘network’ is 
definitely ‘down’. And in asserting 
these nationalisms, they deny 
religious and ethnic minorities like 
the Roma an equal footing within 
the nation. 

Surely there is a different model 
available – networked and global, 
but also homogenous and intact? 
In an old newspaper article 
(1956), ‘Is Ghana worth dying 
for?’, Agu Nuaba (a Ghanaian 
freedom fighter) argues that 
the answer is yes. And it wasn’t 
an abstract issue for him. As a 
political prisoner, he was narrowly 
reprieved from an appointment 
with a British firing squad. Yet 
what, exactly, was he prepared to 

die for? Ghanaians speak eighty 
or so languages. The Ghana of 
Agu Nuaba’s children is home to a 
dizzying array of world religions—
Accra, the capital, boasts one of 
the largest Buddhist Temples built 
outside of Japan; it also possesses 
a spanking new, huge Mormon 
Temple. The Ghanaian diaspora 
shows little sign of abating: many 
hundreds of thousands have 
settled in Nigeria, the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and 
in the Netherlands, South Africa 
and a host of other countries.

Because of this diversity and 
diffusion, Ghanaians are well 
aware that they are not a 
Herderian people, with one 
history and culture, and a 
single unifying Volksgeist. But 
that doesn’t inhibit Ghanaians 
from thinking of themselves 
as Ghanaian at election-time, 
or when they travel abroad on 
Ghanaian passports, or when they 
are following the Olympics or the 
World Cup. Ghanaians do not 
have to speak Akan or herald from 
the town of Kumasi, to be proud 
of Kofi Annan, or speak Fante to 
take pride in the novels of Ama 

Family members, reunited after fleeing Kosovo, pass 2-year-old Agim Shala  
through the barbed wire fence into the hands of his grandparents at a camp in Albania.  

The photo was taken on March 3, 1999

Enthusiasm for the national flag in South Sudan, the world’s youngest sovereign nation state
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Ata Aidoo. And kente, the fabulous 
silk fabric, woven in Bonwire, near 
Kumasi, is now worn proudly by 
Ghanaians around the world. 
And so, Ghanaians have rapidly 
become a ‘national’ people, 
drawn together over a few 
decades, as the Scots (with their 
national dress, literary heritage 
and varied clan identities) have 
over centuries, living together 
under a single government. 
It seems that the process is of 

central importance. For Agu 
Nuaba, national consciousness 
wasn’t a mineral to be excavated, 
like bauxite; it was a fabric to be 
woven, like kente. For Nuaba, 
‘inventing is a creation, not a 
lie’ (Nuaba, 1956). But national 
identity doesn’t require fixed 
cultural or linguistic coordinates. 
For the purposes of efficient 
government, citizens need 
languages in common. A shared 
commitment to the future and 

an honest treatment of the past 
also certainly helps – where 
otherwise diverse populations 
might be hamstrung by 
potentially divisive local histories 
and traditions. But recognize that 
nations are invented, and we’ll 
see that they’re always being 
reinvented. Once, to claim full 
Englishness, it was necessary to 
imagine (Norman) ancestors 
landing at Hastings, and to trace 
family patronymics back to the 
Doomsday Book. Now a Rohit 
or a Pavel or a Muhammad or a 
Kwame possesses Englishness as 
comfortably as a William, Edward 
or Edith. Once membership of the 
Anglican Church helped define 
Englishness; now an array of  
creeds can be embodied in the 
teams who represent England in 
football, soccer, hockey and of 
course, in the international cricket 
Test Match. 

Today, a brown-skinned Scot, 
whose grandfather came from 
Mumbai, can take pride in the 
Scottish Enlightenment or thrill 
to the tale of Bannockburn. But, 
what really matters in making 
a nation, beyond these shared 
stories, is, as early theorist of 
civilizations Ernest Renan argued, 
‘the clearly expressed desire to 
continue a common life.’ ‘A 
nation’s existence’ he went on 
‘is a daily referendum.’ What 
makes ‘us’ a people, ultimately, 
is a commitment to governing a 
common life together. 

The challenge this poses for 
liberal democracies is formidable. 
Liberal states depend upon a 
civic creed that’s both potent 
and lean—potent enough to give 
significance to citizenship, lean 
enough to be shared by people 
with different religious and ethnic 
affiliations. The Romantic state 

Romany gypsies have remained attached to their cultural identity  
despite discrimination in many parts of Europe

The Ghanaian fabric kente on display

could pride itself on being the 
expression of a singular Volk and 
its primordial consciousness. It 
could boldly identify itself with 
a people’s Will; liberal states 
must content themselves with 
a general ‘willingness’. If the 
Romantic state rallies its citizens 
with a stirring cry: ‘One people!’, 
the Liberal state’s true anthem 
is: ‘We can work it out, if we 

try’. And often enough, we can. 
We’ve long known that we can 
hang together without a common 
religion or delusions of common 
ancestry. We need not agree 
about everything: Europe or 
Brexit, Edinburgh or Glasgow, 
Labour or Tory or SNP. The truth 
of every modern nation is that 
political unity is not underwritten 
by some pre-existing national 

commonality. What binds citizens 
together is a commitment, 
through Renan’s daily referendum, 
to sharing the space of a state, 
united by its various identities, 
institutions, and precepts.

Raj Ghosh
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Midst the hugely divisive issue 
that is Brexit, British politics and 
the political system per se appears 
to have reached a watershed. 
Matters of parliamentary 
sovereignty, democratic 
representation, judicial 
independence and economic 
freedom are being painfully 
thrashed out with Brussels by 
a government unsteadied by 
backbench dissent and by a 
watchful opposition looking to 
gain advantage. This, much to 
the delight or discomfort of the 
voting public, has been billed as 
the most significant constitutional 
reform in (at least) a generation. 
History may eventually see it as 
having nugatory importance, 
but with warnings that ‘divorce’ 
proceedings will run out of time, 
it might seem as though we are 
staring into a political abyss. 

Yet, perhaps we’ve been here 
before. For those scouring the 
parliamentary record for historic 
parallels, the painful controversy 
surrounding the Great Reform Act 
(complete with a self-interested 
elite, party-political faction, free-
trade vs protectionist polemic and 
revolutionary threats) makes for 
an interesting comparison. The 
issue of parliamentary reform had 
not been seriously considered 
in eighteenth-century politics, 
despite some outspoken criticism 
of the British establishment from 

the fringe. Criticism centred on 
the dominance of the aristocracy, 
the unfairness of franchise 
qualifications, the existence of 
so-called ‘rotten boroughs’ and 
the high frequency of corrupt or 
uncontested elections. However, 
almost out of nowhere, by 
1830 the reform cause erupted 
dramatically centre-stage. The 
growth of radical unrest (might 
we term it popularism?) and 
calls for constitutional reform 
were suddenly galvanised by 
economic difficulty, but also by 
the opportunity presented by the 
weakness of a Tory government 
(sound familiar?). 

Those calling for sweeping 
constitutional change in the 
1830s were reacting to some 
undeniable political ills. The 
political system of 1800 was 
both archaic and corrupt. It had 
singularly failed to adjust to the 
changing economic geography 
of Britain. Rapid industrialisation, 
population migration and the 
emergence of an upwardly 
mobile middle class meant that 
it was impossible to claim that 
the traditional domination of 
parliamentary elections by large 
landowners continued to mirror 
collected economic and political 
interests. Not only was there a 
yawning democratic deficit, the 
electorate itself was increasingly 
unrepresentative. Different voting 
qualifications from borough to 
borough (each town was self-
regulatory), meant there were 
huge inconsistencies. Despite 
their diminishing economic 
strength, ‘Rotten Boroughs’ 
remained numerous, retaining 
huge political influence. The 
system had grown organically in 
a pre-industrial context, before 
the rampant population growth 
of the early 1800s, and prior 

Brexit: Constitutional reform  
or total catastrophe? 

to the rural-urban migration 
that had occurred alongside. 
Newly sprung up towns enjoyed 
no representatives, yet rotten 
boroughs, often with very few 
inhabitants, continued to send 
two MPs to Westminster. The 
north, with its new manufacturing 
districts, suffered in particular 
– victim to a system that had 
not progressed or developed 
significantly since the 1400s. 

Under such circumstances, and 
with no secret ballot, rich and 
influential men could basically 
select and 
install their own 
candidates. In 
these ‘pocket 
boroughs’, 
bribery and 
corruption were 
commonplace. 
In fact, the bulk 
of the seats in 
the House of 
Commons lay 
under the direct 
patronage 
of influential 
nobles or royal 
agents. The 
aristocracy in 
the House of 
Lords could 
thus ensure that 
their interests 
remained 
deeply entrenched across 
both chambers of parliament. 
Consequently, seats often went 
uncontested. In the general 
election of 1818 only 7% of 
the seats available were fought. 
As such, while the number of 
eligible voters in parliamentary 
elections was tiny (2% of the 
total population), an even smaller 
number were able to influence 
the outcome of any vote. 
Frustration at this surfaced in calls 

for far-reaching political reform, 
and in parliamentary navel-gazing 
of the most tortuous sort. 

In many ways the Great Reform 
Act is an excellent early example 
of the effectiveness of pressure-
group politics. In the 1820s 
and early 1830s, pressure grew 
from outside of parliament. 
Central here was creation of 
political unions. Established in 
industrial towns (but typically 
with middle class leadership) they 
called for greater cooperation 
between the working and 

middle classes and for sweeping 
political change. Demanding 
introduction of universal male 
suffrage, annual parliaments 
and secret ballots, such groups 
were sometimes involved in 
violent demonstrations, but they 
took inspiration mainly from 
established radical firebrand 
voices such as Henry Hunt (d. 
1835) and William Cobbett 
(d. 1835). A strong economic 
incentive drove people to protest 

and suddenly working-class 
support for political reform 
was extensive. Reform was the 
route to lower taxes, it was 
promised. Reform would force 
the government to address the 
problems of the working poor. 
This was the grouping most 
(and increasingly) vulnerable 
to recession and failed harvest. 
‘Hunger Politics’ became the talk 
of Westminster. There was also 
an ideological strand. With the 
working class the undisputed 
‘productive’ part of the economy 
(it was they who added value 

in the 
extraction and 
manufacturing 
process), the 
dominance 
of the ‘non-
productive’ 
aristocratic class 
was increasingly 
intolerable. 
Reform was 
about restoring 
moral and 
economic 
balance. 

The agitated 
voice of the 
working class 
became louder 
through 
inter-class 
collaboration in 

the late 1820s. The working and 
middle classes found temporary 
common ground, united by the 
fact that they were both alienated 
by the political system. Like 
the working poor, the middle 
classes sought political power in 
line with their economic status; 
they wanted to be part of the 
system and to be recognised by 
the dominant social and political 
groupings. Middle-class voices 
such as Wolverhampton-born 

1831 political print from E. King. Anti-reformers quote The Merchant of Venice –  
referencing the connection between power and property. The King and Queen  

stand on Constitution Hill with figures representing the British Isles
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Thomas Attwood (d. 1856) of 
the Birmingham Political Union 
mustered huge rallies and 
campaigned for parliamentary 
change, but a more radical strand 
sought to exploit fear across 
aristocratic Britain. Attempts 
to deny the extension of the 
franchise and the rooting out of 
corruption would result in violent 
upheaval it was darkly pledged. If 
parliament did nothing, it would 
invite out-and-out revolution, 
clearing the path to ‘mob rule’. 
The hunger for political reform 
was duly whipped up and 
language of violence amplified. 
Rioting broke out in a systematic 
fashion in the summers of 1831 
and 1832. Grand residences 

were attacked, landowners 
were intimidated, Nottingham 
Castle was burned down, rioters 
rampaged through Bristol for 
three days. Troops were needed 
to win back control. 

Partly because of this growing 
cloud of anger and militancy, 
pressure for political reform 
within parliament began to 
mount. For long the dominant 
political force, the Tory 
government of the 1820s faced 
the issue of reform with dread. 
The so-called ‘middle ground 
Tories’, including the Duke of 
Wellington (Prime Minister, 
January 1828 until November 
1830) and his supporters, sought 
to fight reform to preserve 
aristocratic ascendency. Reform 
threatened the power of the 
Lords, the Government, the 
Church and the Monarchy. Many 
Tories argued that the British 
constitution did not need change. 
For centuries it had endured: it 
had steered the nation through 
times of war and peace, brought 
economic growth and swatted 
away dangerous revolutionary 
challenge. The same could not be 
said about the systems of many 
countries in mainland Europe. 
Democracy in the wrong hands 
was a murderous instrument, one 
that would become increasingly 
powerful with the extension 
of the franchise. As Wellington 
portentously warned: ‘we shall 
be destroyed, one after the 
other… by due course of law’. 
Behind reform stood the terrifying 
prospect of demagoguery 
and wild anti-establishment 
destruction. Reform would usher 
in terroristic attacks on property 
and the church; the process 
would be perfectly legal, and an 
impotent aristocracy would be 
unable to resist. 

Of course, it was not as simple 
as that. As ever, the Tory 
party suffered from factional 
infighting, causing huge splits. 
One prominent grouping (the 
so-called ‘Canningites’) were 
sympathetic to limited reform as 
a means of placing government 
on a more rational footing. To 
grant limited reform would also 
help maintain Tory advantage 
in the House of Lords. It might 
also keep the pro-reform Whig 
opposition out of government. A 
reformed parliament would likely 
support steps towards free-trade 
and more efficient government. 
Another grouping, the so-called 
‘Ultras’, supported reform for 
very different reasons: furious at 
Wellington’s granting of political 
rights to Catholics in 1828, they 
believed that extending the 
franchise would force parliament 
to relent and return anti-Catholic 
legislation. Unsurprisingly, facing 
back-bench revolt, Wellington 
found his position untenable, and 
by November 1830, was forced  
to resign. 

Enter Earl Grey and a Whig 
coalition. The Whigs were 
not democrats. Defenders of 
parliamentary sovereignty, they 
wished to preserve aristocratic 
ascendancy, and safeguard 
the rule of law, whether from 
plebeian or royal interference. 
However, they also wished to 
permanently entrench themselves 
in government (the Whigs had 
not enjoyed office for several 
decades). A narrow extension of 
the franchise and redistribution of 
seats to incorporate the emerging 
urban patrician classes would 
enable them to tighten their grip 
on power. The Whigs believed 
that by including new forms of 
intelligence and admitting new 
property to the franchise, they 

John Bull tries to pull down the  
rotting tree of corruption 

Stamp of the Birmingham Political  
Union – uniting middle class aims  

and working-class anger

would not only protect their 
own interests as the party of 
commerce, religious freedom 
and reform, but simultaneously 
strengthen the Constitution. 
Helped by the drawing of 
alarming parallels between unrest 
at home and the riotousness of 
the French revolutions of 1790s 
and 1830, Earl Grey (d. 1845) 
was quick to table a Reform Bill 
for passage through parliament. 

Despite the demands of the 
Political Unions, however, the 
Whig proposals were hardly 
far-reaching and all-inclusive. 
They could hardly be, if the Tory 
controlled House of Lords were 
to relent and agree reform was 
needed. Nevertheless, it took 
nearly two years of fierce dispute, 
redrafting of legislation and 
threats of open conflict to break 
the deadlock. More than once 
Grey resigned. More than once, 
it appeared as though Britain was 
on the verge of revolution. Finally, 
in June 1832, the House of Lords 

gave way, and the Great Reform 
Act was passed. Earl Grey’s 
government secured a famous 
victory. The Tory party retreated 
to the margins, splintered and 
leaderless. But what was the 
Great Reform Act’s broader 
effect? Did it warrant the political 
agony and turmoil? Who were 
the winners and losers?

The worst prophecies did not 
come to pass – the demagogues 
did not materialise; there was 
no attack on the privileges of 
the Church of England or on 
landed establishment. Instead, 
(and quite quickly) the Great 
Reform Act was regarded as 
a ‘far-sighted and generous 
measure’, symbolic of Britain’s 
success in achieving peaceful 
and progressive change whilst 
other European countries had 
succumbed to revolution. The 
Act did result in some significant 
change. Instead of a variety of 
different voting qualifications 
there was one uniform property 

qualification for voters in both 
boroughs and counties. This was 
novel consistency. The number 
of ‘rotten boroughs’ returning 
MPs was also reduced, which 
in turn reduced the extent of 
government patronage, and 
some new industrial towns now 
gained political representation. 
Manchester returned MPs for 
the first time. The electorate 
rose from 516,000 out of a total 
population of 24 million in 1831 
to 813,000 by 1833. This upward 
trend continued through the 
century as, aided by economic 
growth, property values steadily 
climbed, adding more men to 
the franchise. Moreover, a greater 
number of parliamentary seats 
were regularly contested in this 
new system.

However, to judge the Great 
Reform Act as the most significant 
turning point in modern British 
politics is perhaps wrong. The Act 
brought increased consistency 
to voting qualifications, but an 
unjustified distinction between 
county and borough MPs 
remained (helping to perpetuate 
Tory control over agricultural 
interests in the counties). Plural 
voting remained possible for 
men with multiple properties 
across several constituencies. The 
connection between property 
and the vote was not snapped. 
Property qualified men to join the 
franchise. The new £10 borough 
franchise helped created an 
electorate of around 14% in most 
areas. This was not democracy 
taking wing; rather it was reform 
at the margins. Huge numbers 
were excluded. In some cases, 
working class men actually lost 
the vote, as sometimes local 
permissive arrangements were 
swept away in the name of new 
uniformity. The Act did combat 

Whig leader Charles Grey displays on his tail the names of those who benefitted  
from his appointment as prime minister
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some of the corruption inherent 
in the old political system, but 
the failure to introduce the 
secret ballot in 1832 meant that 
elections remained open to wild 
manipulation. Wealthy patrons 
retained their power of influence. 
The House of Commons remained 
dominated by the landed elite. 
Middle-class MPs were slow to 
emerge (and without payment 
of a salary it was near impossible 
for working men to take a seat). 
Finally, the House of Lords 
retained its pre-1832 powers 
despite the Great Reform Act. 
It could still block proposed 
legislation with impunity (though 
tradition dictated it held back on 
matters of government finance). 

As such, then, the powers of 
the newly expanded electorate 
were highly limited, if not almost 
entirely illusory. Wellington had 
nothing to worry about.

Of course, this was exactly as Earl 
Grey and the Whigs intended it 
to be. Determined to stave off 
further radical unrest, Grey was not 
ready to abandon the principle of 
aristocratic government. A number 
of the most infamous ‘Rotten 
Boroughs’ were eliminated from 
the political system, but enough 
survived to ensure that some 
buying and selling of seats could 
continue and that the influence 
of wealthy landowners remained 
intact. As champions of reform, 

the Whigs could claim a moral 
victory over the Tories and build 
on their landslide victory in the 
1832 election. Most importantly, 
the reform satisfied the emergent 
middle-classes, and thus ended 
the inter-class cooperation which 
came to be viewed as a serious 
threat to Parliament, and the social 
order it protected. Further reform 
was shaped in the interests of 
the middle classes – for example 
the Municipal Corporation Act in 
1835, enacting changes to town 
government. This hastened the 
disappearance of large numbers 
of small, unrepresentative local 
vestries to be replaced by elected 
local councils. There was real 
appetite for participation here, 
at the civic level, enabling the 
middle-class to extend the 
industrial, commercial and 
professional interest on a more 
local level. Thus, Westminster 
could remain geographically and 
ideologically distant from the 
immediate problems that were 
present in towns and communities. 
There is little evidence to suggest 
that the middle-class were avid 
to grasp political power at the 
centre – instead the vote would 
serve to promote the commercial 
and industrial interest, while 
the (working class) cause of 
universal male suffrage could be 
allowed to quietly fade. Indeed, if 
anything, the experience of 1832 
demonstrated to the middle-classes 
– the employer and share-owning 
groups – that working-class 
activism (and associated threats 
of revolution) needed to be taken 
seriously and fended off. As such, 
enthusiasm for extending the 
franchise to the working-class 
quickly cooled. Middle-class 
supporters of reform wanted to 
safeguard their position in society 
– there could only be trouble if the 
working man gained more not less 

Reformers such as Earl Grey remained deeply suspicious of universal democracy

influence in politics. Ring-fencing 
the franchise quickly became the 
thing. Political solidarity among the 
lower orders quickly broke down.

Ultimately, the working classes 
were rejected by the establishment 
during the Reform crisis. The 
Whigs played upon the respectable 
classes’ fear of ‘mob rule’ (ably 
assisted by agitators calling for 
armed revolution), such that there 
remained no appetite in Parliament 
for rewarding popular dissent 
with the vote. Indeed, to do the 
opposite would have appeared 
political sacrilege: the centre could 
never appear to allow the initiative 
to slip into the hands of the restive 
masses. It would be a suicidal 
surrender. The irony of the Great 
Reform Act was that its impact was 
inherently conservative: ultimately 
it introduced change in order to 
stabilise the social and political 

structures of Britain. The Whigs 
aimed to cement the privileges of 
the landed elite whilst fostering 
better links with the prosperous 
middle-class, and to reinvigorate 
the existing political establishment 
with fresh impetus. Whig motives 
for implementing reform were 
strikingly like the priorities of the 
Tory party in the post-Napoleonic 
war period: to protect the 
aristocratic ascendancy and the 
associated social order. Given the 
caste exclusivity of political society, 
this is perhaps hardly surprising. In 
1832, it appeared as though the 
Great Reform Act had achieved 
this, and so it received the support 
of its beneficiaries. It risked leaving 
those interests it had defeated 
deeply embittered. 

Of course, if this bleak analysis 
suggests a number of parallels 
with the constitutional battle 

that is Brexit, chief among 
them is the jeopardy of ‘public 
interest’. Parliament is desperate 
to be seen to be working in line 
with expressions of public will, 
maintaining loyalty to the 2016 
EU membership referendum 
outcome. There have been few 
calls for open revolution (though 
newspaper headlines might 
identify critics of the Government’s 
Brexit process as ‘Enemies of 
the People’), but nervousness 
about appearing to respect the 
democratic wishes of the public 
is tangible. How much of this is 
political self-interest as opposed 
to ideological commitment (or 
opposition) to reform, is hard to 
say. Will this latest constitutional 
‘crisis’ result in a fundamental 
recalibration of power? Will 
sovereignty be brought closer to 
the people? Will the interests of the 
underrepresented be protected? 

Reactions to the Judiciary’s review of Brexit proceedings, November 2016
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Is it the path to greater prosperity 
and opportunity? In light of the 
history of the Great Reform Act, it 
might be tempting to suspect that 
political opportunists are exploiting 
hopes among the disenfranchised, 
without much final regard for the 
best interests of the anonymous 
hardworking voter. 

In the end, though this is probably 
an injustice to the legacy of 
the Great Reform Act. Not the 
promised breakthrough in political 
rights, it was nevertheless a crucial 
stepping stone towards greater 

representation for the working-
classes. Given that the mass 
mobilization of ‘public opinion’ got 
Parliament to consent to (albeit 
limited) change, the Great Reform 
Act offered a model for further 
political progress. In fact, the crisis 
of the 1830s probably witnessed 
the first debut of ‘public opinion’ 
as a significant player in political 
decision making. There would be 
no turning back. In later decades, 
the activism of Chartists, Trade 
Unionists, Temperance Societies, 
Suffragists, Irish Nationalists and 
myriad other interest groups 

helped set the Parliamentary 
agenda – despite (typically) lacking 
the vote. As of 1832, the voice of 
the public got undeniably louder 
and less easy to ignore. In this 
sense then, the Great Reform Act 
marked a decisive turning point. It 
admitted new interest groups into 
the political process, even if this 
access remained very much in the 
gift of the political and economic 
elite. Will the politics surrounding 
Brexit bring similar rewards?

Clio Mckibbin (Tu)

Popular protest and political change – a legacy of the Great Reform Act?

George Eliot’s 
Middlemarch is set in a 
town rather similar to 
Coventry (Eliot was from 

Nuneaton) in the period leading 
up to the 1832 Reform Act. It was 
published, in instalments in the 
years 1871-72 and hence offers 
a rich (if incidental) historical 
perspective on high-Victorian 
attitudes towards political 
reform and social change. It is 
an optimistic, forward-looking 
novel at heart, but the hope 
Eliot offers for Middlemarch’s 
characters is sometimes hard 
to disentangle from the writer’s 
cutting irony and a sense of 
deep-seated ambivalence. The 
characters’ search for progress, 
both socially and politically, 
is ultimately tainted with the 
whiff of self-deluding idealism 
– an ingenuousness perhaps 
widely shared by Middlemarch’s 
readership in the 1870s.

It’s probably useful to provide a 
brief summary of the novel, but 
with the caveat that politics often 
features only as a back-drop to 
the central relationships of the 
characters. In fact, the novel 
spends considerably more time 
exploring the ambitions of Tertius 
Lydgate, the aspirant doctor 
who is determined to build a 
new fever hospital and introduce 

regulation for medicines to oppose 
the “quack” doctors of the time, 
than it does the minutiae of the 
Reform Bill. But, as with its political 
happenings, Middlemarch’s side-
light on the struggles to modernise 
healthcare captures the mood 
of the period. At the heart of the 
novel is Dorothea Brooke, a young 
woman with philanthropic ideals 

who is somewhat frustrated by 
the restrictions on her gender at 
the time. As a naif, she marries 
an elderly clergyman, Edward 
Casaubon, who is of spurious 
intellect. Casaubon is writing 
a pointless tome named A 
Companion To All Mythologies, 
which is his life’s work, and which 
he occasionally allows Dorothea to 

Middlemarch
and the Great Reform Act

Middlemarch – published in instalments 1871 – 72 
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help him with by copying out lists 
of references, whilst patronising her 
that she is not intelligent enough 
to complete anything other than 
menial secretarial work. Dorothea 
realises the mistake she has made 
in marrying Casaubon whilst on 
honeymoon in Rome. Here she 
undergoes the horrific realisation 
that her new husband is sexually 
frigid as well as a scholarly pedant.

Thankfully, Casaubon has a heart 
attack and dies quite early in 
the novel. But he does leave a 
cruel clause in his will, forbidding 
Dorothea to marry his cousin, 
Will Ladislaw, a political idealist 
and a painter. If she ignores this 
codicil, she will forfeit a substantial 
inheritance. Will and Dorothea 
have had no real romantic 
connection up until this point 
but Will has urged Dorothea to 
express her personality more freely 
in terms of political opinions and 
social philanthropy. Eventually, 
they do fall in love and marry, 
rejecting Casaubon’s money. Will 
becomes an M.P. and they move 
to London. In the penultimate 
paragraph of the novel, Dorothea’s 
life is described thus: 

“Certainly those determining acts 
of her life were not ideally beautiful. 
They were the mixed results 
of a young and noble impulse 
struggling amidst the conditions of 
an imperfect social state, in which 
great feelings will often take the 
aspect of error, and great faith the 
aspect of illusion.”

If many of George Eliot’s readers 
lived through the passing of the 
1832 Act, all of them would have 
recent memories and experience 
of its 1867 cousin, the Second 
Reform Act. Probably, then, 
her task in creating an accurate 
feel of the country’s disposition 

during the agitation for reform is 
considerably more taxing in terms 
of historical verisimilitude than 
that of another esteemed (but 
much later) historical chronicler, 
Hilary Mantel, who in plotting 
the political intrigues of Henry 
VIII’s court from five centuries ago 
can allow herself far more poetic 
licence than Eliot. Yet Eliot still 
must work hard to capture the 
sense of doubt and uncertainty 
which characterised opposition to 
reform in Warwickshire and which, 
subsequently, adds the flavour of 
rueful irony for the contemporary 
– and twenty-first century – 
reader. Coventry, post-reform Bill, 
was divided into two districts, 
thus increasing its representation 
in Parliament but Eliot mocks 
the very process by which this 
was created, largely through the 
political movers and shakers who 
work for Dorothea’s uncle, Mr 
Brooke: “ Mr Brooke, necessarily, 
had his agents who understood 
the nature of the Middlemarch 
voter and the means of enlisting 
his ignorance on his side of the Bill 
– which were remarkably similar to 
the means of enlisting on the side 
against the Bill.”

The novel must be viewed 
through a satirical lens, as Eliot 
chronicles the rise of the middle 
class and their struggles with 
their newly burgeoning liberal 
consciousness. Middlemarch’s 
themes are of traditionalism 
versus modernity, societal 
expectations against the demands 
of the individual, social progress 
juxtaposed with industrial 
endeavour. It also parodies that 

The world of Middlemarch 

‘Telescopic Philanthropy’: In Bleak House, 
Dickens satirised the middle classes who 
focused on foreign issues, rather than on 

problems of the poor at home

classic First World liberal crisis – 
whereby privileged individuals 
with time and affluence wonder 
what to do with their money – 
where to extend their charity, 
and which causes to support. 
There is very little real poverty 
in Middlemarch because wider 
society is supported by a web of 
benevolent patrons, meddling 
altruists and good old-fashioned 
lucky inheritors (or not in the 
case of Dorothea and Will). But 
Eliot suggests a kind of nobility 
in Dorothea’s eschewing of 
Casaubon’s money to pursue 
a higher political cause: Will’s 
ambition to be elected as a 
Reformist MP. 

Fear of portentous political and 
social change is gently caricatured 
by Eliot in chapter thirty-seven of 
Middlemarch: 

“The doubt hinted by Mr Vincy 
whether it were only the general 
election or the end of the world 
that was coming on, now that 
George the Fourth was dead, 
Parliament dissolved, Wellington 
and Peel generally depreciated 
and the new King apologetic, was 
a feeble type of the uncertainties 
in provincial opinion at that 
time. With the glow-worm lights 
of country places, how could 
men see which were their own 
thoughts in the confusion of a 
Tory Ministry passing Liberal 
measures, of Tory nobles and 
electors being anxious to return 
Liberals rather than friends of the 
recreant Ministers, and of outcries 
for remedies which seemed to have 
a mysterious remote bearing on 
private interest, and were made 
suspicious by the advocacy of 
disagreeable neighbours? Buyers 
of the Middlemarch newspapers 
found themselves in an anomalous 
position: during the agitation 

on the Catholic Question many 
had given up the “Pioneer” – 
which had a motto from Charles 
James Fox and was in the van of 
progress – because it had taken 
Peel’s side about the Papists, and 
had thus blotted its Liberalism;…
but they were ill-satisfied with 
the “Trumpet”, which – since its 
blasts against Rome, and in the 
general flaccidity of the public 
mind (nobody knowing who would 
support whom) – had become 
feeble in its blowing.”

Home to rival newspapers of 
distinct political persuasion, 

Middlemarch is witness to a 
cross-fire of slanderous polemic, 
with opponents disparaging one 
another in the name of healthy 
competition. Will Ladislaw 
comments as the Reform Bill is 
debated in Parliament that:

“There was a new political 
animation in Middlemarch, and 
a new definition of parties which 
might show a decided balance 
if a new election came…Things 
will grow and ripen as if it were a 
comet year… The public temper 
will soon get to a cometary heat, 
now the question of Reform 

Cruikshank’s British Bee Hive: depicts a vast range of Britain’s professions  
within a strictly divided pyramidal social hierarchy
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has set in. There is likely to be 
another election before long and 
Middlemarch will have got more 
ideas into its head.” 

Dorothea’s uncle, Mr Brooke, 
also stands as a parliamentary 
candidate in support of the Great 
Reform Act. He apparently believes 
in the abolition of Rotten and 
Pocket boroughs and widening 
the franchise to include small 
landowners and shop-keepers and 
tenant farmers. Reform is regarded 
with suspicion by many of the 
denizens of Middlemarch and 
Brooke doesn’t help the cause, as 
he is utterly incompetent as an 
advocate and a public speaker. He 
is first introduced as: 

“a man nearly sixty, of acquiescent 
temper, miscellaneous opinions and 

uncertain vote… [his] conclusions 
were as difficult to predict as 
the weather: it was only certain 
to say that he would act with 
benevolent intentions, and that he 
would spend as little as possible in 
carrying them out.” 

Brooke’s attitude to reform 
is at best ambiguous, and at 
worst laughable. His benign 
comment to Will Ladislaw, that 
he wished “somebody had a 
pocket borough to give you” is, 
of course, utterly at odds with 
Reform efforts to do away with 
paternalistic determinism and to 
seek entry of non-landed interest 
at Westminster! He believes he 
can “make a new thing of opinion 
here” i.e. in Middlemarch, but 
when he appears at the hustings, 
oiled with two large glasses of 

sherry, Brooke gives a disastrous 
speech. He is booed off the 
platform by the crowd and, 
despite the urgings of his would-
be protégé, Will Ladislaw, his 
political career is finished.

Middlemarch also alludes to the 
defeat of the Second Reform 
Bill (1831) but it does not 
chronicle the widespread riots 
and disturbances which marked 
the open struggle to enlarge the 
franchise. Maybe this is because 
Eliot was doubtful as to the Bill’s 
efficacy in improving the lives of 
many people. Indeed, those who 
benefit directly from the political 
machinations around the Bill are 
those who work for Mr Brooke. 
They persuade him to invest in 
his estate to compel the populace 
of Middlemarch to vote for him, 
thus ironically securing their 
material futures in the process. To 
further her rather jaundiced view 
of political change, Dorothea 
Brooke takes a back-seat as a 
devoted wife when Ladislaw 
becomes an MP, and her political 
and social aspirations are now 
only achieved vicariously: 

“Dorothea could have liked nothing 
better, since wrongs existed, than that 
her husband should be in the thick of 
the struggle against them, and that 
she should give him wifely help.”

 It would be nearly ninety years 
later that some women would be 
enfranchised in the first wave of 
women’s suffrage. Maybe this is 
George Eliot’s acknowledgement 
of the fact that both societal and 
political change is very tardy for 
most people, and in particular for 
women who desired to change 
the world.

In Hilary Mantel’s brilliant Reith 
Lectures of 2017, she discusses 

Causabon and Dorothea, depicted in an 1887 edition

the interface between history 
and literature and how historical 
novels can “resurrect” the past, 
its characters and events. Mantel 
implores to burgeoning novelists 
“Don’t lie! Historical truth is a 
rough beast – it goes against a 
story-teller’s instinct”. Mantel 
declares her writing goal: “To 
put the reader in the moment 
even if it is 500 years ago. There 
are no tricks just the power of 
the informed imagination. The 
past will hold itself up.” In the 
spirit of Mantel’s comments, 
perhaps Middlemarch’s most 
enduring quality is not concerned 
with a specific piece of political 
legislation, but rather Eliot’s 
cutting and very contemporary 
attitude towards politics and 
politicians in general. The 
Reformists and their opponents 
have very little sense of what 
Reform will truly mean for 
Middlemarch and its people, and 

their speeches are flatulent and 
facile as they serve to uphold 
self-interest rather than the 
well-being of the rural poor. The 
comparisons with the current 
Brexit negotiations are too 
obvious to be outlined here. 
Perhaps “the past also holds 
itself up to nature” (to borrow a 
metaphor from another esteemed 
writer) because human nature, 
whether captured in 1832 or 
2002 or 1122 exhibits universal 
traits and desire, hopes and 
irritations. George Eliot as a social 
realist, captures the zeitgeist, 
the spirit of the age, but with 
the gift of her witty and virulent 
imagination to flavour historical 
fact with empathetic characters 
and their engagement with 
history on both a national and 
a personal level. The novel’s 
“Prelude” suggests that we 
should not pass over the historical 
details of the novel as mere 
ephemera and, indeed, its two 
leading characters, Dorothea 
and Tertius Lydgate, are both 
characterised as being born out 
of their own time. Dorothea, 
because she is constrained by her 
sex and class and faith – although 
her agnosticism is never made 

exactly explicit – is too late for 
the age of conventional faith. 
Lydgate, conversely, is at too early 
a stage for the age of science.

Neither I, nor you, nor George 
Eliot nor Hilary Mantel have 
any means of ascertaining 
whether or not there were many 
women of a similar sentiment 
to Dorothea Brooke wandering 
around deepest Warwickshire 
in the middle of the nineteenth 
century…. or even any at all. But 
that really doesn’t matter. Our 
understanding of nineteenth 
century British history is greatly 
enhanced by reading and 
absorbing the works of a range 
of critics and authorial voices. 
Likewise, any close study of Eliot, 
Dickens and the Brontes must 
be underpinned by a solid grasp 
of the contextual factors which 
influenced their literary creations. 
Our “informed imaginations” as 
both historians and scholars of 
literature, are vital in interpreting 
the language of the past in the 
context of the present, and 
sometimes of the future too.

Lizzie Beesley
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‘It takes a great deal of history  
to produce a little literature’
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CHAMBERLAIN’S BLUNDER

In the Temple Speech Room 
hangs the portrait of British Prime 
Minister Neville Chamberlain (d. 
1940), a former Cotton boy. By 
far Rugby School’s most successful 
politician, he was arguably the 
worst prime minister in modern 
British history. It takes a bit of 
poking around to find his portrait, 
for a sense of institutional 
embarrassment has placed his 
picture off to the side. It enjoys less 
prominence than the portrait of 
Dr Thomas Arnold – a man whose 
muscular Christianity is deeply 
embedded in the origin-myth of 
the current school. From across the 
hall, Arnold’s eyes bore down on 
Chamberlain. Arnold is positioned 
in a static frown, glaring in 
disappointment at the smartly 

dressed but aged and sickly 
looking Prime Minister. It seems 
almost to inflict constant shame. 
It is as if Rugby School has cast its 
own judgement on Chamberlain’s 
record. It is tempting to feel sorry 
for him. But why this dishonour? 

The answer is Appeasement. To his 
critics – most famously Winston 
Churchill, but also Joseph Stalin 
of the Soviet Union and President 
Roosevelt of the United States – 
Chamberlain’s policy of appeasing 
Hitler’s aggression in the late 
1930s, not only enabled the Nazi 
menace to grow wildly out of 
control, it also meant abandoning 
cherished British principles of 
supporting the weak against the 
strong, the innocent against the 
criminal, light against dark. The 
central charge is that Chamberlain 

HISTORY 
FIGHT-CLUB
NEVILLE CHAMBERLAIN AND APPEASEMENT
Now part of Hydra’s regular calendar, the HISTORY FIGHT-CLUB has quickly established itself as a hot-ticket 
event. The format is simple. Two members of the History Department lock horns over a controversy in the 
headlines. Here it is Britain’s appeasement of Hitler 1936-1939 which attracted fresh attention following the 
release of Oscar-winning Hollywood movie Darkest Hour (2018). Supporters of the British Prime Minister, 
Neville Chamberlain (OR), argue that Appeasement was the only rational course open to government. Critics 
of Appeasement point to Winston Churchill’s cautionary words: “An appeaser is one who feeds a crocodile, 
hoping it will eat him last.” Drs. Guard and Beesley, enter the ring…..

Portrait of Chamberlain holding his ‘piece of paper’. Temple Speech Room, Rugby School
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was both spineless and foolish. His 
Appeasement policy meant that 
when war did eventually break out 
in 1939 Hitler was harder to stop. 
Chamberlain’s actions in the 1930s 
meant mortal danger in 1940, 
when Hitler’s armies were rampant 
across Europe and poised to land 
en masse on Dover in Kent. 

The evidence for this is both 
simple and complex, but it is 
overwhelming. Chamberlain was 
a horror story of a Prime Minister; 
he is rightly made a case-study of 
hubris and misgovernment. He 
tried to play God with the map 
and peoples of eastern Europe, 
with little care for lives on the 
ground there.

Sticking to the simple: 
Chamberlain’s policy of 
Appeasement meant trying to 
accommodate or make space for 
Hitler’s dictatorship, even as Nazi 
ambitions for European expansion 
became clear. From 1937, when 
Chamberlain became Prime 
Minister, he pivoted towards 
the fascist dictators Hitler and 
Mussolini. Hitler was determined 
to shake off restrictions placed 
on German power imposed 
at the end of World War One. 
Chamberlain was determined to 
help him – not because he liked 
the Nazi regime (although the 
Nazis did win sympathisers in 
British government circles), but 
because he thought he could 
win German trust, and that a 
controlling British influence  
could then be held over Hitler.  
He was wrong. 

Hitler must have been pleasantly 
surprised when Chamberlain first 
made it clear that Britain would 
ignore an illegal German weapons-
building programme, enabling the 
Nazis to defy earlier international 
treaties (1937). But he must 
have been astonished when 
Chamberlain allowed the Nazis to 
extend their influence over ethnic 
German areas in Austria and 
Czechoslovakia. Hitler engineered 
a Nazi party coup in Vienna in 
1938, and promptly marched his 
troops into Austria. No shots were 
fired. The world waited to see 
what the British and the French 
would do. Chamberlain stood by 
as Hitler quickly absorbed Austria 
into his Greater Germany, again 
defying international treaties. The 
French, unwilling to stand alone 
against Germany, shrugged their 
shoulders and dug themselves 
ever deeper into their massive 
fortress defences along the Franco-
German border. The territorial expansion of Germany as a result of Appeasement 

Next on the chopping block 
was Czechoslovakia, or more 
precisely an area called the 
Sudetenland, home to a large 
population of German-speaking 
Czechs and 70% of the nation’s 
heavy industry. In autumn 1938, 
Hitler massed his troops on the 
border claiming an invasion 
was necessary to protect the 
rights of ethnic Germans there. 
Czechoslovakia’s allies, France and 
the Soviet Union, pledged military 
support for the government in 
Prague. Chamberlain, fearing 
outbreak of war, pledged to work 
towards a peaceful solution as 
a neutral broker. What followed 
has gone down in history as the 
textbook example of the folly of 
Appeasement. 

In fact, Chamberlain was far from 
neutral. After leaking to the British 
press the government’s view 
that Czech Sudetenland should 
be incorporated into Germany, 
Chamberlain responded to Hitler’s 
invasion threats by flying to his 
holiday chalet in Bavaria. The 
chief objective was to discover 
what Hitler wanted and to try and 
give it to him. Open to each of 
Hitler’s demands, Chamberlain 
returned to London with the task 
of persuading the British cabinet 
and the French government to 
force Czechoslovakia to agree to 
German wishes and to arrange 
for supervised transfer of the 
contested region. If the Czechs 
proved unwilling, France and 
Britain would withdraw help. The 
Soviets were kept entirely in the 
dark. One week later, Chamberlain 
reported that the deal had been 
done. However, the German 
leader now demanded more. He 
wanted an immediate military 
occupation of the Sudetenland. He 
wanted no external interference. 
There would be war within eight 

days if these extra demands 
were not met. Astonishingly, 
Chamberlain was ready to accept 
this – only an appalled French 
Government and last-ditch 
resistance from the Czechs stood 
in the way.

Now at the point of diplomatic 
deadlock, it seemed that a war in 
central Europe might drag France 
and then Britain into conflict with 
Germany. Chamberlain gave a 
mournful radio address: ‘How 
horrible, fantastic, incredible it is, 
that we should be….trying on gas 
masks here because of a quarrel 
in a far-away country between 
people of whom we know 
nothing.’ The stage was set for  
a full military confrontation. 

Except it was not. Instead, the 
logic of appeasement meant that 
there were always grounds for 
further negotiation. Or, more 
to the point, there was always 
someone else’s ground to be 
haggled over. Large portions of 
Eastern Europe could be offered up 
to Hitler in a desperate bid to avoid 
war. At an emergency European 
conference hosted by Mussolini 
(in Munich), Chamberlain finally 
persuaded the French to agree 
to each of Hitler’s demands. The 
Czech delegation was left outside 
the conference – the Soviets were 
not even invited. It was a case of 
a small largely defenceless nation 
being pressured to concede land 
to a more powerful neighbour, 
with the approval of other 
powerful nations. 

For Chamberlain it was a success. 
He returned to London amid great 
fanfare, clutching a piece of paper 
bearing Hitler’s pledge that Britain 
and Germany would never go 
to war (Chamberlain is depicted 
clutching the same scrap of paper 

A contemporary cartoon displaying how 
Chamberlain’s mishandling had the potential 

of causing another world war. 
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in his portrait in the Temple Speech 
Room). He had won a ‘peace with 
honour’ and it was now ‘peace for 
our time’. Churchill called ‘it the 
blackest page in British history’. 
Hitler joked that the deal meant 
nothing. The truth was exposed 
early the following year, when 
German tanks rolled across the 
Czech countryside far beyond the 
borders agreed in 1938 to complete 
a full invasion and achieve total 
conquest of the country. 

To even the most short-sighted 
observer, it was now clear that 
Hitler was determined on doing 
far more than return Germany 
to its former position as a proud 
north-European power. In less 
than a year, using the threat 
of war, he had annexed two 
countries. Hitler fully intended to 
dominate all of Europe by military 
force. Chamberlain’s policy of 
Appeasement had helped Hitler 
achieve his aims.

But to say that Chamberlain had, 
by 1939, learned his lesson is not 
right. Finally stung into action by 
reports that Hitler was planning 
to annex Poland, the British and 
French governments warned 
that further German aggression 
would not be tolerated. But 
British promises of aid to Poland 
remained wafer-thin. It was hard 
to take them seriously. When the 
Poles asked Chamberlain for £60 
million to buy military equipment, 
he offered a loan of £5 million, 
and then only if the French 
would match this. They didn’t. 
For months Britain would not 
publicly guarantee Polish borders. 
Instead, Chamberlain undertook 
high profile trips to Rome to 
meet Mussolini in the hope of 
keeping open diplomatic channels 
to Berlin. Worse, Chamberlain 
was reluctant to reach out to the 

Soviet Union, the only power in 
a position to seriously influence 
the fate of Poland. StaIin’s offer of 
a three-way Anglo-French-Soviet 
military alliance was ignored. 

In truth, Chamberlain remained 
wedded to Appeasement. 
Predictably, Hitler threatened 
war unless his new demands 
over Polish territory were met. 
True to form, Chamberlain called 
upon the Polish government to 
negotiate. He was knocked off 
balance when the Poles would 
negotiate nothing – instead they 
bravely wished to stand and fight. 
When Hitler’s patience broke 
and the Nazis invaded Poland 
on 1st Sept. 1939, Chamberlain 
was unable to backpedal on 
earlier British commitments to 
Polish independence. But he 
could try. For two days, even as 
German panzers rolled over the 
plains of Poland, Chamberlain 
delayed declaring war against 
Germany. Instead, he was vainly 
trying to convene yet another 
peace conference. By this time 
Parliament, shamed and alarmed 
at the government’s inaction, 
had had enough. On September 
3rd, 1939 Chamberlain finally 
announced that Britain was now 
at war. His policy was in tatters.

How to make sense of this? His 
critics have attacked the wrong 
Chamberlain – they’ve presented 
him as weak, a sop to Hitler. 
For them he was well-meaning, 
perhaps, but not up to the job. 
Perhaps he was the victim of 
circumstances outside of his 
control. What could he do with a 
weakened British economy, with 
an under-strength British army, 
a widely scattered navy and a 
toy air force? Wasn’t parliament 
convinced the real danger was 
Communism anyway? An absence 

Chamberlain presenting the paper  
supposedly guaranteeing ‘peace in our time’  

in September 1938.

‘HOW HORRIBLE, FANTASTIC, 
INCREDIBLE IT IS, THAT WE 
SHOULD BE….TRYING ON 

GAS MASKS HERE BECAUSE 
OF A QUARREL IN A FAR-AWAY 
COUNTRY BETWEEN PEOPLE OF 

WHOM WE KNOW NOTHING.’
Chamberlain

of reliable allies meant Britain 
was dangerously alone. Britain 
in other words, was in no shape 
to risk European conflict, and 
desperately in need of time to 
prepare for one. Perhaps he was 
trying to buy time?

But Chamberlain was not 
cowardly. He was not out of his 
depth. He was not ignorant of 
the facts. Nor was he a victim of 
circumstance. The Chamberlain 
we indict here was quite the 
opposite. It is the scheming 
Chamberlain, the man who 
was convinced he knew best. 
Until the end, Chamberlain was 
dangerously certain that his 
strategy would win out, including 
calculations that eastern Europe 
could be carved up until Hitler 
had had his fill. He thought that 
Hitler could be reasoned with. 
Either through charm, or through 
the force of superior logic – he 
would be able to get some 
leverage over the Nazis. This 
meant offering hugely favourable 
trade arrangements as well as 
parcelling out distant territories. 
(Chamberlain’s government 
offered massive subsidies to British 
firms trading with Germany right 
up to Sept. 1939 and the outbreak 
of war). Chamberlain had cast 
himself as Europe’s saviour, 
destined to bring about peace. It 
was vanity of the most dangerous 
sort. On four counts Chamberlain 
blundered unforgivably:

•  This acceptance of a ‘Greater 
Germany’ was muddled and 
dangerous. Beyond Austria 
and Czechoslovakia, German 
speakers were scattered from 
Danzig in Poland, to Lithuania, 
Romania, and as far east as the 
river Volga in the Soviet Union. 
To support self-determination 
in central Europe would be to 

invite a never-ending quest 
of ‘reunification’ and German 
expansion. It did the opposite of 
encouraging stability.

•  If, as some argue, Appeasement 
was intended to buy time to build 
up British military strength, there 
is little evidence for it. Instead 
there was delay after delay in 
military spending until emergency 
budgets were finally passed in late 
1938. Chamberlain even proposed 
scrapping the RAF’s new long-
range bombers, if this would keep 
Hitler at the negotiating table. 
Between September 1938 and 
September 1939, the German 
army grew by over 600,000, to 
total 1.3 million one year later. By 
contrast, the British army grew by 
a mere 18,000 to total 394,000. 
For the expected war in the skies, 
it was Germany closing the gap 
on British aircraft production, not 
vice-versa. Chamberlain even 
opposed plans for a new class of 
destroyer to accompany British 
shipping, and he also refused to 
create a ministry of War Supply. 
‘All the information I get,’ he 
declared in February 1939, ‘seems 
to point in the direction of peace’ 

A French interpretation of Hitler’s foreign policy
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– and ‘I repeat once more that 
we have at last got on top of the 
dictators’. 

•  Chamberlain’s personal 
negotiations with Hitler and 
Mussolini sowed suspicion 
among potential allies. It 
is hard to exaggerate how 
destructive this was. The 
Franco-Soviet-Czech alliance 
might have been provided 
with leadership from Britain. 
Such a unified front could have 
brought Hitler to his knees. 
Instead Chamberlain’s private 
audiences with Hitler eroded 
what unity was in place, 
making Britain dangerously 
unpredictable. It helped 
persuade Stalin that Britain 
had no stomach for a fight. 
The Americans found it hard to 
understand where Chamberlain 
stood. And so confident was 
Chamberlain of his approach, 
there was no planning for the 
worst-case scenario of war. 
Chamberlain reduced himself 
to the position of bystander. 
When war came, it was on 
German terms.

•  Far from respecting the 
democratic wishes of a British 
public against needless war, 
Chamberlain worked with 
sympathetic newspaper owners 
(and the BBC) to suppress the 
reality of the Nazi regime. A 
smear campaign was launched 
against sceptics: headlines were 
used to criticise Chamberlain’s 
opponents. About the rabid 
anti-Semitism and militarisation 
of German society there was 
a wall of silence, despite a 
flood of British intelligence 
reports detailing the horrors 
of the Nazi State. Chamberlain 
sacked dissenting diplomats. 
Two foreign secretaries were 

compelled to resign. For two 
years Chamberlain kept the 
public in the dark to justify his 
pursuit of Appeasement. There 
was no general confidence 
that Hitler had been contained 
in 1938. One opinion poll 
showed that 86% of people felt 
sure Hitler’s demands would 
not stop with the Sudetenland. 
It was, as we have seen, a 
reality that Chamberlain 
simply refused to accept. By 
autumn 1938 the public were 
in favour of standing up to 
Hitler. Throughout, and with 
one eye on an upcoming 
general election in 1940 
(set to be his first as party 
leader), Chamberlain remained 
convinced he knew better, 
even if he found it harder and 
harder to maintain the charade 
at home. 

In summer 1940, in the days 
after the evacuation of the 
British army from Dunkirk and 
the fall of France to Hitler, three 
journalists published a pamphlet 
titled Guilty Men. In it they set 
out to show how the obsession 
with Appeasement had been 
disastrous. Neville Chamberlain 
was their main target. Now, as 
Britain faced its own invasion 
threat, Chamberlain finally 
resigned, clearing the way for 
Churchill’s coalition government. 
There is little escaping history’s 
verdict on Chamberlain: instead 
of offering leadership and resolve 
against the Nazis he was an 
unremitting failure!

Dr Tim Guard

An American interpretation of  
Chamberlain’s policy

CHAMBERLAIN’S BRAVERY

Neville Chamberlain’s portrait 
adorns the Temple Speech Room, 
but despite the dearth of former 
Prime Ministers fashioned by this 
distinguished School, our flourishing 
ministry of propaganda excludes 
him from our glossy brochures. 
Indeed, this School has shadowed 
the dominant academic and 
popular perception of Chamberlain: 
a weak and pathetic man whose 
myopic approach to foreign policy 
meant that he was out-manoeuvred 
or duped by Hitler. A political 
haberdasher, with no formal 
academic training, he guilelessly 
helped Hitler to pursue his quest for 
domination. No Chamberlain, goes 
the argument, no World War Two, 
no Blitz and no death camps.

This is wrong on a number of 
counts: 

•  Criticisms of Appeasement suffer 
from major methodological 
weaknesses, not least over-
reliance on the Churchill myth.

•   Appeasement had the broad 
support of the population.

•  It was the only realistic policy 
given the international situation 
in the 1930s.

•  Chamberlain took the decision 
for war in 1939, ultimately 
saving Europe from the 
twin dangers of Nazism and 
Bolshevism.

Historians are, by training, aware 
of the dangers of using hindsight 
to retrospectively condemn the 
decisions taken by historical actors. 
When it comes to Chamberlain 
this basic principle has been stated 
rather than honoured. Between 
1936 and 1938, there were no 
death camps, no pogroms, no 
obvious plans for genocide. 

Chamberlain did not have the 
emaciated bodies of Auschwitz to 
inform his decisions. And, of course, 
Chamberlain suffers by comparison 
with our national hero-saint, 
Winston Churchill – a man who, 
if you accept Hollywood’s version 
of the past (see Alex Pagendam’s 
review of Darkest Hour on pp. 74-
75), recognised only too clearly the 
threats posed by Nazism. If only 
Parliament had listened to Winston, 
Hitler would have been cowed into 
submission before it was too late.

But as with the ahistorical 
Chamberlain, pre-war Churchill has 
been misinterpreted through the 

Churchill taking on the Appeaser’s Crocodile
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events of the 1940s. In the 1930s, 
Churchill was a political joke. C. P 
Snow thought Churchill could not 
be an alcoholic, as “no alcoholic 
could drink that much.” For Lloyd 
George, Churchill’s Francophilia (he 
was very fond of Napoleon) was a 
tragic flaw, exposed when he tried 
desperately (and failed) to impress 
audiences by delivering speeches 
in French. In 1936, Churchill 
rather absurdly supported Edward 
VIII in the abdication crisis. The 
vision of Churchill spending the 
1930s single-mindedly attempting 
to avert Armageddon requires 
serious qualification – in 1937, he 
was completing a biography of 
Marlborough (writing sixty-four 
research articles in the same year). 
Churchill consistently supported 
British rearmament, but his attitude 
to Hitler was far more ambiguous 
than is often understood. In 1936, 
he said little about Hitler’s re-
occupation of the Rhineland. He was 
attending a private dinner with the 
newly appointed German foreign 
minister Ribbentrop when news 
of Austria’s annexation became 
known – not natural surroundings 
for a vehement critic of Nazism. 
He publicly praised Mussolini. He 
was caustic about the handling 
of the Czechoslovakia crisis, but 
the depiction of Churchill as the 
statesman in waiting that could  
have prevented, in his words,  
this “unnecessary war” is wide of  
the mark. 

Once we dismiss the Churchill 
myth, we can turn to other 
considerations. Appeasement 
was not a policy conjured up by 
Chamberlain. It had been, with 
the exception of 1914-1918, the 
prevailing approach adopted 
by Britain since the Eighteenth 
Century. It was customary to 
endeavour to negotiate to prevent 
war, avoiding conflict unless the 

balance of power in Europe shifted 
so dramatically so as to impact 
upon British interests. After 1918, 
Britain was facing a situation that 
gave her more influence in Europe 
than her power could maintain. 
The collapse of the three great 
Empires, the Habsburg, Romanov 
and Hohenzollern, the political 
and economic eclipse of France, 
America’s isolationism and the 
unpredictable path of communism 
had left Britain as the key power 
in Europe. This could not be 
sustained, as it was inevitable that 
Germany would, at some stage, 
challenge the post-war settlement, 
the Treaty of Versailles. It was, 
then, principled pragmatism that 
governed Chamberlain’s thinking. 
Indeed, many regarded the Treaty 
of Versailles as being too harsh. 
William Temple (OR), Archbishop 
of York (future Archbishop of 
Canterbury and dedicatee of the 
Speech Room where Chamberlain’s 
picture now hangs), invoked the 
spirit of the Gospels to have the 
war guilt clause of the Versailles 
Treaty removed. Chamberlain 
like other statesmen before him 
compromised. He was willing to 
accede to German revisions over 
rearmament and allowing self-
determination for German speakers, 
but he drew the line at expansion 
beyond the confines of German 
speaking peoples. This explains his 
decision to declare war in 1939.

W.H Auden described the 1930s 
as the dishonest decade of British 
politics. It was also the decade that 
public opinion started to count. 
Proponents of Appeasement can 
make too much of the Oxford 
Union’s vote in 1933, where 
students voted that they would 
not fight for King and Country, or 
the East Fulham by-election that 
was won by a candidate on an 
anti-rearmament platform. Public 

opinion can be fickle, and it can 
also be manipulated. But there was 
a unifying force which comprised a 
fear and loathing of war. In 1929, 
2.4 million people were in receipt 
of disability awards. The chivalric 
virtue of war was destroyed with 
the industrial slaughter on the fields 
on the western front. Like Wilfred 
Owen’s poetry, Paul Nash’s paintings 
had robbed war of all its glory 
and glamour. The best way to pay 
tribute to the fallen was to make 
World War I the war to end all wars.

It is wrong to argue that the 
British people would have 
accepted a war over German 
rearmament, or in 1936 when the 
Rhineland was remilitarised. Even 
in 1938, with Hitler’s annexation 
of Austria, it would have been 
difficult to persuade a British 
population that they should risk 
lives once more. The majority of 
Austrians favoured the union. 

Churchill and subsequent historians 
have attacked Chamberlain for not 
forming a grand alliance against 
Hitler, condemning Chamberlain 
for not courting France, the USSR 
and the USA in an alliance that 
would have deterred Hitler. Britain 
did retain close relationships with 
France but historic animosities, 
coupled with the acute political 
instability that characterised 
Third Republic France made a 
formal alliance difficult. In 1938, 
Churchill identified Stalin as a 
potential ally, but this was squarely 
at odds with his own (admittedly 
earlier) assessment of hard-line 
communists: “The Bolsheviks, like 
hordes of ferocious baboons were 
hopping and capering over the 
ruins of civilisation.”

There has been a propensity 
amongst the left to normalise 
Stalin, but he was not a 

particularly nice guy. Moreover, 
why is it automatically assumed 
that Stalin would have done a deal 
with the west in 1938? What did 
Chamberlain have to offer? When 
Stalin signed the Nazi Soviet Pact 
in 1939, he got Finland, Estonia 
and Latvia. The assumption that 
Stalin was a natural ally ignores 
both the character of the man and 
the fear of communism that was 
pervasive in the 1930s. What of 
the American President, Roosevelt? 
He presided over a country that 
was fiercely isolationist, anti-
communist, anti-imperialist and 
with a profound hatred of war. 

So, what was Chamberlain doing? 
In correspondence with his foreign 
secretary Lord Halifax he used 
the medical metaphor that he 
was hoping for the best while 
preparing for the worst. He did 
make a fool of himself in 1938 
when he confidently declared 
that he had “brought peace in 
our time”. His claim that, like 
Shakespeare’s Henry IV, he had 
“plucked the flower safely from 
the nettle of danger” looks like 
hubris. But Chamberlain’s policy 
was far subtler than this. He did 
make two journeys to see Hitler 
in 1938, and in one of these he 
was humiliated. But he always 
appreciated that his policy might 
fail; he felt a personal conviction 
and a political duty to pursue 
every available avenue before 
taking his country to war. As John 
Charmley argues, Chamberlain’s 
policy was an “iron fist in a velvet 
glove.” He did offer Hitler the 
Sudetenland, the area of Germany 
dominated by ethnic Germans. It 
is true that he left Czechoslovakia 
in a precarious position but given 
that Hitler had already privately 
indicated his intention to smash 
Czechoslovakia, this may not be 
such a sell out after all.

The exclusion of Stalin from the Munich 
agreement has been identified as a reason why 
Britain did not form an alliance with the USSR.

Chamberlain’s meeting with Hitler regarding 
the Czechoslovakia crisis in 1938. 
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After it became clear that Hitler 
would not keep his word, 
Chamberlain increased expenditure 
on preparations for war: the 
number of operational aircrafts 
rose from 2,827 to 7,940 with 
spending on armaments rising 
from 256 million to 719 million 
by the summer of 1939. He was 
not, as Churchill facetiously put it, 
“feeding the crocodile hoping that 
it will eat him last.”

With the benefit of hindsight, 
Britain should perhaps have fought 
a war against Hitler in 1938 rather 
than 1939 (as Niall Ferguson 
has argued). But would it have 
achieved the national unity that 
occurred in 1939? Chamberlain’s 
policy of appeasement won 
extraordinary plaudits at the 
time. The Poet Laureate, James 
Masefield, acclaimed Chamberlain 
for being divinely led. George VI 
publicly endorsed the policy. Had 
Chamberlain not explored every 
avenue for peace, would he have 
united Britain and the Empire 
behind war in 1939?

It is perfectly correct to suggest 
that war cannot be prevented from 
a position of weakness. This was 
not Chamberlain’s policy. In fact, 
in the most important respect, 
Chamberlain was not an appeaser. 
He was the prime minister who 
declared war upon Germany. There 
was even a serious case not to fight 
Hitler over Poland. For some neo-
conservative historians, (following 
the thinking of both former prime 
minister Stanley Baldwin, and 
future American president Harry 
Truman) Hitler and Stalin should 

have been left to fight it out. Such 
a policy would have left us with a 
dominant Hitler or Stalin. Having 
explored all the peaceful options, 
Chamberlain opted for war. For 
him, as he set out in a radio 
broadcast to the nation, it was a 
tragic decision:

You can imagine what a bitter blow 
it is to me that all my long struggle 
to win peace has failed. Yet I cannot 
believe that there is anything more 
or anything different that I could 
have done and that would have 
been more successful.

Now may God bless you all. May He 
defend the right. It is the evil things 
that we shall be fighting against 
– brute force, bad faith, injustice, 
oppression and persecution – and 
against them I am certain that the 
right will prevail.

Chamberlain believed that 
peace was the rational end, for 
rational people. War, as John 
Major wrote, is about sending 
young people out to fight, and 
perhaps to die, for a cause older 
men think worthwhile. This must 
only be when all alternative 
options have been exhausted. 
Chamberlain’s honourable and 
practical foreign policy ensured 
that when Britain went to war in 
1939 the country was morally, 
politically and materially equipped 
for unflinching struggle against 
‘evil things’. For that, western 
civilisation as we know it, owes 
much to the distinguished Old 
Rugbeian.

Dr Ed Beesley
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A newspaper front page implying  
just how crucial Chamberlain’s position  

was in the late 1930s. 

The modern narrative of science 
and medicine as naturally 
progressive has clouded our 
vision of science-in-context. 
Vignettes from the history of 
mental illness show how often it 
is not the past itself, but how we 
have interpreted it that has led 
us to believe in a barbaric and 
untamed past. 

Having visited the Discoveries: Art, 
Science & Exploration exhibition 
held at Middle Temple in the 
summer of 2014, I was taken 
aback by science’s apparent 
relentless history of progress and 
achievement. The exhibition 
featured a plethora of scientific 
illustrations, instruments and 
discoveries, spanning hundreds 
of years; from pre-historic 
skeletons to early drawings of 
the solar system, to the latest 
measurement devices. My initial 
reaction was “Look how far we’ve 
come, and what a journey we have 
ahead of us!” It was only a few 
years later that the enchantment 
I experienced when face-to-face 
with these objects began to 
wear off – revealing the powerful 
narrative beneath. 

Science – Life in a test tube?
Science stands apart from society, 
and is memorialized (even to the 
extent of beauty and art typified 
in the Discoveries exhibition). But 

this carries its own danger: a lack 
of scrutiny and oversight. Even a 
reassembled skeleton of a dodo, on 
display in the exhibition, exuded an 
aura of romance and achievement. 
Rather than alluding to a dark 
period in the human modernizing 
endeavour, the emphasis was 
placed on the painstaking 
process of assembly. Thus, the 
completeness of the skeleton stood-
in for the progress of science.

Arguably, it is difficult to refute 
that the progression and 
accumulation of knowledge 
hasn’t improved our lives. But 
equally, if we assume a narrative 
of unchallenged scientific 
progression, we distance ourselves 
even further from how science 
is actually produced; eventually 
giving science its infallible status. 
If, however, we don’t accept 
this simple narrative we open 
ourselves up to questioning 
the cultural and social factors 
that are surely intertwined with 
science, and acquire a greater 
insight in how to approach 
the concept of knowledge and 
that which underpins it. For 
example, had visitors to the 
exhibition been presented with 
a series of ineffective or broken 
thermometers, they may have 
understood that measurement of 
temperature relies on the material 
constituents of thermometers. 
Science cannot be held to be 
an isolated practice, it relies 
on human interaction and 
interpretation, and therefore is 
prone to failure and change. 

Critiquing science
The critical study of science as a 
field of knowledge production took 
off across a number of academic 
disciplines from the 1960s, 
when studies began to question 
science’s claim to universal truth. 

MAD
HISTORY
ARE WE THE MAD 
ONES, OR WERE THEY?

Re-assembled dodo skeleton.  
An inversed discovery?
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Such studies took a variety of 
perspectives; focusing on how 
scientific paradigms shift; the 
material production of facts in 
laboratories; and the underlying 
cultural assumptions of artificial 
life and early debates about the 
importance of experiments in 17th 
century England1, to name but a 
few. In this latter example, Steven 
Shapin and Simon Schaffer suggest 
that historians must do away 
with the ‘self-evident method’, 
where historians insert their own 
modern cultural presuppositions 
onto their subject matter. Instead, 
they argued for a more open-
ended perspective (a “stranger’s” 
perspective) to understanding the 
contingency of knowledge and 
science. In Shaffer and Shapin’s 
study, experiments only gained 
prominence due to the allies early 
scientists won over to their cause, 
rather than unilateral support for 
their methodology. 

Laboratory experiments are 
often geared towards the 
reproduction of experimental 
results, producing results that 
often replicate or confirm what 
we already know. This has created 
a lingering problem in science 
known as confirmation bias; the 
interpretation and creation of 
results that are consistent with 
one’s beliefs and ideas. Worried 
by this unnaturally positive date, 
‘Journals of Negative Results’ 
(outlining inconsequential results 
from scientific experiments) have 
begun to gain prominence. Does 
history have a confirmation bias? 
Have we been looking at the past 
through our modern conceptions 
of knowledge? 

History of Madness: 
Humanizing Science
Rather than aiming to prove 
science as right or wrong, scholars 

have been interested in shining 
a light on context and opening 
up science as a social practice. 
The feminist academic Donna 
Harraway, critiqued the traditional 
notion of science as objective or ‘a 
view from nowhere’ – arguing on 
the contrary – that science comes 
‘from somewhere’, what she calls 
situated knowledge. Taking the 
common approach to the history 
of mental illness (often dubbed 
‘history of madness’) provides 
fertile ground to highlight that 
scientific knowledge does indeed 
come from somewhere. But we 
haven’t always seen it thus. 
Through following the standard 
developmental narrative, beliefs 
have focused on previous 
conceptions of mental illness 
being wrong or misguided, and 
they have unknowingly taken 
the ‘self-evident’ perspective; 
denying ideas on madness an 
intellectual context in their own 
right. Furthermore, a historical 
fascination for absurdity in the 
past, belies real attitudes and 
attempts to improve the lives of 
those living with mental illness. 
Finally, a focus on the modern 
promise of quick-fix drugs brings 
to light the cultural (and not  
just scientific) production of  
good health. 

Perhaps then, it is our 
overemphasis on ignorance in the 
past, the search for barbarism and 
the assumption that a ‘final cure’ 
is possible, that makes us the mad 
ones, and not them!

Spirits and Devils
A typical history of mental illness 
would take you on a grand 
tour of the horrific and barbaric 
practices of the past, and in so 
doing, assuring you that we 
are fortunate to be living in the 
present day. 

Getting the results you look for…

1  Shapin & Schaffer, (1985) Leviathan 
and the Air-Pump

For the earliest signs of society 
dealing with or coming to 
terms with some form of mental 
illness, we are often pointed in 
the direction of trepanation, the 
barbaric practice par excellence. 
Identified at archaeological sites 
and dating from around 6500 
BC, trepanation is the practice of 
drilling a small hole in the skull, 
usually while the patient is still alive. 
This would have been incredibly 
painful with the procedure being 
carried out with no painkillers and 
usually with inaccurate flint tools. 

Standard interpretations of 
trepanned skulls usually put  
forward spiritual or religious 
explanations. The argument goes: 
as ancient humans believed in 
the power of supernatural entities 
having a physical and real presence 
in their everyday lives, and the 
belief that spirits could take over 
the body, it would make sense to 
undertake trepanation to allow for 
the passage of spirits into or out of 
the body.

As plausible as this may sound, 
it represents a flawed attempt at 
understanding ancient medical 
knowledge. As Julian Droogan 
notes, it is often the case that 
archaeologists use religion or 
ritual explanations ‘indiscriminately 
to describe that which is not 
understood2’ – the common (mis)
understanding of trepanation is no 
exception. Pushing the religious 
argument too far misses a very 
simple and practical point; that 
making an incision into the skull 
does have the potential to alleviate 
pressure, and to heal certain 
fractures. Many trepanned skulls, 
for example, show signs of cranial 
injuries or neurological diseases, 
often in the same region of the  
skull where the trepanation hole 
was made.

But spiritual explanations do not 
stop at trepanation. It has long 
been argued that understandings 
of witchcraft practices in medieval 
and early modern Europe can be 
attributed to signs of madness. 
Gregory Zilboorg in 1935, for 
example, argued that with a little 
editing the influential 1487 CE 
witchcraft manual, the Maleus 
Malificarum, could be interpreted 
as an early psychiatry textbook 
(if a few words were substituted 
and removed). Some of those 
persecuted as witches may indeed 
have had mental health issues3, but 
to claim the Witchcraze of 16th 
and 17th centuries was a mental 
illness epidemic, with possession 
by the Devil as a facade would 
be rampant conjecture, with 
no appreciation of the reality of 
religious and popular beliefs of the 
time. The argument also abuses the 
intellect of Europeans at the time. 
For one, witchcraft and possession 
were not seen as identical, the 
former being the voluntary use of 
dark magic, and the latter seen 
as involuntary, as pointed out in 
King James I & VI’s Demonology 
in 1597. Secondly, an elaborate 
system of medical knowledge, 
inspired by Greek physicians 
Hippocrates and Galen already 
prescribed a variety of treatments 
to those suffering from mental ill-
health. Burning mostly women at 
the stake, was not one of them… 

The Dark Age of the Asylum?
Thanks to a long line of horror 
movies and video games, the 
image of the asylum is very much 
present and fixed in our current 
cultural imagination. They are 
dark, anti-social and empty spaces, 
resembling prisons. But this rigid 
cultural image does much to 
tarnish and cloud the history of 
medical understandings and the 
variety of patient experiences. 

2  Droogan, J. (2013) Religion, Material 
Culture and Archaeology

3  Margary Kempe being a famous 
example. But what about the other 
100,000 who were persecuted?

Crude tools but effective remedies?
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In Britain, asylums were originally 
not the large prison complexes that 
we think of today. Instead, they 
emerged from smaller contexts. 
The early madhouses (as they 
were then known) emerged in 
the 17th century, where the mad, 
originally having been cared for 
in domestic contexts (such as 
their home) began to be sent to 
small, commercial enterprises. 
These private madhouses came to 
symbolise ‘the trade in lunacy’ and 
made up the majority of mental 
institutions up until the 1850s. 
Many of these businesses ran like 
traditional country homes, with 
their daily practices and treatments 
running against the grain of what 
we would normally consider to be 

the treatments of the time. The first 
mad doctors (again, a commonly 
used phrase) believed that through 
their ‘moral treatment’ the mad 
would learn to internalize the 
values of normality and learn to 
abandon their behaviour through 
interacting with other members of 
society. This was done through a 
variety of activities including music, 
art and even holding tea parties 
and formal dinners for the patients, 
where they were able to interact 
with the outside world. 

The York Retreat is one such 
example of an institution 

advancing a sympathetic 
environment for the mentally 
ill. Founded by William Tuke 
and the Quakers in 1792, it 
was a response to stories of 
maltreatment in large public 
institutions. Ticehurst House 
in Sussex even kept a pack 
of beagles so that gentleman 
patients could enjoy the hunt 
during their stays. 

Looking back on asylums, stories 
of neglect and poor treatment 
are not hard to find. They are also 
associated with treatments often 
labelled bizarre and outdated. 
Shock therapies were popular 
means of treatment: immersion in 
cold water and the simulation of 

drowning were some techniques 
used. Designs have also been 
uncovered of mechanical 
contraptions aimed at spinning 
and disorienting patients (though 
it is unknown whether some of 
these came into practice). These 
are unsurprising, considering the 
ongoing industrial revolution and 
growing allure of inventions. 

But labelling these practices as 
backward and flawed ignores 
the intellectual and contextual 
underpinnings of these ideas, and 
consigning practitioners as ‘evil 
doctors’. A dominant belief of 

Left: Ticehurst House, Sussex
Above: Abandoned ward, Surrey County 
Lunatic Asylum

how the body worked at the time 
involved the belief in achieving 
a balanced equilibrium, and that 
creating an artificial crisis would 
force the body to readjust. Physical 
constraint, too, had more than a 
practical purpose; a passive body 
would achieve a passive mind. 
Historical focus, here, has often 
been on absurdity, at the expense 
of the treatment’s motivation. 

Evolving therapies:  
feeling our way
The era of shocking therapies 
continued with the emergence of 
electricity and modern medicine. 
Mental institutions were sites 
where new and experimental 
treatments could be tried and 
tested. Electroconvulsive therapy 
(ECT), a treatment which involves 
sending an electric current 
through the brain was first used in 
1938. Lobotomy (taking out a part 
of the brain through a surgical 
procedure through the eye socket) 
took off in America during the 
1940s and 1950s. Emerging out 
of new technologies in medicine 
(electrical currents and surgical 
procedures), these practices were 
embraced. Doubts regarding their 
effectiveness were side-lined by 
apparent achievement of marginal 

gains (lobotomies did reduce 
agitation in patients, but at the 
expense of long-term damage and 
personality changes). 

Illustrative here, is to the 
notorious story of Walter 
Freeman, a specialist in 
transorbital lobotomies who 
travelled in what is known as his 
“lobotomobile”, giving advice 

and undertaking procedures 
across America. Performing up to 
4,000 procedures, he left many 
patients irrecoverably injured. 
But the emphasis on this story 
is often misplaced. A phantom 
doctor on the loose should not be 
considered more worrying than 
the legitimacy and support that 
this procedure was bestowed. 
What does it say about lobotomy 
that up to 20,000 underwent 
this surgery by 1951? What does 
it mean that the procedure’s 
inventor, Ergas Monitz, won the 
Nobel Prize for it in 1949? Where 
is the real horror in this story? 
Freeman did drive, but claims 
that he operated in his car are in 
fact unfounded. 

Our fetishism for bewildering 
therapies do not stop at such 

Above: Rotating device design
Right: Spinning chair design
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procedures. Society has long 
been enchanted by Sigmund 
Freud, but do we know why? 
Most have heard of Freud, and 
perhaps even of his theory of 
the Oedpius complex – where 
human behaviour can be derived 
from suppressed childhood sexual 
tension. This theory, and his 
book The Interpretation of Dreams 
published in English in 1915, 
brought him international fame. 

Freud is considered to be the 
founding father of psycho-
analysis, which posits that 
through free association of the 
individual, the psychiatrist is 
able to unveil nascent cognitive 
and personality tensions – and 
through coming face-to-face with 
these tensions, the patient would 
then be able to resolve them. 
It’s still commonly used today, 
although not as prominent as it 
was in mid 20th century. 

But were his methods effective? 
Well, many didn’t think so. Even  
in Freud’s day, psychiatrists 
were still split as to causes and 
treatment of mental illness. Many 
found Freud’s theory of sexual 

repression bizarre. It was also 
time-consuming and wasn’t a 
plausible solution in large asylums. 

Freud’s influence remains, but more 
in the public imagination than in 
the psychiatric discipline. The public 
can visit his house in Hampstead, 
London and gaze upon his couch, 
the site of many therapeutic 
sessions. With Freud, psychiatry 
became a household product – but 
what were we consuming?

The “Wonder Pill?”
Perhaps now the final stage 
of the history of mental illness 
for some is the emergence of 
psychopharmacological medicine 
in the mid-20th century. 
Emerging in the 1950s, anti-
depressants, anti-psychotic and 
mood stabilizing drugs entered the 
psychiatric scene, paving the way 
for the closure of large asylums 
and ushering in a policy of what is 
known as ‘community care’. 

Opiate derivates – drugs 
stemming from opium – had been 
used in asylums as a chemical 
form of constraint since the 1860s; 
however, new drugs that targeted 
the neuro-biological bases for 
mental disorders promised a final 
“quick-fix” solution to a range of 
mental ailments. 

Alongside this new development 
in drugs, was a systematisation of 
mental disorders into textbooks 
and checklists. The Diagnostic & 
Statistical Manual published by the 
American Psychiatric Association is 
a particularly influential manual as 
it can be used in court as evidence 
for mental illness. 
 
In terms of modern medicine – 
this is currently the psychiatric 
orthodoxy – to diagnose using 
a checklist of symptoms and to 

Freud’s couch

prescribe drugs if needed. But 
this hasn’t gone without its critics. 
For one, it often appears wholly 
impersonal, and therefore a need 
for counselling is often talked 
about. These drugs also tend to 
treat the symptoms (the outward 
behaviour of the person) rather 
than the underlying causes. Andrew 
Scull claims that modern psychiatry 
insists madness ‘can be reduced to 
biology and nothing but biology4’ 
and that this often had led to 
the vision of drugs promising a 
“silver bullet” to fix biological 
abnormalities.

Where also do we draw the line 
between mentally ill and mentally 
well? The possibility for anyone 
to experience mental illness may 
be seen as a progressive move; 
however, it also risks the danger 
of labelling different behaviour as 
deviant and in need of correction. 

A moving target
What was this a history of? 
Knowledge? Abnormality? Ideas? 
Beliefs? Causes? Treatment? The 
history of madness cannot be aptly 
summarised by a singular narrative 
of progression from barbarism to 
scientific understanding. Mental 
health and illness has gained 
prominence in public matters in 
recent years. But this knowledge  
of illness and understanding 
ourselves does not march on 
unabated and untethered to 
isolated objective values.

The History of Madness has 
captured the imagination of 

the public – but often for the 
wrong reasons. In attributing a 
backward nature to treatments 
and understandings of madness, 
it disassociates modern science 
with culture, and fails to recognise 
the complexity and endeavour 
to understand and treat an often 
intangible and concerning human 
experience. In all ages there were 
debates and questioning as to  
the best way forward. This 
continues today. 

Portrayed as a curiosity cabinet 
of ‘bad science’ backwardness 
in general, Mad History has 
taken the form of an exhibition. 
Leading to the question: are we 
really the mad ones in how we 
view history? 

Oskar Schortz

4  Scull, A. (2015). Madness in Civilization. 
A Cultural History of Insanity from the 
Bible to Freud, from the Madhouse to 
Modern Medicine
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Drugs such as Valium in the 1960s and 
Prozac in the 1980s became household names 

and were marketed to the general public. 
Marketing was never separated from cultural 

norms at the time.

THE DIAGNOSTIC &  
STATISTICAL MANUAL (DSM) 
• Known as the Psychiatrist’s “Bible”
•  First edition in 1952 had only 50 

pages, and it’s now onto its fifth 
edition with over 900 pages – marks 
the huge growth of the types of 
mental disorders. 

•  DSM I (1952) homosexuality listed  
as a disorder

•  DSM III (1980) 50% of respondents 
to a survey based on the manual 
were diagnosed with a mental 
disorder
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The aphorism “the medium is 
the message” was first coined 
by the philosopher Marshall 
McLuhan. For McLuhan, the 
medium through which content 
is carried plays a vital role in how 
it is perceived, but it is a role 
we often fail to acknowledge. 
McLuhan describes the content 
of a medium as a ‘juicy piece of 
meat’ carried by the burglar to 
distract ‘the watchdog of the 
mind’. In his view the medium 
is the message, because it is the 
medium that shapes and controls 
the ‘scale and form of human 
association and action’. 

The creation 
of an organized web of 
communication through print 
publications helped spark a 
journalistic tradition which 
would shape class consciousness 
throughout the 18th and 19th 
centuries. The various forms of 
print media became the veins 
connecting the political organs 
of British state in Westminster 
to the growing audience on the 
ground, in the regions and in 
burgeoning cities. These veins 
gave form to the information 
being disseminated, and for the 
first time enabled truly popular 
opinion to be expressed and to 
develop. By providing a literary 
vehicle for ideas surrounding 
class, such ideas were given 

a new forcefulness. To this 
extent, the medium was the 
message. The language of 
class, for instance, became a 
common currency. People were 
encouraged to define themselves 
by class, and actively chose to 
do so. 
 
The daily newspaper first 
appeared in 1702, following the 
collapse of state censorship in 
1695. By the 1750s, the London 
press was well established and 
between 1714 and 1780 fifty 
provincial 

newspapers were also 
in circulation. The annual 
consumption of newspapers 
rose from 2.5 million in 1712-
13 to 12.6 million in 1775. 
Technological innovations 
increased the supply of print. 
Mechanisation in the 19th 
century had dramatic effects. 
The printing press had remained 
almost unchanged in England 
since the days of William 
Caxton in the 1470s – capable 
only of producing around 200 
impressions an hour – but in 
1814, The Times adopted the 
steam-powered rotary press, 
capable of printing 1,000 sheets 
an hour. Circulation went up 
tenfold as a result: from 5,000 per 
day in 1815 to around 50,000 
per day in 1850. The process 

of printing became increasingly 
efficient. The Hoe press, imported 
from the USA, was capable of 
20,000 impressions per hour. 
Paper manufacture also became 
cheaper and faster, thus reducing 
the cost of printed material for 
both manufacturer and reader. 

Alongside this, the introduction 
of the telegraph and the advent 
of Pitman’s system of shorthand 
(both in 1837) helped to vastly 
improve the 

responsiveness (if not always 
the accuracy) of journalistic 
reporting. Shorthand transformed 
the business of reporting into a 
kind of science, permitting almost 
verbatim accounts in political 
reporting. The completion 
of the transatlantic telegraph 
cable to Newfoundland in 1858 
and a submarine cable (via the 

The Medium is the Massage (1967) 
McLuhan argues that we are transformed by 

the means we use to communicate

Mediterranean and the Indian 
Ocean) to Bombay in 1869 also 
meant that international news 
was far more rapidly circulated. 
Readers could be kept increasingly 
up to date with current affairs 
on both a global and national 
scale. Technological innovations 
transformed the distribution of 
printed media. The advent of the 
railway from the 1840s enabled 
newspapers and periodicals to be 
distributed across the country on 
a daily basis. Railways also created 
new spaces in which to read. W.H. 
Smith established a network of 
railway station bookstalls (1848), 
making it possible to borrow a 
book from London and return it 
in Manchester. The extension of 
reading hours, made possible with 
the invention of the gas lamp, 
also encouraged reading into  
the private setting at home in  
the drawing room, in the parlour, 
at the breakfast table and in  
the bedroom.

Hand-in-hand with these platform-
supporting technologies was an 
explosion in mass literacy. For 
centuries, the ability to read and 
write was tied to social prestige, 
but social reformers made the case 
that an educated working class 
was less likely to be a revolutionary 

one. Reading nurtured moral 
responsibility and piety, it was 
thought. Successive governments 
initiated reform, introducing 
compulsory elementary education 
in 1870 (and the funding for it 
in 1880). By the end of the 19th 
century, all children between 5-12 
years of age received instruction  
in the three ‘Rs’: reading, writing 
and arithmetic.

Against this background, a series 
of changes over the course of 
the 18th century helped define 
the newspaper as an institution 
of British public life, and as 
an arbiter of social class. If the 
French Revolution demonstrated 
that politics was not only for 
the privileged few, the industrial 
revolution shaped attitudes towards 
class and the breaking down of 
monopolies on information. The 
family lost much of its cohesion as 
an economic unit and the skills of 
artisan workers, previously highly 
respected, were marginalised 
by the relentless march of 
mechanisation. Politics became 
of central concern to ever larger 
sections of the population as people 
tried to make sense of the profound 
changes happening around them. 
New ideas and a new language 
were needed. Newspapers 

presented themselves as the forum 
both for this, and for the expression 
of commonly held frustrations with 
the existing order. 

The beginnings were inauspicious. 
The authorities traditionally took 
a very dim view of the activities of 
independent pamphleteers and 
tract writers. The state clamped 
down on the flow of information 
and news through law and 
prohibitive taxation. A system of 
duties was introduced in 1712 – the 
aim to put hostile newspapers out 
of business by taxing them beyond 
the means of middle-class and 
working-class consumers. Given the 
desire for information, such levies 
ultimately failed to check newspaper 
growth, but they did shape the 
way the industry developed. To 
survive, newspapers had to become 
more politically aligned. Individual 
newspapers began to position 
themselves alongside political 
factions or indeed single politicians, 
to become what Viktor Yarros 
describes as the “organs of political 

The Hoe Press – helped revolutionise print media 

Punch cartoon from 1843 – parents are forced 
to separate from their children under the New 
Poor Law, a response to demographic changes 

and industrial growth
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opinion.” The emergence of two 
distinct political groupings (the 
Whigs and the Tories) in the 1700s 
laid the seeds for a competitive 
press. Newspapers would be 
required both to relay conflicting 
political viewpoints and to support 
the right to publish such views. 
Under Sir Robert Walpole’s 10-year 
tenure as Prime Minister (1721-42), 
£50,000 of treasury money was 
spent on setting up newspapers, 
supporting established ones, and 
buying off opposition. William 
Pitt the Younger also successfully 
manipulated the press – behind his 
run-away success 1788 election was 
control of two-thirds of the London 
morning newspapers. 
 
The emancipation of the press 
would not be smooth, however. The 
MP John Wilkes’s battle to publish 
The North Briton was symbolic of 
the greater struggle for liberty, 
and for individual rights to free 
expression. Wilkes was different to 
other proponents of press freedom 
because he defended his right to 
criticise government. Issue number 
45 of The North Briton was a scathing 
attack on the Earl of Bute, who had 
succeeded Pitt the Elder in 1762. 
Following publication, Wilkes was 
arrested on a general warrant. 
Wilkes claimed privilege as an MP, 
was released and went on to secure 
£100,000 from the government in 
damages. Wilkes used the printed 
word to stir a popular movement on 
a national scale, voicing the political 
demands of the rising middle classes. 
Newspapers began to claim to speak 
for the “country” in opposition to 
the “Crown”. The fight to report  
on Parliamentary debate was itself  
a manifestation of this struggle.

By tradition, parliamentary 
proceedings were not reported – 
this was to prevent the sovereign 
from harassing MPs with arrest 

for seditious speech. Publications 
tried to subvert this by reporting 
parliamentary debates whilst 
parliament was in recess – the 
content of debates was presented 
as history, not news. More creative 
writers presented the dealings of 
Parliament as the proceedings of 
the Senate of Lilliputia, identifying 
MPs through Roman names or 
anagrams. Ostensibly, opposition to 
reporting parliamentary debate lay 
in MPs’ fear of misrepresentation, 
but in reality, MPs feared being 
held accountable to the public 
as much as being blacklisted by 
the palace. Greater transparency 
over the content and context of 
parliamentary discussion promised 
to shift the balance of power 
between Parliament and the people. 
The battle for the right to report 
Parliament was a central part of the 
struggle for democracy in Britain. 
Emboldened, newspapers began 
to print reports of Westminster 
debates, and despite ongoing 
censorship and financial penalty, 
there was a clear public appetite 
to be informed. The reporting ban 
was eventually overturned in 1771, 
but there was no dedicated Press 
Gallery for reporters until 1835. 

The first wave of radical 
newspapers, which emerged after 

the French Revolution, emphasised 
individual liberty as opposed to 
class solidarity, but soon they 
began to target audiences far 
beyond the traditional elite. 
Editors including William Cobbett 
(1763-1835) and Thomas 
Wooler (1786-1853) engaged 
with issues surrounding political 
corruption and the state of the 
rural poor. Intended to be read 
aloud (Cobbett addressed the 
audience of his Political Register as 
“my readers and hearers”), they 
connected with the readership 
in an accessible vernacular, and 
attempted to construct a mass 
political community responsive to 
the growing calls for political and 
electoral reform. The passing of 
the Newspapers and Stamp Duties 
Act within the six Acts in 1819 
again forced radical papers to halt 
publication but a second wave 
of newspapers emerged in the 
1830s with an even sharper critical 
agenda. They attacked the Great 
Reform Act of 1832 for its failure 
to extend the franchise to the 
working classes, and they sought 
to organise working class people 

Sign and seal of John Wilkes – one-time 
newspaper editor, and future popular figure 

amongst American revolutionaries

Fear of the power of the press – both a 
Victorian and modern phenomenon 

into trade unions. Many publishers 
saw their role as encouraging 
such groups to instigate political 
change. One such example was 
The Northern Star, which was 
published from 1837 to 1852 and 
sold around 50,000 copies a week. 
With an estimated twenty readers 
per copy sold, the readership was 
likely closer to a million. 

Even so, the days of the radical 
press were numbered, as market 
conditions and government policy 
put a fresh squeeze on revenues and 
traditional audiences. The increased 
cost of newspaper production in 
the 1830s was crucial to the radical 
press’s demise. Machinery costs 
started to rise, and more staff had 
to be employed to supply larger 
and more regular newspapers. The 
radical press found it hard to operate 
on the national scale required to 
help stoke the fires of a broad 
working-class movement. Living and 
working conditions also started to 
improve, albeit slowly, taking some 
of the heat out of radical polemic. 
Real wages increased 40% between 
1862 and 1875 and there was 
better provision made for workers’ 
housing and schools. There was a 
growth in the acceptance (even 
among some trade unions) of the 
“consensus ideology” – the idea 
that capital and labour could work 
together. Subsequent periods of 
political unrest failed to produce a 
literary or journalistic footprint with 
the popularity of the Northern Star 
or Poor Man’s Guardian. 

Meanwhile, so-called ‘respectable’ 
newspaper interests were firmly 
vested in the middle classes 
– perhaps best demonstrated 
through a growing dependency 
on advertising revenue. These 
publications proposed reform 
over revolution, and supported 
middle class calls for the extension 

of the franchise, the creation of 
free trade and reform of the civil 
service. The respectable press 
flourished because it played by 
government rules, accepting stamp 
duties and respecting blanket 
bans on parliamentary reporting. 
Newspapers in this category were 
able to attract advertisers, as their 
readership was deemed to have 
sufficient purchasing power and to 
share a collected outlook. With their 
commercial preoccupations and 
high cover price, the respectable 
press encouraged the middle 
classes to differentiate themselves 
from the working classes, building 
class-consciousness. Lauding the 
values of class, the Leeds Mercury 
exclaimed in 1821, “never in 
any country under the sun was 
an order of men more estimable 
and valuable, more praised and 
praiseworthy than the middle class 
of society in England.”

Against this background, large 
newspapers began to monopolise 
the market and the radical influence 
in newsprint disappeared, though 
working-class consciousness 
remained a potentially very 
attractive vehicle for sales. The 
economic pressures for newspapers 
to find a readership meant that 
newspapers had to convey messages 
which readers could identify with. 
The Daily Telegraph was launched 
in 1855 for the price of just 1d 
– popular rival newspapers were 
retailing at 7d. The readership of the 
Daily Telegraph rose to 250,000 by 
1876, catering to those who had 
not previously been able to afford 
access to the press. The profit-
making possibilities of high-volume 
printing were also being exploited 
through new types of publication, 
such as the penny weekly Tit-Bits 
(1881). Tit-Bits aimed to develop 
sympathetic intimacy – an informal 
and personal type of address which 

would become highly important to 
the popular market.

This was seen nowhere clearer 
than in the rise of the ‘tabloid’ 
press. (Tabloid – a contraction 
of ‘tablet’ and ‘alkaloid’- was a 
compressed medicine in the form 
of a small tablet, first marketed 
by pharmaceutical company 
Burroughs Wellcome and Co., 
1881). Newspapers began to 
provide readers with smaller, 
more accessible articles. Launched 
by Alfred Harmsworth in 1896, 
The Daily Mail applied populist 
techniques taken from the Sunday 
and daily press, as well as influences 
from American journalism. A new 
style of reporting, with greater 
informality between the journalist 
and the reader, began to develop. 
This marked a profound shift 
throughout the century from 
newspapers representing the 
collected interests of the working 
classes to expressing those interests 
within market-oriented imperatives. 
They sought to inform readers 
with a more individualistic, rather 

Report on the murders carried out by 
Jack the Ripper. The story was kept in the  

press because it boosted sales 
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than a class-based tone of address. 
One contributor, Hamilton Fyfe, 
explained Harmsworth’s basic 
principle, “he said that very few 
people wanted politics, while a 
very large number wanted to be 
entertained, diverted, relieved a 
little while from the pressure and 
tedium of their daily affairs.” By 
placing increased importance on 
monthly sales figures, The Daily 
Mail changed the economic basis 
of the daily press. Column inches 
could be converted into advertising 
space and the greater the size of a 
newspaper’s readership, the more it 
could demand per inch of coveted 
advertising space. The Daily Mail 
was able to reach an even larger 
audience through the establishment 
of another printing press in 
Manchester to serve the North of 
England and Scotland, making it 
the first national newspaper. 

This did not mean however that 
a popular press lost its capacity to 
mobilise political opinion, even if 
it was tethered increasingly loosely 
to a fixed class agenda. While the 
‘respectable’ press highlighted 
the vices of other classes – the 
idleness and debauchery of the 
aristocracy, the hot-headedness 
of the working-classes – popular 
publications played a key role in 
positing common values among 
working men and women, 
circumscribing a sense of class-
consciousness. Such print media 
lay at the heart of working class 
culture and literature. Traditional 
institutions of power – the army, 
the monarchy and the government 
were undermined by damning 
reports in the press, such as William 
Stead’s extensive coverage of 
the exploitation of young girls as 
prostitutes in London. Political 
figures were satirised, reflecting 
(and further disseminating) popular 
mistrust of politicians. Sexual and 

criminal scandals, in particular the 
case of the Whitechapel murders, 
reported in the press, revealed the 
corruption within the establishment 
and helped draw popular attention 
to the need for reform. William 
Benbow established the Rambler’s 
Magazine in 1822 dedicated to 
exposing the sexual depravity of 
the aristocracy and the clergy; the 
Weekly Police Gazette, published 
by John Cleaves in 1834 centred 
on scandals at court. Jolted out 
of traditional deference, it was 
increasingly difficult for working 
men and women to feel protected 
by or subservient to, establishment 
figures and ideas. At question 
was an apparently yawning gap 
between working class values, and 
the values of the political classes. 

Of course, on occasion, 
confrontation with Westminster was 
actively sought. There was a general 
outcry among newspaper editors 
at the government’s decision to 
support Louis Napoleon’s coup 
d’etat in Paris, December 1851, for 
example. The Times in particular 
was heavily critical, such that 
the publication drew the ire of 
incoming Prime Minister, Lord 
Derby. He reproached the paper 

for its coverage of events insisting 
that because the “English press 
aspires to share the influence of 
the statesmen, so it must also 
share in the responsibilities of the 
statesmen.” Undaunted, John 
Delane of The Times responded in 
a series of editorials demanding 
independence from Westminster. It 
was a stance that later saw British 
newspapers run with stories certain 
to cause enormous embarrassment 
to the government. Outcry 
over the military incompetence 
of British generals during the 
Crimean War (1854-56), the first 
‘Newspaper War’, helped topple 
a government (Lord Aberdeen), 
for example. Frequent reports in 
the popular press of misconduct 
among those holding high 
office may have helped shatter 
middle class illusions about the 
rectitude of social superiors (here 
the reportage surrounding the 
Boer War at the turn of the 20th 
century struck a particularly 
heavy blow). But it would be 
wrong to suppose that there was 
anything like an anti-establishment 
agenda. Indeed, as Simon Heffer 
has recently shown, suspicion of 
the aristocracy in the 1890s was 
generated through a combination 

Fake news? A 19th as much as 21st century occurrence – pressure to sell  
papers creates fascination around sex, violence and murder 
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of the new popular press and a 
middle class that believed in and 
(via their literary and material 
culture) largely defined “Victorian 
Morality”. Instead, in its disapproval 
and professional prurience, the 
newspaper industry served to 
buttress ideas of class-appropriate 
behaviour and preoccupation. 
Whether by design or not, 
newspaper commentary worked 
to raise the barricades of class-
consciousness, not degrade them. 

Of course, the class system (or 
something approximate to it) 
in Britain had always existed as 
an idea. But the print revolution 
provided the idea with a medium 
which made it vastly more 
powerful. To this extent, popular 
definitions of class-groupings, 
and ideas about ‘the other’, 
were an invention of newsprint 
and journalistic tract. As we 
have seen, newspapers found it 
convenient to respond to political 
and social dilemmas with the 
language of class, encouraging 
readers to differentiate themselves 
by implication into distinct 
political groupings. Newspapers 
perpetuated sentiments (perhaps 
especially held by the middle 
classes) about the nature of the 
upper, middle and working classes. 
The distinction made between 
classes in newspaper editorials and 
reports helped to entrench class 
divisions. Political action also gained 

a new immediacy following the 
print revolution. Politics became 
more important to all groupings as 
newspapers helped articulate the 
ways in which political action could 
affect individual fortunes and lives.

Finally, once released from the 
shackles of stamp duties and 
censorship, newspapers were 
fully exposed to market forces, 
with far-reaching consequences. 
Reliant on advertising to generate 
revenue, and competing with new 
low-cost rivals, radical newspapers 
were unable to attract financial 
backing on the same scale as 
the ‘respectable’ press. Perhaps 
inevitably, then, the radical voice 
gradually disappeared from the 
popular press. Instead, newspapers 

settled down to a homogenisation 
of interests and general (lazy) 
assumptions about the social 
order. Tabloid newspapers, with 
their emphasis upon diverting 
news stories and advertising 
revenues, were a poor substitute 
for (and poor representative 
of) working class agitation and 
aspiration. In the end, towards 
the end of the Victorian period, 
class consciousness was perhaps 
a product of inertia as much as 
fractious clashes of interest. To this 
extent, and in unexpected ways, 
then, the newspaper medium 
hijacked the radical political and 
cultural message. 
 
Issy Bruce (S)

The Press: the fourth estate of democracy? 
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FROM THE

ARCHIVE

Louis Stokes
We’ve all been a new pupil at 
a new school. Well, imagine 
another new boy, called Louis 
Stokes, aged 13, sitting in the 
school chapel for the first time in 
September 1911. He sat in the 
front row in the chancel along 
with other boys from Lawrence 
Sheriff house (a feeder house 
to School House). In his first 
letter home to his dad, a vicar 
in Cambridge, he drew a little 
map of the chapel to show where 
everything was. That was the 
first of many, many letters that 
he wrote home during his time 

at Rugby, which I found in a 
battered old leather suitcase,  
in the archives under the TRR  
last term.

Students might not write letters 
to parents any more, but his are 
a mine of information about life 
at Rugby School a hundred years 
ago. Evidently, some elements 
of school life never change, 
including for example, sports 
injuries:

“Yesterday at Rugger here there 
were four chaps more or less badly 
hurt. One got badly kicked in the 
kidney (I saw him coming home 
in a cab and he looked jolly bad), 
another got concussion of the 
brain, a third broke his collar-bone, 
and a fourth fell badly on the ball 
on his stomach, with I believe, 
someone else on top. Quite a 
chapter of accidents.”

Some things were very different, 
such as when, at afternoon break 
each day, the F Block had to rush 
to make toast in front of the fire 
for the Sixth; when boys had to 
wear top hats to Chapel; and 
when up to sixty boys were ill 
on the wards in the San at once. 
Writing reports was a much less 
onerous duty for staff too – Louis’ 
Latin report for Lent term 1912 
simply says ‘Weak’.

As time wore on Louis passed up 
through the school, turning out 
to be a decent cricketer and a 
reasonably good academic. But 
great changes were on the way. 
In August 1914, the war started, 
and the 16 year old Louis was 
determined to join the OTC, what 
is now the CCF. As he wrote to 
his parents in his first letter of the 
new term:

“Here I am back in school – and 
having great fun. I MUST join the 
OTC, only I must have your signed 
permission – I enclose the necessary. 
Pray don’t deny this, as absolutely 
everyone without exception is 
flocking to join, and I do want to.”Louis as a young boy with this father,  

Rev. Dr. Henry P Stokes

But his father, a pacifist, fearing 
that it would instil a love of war 
and violence in his son, proved 
resistant to the idea. Louis wrote 
again, and said:

“…it seemed to me a poor 
objection to my joining the Corps, 
for I suppose most people ‘look 
forward to a different condition of 
affairs.’ You gave no reason that 
I could understand why I might 
not join; you went so far as to 
cast aspersions on me by saying ‘I 
hoped that you would have been 
brave and refused it on your own 
initiative’, when I say that it was 
on my own initiative that I applied 
to join. Any idea of ‘braveness’ 
seems rather out of the question.”

Eventually his father gave in, 
and allowed the Headmaster, 
Dr David, to sign him up. Very 
soon the effects of war were 
being felt in the school. Lists 
of Old Rugbeians killed were 
read out each week in chapel, 
and in no time at all, it became 
a depressingly regular part of 

school life. Later that term Louis 
wrote to his parents and said:

“Dr David had a daughter 
yesterday. Aren’t heaps of 
people being killed? It appears 
uncomfortably clear that the 
war will take its time. A splendid 
Rugbeian has just been killed. 
Major Arthur Jex-Blake Percival 
(son of a former Headmaster 
now a Bishop) DSO… There 
are two pictures of him in the 
Matron’s room here; a splendid 
looking chap. In one of them he 
has a long line of medals across 
his great strapping chest. I was 
talking to the Matron last night 
and she said ‘all his medals never 

made him proud.’ Yesterday the 
school beat Cheltenham 17-13. 
There are 50 Belgian wounded in 
the San here.”

With Louis getting older, and the 
war dragging on, the possibility 
of going to fight began to loom. 
His father, an academic as well 
as a clergyman, was determined 
that Louis would go to his 
own college, Corpus Christi, in 
Cambridge, but a compromise 
was needed. In May, 1915 Dr 
Stokes and Dr David agreed that 
Louis would sit for a Cambridge 
scholarship, but also that he 
would apply for a temporary 
commission, to be an officer in 
the armed forces for the duration 
of the war. And so it was that at 
Christmas 1915 Louis left School 
House for good. He had arrived 
as a quiet F Blocker, and left as 
a young man, a member of the 
2nd XV, with thoughts of war on 
his mind. He had been offered a 
commission in the Royal Marine 
Light Infantry and so, changing 
his school uniform for that of a 
Second Lieutenant, he arrived at 
Forton Barracks in Gosport for his 
basic training.

In no time at all 2nd Lt Stokes 
was in France along with his new 
best friend Will Dewar, an old boy 
of Oakham who had also joined 
the Royal Marines. His first letter 
home, with its characteristic mix 
of family and military, reported:

Louis in uniform

Louis relaxing with fellow officers 
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“I am at the moment in my tent on 
some hills at a place in cis-alpine 
Gaul, of which for military reasons 
it is inexpedient to say anything 
further, beyond that we heard the 
guns roaring in the distance. What I 
would like is Horace’s Odes, or some 
Virgil. Tell Amy my revolver is the best 
in the world.”

Written on the 8th of July 1916, 
it was a week into the terrible 
slaughter of the Battle of the 
Somme. Louis quickly found 
himself in the front line, and wrote 
home to tell his parents about the 
rats in his dugout, which he named 
Harold and Wilfrid. In all the horror, 
death and destruction of shelled 
villages and hurriedly dug graves, 
he was still able to note beauty 
around him, such as the flowers 
that grew around the trenches:

“One thing here (besides the people) 
is simply lovely. That is the flowers 
in the trenches. As you go along 
the communication trench it’s like 
nothing I have ever seen anywhere. 
I could really go into raptures over 
them. They grow on top of the 
trenches and form a sort of arch 
bending over and meeting in the 
middle. These are what I have seen: 
cornflowers, poppies, daisies, wild 

mustard, buttercups, purple vetch, 
blue vetch, white and pink vetch, 
rest harrow, fumitory, clover, a 
sort of white or cream flower half 
wallflower and half stock I don’t 
know the name, and many others, 
some of which I forget. In places you 
look along and in front of you are 
banks of the bluest cornflowers in 
the world, and the reddest poppies in 
other places. It is lovely”

He didn’t forget the school either, 
and on the 8th of August 1916  
he wrote a quick postcard home 
that said:

“Just a line at 5am to let you know 
that we are up (in the front line) 
again and I am doing nicely. Heard 
Rugby beat Marlborough – Floreat 
Rugbeia! Louis”

Of course, no matter how lovely 
the flowers, many men were 
dying every day. By November the 
Royal Marine Light Infantry were 
themselves again on the Somme 
and, though Louis couldn’t tell his 
parents where he was, the battalions 

were massing for the final major 
attack of the several month long 
battle. It was the 13th November 
1916 and in his last letter home 
Louis thanked his parents for a 
fruitcake and some apples from their 
garden in Cambridge (he and Will 
Dewar had wolfed them down in 
the early hours of the morning after 
finishing a patrol). His last written 
words to his parents were ‘what a 
rotten letter this is – more to follow’, 
but they never did. 

Louis and Will were in the front 
line, along with the Seaforth and 
Gordon Highlanders, ready to 
attack and capture the village of 
Beaumont Hamel. It was dawn, 
bayonets were fixed, and as the 
sun began to rise Louis shook 
hands with his Commanding 
Officer, Col Hutchison, and drew 
his revolver. Then, simultaneously 
with the other officers along the 
front line, he blew his whistle and 
climbed the ladder into no-man’s 
land and a hail of machine gun 
bullets. The attack was a success, 
but in that first charge Louis, 

leading his men into battle, was 
shot and killed, along with Will 
and hundreds of others. He was 
19 years old. The first Louis’ family 
knew of his death, was the arrival 
of a telegram, delivered to the 
Vicarage by a little boy on a bike, 
which simply read:

“Deeply regret to inform you Second 
Lieutenant Louis M Stokes, Royal 
Marines, killed in action 13th 
November. Admiralty.”

Louis’ body was found that evening 
after the attack, and buried in a 
makeshift cemetery by the Chaplain 
of the Seaforth Highlanders, who 
recited the burial service as he 
and his men shovelled the wet 

mud onto Louis’ body. He lies 
there still, in what became Mailly 
Wood Cemetery, a mile or two 
behind the front line. Will’s body 
was never recovered, and is still 
there, somewhere, in a field on the 
Somme where he fell as he died.

The Suitcase
The contents of Louis’ suitcase 
were gathered by Louis’ father 
and passed on to his sister, Amy, 
after his death. When she died 
childless, the suitcase was given 
to Rugby School and remained 
virtually untouched (save for a few 
letters published in the 1990s). The 
suitcase provides an extraordinary 
insight into Louis’ life: it is a time 
capsule, detailing individual 

fascinations and eccentricities: 
from his love of bird watching, to 
his ham acting in the dorms (Louis 
was known for his comic reading of 
Pride and Prejudice). There are the 
mundane bills and school reports, 
and of course, the terse telegram 
sent to Louis’ parents informing 
them of his death. In part, the 
world Louis describes in his letters 
remains recognisable today. The 
Gilbert shop where he purchased 
his first pair of football boots, is 
still in Rugby; Louis describes the 
treats sent to him by his parents 
as ‘stodge’, the name given to the 
current school tuckshop1. 

Dan Mclean

1  Dan Mclean is writing a book on Old 
Rugbeians and the Great War (Pen and 
Sword, forthcoming)Louis, aged 15, rowing on the Fens

Louis’ earliest letter, aged 8. He signs off with a doodle (a robot?)

Louis’ grave. Mailly Wood, France
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D espite a compelling lead performance by Gary 
Oldman and tremendous cinematography, 
Darkest Hour never gets out of the shadow 
of its historical inaccuracies. When I watched 

this movie, the theatre was packed, and afterwards, 
the murmurings of approval could be clearly heard. 
This was equally present at last year’s plotless 
pandemonium- Dunkirk (2017) and I find that I 
increasingly must reassure myself that critical acclaim 
is not the measure of quality. There can be no dispute 
that taste plays a significant role in how we view 
cinema, but the abuse of history by such films is so 
consequential that I do not believe anybody should 
tolerate it. 

The film commits the familiar sin of recounting 
history almost exclusively through the mouths of the 
powerful, and in doing 
so, neglects to reflect 
the gravity of the 
situation for the vast 
majority of the British 
people. Instead, the 
audience must worry 
about ‘poor Winnie’ 
being booted out of 
office, and the terrifying 
proposition that the 
Royal family will have 
to escape to Canada. 
The characterisation 
of Churchill is also 
completely inaccurate. 
Because a hysterical 
and myopic age applies its own neurosis backward 
to history, and actors love to portray inner torment, 
and we think ourselves so sophisticated that we know 
the official story of the past to be deception, motion 
pictures about key historical figures have become less 
rousing and “more human,” at times even iconoclastic. 
In this historical biopic, English director Joe Wright 
and his star Gary Oldman conspire to create a rather 
comical, fluctuating, and very human prime minister, 
but if you are looking for hesitancy and angst, the 
person of Winston Churchill seems an odd place to find 
it. In two short hours, history is rewritten to fashion 
Churchill as a fountain of perennial unease and to 
deploy his life as a commentary of the current times.

The film exhausts itself with almost every cliché in 
the biopic/historical drama genres, including: young 
female characters that are incorporated solely to 

assist the male protagonist; a large group of strangers 
introducing themselves to the protagonist after 
recognizing him; and a sentimental climax intending to 
‘tie everything up’, rather than nudging the audience 
to critical reflection on the subject of the movie. In 
the case of Darkest Hour, the premise seems to be the 
question of whether it’s okay to mislead the nation in 
order to boost morale. Ultimately, the film evades the 
issue, going one step further and embracing what it 
explores, becoming a movie that tampers with the 
truth. Even the most generous critics have remarked on 
the terribly embarrassing scene in which Gary Oldman, 
pumped full of latex, make-upped and donning a fat 
suit so that he roughly resembles Winston Churchill, 
ventures on to the London Underground. The episode 
is entirely wrong. The alarming populist theme likens 
Churchill to a 1940s, cigar-smoking Donald Trump, 

whilst suggesting that 
Churchill made his 
momentous decision to 
fight on after consulting 
with a surprisingly perky 
and well-read carriage 
of 1940s Londoners, 
all with perfect sets 
of teeth. It is said that 
Churchill went on the 
underground once in his 
life, could not figure out 
how to get out of it and 
had to be rescued. It is a 
regrettable cliché of the 
motion-picture industry 
that, to sufficiently thrill 

the audience, the climactic moments must incorporate 
a reversal of direction. But in this instance, such a 
device ignores an entire decade of political history in 
which Churchill excoriated the policy of appeasement 
and firmly asserted that Hitler could not be trusted as 
a negotiation partner. Another terrible mistake was 
the attribution of Churchill’s public policy victory to 
his success in reading the mood of the public and his 
ability to mobilise the English language. Churchill’s 
great achievement came about largely as a result of his 
success in winning over the other senior War Cabinet 
members, including Chamberlain, but even more 
importantly due to his effective neutralization of the 
Halifax threat.

We see Churchill become Prime Minister, but insight 
is not provided on why he was so targeted by 
political rivals or why the King was so hesitant to 

trust him. Both Gallipoli and the abdication crisis are 
mentioned, but the vast majority of viewers would 
be confused at why this notably popular leader 
was so poorly received by his party and his King. 
Perhaps the worst mistake of the movie, however, is 
its suggestion that Churchill was alone in his crusade 
against appeasement. Although, earlier in 1938 there 
had been a strain in the British political elite who 
thought negotiation the only way to avoid war and 
preserve the empire, by 1939 a large part of that 
had gone. Both Halifax and Chamberlain were aware 
of that. Hence their support for declaring war in 
September 1939.

Another misleading element was the implication 
that Chamberlain was the perpetual appeaser. In 
fact, he had sacrificed his 
high repute to buy time for 
Britain. Almost as soon as he 
landed back home in 1938, 
waving that piece of paper 
and proclaiming ‘peace in 
our time’ the aircraft factories 
were put on 24-hour shifts. At 
the eleventh hour, admittedly, 
but if Britain had gone to 
war over Czechoslovakia, 
Britain wouldn’t have 
stood a chance. For all that 
Chamberlain is maligned as 
somebody who is keen to go 
back to appeasement after 
the war had started, it is 
demonstrably false. He, like 
almost everybody else, was 
expecting that there would 
be a settlement, a negotiated 
peace with a post-Hitler 
regime, but he is very clear 
that Britain could not have that peace until Hitler had 
gone. The movie both ignores, and contradicts this 
truth, and in doing so further consigns Chamberlain 
to historical infamy. 

More inaccurate, however, was the portrayal of Lord 
Halifax, who was particularly vilified as scheming 
to replace Churchill by putting his premiership to 
the test of a vote of confidence. He is depicted as a 
duplicitous and highly immoral individual, out for 
personal power and nothing else. McCarten also 
suggests that Churchill ‘sends’ Halifax to Washington, 
neglecting to mention that Churchill sent Halifax 

to Washington as ambassador, making it seem as if 
he had been ‘punished’ rather than entrusted the 
responsibility of Britain’s most critical diplomatic role. 
Had Halifax been portrayed in a more nuanced way, 
his appointment to this position would have been far 
more understandable.

The movie is a collection of unexplored avenues. For 
example, at one point Clementine Churchill suggests 
that the rest of the family were angered by Winston 
because he had sacrificed his family life for his 
career. This could have been explored much further, 
along with other issues that he had with his family. 
Why bring it up at all if the matter will never be 
mentioned again? The movie sets up the comparison 
between Churchill, Hitler, and Trump, but this is also 

never fully explained. Even 
more irritating, however, is 
the fact that the film never 
mentions how Churchill rose 
to power on a single-minded 
policy of military action 
despite the public and the 
British Government knowing 
of his reputation for disastrous 
military campaigns.

Another mistake made is to 
attribute all the credit for 
the successful Operation 
Dynamo to Churchill. There 
is no doubt that he did his 
utmost to ensure the success 
of the Dunkirk evacuation, but 
Lord Gort’s difficult decision 
to head for the coast was his 
own, and the Navy began 
planning for an evacuation 
through Dunkirk many days 

before it was obviously necessary. The notion that 
Churchill would have needed to wake a sleeping 
Admiral Ramsay, to begin the evacuation, seems 
absurd. The impression given was that it was the 
extremely brave British defenders of Calais who alone 
made the Dunkirk rescue possible, entirely ignoring 
the fact that it was a joint Anglo-French operation. 
With current relations between France and Britain at 
a low point following Brexit, I find it appalling that 
the film could not find space for those courageous 
French troops. 

Alex Pagendam (SF)

DARKEST 
HOUR 
AN ABUSE

OF HISTORY?
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BLACK MOSES: A NOVEL 
Alain Mabanckou 
(The New Press, 2017) pp. 208 £16.99

This book tells of an orphan boy named Moses 
(following his life through to adulthood) living 
in the People’s Republic of Congo as it is being 
taken over by a Marxist-Leninist Revolution 
ensuing its liberation from France.

The book begins on the outskirts of Pointe-
Noire at an orphanage under the rule of a corrupt director. Originally 
from the Bembe tribe, the orphanage director has survived in power 
as he ‘changes with the wind’. His thuggish nephews run the place 
as corridor wardens, extracting sexual favours from young women in 
return for taking their children into the orphanage. Moses’ childhood 
at the orphanage is dominated by two leading figures, both of whom 
eventually are forced to abandon him. The priest, Papa Moupelo, who 
inspired the children once a week with his crazy songs and dances 
from neighbouring Zaire, vanishes when the government announces 
its conversion to scientific socialism. Papa Moupelo disappears when 
enforcers of the atheistic doctrine, the ‘Red Kerchiefs’, arrive in the 
Pointe-Noire. Following this, the novel’s sole maternal figure Sabine, 
who’d cared for Moses when he was ill, and told him about her Cuban 
father, manages to find an escape. Moses is also forced to make difficult 
choices: he guiltily leaves his best friend Bonaventure, to go to live on 
the streets of Pointe-Noire with bullying twin-brothers Songi-Songi and 
Tala-Tala where he hopes there will be more to life than being a puppet 
to the orphanage director’s revolutionary plans. 

Upon arrival in Pointe-Noire, the twins immediately establish themselves 
as a dominant power on the streets, recruiting more castaways as 
time goes by. Moses’ time with them is traumatic, but exhilarating: he 
becomes a hardened gang member; befriends Zairian prostitutes; runs 
a lucrative protection racket; survives on cat and dog meat, which goes 
on to haunt his dreams. When the mayor states he will clear the streets 
of the ‘mosquitoes of the grand marché’ in his re-election campaign, 
Moses seeks permanent refuge in a brothel under the protection of 
the influential Maman Fiat 500. She uses her connections to find him 
a job at the docks but when the mayor launches his next campaign, 
‘Zero Zairean whores in Pointe-Noire’, the consequences start to cause 
the deterioration of Moses’ mental state. By the end of the novel it is 
evident that after years of neglect Moses sees himself as a saviour for 
the people and is delusional, made obvious by his costume of Robin 
Hood. The end of the book reveals that Moses has written it from inside 
a penitentiary for the criminally insane, located where his orphanage 
originally was.

Inspired by ‘those wanderers of the Côte Sauvage’, the urban beach of 
Pointe-Noire, Alain Mabanckou pieced together stories gathered during 
a stay there, to mould a work of fiction based on anecdote and personal 

narrative. Whilst the book is a work of fiction, the message it conveys to the reader is poignant. Corruption 
and manipulation of revolution are primary themes; they conjure the dominant experiences of many in 
post-independence Central and West Africa. The brutality of the treatment of the street people attacked in 
the Mayor’s campaign, may well stand for the ravages inflicted by unguarded ethnic nationalism and broken 
down administration. The text is imbued with a deep sense of crisis: we get glimpses of the civil war in 
neighbouring Zaire, there is the sudden departure of characters, and the descent into madness (or salvation?) 
of Moses. Translating the seismic geo-political and social shifts of the 1960s-1970s to the human level, it is 
hard to find a more moving depiction of the dilemmas and contradictions of independence in Central and 
West Africa. 

Issy Fowler (RB)

BLITZED
Norman Ohler 
(Penguin 2015) pp. 360 £9

The topic of drugs in Nazi Germany and their effect on its decline is more usually 
seen in the form of conspiracy theories on YouTube. However, in Blitzed Norman 
Ohler combines deep research and an engaging writing style to tell the story of the 
influence of drugs like crystal meth from the early Weimar Republic to Hitler’s last 
moments in the bunker.

In what is an underexplored aspect of history Ohler demonstrates that the incidence 
of drug taking in Germany shows the different characteristics of the Weimar Republic and the Third Reich. 
This is possibly most shocking in Ohler’s description of the testing of Mescaline on prisoners in Dachau 
concentration camp. Mescaline, a psychoactive drug that acts as both a truth serum as well as making the 
subject believe everything that they are told, was given to prisoners who then became convinced that their 
interrogator had direct control of their souls. It was in this way that the Nazis learnt that Mescaline was 
particularly effective at “brainwashing in interrogations”. However, when describing the “SS shaman” who 
administered these drugs and the way in which this was done there is not a reference in sight. This lack of 
evidence undermines the power of this section of the book. In fact it is as if Ohler was high when writing this 
– the reader can no longer tell the difference between his imagination and historical fact! Ohler also outlines 
how the Nazis’ use of drugs demonstrates divisions in government. Leo Conti, the Reich Leader for Health, 
was highly opposed to the army’s use of drugs and was constantly squabbling with them over the issue. The 
army then purposefully recruited staff from the ministry for Health meaning that Conti no longer had the 
manpower to create anti-drug campaigns.

Ohler also tries to shine new light on the reasons why the German Army were so brutally successful in their 
conquest of Europe early in the war. Describing the use of so-called Pervitin pills (crystal meth) he shows 
the way that Methamphetamines shaped the German war effort from soldiers conquering Europe while 
intoxicated to child soldiers being given the pills in the bombed out ruins of Berlin. As one Luftwaffe pilot put 
it: “you took one or two Pervitin pills and then you were alright again”. 

As well as giving the reader a taste of the regime’s interaction with drugs as a whole, through the use of the 
diaries of Theo Morell, Ohler provides a blistering account of the narcotic-fuelled war of Hitler himself. Fully 
exploiting this source, the author describes Hitler’s need for instant energy and pain relief giving rise to the 
increasing potency of the substances injected by Morell. These personal accounts also provide insight into 
Hitler’s personal relations with his followers: Morell broke down when he was fired by Hitler at the end of the 
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war when the drugs had run out and kept meticulous notes of their interactions. There are some problems 
here: Ohler assumes that where Morell refers to drug X in his diaries he is in fact referring to Eukadol (“We 
may assume that ‘X’ at times referred to Eukadol”). In fact Ohler acknowledges that ‘X’ may have nothing 
to do with the drug. There is a marginal note claiming ‘X’ means nothing more or less than glucose. It 
is a shame that such an enjoyable read relies so heavily on assumption and a single source (the diaries of 
Theo Morell). Elements of Ohler’s argument, most notably his generalization stating that the entirety of 
the German population was high, have no basis in fact. Ohler proclaims that Pervitin the ‘favourite drug’ 
of Germans (‘as much of a fixture as a cup of coffee’); yet as one critic has pointed out, it was only briefly 
available over the counter. This shows that Ohler really has a habit of pushing the evidence too far. However, 
the book has rightly won praise for exploring a little researched area of Nazi history. On the whole, Blitzed is a 
highly interesting book, providing a new look on Nazi Germany, even if it is slightly breezy with the evidence.

Tom Sloan (SF)

THE TEMPLARS: THE RISE AND SPECTACULAR FALL OF GOD’S HOLY WARRIORS 
Dan Stone 
(Viking, 2017) pp. 448 £20

In The Templars Dan Jones chronicles the extraordinary tale of medieval Christendom’s 
most prominent military order – the Knights Templar. In this fast-paced narrative 
Jones follows the Templars from their humble beginnings as a ragtag order of knights 
to their height as an influential network of world-class soldiers and bankers with the 
ability to fund the military campaigns of Europe’s most powerful rulers. Additionally, 
Jones studies the order’s spectacular and scandalous fall from grace, which resulted in 
the Templar’s eventual dissolution in 1312, one hundred and ninety-three years after 

the order’s founding in 1119. Through organising the Templar’s existence into four distinct stages (Pilgrims, 
Soldiers, Bankers, Heretics), Jones manages to clearly depict the complex and character-packed history of the 
Knights Templar, painting a detailed picture of the organisation’s rise, fall and legacy. 

The first half of The Templars focuses primarily on the Order’s activities outside of Europe, providing both 
a comprehensive account of the Templar’s involvement in the Middle East and an overview of crusading 
history during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Jones assesses the military achievements of the order 
as well as some of its most disastrous failures. The Templars’ commitment to the ‘Rule’- the Order’s strict 
set of guidelines that combines monastic values with knightly pursuits – seems to lie at the heart of the 
organisation’s military victories as well as its defeats. The Rule’s commitment to discipline facilitated Templar 
success throughout the earlier period. However, as Jones later shows, the Templar’s devotion to the Rule, 
which prohibited retreat in battle, hindered the Order’s progress, causing the near-decimation of the 
Templars more than once.

Although the Templar’s ventures in the East ended in disaster, the Order continued to prosper in Europe. 
The Templar’s commitment to the Catholic Church, which earned them huge tax exemptions, gave them 
unmatched financial muscle, allowing them to become deeply rooted in the political landscape of the West. 
However, this financial dominance also made the Knights Templar a target of one of Europe’s most ruthless 
monarchs- King Philip IV of France, who, through the construction of a huge and largely false propaganda 
campaign, orchestrated the Order’s destruction. Studying the Templar’s fall in depth, Jones dismisses popular 
myths surrounding the Templars while simultaneously acknowledging their evident ongoing appeal within 
the world of conspiracy theory and fiction.

The story of the Templars, although it plays a key role in twelfth and thirteenth century history, appears 
to have a telling relevance to the modern world. The rise of the Knights Templar causes us to question the 
influence of current global organisations. Likewise, the Templar’s destruction, mainly founded on lies, poses 
questions surrounding the significance of ‘fake news’ and invites readers to further question the facts behind 
much of the information fed to the public by governments and the media. 

Alex Bourne (C)

IF THIS IS A WOMAN 
Sarah Helm 
(Little, Brown, 2015) pp. 848 £9.99

British Journalist, Sarah Helm, has produced a breathtaking insight into the 
comparatively ignored history of Ravensbrück concentration camp. 

In the past seventy years just seven works have been published specifically to 
commemorate and chronicle the events that took place inside Hitler’s uniquely female 
concentration camp, (of which Sarah Helm has authored two). Throughout If This Is 
A Woman Helm offers an entirely dispassionate narrative, refraining from the vilifying 

language that so often accompanies Nazi history. Instead, by means of hundreds of individual stories, she allows 
the previously untold atrocities to speak for themselves. The account of every victim remains raw, uncultivated 
and vivid which can be emotionally devastating to the reader.

‘I am constantly amazed by man’s inhumanity to man’ writes Primo Levi in his own concentration camp 
autobiography If This Is A Man (1947). In Helm’s homage, she reflects on a woman’s equal ability both to feel 
agony and be the perpetrator of it. There is no end to the descriptions of both physical and psychological 
torture that female guards inflicted on prisoners in their charge. Equally, amidst the unremitting cold and 
suffering, the accounts of remarkable bravery and strength are definitely present. The recorded strength of the 
female survival instinct is astounding as is our general ignorance of this embodiment of it. 

Despite the estimated deaths of over 50,000 women at Ravensbrück, it has been omitted from mainstream 
memorialisation of the Holocaust. When on occasion Ravensbrück has been mentioned, it has predominantly 
been in a sweeping statement, broadly referring to the 130,000 women of multiple national, political and 
socioeconomic groups imprisoned, as if they were one homogenous entity. If This Is a Woman overturns this 
crude historical oversight. Helm’s meticulously gathered evidence shows deep-rooted hostility between prisoner 
groups. Fervent communists blackballed less enthusiastic comrades; A-socials (prostitutes, blue-collar criminals 
and the homeless) were metaphorically and literally spat on; and class divides even inside nationality groups 
prevailed. Helm describes an enormous disparity between the relative privileges that some prisoners acquired, 
(Kappas and Blockovas, inmates appointed by the SS to enforce camp law) and the squalor inhabited by the 
rest of the camp population. This refusal of the Ravensbrück women to relinquish their preconceived social 
attitudes and the recurrent acts of violence they committed towards one another makes simple differentiation 
between good and evil impossible. The experience of Ravensbrück was no great leveller. On reading Helm’s 
work those 130,000 women are no longer viewed as a singular collective victim. 

The power of If This Is A Woman lies in its inescapable truth, which Helm has cultivated by a manner of writing 
so factual that there is no room for speculation over the description of any event, despite protestations by a 
few historians and Holocaust deniers such as Robert Faurrison. And despite this undeniable truth, the women 
she writes about have been almost completely forgotten by history. It seems that regardless of the motives 
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behind our ignorance, we could have offered no further disservice to these woman, than failing to honour their 
suffering. Therefore, not only will this work perhaps evoke sympathy and horror, but guilt as well. Society not 
only stood by, aware of the atrocities being committed inside the walls of Ravensbrück but also continued to 
disregard them. In spite of the discomfort that the reading of both a blunt and sensitive narrative may cause, 
we undoubtedly owe our attention to each and every victim of this forgotten Concentration Camp. 

Catherine Marlow (D)

THE SQUARE AND THE TOWER 
Niall Ferguson 
(Allen Lane, 2017) pp. 608 £25

One always expects Niall Ferguson to deliver an innovative, neoteric perspective on 
history and his recent book, The Square and the Tower, does not dissatisfy any hunger 
for fresh thinking. This is no conventional history book, and by no means subscribes to 
any particular period of history. What this book is, is an ambitious attempt to explain 
how all historical events can be linked to the ongoing struggle between the power of 
hierarchies and the power of networks.

“By choice, I am more of a networks guy,” Ferguson clarifies early on, and building from this statement he is 
able to craft a more than convincing argument that networks have been behind the scenes, directing the course 
of history for centuries. Ferguson is able to isolate two periods in which the potential influence of networks has 
been able to flourish and firmly intertwine itself into the fabric of power. The first, we are told, lies between the 
15th and 18th centuries when Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press allowed for the creation of a near 
ideal habitat for the network to take root. Free thinkers and protesters such as Martin Luther were able to spread 
their influence across Europe by medium of the printed word. The other period Ferguson suggests is from the 
1970s to the present day, following the influx of information technology and digitalisation. Ferguson also looks 
to very recent history and the US presidential campaign. For him, success there was a matter of network not 
hierarchy, networks were the key to what happened in American politics in 2016. Ferguson asserts that Trump’s 
“network … beat Clinton’s hierarchically organised … campaign”.

The Square and the Tower is in essence a tour through history under the guise of networking – the canvas is 
vast. While Ferguson is able to dig up a wealth of examples and contrasts to the theme of networks through 
500 years of history, the huge variation in each example deals with the notion of the network only in a rather 
vague fashion. Early on Ferguson focuses on the interconnectivity between masonic lodges on both sides of 
the Atlantic, and then later on in the book, centres his attention on the rise of Facebook as a form of social 
networking. Ferguson concedes that his all-encompassing dichotomy between hierarchies and networks is 
an “over-simplification”, but he contends that it is a useful starting point. There is room for debate about 
that. Since he regards the Reformation, the birth of modern science and indeed the whole Enlightenment as 
“network-based revolutions”, one has to wonder if the notion of a network is being overstretched. It is unclear 
that we gain much by describing Pizarro’s conquistadors and their allies as a new-world network, opposing the 
old-world Atahualpa hierarchical Inca society.

While Ferguson sets both networks and hierarchies as the two central examples of power in his book, perhaps 
what this shows is that the more important influence over history is not the struggle between networks 
and hierarchies, but instead progression in technology. Ultimately it is the technological advances such as 
the conception of the printing press and the internet which, as Ferguson himself argues, provide the ideal 
environment to allow networks to flourish and hierarchies to crumble.

Niall Ferguson concludes that “the world remains a world of squares and towers.” The square — the town 
square, (in his analogy) — represents social networks, the structures that human beings “naturally form”. The 
tower represents hierarchical control and secular authority, the top-down approach to social structure. Whether 
or not the concept of networks in general can illuminate history quite as much as Ferguson thinks, he does a 
depressingly good job of evoking the dangers posed by our reliance on electronic networks. What The Square 
and the Tower does so well is allow us to contextualise our view on current social networks and to reveal the 
potentially transformative power of the ordered relationship. 
 
Ed Anthony (SH)
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‘Our informed imaginations, as both historians and 
scholars of  literature, are vital in interpreting the 
language of  the past in the context of  the present,  

and sometimes of  the future too’
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