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In recent years, I’ve often found myself coming back 
to Voltaire’s wry observation that the Holy Roman 
Empire was “not in any sense holy, nor Roman, nor 
an empire”. While it is, of course, grounded in the 
contradictions of Central European politics in the late 
eighteenth century, it beautifully encapsulates the 
paradox at the heart of all empires. For while many 
have had a decisive impact on the course of human 
history – especially in the political sphere – their 
identity has generally proved elusive. Their purpose, 
their character, their origins, their ‘meaning’, even 
their claims to the imperial title have almost always 
been fiercely debated. It is partly for this reason that 
their legacy has so often been contested. And it is also 
what makes them so fascinating. 

In this issue of the Bloxam Project, staff and pupils 
cast a fascinating new light on the ambiguous lives 
and disputed afterlives of empires down the ages. 
Olivia Jacklin sets the tone with a brilliant survey 
of the shifting meaning of ‘empire’, while Hassan 
Usman challenges the Euro-centrism still found in 
many works on the subject with a highly original 
article on the Kanem Bornu Empire. Continuing 
this theme, Alex Bourne and Ellie Van Laar look at 
experiences of empire in Polynesia and in the works 
of Joseph Conrad. Alex Pagendam reconsiders 

imperial memories in the inter-war period, and Freya 
Chichester re-assesses the American dream in the 
‘Roaring Twenties’. Turning to the present, Sophie 
Beckett then invites us to take a fresh look at China 
with her prescient piece on Xi Jinping’s ‘imperial’ 
aspirations. And the whole is then rounded out 
in fitting style by Luke Houghton’s wide-ranging 
study of the reception of Virgil’s fourth Eclogue, 
Ann Haughton’s dissection of imperial imagery in 
Elizabethan portraiture, and snapshots of Empire-
builders past by Dan Mclean and Will Swain. 

These articles are a joy to read. They are, without 
exception, elegantly written, tightly argued, and 
beautifully illustrated. There could be no better 
testament to the vibrancy of intellectual life at Rugby, 
to the inspiring commitment of its staff, and to the 
exceptional promise of its history students.

Dr Alexander Lee
University of Warwick 

History Today columnist; author of The Ugly 
Renaissance (Hutchinson, 2013) a Times Literary 
Supplement Book of the Year; and, most recently, 
Humanism and Empire: The Imperial Ideal in Fourteenth 
Century Italy (OUP, 2018).
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theme. This is the focus of Alex 
Bourne’s study of the European 
interactions with Polynesian 
islanders. Here, interestingly, a 
transactional rather than coercive 
pattern of engagement is charted. 
Similarly, Alex Pagendem’s study of 
the experience of colonial soldiers 
during World War I challenges Euro-
centric ideas about the conflict and 
about empire. With mobilisation 
of hundreds of thousands of 
non-white colonial troops to the 
Western Front, 1914-1918, the 
imperial periphery was suddenly 
drawn into the centre, presenting a 
challenge to ideas about race and 
later to the “myth-memory” of the 
Great War. Dan Mclean’s study of 
soldier and Old Rugbeian, William 
Hodson (1821-1858), profiles the 
actions of an archetypal servant of 
Empire, against the backdrop of 
British annexation of India. If there 
ever was any doubt about the 
agency of the individual in history, 
Hodson’s characteristic impulse to 
action serves as a reminder that 
empire was constructed largely by 
the decisions of men and women 
far from home, remote from policy 
makers or government writ. Dr 
Jonathan Smith’s ‘From the Archive’ 
piece speaks to the travels of 
Ancient Greek soldiery deep into 
the lands of Persia (Iraq and Syria). 

Found in or near the river Tigris 
(near Mosul), one of Rugby School’s 
prized Corinthian helmets serves as 
vivid testimony to the interactions 
of competing classical civilisations. 
Evidently a remnant of Greek 
general Xenophone’s failed bid to 
help conquer the Perisan empire 
of Artaxerxes II, (401-399 BC), 
the beautifully preserved helmet 
speaks powerfully of ambition and 
martial identity. Lost in battle, or 
cargo broken free from a trading 
vessel, the cultural values stored 
up in this military technology (not 
least in terms of craftsmanship) 
helps explain the success of Greek 
city states like Athens and Sparta in 
their bid to achieve lasting regional 
supremacy. 

Finally, cultural and artistic 
responses to the possibilities and 
problems of empire feature in 
four essays. Dr Luke Houghton’s 
magisterial piece on Virgilian 
poetics and image as signifier of 
imperial ambition takes us from 
Ancient Rome to 19th-century 
France. The prophetic messaging of 
Virgil’s future and present “Golden 
Age” helped rulers lay claim to 
special destiny and authority, which 
was why leaders ranging from 
Charlemagne to Napoleon invested 
heavily in it. Dr Anne Haughton 

picks apart the symbolism found 
in Elizabethan court portraiture, 
with its central inspiration an 
embattled monarch and kingdom 
desperate to gain currency as new 
imperial power. Ellie van Laar and 
Freya Chichester turn to literature 
to explore imperialism’s critical 
reception in the 19th and 20th 
centuries. In different ways, Joseph 
Conrad’s The Heart of Darkness 
(1899) and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 
The Great Gatsby (1925) 
present readers with narratives 
of exploitation and shattering 
loss, the reality of empire for the 
downtrodden and intruded upon. 

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 fourth volume 
of the Bloxam Project were first 
presented at recent meetings of 
Hydra, a history discussion group. 
I am particularly pleased to be 
able to showcase Alex Bourne’s 
(C) essay “Mutiny, Marriage and 
Mayhem: Early European arrivals 
in Polynesia”, recipient of the 
prestigious Queen’s Medal for 
history (2019). 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, Oskar Schortz, all the 
contributors and Mercer Design for 
their help getting the Project into 
publication.

Dr Tim Guard

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, 
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 
here are offered. 

Empire is the theme running 
throughout vol. 4. Never far from 
the headlines or from the debate 
chamber, concepts of imperialism, 
colonialism and post-colonialism 
offer an important apparatus for 
thinking about the world around 
us and about patterns of change. 
Whole fields of related study 
have recently opened up across 
university faculties. No longer 
mainly in the grip of historians of 
military conquest, “Empire Studies” 
now incorporates analysis of art 
and language, gender, class, race, 
anthropology, geography, political 
philosophy, knowledge transfer, 
and trade. Essays gathered here 
offer no more than a snapshot of 
such possibilities, but it’s exciting 
to see a real breadth of approach 
and interest. 

Perhaps inevitably, current anxiety 
about the shifting fortunes of the 

global and regional powers of 
China, Russia and the USA breaks 
the surface several times in the 
pages that follow. Olivia Jacklin’s 
study of competing imperial 
structures, for instance, charts 
the rise of American hegemony 
and President Trump’s fresh 
efforts to reinvigorate the global 
American brand. Sophie Beckitt’s 
examination of China’s “Belt and 
Bridges” policy suggests new 
meanings and contexts for revival 
of ancient ideas of empire, as well 
as indicating that Trump may well 
have something to worry about. 
Will Swain’s superb introduction 
to The Fate of Empires (1976), the 
work of British general John Glubb, 
explores the value systems of empire 
and of the societies that support it. 
Part-political treatise, part-morality 
tale, Glubb’s assessment of the 
life-cycle of empires struck a chord 

with those reflecting on the decline 
of the British Empire in the second 
half of the 20th century. That it is 
enjoying a revival today, particularly 
in North America, perhaps points to 
sharpened interest in narratives of 
decay. Hassan Usman’s exploration 
of the late medieval empire of 
Kanem Bornu opens up a longer-
term perspective. As he points 
out, to assume that economic 
and political advancements of the 
early modern age were particular 
to the European sphere is flatly 
wrong. Study of the rise and fall of a 
sprawling sub-saharan empire opens 
up opportunities for comparative 
analysis, offering greater balance. 

The experience of cultural 
encounter on the imperial fringe 
(a largely “mythic” or “imagined 
white space” according to some 
scholars) forms a second major 

EDITOR’S WELCOME

Figure 1 - Ruins from Roman site of Leptis Magna, Libya, brought to London by British officer 
Hanmer Warrington in 1817 and installed in the Great Park of Windsor castle as ‘the Temple of 
Augustus’ in 1826. 

Figure 2 - Founded in 1926, the UK Empire Marketing Board commissioned millions of posters to 
promote the opportunities of the British Empire. ‘Canadian Lumbermen’ by Frank Newbould from 
the ‘The Empire is Still Building’ series, October 1930.
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Very few political terms have such 
complex and contested histories 
as the word ‘empire’. Arguably, in 
one way or another, empire has 
been part of organised human 
history from the beginning. The 
impulse to conglomerate and to 
extend a cultural, political and 
territorial sway over neighbouring 
or remote peoples is perhaps rooted 
in a basic human instinct towards 
group dominance and survival. 
It is a motif with a long history 
in popular mythology, literature 
and art. It shows its determinant 
influence in the evolution of world 
languages and on patterns of trade. 
There’s an imperial backstory to 
the growth and shaping of each 
of the world’s major religions. If 
the late 19th-century golden age 
of European empire is behind us, 
the ghost of empire continues to 
haunt the imaginations, if not the 
interactions, of many nation states 
today. It’s a political form that 
continues to evolve and mutate. 
Vladimir Putin may or may not be a 
re-imagined Tsar in a neo-imperial 
Russia; buffeted by the headwinds 
of decline; the USA may or may 
not be the first failed 21st empire; 
the next hundred (thousand?) 
years may belong to Google’s 
‘imperial’ programmers; Britain’s 
post-Brexit dreaming of ‘empire 
2.0’ is patently delusional in the 
judgement of India, Canada and 
other Commonwealth nations. 

In his ground-breaking study 
of China’s imperial power 200 
BC to 200 AD, the American 
political scientist Thomas Barfield 
(1989) usefully categorises 
empires into two groupings – 
primary and secondary. Primary 
empires are political structures 

in the traditionally accepted 
sense – where formal power and 
sovereignty is held through a 
centralised administrative system 
at the centre of a land-mass or 
conglomerate of dependencies. 
Examples include the Akkadians 
(c 2230- 2100 BC), Achaemenid 
Persians (550-330 BC), Rome (27 
BC-450 AD), and Imperial China 
(221 BC-1911 AD). Secondary 
empires or ‘informal’ empires, have 
some qualities of a primary empire 
but lack the concrete anchorage 
points of military occupation, 
colonial settlement and cultural 
ascendancy (through religious 
praxis, language, citizenship 
and shared identity). Secondary 
empires depend less on military 
and political dominance. Instead, 
indirect leverage and influence 
prevail. Secondary empire can take 
many forms. For Barfield there are 
four main groupings – i) maritime 
trade empires (e.g. 18th century 
British Empire); ii) minor empires 
such as the nomadic Xiongnu of 
the Asian steppe (300 BC-100 AD); 
iii) ‘vulture’ empires like Nubia 
(800 BC Egypt) and Manchuria 

(1644-1912) capitalising on sudden 
eclipse of a rival dominant structure; 
and iv) ‘nostalgia’ empires like the 
Carolingians with their origin-myth 
centred on titular guardianship of 
Christian Rome (800).

In recent years the meanings of 
empire and imperialism have 
dramatically expanded. One 
complication is the legacy of 
the Cold War, with its overly 
simplified binary division of 
western imperialism set against 
an anticipated communist world 
order. In the late 1950s and early 
1960s, the influential theorist 
Walter LaFeber rejected the word 
‘imperialism’ because Cold War 
connotations made the term almost 
meaningless. Too often in political 
discourse it seemed, the idea of 
imperialism had come to mean an 
aggressive expansion of western 
values in the face of fledgling leftist 
independence movements and 
emergent ethnic and religious 
nationalism. LaFeber turned instead 
to ‘empire’ and ‘colonialism’ to 
denote formal political control and 
preferred the more flexible term 

EMPIRE 
AND 
HISTORY: 
The Paradoxes of Power

Figure 1 - Photograph of the construction of 
The Statue of Liberty in Paris by its designer, 
Auguste Bartholdi, in 1884

empire
NOUN

1  An extensive group of states or countries ruled over by a single monarch,  
an oligarchy, or a sovereign state. 
[in names] ‘the Roman Empire’

   1.1 [mass noun] Supreme political power over several countries when exercised 
by a single authority.

  ‘he encouraged the Greeks in their dream of empire in Asia Minor’

  1.2 archaic [mass noun] Absolute control over a person or group.

2  A large commercial organization owned or controlled by one person or group.
   ‘her business empire grew’

  2.1 An extensive sphere of activity controlled by one person or group.

   ‘each ministry, each department had its own empire, its own agenda  
and worked to protect its turf’

Oxford English Dictionary definition(s) of ‘empire’
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‘expansionism’ to denote informal 
economic influence. What might 
be usefully stressed, however, is 
the inherent unevenness of power 
shared within such economic and 
political structures. If ‘empire’ fails to 
carry a static sequence of meanings, 
instead amounting to a combination 
of ever-changing circumstances, 
the setting, by contrast, is a fixed 
constant - always one of an unequal 
relationship. According to Columbia 
University’s Michael Doyle an 

authentic empire is “a system of 
interaction between two political 
entities whereby the dominant 
metropole exerts political control 
over the internal and external 
policy – the effective sovereignty 
– of the other, the subordinate 
periphery” (1986). Chiming neatly 
with Barfield’s ‘primary’ empire, 
by this definition, much of what is 
often condemned in contemporary 
international relations as ‘imperialist’ 
misses wide of the mark: US-UK 

military intervention in Afghanistan 
and Iraq; China’s purchasing of 
sovereign debt; Russia’s policing 
of the Sea of Azov; the expansion 
of militant Islam. Worn thin, the 
term empire should perhaps be 
consigned to the dustbin of history. 
A more precise and analytic term 
fit for 21st-century use might be 
empire’s less well-known cousin, 
‘hegemony’.

For Doyle a hegemony is defined by 
“a metropole’s control over much 
or all of the external but little or 
none of the internal policy of other 
states”. A hegemon is a state that 
has national self-interest at heart, 
and so maintains a semblance 
of order over subordinate states 
by using largely ‘soft’ power to 
impose and flexibly enforce rules, 
whilst respecting the technical and 
legal boundaries of nation-states. 
A system of hegemony might 
suggest a diverse community 
of independent polities, with a 
dominant influence projecting from 
an economic and political (and 
ultimately cultural) powerbase. 
The classical example often 
cited is ancient Greece and the 
politico-military dominance of a 
city-state such as Sparta over other 
city-states (in the case of Sparta, 
the Peloponnesian League). A 
comparative study of British 19th-
century power and the global 
reach of the United States in the 
21st century helps to bring these 
definitions to life, with potentially 
revealing results.

America: Hegemony  
by another name?
According to theorists of US foreign 
affairs, Washington’s global power 
rests on the historic promotion 
of free trade and the gradual 
extension of democracy through 
much of the developing world. 
Of course with a lurch towards 

trade tariffs and retrenchment 
of foreign military commitments 
under Donald Trump, there is the 
beginning of an apparent break 
with this post-war tradition. Yet 
striking parallels exist with the 
British world order of the 1800s. 
The Australian historian Philip Darby 
insists that similarities between the 
two power structures stem from 
their “extraordinary optimism” 
and their thinking about the “Third 
World” (1987). By this reading, 
British imperial rule pioneered free 
trade with the abolition of slavery, 
the abandonment of mercantilism 
and reduction of trade tariffs, 
allowing for the opening of power 
to a new territory and opportunity, 
and in doing so creating a network 
of allies. In Darby’s view, the biggest 
difference between the two powers 
is that Washington’s thinking was 
more abstract. While the British 
were more empirical, pragmatic 
and historically orientated – with a 
particular view towards extension 
of select political and moral values, 
America’s global power rests on very 
little physical conquest or colonial 
rule. An ideology of “manifest 
destiny” may be significant, but 
the US is not concerned with the 
acquisition of territories. It seeks 
control through other forms, on a 
more local level. Trade, investment, 
the export of constitutionalism, 
shipping of intellectual property, the 
buttressing of international systems 
of law and banking – these are 
the core components of American 
hegemony. In at least one regard, 
the British system operated no less 
informally. Between the Congress 
of Vienna of 1815 and the Franco-
Prussian War of 1870, Britain was 
the world’s main industrialised 
power, claiming over 30% of the 
global industrial output (as an 
economic unit, the British Empire 
made up 25% of the world’s GDP in 
1870). Yet, it was the growth of an 

informal trading hegemony  
in Latin America and the Middle 
East that was fundamental to  
British global power. This informal 
trade network was more extensive 
and was often more profitable  
than the formal imperial structures, 
even with the massive market and 
raw material base available in the 
Indian subcontinent, the ‘jewel’ of 
the Empire. 

Sustaining dominance
If economic networks suggest a 
pattern of exploratory power and 
informal influence on the political 
plane, hegemony suggests a 
flexible, potentially more robust, 
system than that offered by the 
encumbrances of formal empire. 
As Paul Schroeder explains, 
empire imposes hazardous 
instability: “in principle and by 
definition empire is the negation 
of political freedom, liberation 
and self-determination” (2003). 
By contrast, hegemony allows 
for concerted political action, 

without the costly requirement 
and risks of full political 
subjugation. According to this 
analysis, Washington leads by 
example and persuasion far 
more than it commands. It has 
allies as opposed to oppressed 
subjects. Washington’s allergy 
to formal empire building rests 
on this understanding – it was 
quick to divest itself of Philippines 
(America’s only major colonial 
experience) in 1946 after 44 
years of colonial rule, for instance. 
In the post-war world, under 
the remit of broad coalitions, 
Washington is in the habit of 
seeking approval from the United 
Nations in order to gain economic 
or diplomatic sanctions or to carry 
out joint operations, for example 
the first Gulf War of 1991 and the 
fighting in and around Kosovo 
in 1998-1999. In this respect, 
America’s power rests on dozens 
of international agreements and 
trade pacts that depend on the 
adherence of others, though the Figure 2 - A 1968 Soviet Anti-USA poster. The text reads: “Imperialism is war!”

Figure 3 - A political cartoon c.1900-1902 showing Uncle Sam heading to China with implements 
of modern civilization, stepping on the Philippines as he goes. Such cartoons commonly depicted 
America’s expansionist and imperialist tendencies from a critical angle.
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potential for unilateral action of 
course always remains. 

By contrast, the stifling effect that 
empire has on political freedom 
is perhaps best illustrated the 
example of Rome, an empire that 
is still profoundly influential on 
modern understanding of the 
word. The Roman Empire was 
an oppressive force that viewed 
itself as the rightful master of all 
within its wider orbit, sanctioned 
by the gods to rule and to 
command others. Its demise 
ultimately rested upon over-
stretch at the periphery, inability 
to pacify border-regions and a 
failing political elite. If ideological 
inflexibility laid the Roman empire 
low, the evident paradox of high 
democratic idealism and ruthless 
exploitation can be sustained in 
the far more flexible (and thus 
sustainable) system of hegemony. 
Schroeder turns to ancient 
Greece and Athens as a potential 
template for understanding the 
power and scope of contemporary 
American hegemony. Athens 
is known to history as the 
pioneer of democracy, and yet 
for many decades the city state 
simultaneously maintained an 
oppressive hegemony over client 
states and regions. Athens built 
its hegemony upon a system of 
annual tributes, and pledges of 
military support. Any deviation 
from subject states was met 
with brutal military action. But, 
crucially, the interior policies of 
its subordinate partners were of 
little or no interest to the Athenian 
Council. Without the requirement 
of exporting a political mono-
culture to neighbouring lands, 
the example of Athens illustrates 
that extreme hegemonic power 
and systems such as democracy 
can coexist. Perhaps there are 
similarities between the regional 

power of the Athenians and 
the power of the contemporary 
United States. In both settings, 
active management of flows of 
goods and regulation of currencies 
placed the governing metropole at 
the nexus of extremely prosperous 
trans-regional trade. Both powers 
achieved their status through 
helping to win major territorial 
wars: World War II for the United 
States; the Persian Wars for 
Athens. Added to this, with the 
creation of NATO, the Americans 
cemented themselves at the 
centre of a grand regional alliance 
against the perceived threat of a 
hostile alien system. Likewise, the 
Athenians established the Delian 
League, an alliance with smaller 
Greek states who lived under the 
shadow of an ever-present Persian 
threat. Another key parallel drawn 
between the two hegemons is 
that despite both states making 
a commitment to the ideals of 
representative democracy, they 
both shouldered deep divisions 
and inequities within their 
heartlands. For the United States 
one can point to the civil rights 
movements of the 1960s (with 
sustained confrontation and 
engagement with minority and 
gender rights). A more current 
example might be the case of 
the four million inhabitants of 
America’s overseas territories 
(Puerto Rico, American Samao, the 
US Virgin Islands and the Northern 
Mariana Islands) who can’t vote 
in presidential elections, aren’t 
protected by the constitution and 
have no role in making federal 
law. In the case of Athens, we 
witness the struggle of the Thetic 
class – who owned little to no 
property and campaigned actively 
for greater public rights, such as 
payments for service on juries and 
for rowing in the fleet. Of course 
such comparisons can be pushed 

too far. The Athenian empire 
developed from a voluntary 
league against the Persians into an 
involuntary league that required 
subject states to remain members, 
for fear of being persecuted. 
By contrast, the United States 
has shown a willingness to 
intervene in military conflicts 
around the world, but does not 
stipulate its allies to follow in 
their actions, using only rhetoric 
(and occasionally deeply hidden 
economic penalties) to dress down 
reluctant partner states. No such 
ally of Athens could have ever 
contemplated behaviour of this 
kind without anticipating military 
assault in response. 

A new world order: Looking 
forward, looking back?
Of course, late into 2019, it seems 
difficult to deny that global power 
systems are undergoing rapid 
change. Many of the structures 
traditionally supportive or at least 
tolerant of American dominance 
have been rudely shaken. Under 
pressure from yawning sovereign 
debt and a huge trade deficit, 
President Trump has made it 
quite clear that his White House 
does not support the values 
of multilateral diplomacy and 
free trade, formerly trusted 
‘soft-power’ building blocks of 
American hegemony. Instead he 
risks alienating many traditionally 
aligned states by repositioning the 
United States along increasingly 
isolationist lines. In 2017 
Trump made his mark with the 
withdrawal of the US from the 
Paris climate agreement. In the 
same year, he abandoned the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership, a trade 
relationship targeting economic 
cooperation between East Asian 
countries and the United States. 
In 2018 he withdrew American 
support for the Iranian nuclear 

deal, a multilateral arrangement 
brokered by the EU and members 
of the UN Security Council 
including France, Russia, China, 
and the United Kingdom. Without 
consulting coalition allies Britain 
and France, Trump has withdrawn 
US troops from Syria (2019), 
and the White House is intent 
on relinquishing the burden of 
underwriting the operational costs 
of NATO. Member nations should 
pay the full costs for their own 
security, calculated by Pentagon 
accountants to amount to 4% 
GDP of each member state, Trump 
declared at the NATO summit last 
year. Hikes in US trade tariffs on 
goods from overseas have alarmed 
traditional major trading partners. 

It is hard to read such diplomatic 
and economic retrenchment as 
evidence of ongoing hegemonic 
strength. It is perhaps telling 
that while the US portion of 
global GDP has declined from 
40% in 1960 to 22% in 2018, 
general confidence in American 
superiority, the ability to project 
its will across the globe, has also 
seriously waned. One influential 
study, Paul Kennedy’s The Rise 

and Fall of the Great Powers 
(1987), prophesied the decline of 
American hegemony in the early 
decades of the 21st century. For 
Kennedy, a tipping point was the 
early 1980s, when the spending 
required to maintain America’s 
enormous military-industrial 
base was conspicuously at odds 
with a government struggling to 
deal with the problems of crime, 
urban disorder, unemployment, 
inflation and deficits. In economic 
and military terms, the US 
had seriously over-reached 
itself, forfeiting its mid-century 
hegemony. Reaganomics, low 

interest rates and the rapid 
collapse of the Soviet system in 
the 1990s offered a challenge to 
the narrative of terminal decline, 
but subsequent costly wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan and the rampant 
growth of China’s industrial and 
consumer economy have returned 
the concept of American decay to 
centre-stage. With a population 
greater in size than that of the 
US and Europe combined, a 
huge manufacturing base and 
limitless appetite for purchasing 
sovereign debt, China’s onward 
march towards regional, if not 
global, hegemony appears certain. 
It is indicative that the US-China 
trade deficit has soared since 
1985, amounting to nearly $420 
billion in 2018. Wanting new 
markets and privileged access to 
raw materials, China’s ‘belt and 
bridges’ investment in Africa is 
now set to outstrip American 
investment in that continent 
within a decade. A concerted 
effort to buy up the world’s next 
most valuable commodity, the 
lithium (‘white petroleum’) used in 
production of batteries to power 
the next generation of electric 
cars, has witnessed Chinese 
investment in South America and 
Australia, at levels guaranteed 
to leave world supply of this 

Figure 4 - The Paradox of Liberty section in the National Museum of African American History 
and Culture draws a stark comparison between the founding fathers (bronze statues) and their 
connection to the slave trade.

Figure 5 - A comparison between America and China’s economies, as measured by GDP
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precious metal almost exclusively 
in Chinese hands. Coupled with 
this, Beijing’s widely reported 
militarisation of the South China 
Sea provokes a semi-seasonal 
drama of US-China sabre rattling, 
characterised by massed naval 
exercises, and fast-jet fly-bys. 

The hegemony strikes back?
Yet, while Trump’s achievement is 
to render the previous dominant 
narratives of US hegemony less 
persuasive, it is wrong to overstate 
the case. By every metric, the 
reach of the American system 
remains unsurpassed – the dollar 
remains the world’s currency 
of choice. US military spending 
(and capacity) still far outstrips 
that of China. The programmers 
of Silicon Valley, backed by the 
investors of Wall Street, continue 
to set the pace of technological 
change. The US remains the 
world’s largest economy (with a 
GDP of $19.39 trillion compared 
to China’s $12.01 trillion). Its 
traditional political and economic 
co-religionists - the UK, Italy, 
France, Germany, Canada, 
Japan and South Korea – boast a 
combined GDP of $18.86 trillion, 
offering potentially overwhelming 
insulation against rival hegemonic 
encroachments. 

Instead Trump’s actions may 
be read as an effort to recast 
American power in elementary 
terms. In fact, the paradox of 
America’s current hegemony is 
that it sustains and slowly corrodes 
at the same time. If America is 
weakened, it is not because its 
core strength is diminished, but 
rather that because over time it’s 
forfeited the extreme flexibility 
required to meet regional 
challenge. By this reading, 
decades-long loyalty to open 
market forces and confidence in 

the universality of constitutional 
democracy and the rule of law, 
has allowed US sovereign power 
(dollar investment, military plant, 
technology) to gather and pool 
in subsidiary or client states. 
Vulnerable to sudden or long-
term economic or political shock, 
freedom of movement is limited 
and sclerosis (accompanied by 
general disillusion) sets in. To 
retrench or cutback, to champion 
‘America First’, is to encourage  
fresh internal growth – and 
therefore to renew wider 
confidence in the hegemon’s 
ability to impose its stance. 

It might not work. But perhaps 
perception is everything. Trump’s 
willingness to act unilaterally, 
whether in by-passing China in 
summit diplomacy with North 
Korea’s Kim Jong-Un, or in 
tearing up key trade deals such 
as NAFTA, signals the restoration 
of hegemonic strength, even if 
beyond the headlines the results 
are of strictly limited significance. 
If nothing else, political agency 
is indisputably exercised by the 
centre. It is also to fight a culture 
war, attacking the net beneficiaries 
of America’s traditional neo-liberal 
expansionism - the metropolitan 
and business elites - and to 
reframe the relationship between 
authority and popular will. It’s a 
search to rediscover the collected 

values of the American ego. That it 
excites fear and resentment from 
neighbouring and aligned powers 
may be indicative of inherent 
dependency and vulnerability 
to the hegemon’s will. It is an 
uncomfortable geo-political 
reminder, but that’s almost 
certainly the central point. 

It remains to be seen whether 
Trump’s presidency will restore 
perceptions of American 
hegemony to their former full 
height. The Athenian archetype 
may not hold out a great deal 
of hope. If security was the 
primary incentive that led to the 
creation of Athenian hegemony, 
economic considerations were 
also important. The commercial 
and economic benefits of 
Athenian power contributed to 
its integration. Of course Athens 
would benefit militarily and 
economically disproportionally 
more from its allies but this 
situation was perceived as a win-
win situation from both parties. 
Other incentives the allies had 
were the cultural pull of Athens 
and its prestige as a leader during 
the Persian Wars. Yet as Athens 
became increasingly tyrannical, 
the “Delian League” started to 
become progressively unbearable 
and unstable, leading to violent 
fracture. Unable to control its 
truculent client states, Athens was 

Bibliography 
Thomas Barfield, Perilous Frontier: Nomadic Empires and China (1989)
Michael Doyle, Empires (1986)
Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (1987)
A.G Hopkins, American Empire: A Global History (2018)Figure 6 - ‘America First’ was a key slogan in Trump’s successful 2016 Presidential election campaign.

drawn into the Peloponnesian war, 
a devastating conflict against its 
rival Sparta. Increasingly violent 
and interventionist, Athens was 
confident when speaking the 
language of power, self-interest 
and imperial mission. At the same 
time though, it became insecure 

and did not want or could not 
afford to lose any ally. This violent 
Athenian struggle to keep its 
hegemony intact, unlike its early 
stages, was characterised by 
militaristic and oppressive foreign 
policy. Following a series of defeats 
Athens was laid low, its democracy 

in tatters, its sphere of influence 
destined to be subsumed by the 
Macedonian empire of Alexander 
the Great. Benign beginnings 
invited imperial hubris and sudden 
decline.

Olivia Jacklin (G)
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Virgil’s fourth Eclogue was written 
to celebrate the consulship in 
40 BC of the Roman statesman 
and writer Gaius Asinius Pollio. 
It announces the arrival of a new 
Golden Age, heralded by the 
return of a virgin (Astraea, the 
goddess of Justice), the birth of a 

miraculous 
child 
sent from 
heaven, 
and peace, 
harmony 
and 
abundance 
in the 
natural 
world. 
Thanks 
to its 
enigmatic 
symbolism 
and 
messianic 
tone, the 
poem was 

later to achieve widespread fame 
as a conscious or unconscious 
prophecy of the birth of Christ 
(note the appearance of a virgin, 
the birth of a child, and the 
parallel between Virgil’s vision  
of a world in which “the herds 
shall not fear great lions” and 
Isaiah’s pronouncements that 
“the wolf shall dwell with the 
lamb, and the leopard shall 
lie down with the kid; and the 
calf and the young lion and 
the fatling together” and “the 
cow and the bear shall feed; 
their young ones shall lie down 
together: and the lion shall eat 
straw like the ox”). But it also 
played an important part in 
supplying language and imagery 
for the glorification and self-
assertion of imperial rulers, 
and indeed in the theoretical 
justification of empire as a 
political principle.

There is little in the poem itself 
that can be seen as specifically 
relating to empire, though 
the prediction of global rule 
in the declaration that the 
miraculous child “shall rule a 
world pacified by his father’s 
virtues” (pacatumque reget patriis 
virtutibus orbem, line 17) and 
other expressions of the terrestrial 
and even cosmic extent of the 
restored Golden Age (such as 
its emergence toto … mundo – 
throughout the world – in line 
9) might be thought to point 
in this direction. Virgil’s lines 
probably took on a retrospective 
association with imperial rule 
when the imagery of the return 
of the Golden Age was reused by 
the poet with reference to the 
Emperor Augustus in the lines 
prophesying his expansion of 
the Roman Empire in Book 6 of 
Virgil’s epic, the Aeneid (Aeneid 
6.791-5): 
“Here, here is the man you so often 
hear promised to you: Augustus 
Caesar, sprung from a god, who 
will found again the Golden Age in 
Latium through fields once ruled by 
Saturn, and will extend his empire 
beyond the Garamantes and the 
Indians.” 

Despite the immediate and 
lasting popularity of the Aeneid, 
with its proclamation of imperium 
sine fine (“empire without end”, 
Aeneid 1.279), as the national 
epic of Rome and her imperial 
ambitions, writers eager to 
link their patrons to this classic 
formulation of the imperial ideal 
never forgot Virgil’s earlier poem, 
which was to enjoy a surprisingly 
prodigious afterlife in celebrations 
of empire and of aspirations to 
universal monarchy.

The successors of Augustus 
were keen to appropriate for 

themselves the prestigious 
accolades that had been 
addressed to Rome’s first emperor 
by his most revered poet, and 
some saw the fourth Eclogue as a 
tribute to Augustus himself (then 
Octavian). Acclamations of the 
returning Golden Age greeted 
most new holders of the imperial 
title from the first century AD to 
the end of the Roman Empire, 
and candidates pursuing imperial 
status recognised the significance 
of this symbolism in projecting 
a suitable public image of 
themselves as worthy inheritors 
of the Empire. A fascinating 
example can be seen on the 
coinage of the imperial claimant 
Carausius, a military commander 
who in 286 proclaimed himself 
emperor in Britain and northern 
Gaul. To bolster his claims, 
Caurausius issued coins and 
medallions featuring imperial 
imagery, accompanied by the 
letters RSR and INPCDA. It was 
not until 1998 that these groups 
of letters were identified as the 
initial letters of words which form 
famous expressions from Virgil’s 
fourth Eclogue: redeunt Saturnia 
regna (“the reign of Saturn [i.e. 
the Golden Age] returns”, line 
6) and iam nova progenies caelo 
demittitur alto (“now a new 
lineage is sent down from heaven 
on high”, line 7).1 That these 
expressions could be shortened to 
just their initial letters, which at 
least some people were expected 
to be able to recognise, suggests 
how deeply engrained Virgil’s 
poem had already become in the 
rhetoric of imperial propaganda.

The institution of the Holy Roman 
Empire ensured the continuation 
of these practices into the Middle 
Ages and beyond. Literature from 
the court of Charlemagne, who 
was crowned as the first Holy 

Roman Emperor on Christmas 
Day in the year 800, is full of 
references to the rebirth of Rome 
and echoes of Virgil’s resonant 
lines on the Romans’ imperial 
destiny. Many of his successors 
were hailed in language taken 
from the fourth Eclogue, whether 
as a conventional element of 
panegyrical poetry and prose or 
as a means of encouraging the 
ruler to live up to the historical 
pre-eminence of his position. 
A famous letter from the poet 
Dante to the Emperor Henry VII 
in 1311, designed to persuade 
Henry to intervene in Italian 
affairs, observes that on the 
Emperor’s previous expedition 
into Italy “very many people, 
anticipating their wishes in their 
joy, began to sing with Maro 
[i.e. Virgil] both of the reign 
of Saturn and of the Virgin 
returning”: a clear allusion to the 
line also quoted on the coinage 
of Carausius, iam redit et Virgo, 
redeunt Saturnia regna (“now the 
Virgin too returns, the reign of 
Saturn returns”).2 By implication, 
all the Emperor needs to do now 
is to return to Italy, and there 
will be nothing to prevent the 
fulfilment of this expectation of a 
new Golden Age.

This verse seems to have 
occupied a prominent place in 
Dante’s thinking on the subject of 
empire. In his theoretical treatise 
on imperial rule, the Monarchia, 
he argued that imperial monarchy 
was the best form of government 
because it was the system best 
suited to ensure the promotion 
of justice, and the promotion 
of justice was the highest aim 
of any earthly authority. Virgil’s 
association of the virgin goddess 
of Justice with the return of the 
pristine Golden Age, proclaimed 
(not coincidentally) shortly 

VIRGIL’S 
FOURTH 
ECLOGUE  
AND IDEAS  
OF EMPIRE

Figure 1 - Medallion of Carausius, issued in 
Britain in AD 287, with triumphal chariot and 
the letters INPCDA (The British Museum) 

1  Guy de la Bédoyère, ‘Carausius  
and the marks RSR and INPCDA’,  
The Numismatic Chronicle 158 (1998), 
pp. 79-88.

2  Frances A. Yates, Astraea: The Imperial 
Theme in the Sixteenth Century (1975), 
pp. 11, 37.

Figure 2 - This detail from a print of 1790 
(designed by William Hamilton, engraved by 
Francesco Bartolozzi) depicts King George III of 
Great Britain being crowned, as he sits enthroned 
on a pedestal with the inscription REDEVNT 
SATVRNIA REGNA (“The reign of Saturn 
returns”) (The British Museum)
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before the dawn of imperial rule 
at Rome, marked that time as 
the best epoch in history. Dante 
quotes the ancient poet’s line 
in support of his conclusion 
(Monarchia 1.11, translated by 
Prue Shaw):
“Furthermore, the world is ordered 
in the best possible way when 
justice is at its strongest in it. Thus 
Virgil, wishing to praise the age 
which seemed to be emerging 
in his day, sang in his Eclogues: 
Now the Virgin returns, the reign 
of Saturn returns [Eclogues 4.6]. 
For ‘the virgin’ was their name 
for justice, whom they also called 
‘Astrea’; the ‘reign of Saturn’ was 
their name for the best of times, 
which they also called ‘golden’. 
Justice is at its strongest only under 
a monarch; therefore for the best 
ordering of the world there must be 
a monarchy or empire.”

It was not just the would-be 
Christian successors of the 
emperors of Rome who used 
this material to express their 
imperial status and to validate the 
legitimacy of their office: national 
monarchies, such as England 
under Elizabeth I (the Virgin 
Queen), often represented as the 
virgin Astraea,3 also got in on 
the act, as did the papacy. In the 
case of the Holy Roman Empire, 
however, the deployment of such 
Virgilian terminology persisted 
for centuries, perhaps partly as 
a result of its association with 
the perceived imperial paradigm 
Augustus.4 A Flemish print of 
around 1625 depicts the future 
Emperor Ferdinand III as a Roman 
general on horseback (or as an 
equestrian statue) on a plinth, 
being crowned with a wreath by 
a winged victory. The front of 
the plinth facing the viewer reads 
MAGNÆ SPES ALTERA ROMÆ 
(“the second hope of mighty 

Rome”), taken from a description 
of Aeneas’ son Ascanius at Aeneid 
12.168. Equally Virgilian are 
the texts which appear at the 
top and bottom of the print, 
both from the fourth Eclogue: 
PACATVMQ[VE] REGET PATRIIS 
VIRTVTIBVS ORBEM (“and he 
shall rule a world pacified by 
his father’s virtues”, line 17: 
see above), and INGREDERE 
O MAGNOS, ADERIT IAM 
TEMPVS, HONORES | CARA 
DEVM SOBOLES, MAGNVM 
IOVIS INCREMENTVM (“Enter 
upon your great honours (the 
time will now be at hand), dear 
offspring of gods, great augment 
of Jupiter”, lines 48-9). The 
designer, or whoever chose the 
texts, has evidently picked up on 
the ideas of dynastic succession 
(the subject’s father, still reigning 
at the time, was the Emperor 
Ferdinand II) and global rule 
present in line 17 of the Eclogue, 
and of the impending glory of 
an offspring of divine lineage in 
the later verses: in classical times 
and later, the identification of a 
reigning emperor with Jupiter was 
common.

As late as the mid-18th century, 
two related portraits of the 
young Joseph, Archduke of 
Austria, who would later become 
the Emperor Joseph II, both 
feature a prominent quotation 
of lines 15-17 from the fourth 
Eclogue, including once again 
the line on ruling “a world 
pacified by his father’s virtues”. 
The Virgilian poem proved no 
less popular under Joseph’s 
brother and successor, Leopold 
II: the relentlessly reused words 
Redeunt Saturnia Regna (“The 
reign of Saturn returns”, Ecl. 
4.6), identified by John A. Rice 
as “among the principal mottos 
of Leopold’s reign”,5 appear for 

instance beneath an engraved 
portrait of the Emperor based on  
a painting from 1790.

Allusion to this time-honoured 
source of expressions for 
the celebration of imperial 
power need not always be 
complimentary, however: 
so deeply embedded was 
Virgil’s poem in the culture of 
imperial adulation that parody 
of its constantly recycled 
expressions could be used to 
satirise pretensions to imperial 
dignity. A striking example of 
the reclamation of the fourth 
Eclogue for subversive ends is 
provided by a source dating from 
the beginning of the French 
First Empire, which responds to 
Napoleon’s self-proclamation 
as emperor and his sumptuous 
coronation ceremony in 
1804. The reign of Napoleon 
also witnessed conventional 
appropriations of the Roman text 
for the purposes of panegyric: 
a Latin poem in honour of the 
emperor’s sister-in-law (Ecloga 
ad Mariam Juliam Bonapartem, 

1809) adopts much of the 
phrasing of the Virgilian original 
with only minor modifications. 
But James Gillray’s caricature of 
Napoleon’s imperial coronation 
is clearly satirical: the scowling 
emperor is accompanied on his 
solemn progress by uncouth and 
obsequious lackeys, a cowed 
and abject pope led by a masked 
devilish acolyte, a grotesque, 
bloated consort intended to 
represent the famously svelte 
Josephine, and suggestively 
dressed Graces with frivolous 
headwear (identified by the 
caption below as other prominent 
imperial women). Above this 
travesty of imperial pomp and 
ceremony is a canopy bearing the 
legend: redeunt SATANIA regna. 
Jam nova progenies cœlo demittitur 
alto! (“the reign of Satan returns. 
Now a new lineage is sent down 
from heaven on high”, parodying 
Eclogues 4.6-7). Note the pun 
here on Virgil’s words, pointed up 
by the capital letters: not Saturnia 
regna (“the reign of Saturn”), 
but Satania regna (“the reign of 
Satan”). Without recognition of 

3  Yates, Astraea (1975), pp. 29-87.
4  Marie Tanner, The Last Descendant of 

Aeneas: The Hapsburgs and the Mythic 
Image of the Emperor (1993).

5  John A. Rice, “Vienna under Joseph II 
and Leopold II”, in Neal Zaslaw (ed.), 
The Classical Era: From the 1740s to  
the end of the 18th century (1989),  
pp. 126-65 at p. 161.

Figure 3 - Ferdinand III on horseback with 
military scenes and Virgilian quotations (print 
attributed to Cornelis Galle I, c. 1625) (The 
British Museum)

Figure 4 - Engraved portraits (by Gabriel Mathei [c. 1741-8], left; by Leopold Schmitner [c. 1750], 
after Mathei, right) of Joseph, Archduke of Austria (later Emperor Joseph II, ruled 1765-90), both 
displaying lines 15-17 of Virgil’s fourth Eclogue (The Royal Collection)

Figure 5 - This engraved portrait (by Jakob 
Adam, after Josef Kreutzinger) of Joseph II’s 
successor as Holy Roman Emperor, Leopold II 
(ruled 1790-2), also carries an inscription  
from Eclogue 4: REDEUNT SATURNIA REGNA 
(The Royal Collection)
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the long and distinguished use 
of the Roman poem in more 
celebratory imperial contexts, and 
identification of the change made 
to the original Latin wording, the 
full force of Gillray’s deflation of 
Napoleon’s aspirations to empire 
cannot be appreciated.
The examples considered here 
demonstrate that the Virgilian 
conception of the returning 
Golden Age could be (and was) 
enlisted to support a range of 
attitudes towards claimants to 
imperial power and towards the 
institution of empire itself. The 
most important point, however, 
to emerge from our survey is 
that people continued to engage 
directly with the words of the 
Roman poet to authorise both 

assertion of imperial status 
and resistance to imperialist 
ambitions. Perhaps the  
greatest and most enduring 
empire, then, is that of the 
poem itself, the power exerted 
by Virgil’s fourth Eclogue over 
the culture and imagination of 
Europe and beyond, from the 
time of its composition up to the 
present day.

Dr Luke Houghton
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Figure 6 - James Gillray, The grand Coronation Procession of Napoleone the 1st Emperor of France from the church of Notre Dame, Decr. 2d 1804 
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Figure 1 - Frontispiece of John Dee’s General and rare memorials pertayning to the Perfect Arte of 
Navigation (1567)

The first person to use the 
phrase “British Empire” was the 
Elizabethan politician John Dee 
(1527-1608) in his magnum 
opus General and rare memorials 
pertayning to the Perfect Arte 
of Navigation (1567). Here he 
predicted the rise of the “Brytish 
Impre” and set 
out his vision of a 
maritime empire 
that asserted 
English territorial 
claims on the New 
World. The book’s 
frontispiece shows 
Britannia kneeling 
on the shoreline 
as she begs a 
seafaring Elizabeth 
I to secure 
England’s growing 
colonial interests. 

Dee’s involvement in laying 
the groundwork for several 
English voyages of exploration - 
instructing captains and pilots in 
the principles of mathematical 
navigation, preparing maps 
for their use, and furnishing 
them with various navigational 
instruments - made him a highly 
regarded court advisor. Armed 
with audacious proposals for 
empire-building, he was an avid 
lobbyist of Elizabeth I, calling on 
the Queen to lift royal horizons to 
the farthest reaches of the known 
world. Dee’s manifesto helped lay 
a blueprint for Britain’s expansion 
into a global power with far-
flung colonies in the Americas, 
West Indies and Africa during the 
following century.

England First
Elizabethan England was a small 
and isolated nation on the fringes 
of northern Europe, ruled by an 
unmarried and childless queen, 
with limited military and financial 

resources. By contrast, the mighty 
Spanish Empire, ruled by Philip 
II, controlled lands and territories 
which encompassed the Americas 
with its fabulous riches. Spain’s 
dominance grew when in 1580 it 
forcibly annexed Portugal, making 
Philip the sovereign of an empire 

that embraced the East Indies, 
Africa and Brazil. Dee, however, 
had different ideas and persuaded 
Elizabeth to challenge Spanish 
ideas of global supremacy and 
Catholic domination through naval 
hegemony and maritime trade. 

Given the state of its seamanship 
in comparison to the 
achievements of the Spanish 
naval fleet and its control over the 
lucrative Eastern trade route, Dee’s 

ambitions for English imperialism 
seemed unrealistic. However, Dee’s 
advocacy of England’s imperial 
expansion and his entreating 
that Elizabeth should protect her 
empire by strengthening her navy 
impelled the Queen to stretch her 
wings as well as to flex her naval 

muscles. 
In 1578, 
Elizabeth I 
granted a 
patent to 
Humphrey 
Gilbert for 
discovery 
and overseas 
exploration. 
Famous 
explorer 
and courtier 
Walter 

Raleigh was granted a similar 
royal patent in 1584. But it 
was the capture of Spanish 
and Portuguese ships after the 
defeat of the Spanish Armada in 
1588 that provided the required 
resources with which to continue 
exploration and colonisation.

The Spanish Armada was an 
attempt by Philip of Spain to 
conquer England in order to 
overthrow Elizabeth. Angry 

Images of Sovereignty: 
Depicting Empire in the 
Elizabethan Golden Age

Figure 2 - The Spanish Armada and English Ships, August 1588 (Unknown, 16th century,  
English School)
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that Elizabeth had first refused 
permission for his marriage to 
her sister Mary and now rejected 
his proposal for her own hand in 
marriage, Philip could not accept 
that England had returned to 
Protestantism, or that his Spanish 
ships were being plundered 
returning from the Americas. 
Philip planned to send his Spanish 
Armada of 131 ships and 17,000 
men to France, where they would 
collect a further 16,000 Spanish 
soldiers before crossing the English 
channel to defeat the armies of 
Queen Elizabeth. To cope with this 
formidable force, the whole British 
navy led by Lord Howard and Sir 
Francis Drake could muster only 
34 vessels. 

However, the English fleet was 
made up of smaller and lighter 
ships, easier to manoeuvre than 
the larger Spanish ships. After the 
weather dramatically worsened, 
many of Philip’s ships were swept 
against the rocks of the Scottish 
and Irish coasts. Fewer than 
10,000 of Philip’s men returned 
home. As a result of the failure of 
the Spanish Armada, there was a 
permanent shift in the balance of 
naval power. Along with John Dee, 
Elizabethan England stood ready 
to become a formidable imperial 
force in exploration, trade and 
colonial expansion. 

Images of Empire
As with other European monarchs 
of the age, Elizabeth used her 
visual presence in portraiture to 
present messages to her subjects 
at home and abroad. Art was to 
project Elizabeth as an indomitable 
Protestant monarch with a lasting, 
God-given right to rule; it was a 
message communicated through 
her immediate court circle and 
into the wider international arena. 
However, no single artist was 

appointed as court painter because 
Elizabeth found that she could 
rely on sycophantic key courtiers 
and officials to commission 
portraits on her behalf. Often it 
was a means of gaining special 
access and favour. It is difficult 
to overstate the precarious 
position of an unsupported 
female sovereign at this time, so 
Elizabeth’s representation became 
more elaborate and idealised 
as she aged. If portraits were to 
remain a successful political tool 
of propaganda, Elizabeth needed 
to be presented as if apart from 
her sex as a spinster queen. 
Instead she was promoted as a 
fixed symbol of stable monarchy 
and a magnificent emblem to 
virtuous statehood. The ways 
she was championed varied from 
virgin queen, the just and pious 
Protestant ruler, peacemaker and 
mother of the nation, through to 
chaste heroine and defender of 
the realm.

One of the strongest 
proclamations of Elizabeth as 
“greate empress of the world” is 
the Armada Portrait of Elizabeth 
I created by an unknown artist 
in 1588 which shows her as 
splendid, virtuous and triumphant 
over her enemies. 
 
Thought to have been 
commissioned by Sir 
Francis Drake, the painting 
commemorates the defeat of 
the Spanish invasion fleet of 
1588. It portrays the hopes and 
aspirations of the Elizabethan Age 
as an imperial power. Elizabeth’s 
bejewelled red hair and smooth, 
pale complexion give no clue 
to her advancing age (nor the 
scars from the smallpox she had 
suffered at 29). The Queen’s 
sturdy posture, open arms and 
serene gaze signify vivacity and 
strength, as does the crown to 
her right. The egg-shaped finial 
just above her left shoulder might 

even be seen to symbolise if not 
fertility, then rebirth and eternal 
life. But then, Elizabeth’s lavish 
black and white dress is replete 
with meaning - white symbolised 
purity and virtue, and black spoke 
of humility, authority and power. 
Then there are the abundant 
pearls with which she is draped, 
also symbolic of her chastity. 
Elizabeth’s hair and clothes are 
draped in pearls, which were 
archetypal representations of 
female virginity and purity in the 
Renaissance era – the perfect 
adornment for the so-called  
Virgin Queen. 

The largest baroque pearl, 
topped by a large pink bow, in 
the painting hangs level with her 
pubic area as a blatant indication 
of her virginity. Elizabeth is 
portrayed as a virtuous emblem of 
state, the Virgin Queen forsaking 
marriage for the good of the 
kingdom. Her skirt and her sleeves 
are populated by numerous 
embroidered golden suns to 
signify power and enlightenment. 
The sun is an artistic symbol as 
old as history itself, a signifier of 
power, enlightenment and life. 
Elizabeth herself is placed between 
scenes of storm and calm, 
suggesting that she is the sun, and 
the source of the clear weather 
shown to the left. 

The circle of ruff extends from 
Elizabeth’s face like the sun’s rays. 
Here she is the central source of 
warmth, beauty, and goodness. 
Her decorated ruff with its lace 
circles, the shape of her hair with 
the pearl-adorned headdress and 
sleeves, seem to be intended to 
suggest the moon in orbit. They 
also are thought to symbolise 
Cynthia, the goddess of the moon, 
who was a virgin - untouched and 
pure. Sir Walter Raleigh helped to 
promote the cult of Elizabeth as a 
moon goddess with a long poem 
he wrote during the late 1580s, 
The Ocean’s Love to Cynthia, in 
which he compared Elizabeth to 
the moon. 

Elizabeth rests 
her right hand 
on a globe, 
her fingers 
pointing at the 
New World 
– a piece 
of imperial 
symbolism 
that underlines 
her power over 
the world, as 
well as over 
England. The 
first European 
colony in 
America, 
Virginia, was 

established in 1584, a few years 
before the Armada Portrait was 
painted, and it was named for 
Elizabeth. She wears no jewellery 
on her hands. This is to avoid 
distraction from this signal of her 
continuing potency as a ruler not 
just of England, but of America. 
The numerous marine references: 
from the gilded mermaid or siren, 
reminiscent of a ship’s figurehead 
calling the Spanish sailors to 
their fate, to the ships in the 
background, underline England’s 
status as a seafaring power. 

The window on 
the left shows 
the arrival of 
the British fleet, 
guided by 
good weather 
as if divinely 
blessed. The 
darker view on 
the right shows 
the Spanish 
Armada being 
wrecked on 
the Irish coast 
during its 
stormy passage 
home. The 
placement of 
the English 
crown midway between the globe 
showing Elizabeth’s New World 
ambitions and the victorious 
sun-lit battle scene alludes to her 
longstanding dreams of imperial 
status, now vindicated by the 
defeat of the Armada. The ensuing 
storms and towering waves that 
later helped disperse the Spanish 
can be seen in the top right-hand 
corner, depicted as a scene of 
devastation on which the victorious 
monarch has, it seems, turned 
her back. Instead, Elizabeth faces 
toward the tranquil seas on her 
right and turns away from the 
stormy waters where the Spanish 

Figure 3 - Armada Portrait of Elizabeth I, 1588 (anon)
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ships are floundering so that she 
is positioned as a calm force for 
good, in contrast with the chaos of 
Catholic Europe.

Harmony at Home
Given the vicissitudes of war 
and religious unrest, Elizabeth’s 
main priority was the peace and 
stability of the realm. Her religious 
views were remarkably tolerant 
for the age in which she lived. 
While she had her own beliefs 
and convictions, she also believed 
in accepting the views of others. 
“There is only one Christ, Jesus, 
one faith,” she exclaimed, “all 
else is a dispute over trifles.” She 
also declared that she had “no 
desire to make windows into 
men’s souls”. Elizabeth even 
released revised prayer books that 
incorporated both Protestant and 
Catholic faiths into one volume.

The religious harmony established 
by Elizabeth is the subject of the 
Allegory of the Tudor Succession by 
the Flemish artist, Lucas de Heere, 
himself a Protestant refugee from 
religious persecution.  

The painting commemorates the 
Treaty of Blois which was finally 
agreed in April 1572 between 
Elizabeth and Catherine de’ 
Medici of France. Based on the 
terms of the treaty, France and 
England relinquished their historic 
rivalry and established an alliance 
against Spain. Elizabeth expected 
the defensive treaty to isolate 
Spain and prevent France from 
invading Flanders. The parties 
to the treaty agreed not to aid 
each other’s enemies, and the 
French agreed that they would 
not intervene in Scotland’s bid to 
restore Queen Mary.

Because Elizabeth wanted to repair 
all the damage that had been 
caused within her kingdom in 
the previous decades under the 
name of religion, she is placed to 
the right of her father Henry VIII, 
who is centre-stage (although 
tactfully unencumbered by any of 
his wives). As the founder of the 
Church of England, Henry sits on 
his throne, and passes the sword 
of justice to his Protestant, and 
by now deceased, son Edward 
VI who kneels to accept it. On 
the left are Elizabeth’s Catholic 
half-sister and predecessor Mary 
I and her husband Philip II of 
Spain, followed by an aggressive 
Mars, the God of War brandishing 
a weapon. They are placed in 
shadow signifying the depressing 
effects of war with France that led 
to the weakening loss of Calais, 
England’s last continental territory. 

By contrast, Elizabeth is presented 
as the culmination of the Tudor 
dynasty and the legitimacy of 
her regime is augmented by 
her illuminated placement in 
the foreground, hand-in-hand 
with a representation of Peace 
and followed by Plenty. Both 
Peace and Plenty are depicted 
as feminine figures, whilst War 
is masculine. A fresh-faced and 
youthful Elizabeth is holding the 
hand of Peace, followed by a bare-

breasted Plenty carrying a basket 
of fruit and flowers, as they both 
tread the emblematic weapons of 
war and discord underfoot. Light 
strikes her elaborately bejewelled 
costume which matches that 
of her father’s to signify their 
legitimate lineage. 

Although Henry hands the sword 
of justice to Edward VI, the 
diminutive prince is overshadowed 
by Elizabeth. She dominates the 
scene, underscoring her role 
as harbinger of religious and 
economic stability in the wake 
of sustained religious protest, 
rebellion and crises. The words 
around the frame reinforce 
Elizabeth’s hereditary rights to 
succession as a woman ruling in 
a man’s world: “A face of muche 
nobillotye loe in a little roome fowr 
states with theyr conditions heare 
shadowed in a showe. A father more 
then valiant, a rare and virtuous 
soon. A zealous daughter in her kind 
what els the world dothe knowe 
and last of all a Vyrgin Queen to 
Englands joy we see successfully to 
hold the right and vertues of the 
three.” 

A Destiny Sketched Out 
Both paintings demonstrate how 
personal and political narratives 
are concealed within the formal 
portraiture of Elizabeth I. As the 
first female monarch to understand 
the importance of image as a 
means of projecting power, 

Elizabeth used her representation 
to successfully promote her great 
achievements. The Allegory of the 
Tudor Succession celebrated the 
ways in which her reign ushered in 
a new era of relative religious and 
economic stability and the Armada 
Portrait of Elizabeth I was created 
to commemorate fulfilment of 
England’s imperial ambitions 
through naval supremacy. With 
her maritime confidence increased 
following the victory over the 
Spanish Armada, Elizabeth sent 
explorers in pursuit of conquering 
new lands. These advancements 
opened up profitable global trade 
routes with new opportunities 
for enterprising explorers and 
merchants to import luxury goods 
such as wine, tobacco, spices, 
sugar and cloth. With Elizabeth’s 
challenge to the great European 
sea powers, this spinster queen, 
with no husband or children 
to succeed her, established the 
genesis of the British Empire as a 
formidable competitor on a global 
scale. John Dee would doubtless 
have said: “Go girl - I told thee so”!

Dr Ann Haughton

Figure 4 - Lucas de Heere, Allegory of the Tudor Succession, 1572
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The ascendancy of the British Empire 
started with the Treaty of London, 
negotiated in 1604 by James IV. This 
ended the Anglo-Spanish War, after 
a near-twenty-year period of conflict. 
It enabled British attention to shift 
away from raiding Spanish (and 
French) colonies, to the building 
of British overseas dependencies as 
viable concerns in their own right. 
Yet, whilst the British Empire was just 
starting to take embryonic shape 
in the early seventeenth century, 
another vast Empire, the Kanem 
Bornu Empire reached its zenith. 
At its height, the Kanem Bornu 
kingdoms occupied what is now 
southern Chad, northern Cameroon, 
north-eastern Nigeria, eastern Niger 
and southern Libya. The occupation 
of this huge swathe of territory is 
largely credited to the impressive 
military conquests of Kanem Bornu’s 
most successful king, Mai Idris 
Alooma, who reigned from 1580 
to 1617. Reportedly unbeaten in 
over 300 wars and more than 1,000 
battles, Mai Idris Alooma extended 
his power over numerous disparate 
peoples, including the Hausa to the 
west of Lake Chad, the Tuareg and 
Toubou to the north, and the Bulala 
to the east. 

It is easy to miss this story in most 
textbook studies of Empire. Typical 
European-centric accounts focus 
on the ‘opening-up’ of Africa, the 
New World, and the Indian sub-
continent. They perpetuate the idea 
of cultural and political beginnings 
– the export of the founding-stones 
of West-European civilisation – and 
stress not the cultural parallels or 
pre-existing interactions. Yet the 
prosperity of the Kanem Bornu 
Empire over the late-medieval and 
early-modern period was associated 
not only with rampant military 
conquest but also with a level 
of administrative and economic 
sophistication easily comparable to 

the most ‘advanced’ of European 
societies of the time.

The sources for pre-colonial Nigeria 
are scanty and difficult to categorise. 
Nonetheless it is possible to sketch 
out in some detail a working form of 
constitutional and economic history. 
An elaborate semi-feudal system of 
government was reported upon by 
the medieval Arabic geographer and 
historian Al Maqrizi (1364-1442) 
for instance. This can be fleshed 
out with early and later colonial 
accounts of European explorers 
and ethnographers. Based on the 
allocation of land to government 
officials, it is clear that a feudal 
system provided the backbone of 
Kanem Bornu government. The 
holding of land was exchanged for 
loyalty and service of labour. Similar 
to the system which flourished 
in medieval and (arguably) early-
modern Europe, such feudal 
networks provided stability and 
administrative reach – both key for 
the evolution of a tax state and the 
administration of law and order. 

At the helm of government was 
the king, called the Mai. Yet, 
an autocracy this was not. A 
strong element of arbitration and 
consensus featured at the top of 
the political structure. Symbolically, 
at least (somewhat like the Holy 
Roman Empire in Europe?), Kanem 
Bornu was an elective monarchy, 
where a successor was chosen from 
among the sons of a deceased king, 
or if he had none, his brothers. The 
monarch-elect was chosen by three 
Electors who were supposed to be 
the most distinguished men of the 
country. In royal administration 
the Mai was advised by a council 
of twelve named the Nokena. This 
grouping formed what might have 
been recognisable to contemporary 
English political theorists as a ‘Privy 
Council’. Partly composed of 

KANEM 
BORNU 
EMPIRE: 
Contesting Colonial Myth

Figure 1 - The cavalry of Kanem-Bornu wore quilted armor (Lifidi) to protect themselves from arrows, a ceremonial style introduced in the 1390s and 
still worn today. 
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members of the royal family, the 
brothers and sons of the Mai, the 
Nokena also comprised official state 
councillors called the Kokenawa. The 
Kokenawa fell into two categories: 
firstly, twenty-three free-born 

representatives of the main ethnic 
and ‘national’ groups within the 
Empire – the Kanuri, Kanembu, Tibu 
and Arab (in effect a functioning 
aristocracy). Secondly, forty-two 
military commanders – known as 
the Kachellawa – who were, by 
tradition, born as slaves. 

This representation of ethno-national 
groups perhaps draws parallels with 
the working mechanisms of royal 
government as it was to evolve in 
Western Europe, with the mixed 
presence of landed, military and 
royal interests in the Privy Council 
offering access to regional concerns 
and priorities. By contrast, the fact 
that slaves could enjoy a position 
of high authority reflects attitudes 
and realities rather at odds with 
modern western concepts of historic 
sub-Saharan slavery. The Kachellawa 
of Kanem Bornu in fact enjoyed 

a social and political status closer 
to the slave-warriors of the distant 
northern Egyptian Caliphates, 
the Mamluks (formidable warrior 
groupings capable of imposing 
military juntas), than the terribly 
oppressed creatures destined for 
the misery of transatlantic slavery 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. The power that was given 
to the Kachellawa in the council 
was significant. Free-born state 
councillors were required to bow 
to a councillor of slave origin who 
stood higher in the sovereign’s 
favour. Kachellawa could be fief 
holders of up to twenty-five villages 
across eight districts. Their votes in 
the Kokenawa council were, by law, 
equal to those royalty. In another 
contrast with European monarchy, 
the clergy (in Kanem’s case the 
Islamic clergy) were not included in 
royal councils or consultative bodies. 
Imams known as Malamai instead 
enjoyed power as part of the Mai’s 
wider civil service. This was a secular 
power-structure.

Perhaps an even more intriguing 
feature of Kanem Bornu was the 
role of the “Magira” or queen 
mother. An official personage, 
the Magira was not necessarily 
the actual mother of the Mai. 
She was theoretically the most 
powerful figure in the Empire, 
with the power to prevent the 
Mai from any act of which she 
disapproved. The respect reserved 
for the Magira and her potential 
influence are illustrated by the 
story of how Mai Idris Alooma, 
not long after his accession, was 
pushed into sending an embassy 
to Tripoli at the Magira’s insistent 
urging1. Not only did this result 
in the recruitment of Tripolitanian 
musketeers who rendered Alooma 
invaluable service in subsequent 
wars, it also confirmed the wisdom 
of forward diplomacy. When one 

also takes into consideration the 
fact that the Magira was the largest 
fief holder in the Empire (she was 
entitled to forty-eight villages across 
twelve districts), it might be argued 
that she was among the most 
empowered females of her time. 
Underneath this formidable central 
political structure, king and council 
were assisted by an impressive 
range of provincial power-holders. 
The Empire boasted four regional 
governors. The Yerima was in 
charge of provinces in the north, 
the Galadima was responsible for 
the west, the Kaigama the east, 
and the Zarma the south. These 
governors were chosen by the King 
and were of royal blood. They were 
assisted in their duties by further 
tiers of civil servants - district and 
sub-district administrators (Ajias 
and Lawans) were key functionaries, 
for instance. Such appointments 
were drawn from parts far-remote 
from the district they represented. 
Designed to maintain cohesion 
amongst the diverse peoples of the 
Empire, it was also a mechanism 
for preventing the development 
of over-mighty regions and unruly 
local interests. Experience had 
shown this precaution to be wise: 
more than once rebellions from 
subjugated peoples had toppled 
established imperial courts. In 
1353, for example, the Bulala 
tribe from Lake Fittri managed 
to overthrow Mai Umar Ibn Idris 
and forced the Kanuri, the most 
populous nation (kinsmen of the 
royal family) to flee from Kanem2. 

Records of economic life within the 
empire reveal a vibrant, wealthy 
society with an expansionary 
impulse in terms of market-
share and trade. Central Africa’s 
largest trading power, the empire 
capitalised on an abundant 
agricultural output and its position 
as a hub on the trans-Saharan trade 

route called the Kanem-Kawar-
Cyrenica caravan covering distances 
of around 4,500 km3. The fertility 
of the lowlands, especially those in 
Bornu, facilitated the cultivation of 
produces such as cotton, natron, 
kola nuts, ivory, ostrich feathers and 
scent for perfume manufacture. 
The flourishing of trade allowed 
for rich diplomatic and economic 
ties. Foreign powers such as Egypt 
(a main trading partner), Tripoli 
and the Ottoman Empire offered 
access to burgeoning markets in 
Europe and Asia. A purpose-built 
residence for Kanem Bornu traders 
was constructed in Cairo to serve 
as a guest house for the regular 
merchant traffic. It caught the 
attention of the thirteenth century 
geographer Al Maqrizi. Another 
Arab writer, Ibn Khaldun, was struck 
by the cordiality carefully nurtured 
between the king of Kanem Bornu 
and rulers of Egypt:

In the year 635 (A.D. 1257) the 
sultan al-Mustansir received a 
rich present from the sovereign of 
Kanem and lord of Bornu. Among 
the gifts which the Negro delegation 
presented to him was a giraffe 
whose external characteristics are 
most diverse4. 

2  Hogben, S.J. ibid. p.312
3  Approximately the same distance from 

Borno, Nigeria to Tripoli, Libya today. 
4  Hogben, S.J. The Emirates of Northern 

Nigeria p. 311

Figure 2 - Kanembu warriors and their mounted chief in an illustration from H. Barth’s Travels 
and Discoveries Vol. III, 1857.

Figure 3 - King Mai Idris Alooma with advisors. Under his rule (1564–1596) Kanem-Bornu 
touched the zenith of its power. 

1  Hogben, S.J. The Emirates of Northern 
Nigeria (1966), p. 39



28  |  Bloxam Project  |  www.rugbyschool.co.uk www.rugbyschool.co.uk  |  Bloxam Project  |  29

Further evidence of the commercial 
enterprise of Kanem Bornu is found 
in the use of an early promissory 
currency called the “Wendy”– a 
manufactured piece of cloth. Each 
piece was five to six yards long but
for the facility of exchange the 
cloth was cut up into pieces 
no longer than five inches. A 
foreshadowing of the shift towards 
bills of exchange in medieval 
Europe, its use was based on 
an advanced social and legal 
consensus. It was based on supply 
and demand mechanisms of a 
society exchanging goods in a free 
market, as opposed to stemming 
from any intrinsic value of the cloth. 
Over the course of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries this was 
replaced with a system of coinage. 
The currency was called the 
“Rottl”– a fixed weight of copper 
where there were four “Gabega” to 
one “Rottl”. This is what German 
explorer Heinrich Barth found in 
existence during his travels across 
the region in the 1800s. In fact, 
the British were slow to introduce a 
new form of currency when Bornu 
became part of Britain’s Nigeria in 
1902. Only over time was there 
a concerted effort to supersede 
old copper coinage, such was the 
dependability of this pre-colonial 
currency.

Despite these impressive instances 
of proto-capitalist economic 
activity, one particularly lucrative 
trade, the “Razzias” or slave raids, 
has cast a long shadow over the 
empire’s profile. So shocking was 
the practice to Heinrich Barth 
that he pleaded with the British 
and German governments to 
intervene5. It is not hard to take a 
dim view of the institutionalised 
trafficking of people. Involving 
the infiltration and subjugation of 
neighbouring countries, this was 
largely a replacement trade. Slave 

holders along the Maghreb and 
Persian Gulf (most ‘end users’ were 
in North Africa and the Middle East) 
normally failed to maintain their 
own numbers by reproduction. Even 
so, as the prime supplier of slaves 
for the northbound trade to Fezzan 
and Tripoli, the empire of Kanem 
Bornu was itself an entrepot for 
peoples taken from the lands south 
of Lake Chad, and particularly from 
the Sahara communities settled 
along the lower reaches of the Shari 
and Logone rivers. The scale and 
scope of raiding expanded to keep 
pace with persistent North African 
demand. With the full Islamisation 
of Kanem Bornu occurring around 
1100, Jihad into pagan lands 
became an additional incentive 
and justification for slave raiding. 
Despite Quranic strictures, slavers 
seem to have had few scruples 
about raiding Muslim populations as 
well. Nonetheless, notwithstanding 
the outrage of European opinion 
(especially following the abolition of 
the British transatlantic slave trade, 
1833) the nineteenth century saw 
a major expansion of long-distance 
raiding. This was fuelled by the rise 
of the Hausa states, the availability 
of European firearms, the spread of 
horse and the greater effectiveness 
of caravan routes to North Africa. 
This acceleration had significant 
negative consequences for the 
minority populations of the region, 
restructuring settlement patterns 
and damaging inter-ethnic relations. 
Even so, incoming British colonial 
governments found it prudent to 
work with, rather than against, the 
system of slave-trading, propping 
up, as it did, client-rulers in the 
region. Pragmatists argued that the 
system of domestic slavery should 
not be summarily dismantled. Slaves 
whose original ethnic identity had 
long since disappeared were still 
working within the Hausa region 
in the first quarter of the twentieth 

century. In 1936 the British finally 
published a decree making slavery 
illegal across Nigeria6. 

Soon after the death of Mai Idris 
Alooma in 1617, the empire entered 
a phase of slow decline. By the end 
of the seventeenth century its power 
had waned significantly. By the 
eighteenth century it only extended 
westwards over Hausa lands. By the 
end of the nineteenth century it was 
completely overwhelmed by rival 
powers. First the Sokoto Caliphate 
absorbed traditional Kanem Bornu 
territories in the early 1800s. 
Then the region was terrorised by 
the infamous Sudanese war lord 
Rabih Fadl Allah, before the British 
annexed much of the Bornu region 
in 1901, making it a protectorate of 
the crown. The waning of military 
spirit, disruption of trade routes 
and diversity amongst its people 
contributed to the steady decline of 
Kanem Bornu. 

What can we learn from the Kanem 
Bornu example? First, it is worth 
noting that other central and 
west-African empires such as the 
Songhai Empire rose to similar levels 
of affluence and sophistication. 
Yet they remain equally obscure 
in the western historical tradition. 
Second, to assume that economic 
and political advancements of the 
medieval and early modern age 
were particular to the European 
sphere is flatly wrong. Central 
bureaucracies, property rights, the 
rise of the tax-state, ambassadorial 
diplomacy, ‘consultative 
government’, mercantile banking 
- these are all usually considered 
European exports to the Sub-

Saharan setting. This certainly was 
the fixed cultural agenda most 
commonly shared by the European 
educated scholar–explorers who 
first ‘opened up’ the region, laying 
down potent stereotypes in the 
process. In this imaginary exotic 
landscape the Nigerian was:

…a complex mixture of treachery 
and cunning, fierceness and brutality, 
childlike simplicity and quick-
wittedness; they seem to belong to 
those childish races which never rising 
to man’s estate fall like worn-out links 
from the great chain of animated 
nature. Such people require a Master7. 

Third, there remains inherent 
difficulty in challenging established 
historical narratives when studying 
African history. The methodology of 
western historiography itself, with 
its stress on documentary evidence, 
archival work and primacy of text, 
is highly problematic. Western-
trained historians (and their African 
counterparts) need to be better 
equipped (and more open-minded) 
when dealing with available sources 
relating to the pre-colonial age – be 
it oral history and archaeological 
remains, or surviving cultural 
fragments such as dance, diet, 
song, folklore, carvings, ritual, etc. 
Arguably, to neglect such materials 
is to perpetuate a colonial value 
system, as well as to impoverish a 
vast region of its rich history.

Hassan Usman (C)
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Figure 4 - Bornu mounted cavalry warrriors in 
ceremonial battle dress.

Figure 5 - Influence of Kanem Empire around 
1200 AD
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Mutiny, Marriage 
and Mayhem: 
Early European arrivals in Polynesia

Figure 1 - Illustration by NC Wyeth  
in The Bounty Trilogy by Nordhoff  
and Hall (1940)

Despite its prominent place in 
popular culture, (cemented by 
Marlon Brando’s 1962 Hollywood 
hit, Mutiny on the Bounty) the 
mutiny on the Bounty (1789) and 
the events that followed, have 
received little attention from 
scholars of Empire. Instead, there 
is an abundance of character 
assassinations of Captain Bligh 
that can be traced back to Edward 
Christian’s The Bounty Mutiny (1792) 
(written by the leading mutineer’s 
brother). Such texts continue to be 
produced, with Richard Hough’s 
Captain Blight and Mister Christian 
(1973) controversially suggesting 
that Bligh was Fletcher Christian’s 
jealous homosexual lover. More 
recently, Caroline Alexander’s 
The Bounty (2004) has sought to 
restore Bligh’s image. The story of 
the Bounty mutineers, however, 
provides fresh and fertile ground 
for investigating the interactions 
between Pacific islanders and 
European arrivals. 

The true experiences of the 
Bounty’s crew are not recoverable 
in the governmental archives of 
imperial capitals, but only through 
investigating the experiences of 

Europeans and Polynesians on the 
frontlines of empire. In this case, 
these experiences go towards 
illustrating that the actions of 
extending and occupying the 
fringes of empire were fragile at best 
and anarchic at worst. 

Goodbye Paradise
Plagued with venereal infections, 
in April 1789 the HMS Bounty crew 
set sail from their five-month stay 
in Tahiti, the chief island among 
the Polynesian Islands. There, the 
crew had collected the breadfruit 
plant (a high energy food source 
used to feed slaves on colonial 
plantations in the Caribbean) for a 
wealthy patron and, among other 
things, spent much time with 
the local women. Time spent on 
the white sand beaches of Tahiti 
alongside the welcoming islanders 
had loosened up the crew. Captain 
Bligh, however, seeking to uphold 
a strict racial hierarchy on the 
front lines of the British Empire, 
had been unready to settle into 
island life. He had flogged crew 
members who failed to perform 
their duties or breached his 
guidelines for interacting with  
the locals. 
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Understandably, Bligh’s actions 
created discontent among his 
crew. Leaving Tahiti was the last 
straw. So, wishing for “a more 
happy life … joined by [these] 
female connections”, a month 
into their journey back to London, 
the crew mutinied. Bligh, along 
with his loyalists, was forced off 
the ship, into a small open boat to 
make a desperate voyage to the 
Dutch colonial outpost of Kupang 
in West Timor.

After leaving marks of destruction 
dotted around Polynesia (most 

notably Tubuai where violence 
culminated in the killing of 66 
islanders), the mutineers made 
their way back to Tahiti. Some 
settled there, taking local wives 
and building families on the 
island. After a year, however, 
their stay ended abruptly.  
HMS Pandora arrived, arresting 
the mutineers and repatriating 
them for trial. The others, led by 
Fletcher Christian, escaped to 
start a rogue colonial venture  
on the now infamous island  
of Pitcairn. 

Europeans as Gods
The intrusion of European influence 
into Polynesia already had a long 
history in the time of the Bounty, 
carrying with it the development 
of fixed racial and cultural ideas. 
By 1650, the growth of Pacific 
exploration encouraged Europeans 
to place specific identities on 
islanders. The “noble savage” 
myth was born, leading to the 
binary categorisation of Islanders 
as those who were wild but free 
from civilisation’s corrupting forces, 
against those who were feral and 
corrupt; the “Ignoble Savages”. 
The typical “Noble Savage”, a 
literary stock character by the late 
18th century, was simple, honest, 
loyal and athletically flawless – a 
gulf apart from his scheming, 
cannibalistic alter-ego. Despite 
this dichotomy, all “Savages” lived 
in naked societies, lacking both 
political organisation and any 
set moral code. Importantly, the 
“Noble Savage” myth appears to 
have greatly influenced Bligh’s crew 
during their initial stay in Tahiti. 
Certainly, at first it lay at the heart 
of the generally positive relations 
between the Bounty crew and 
Tahitians of both sexes. 

Islanders, too, placed their own 
fabricated identity on Europeans. 
On arrival, Europeans were 
perceived as gods or foreign high 
chiefs (differentiating between the 
two is impractical due to strong 
union between the natural and 
supernatural world in Polynesian 
myth). According to this lore, 
European divinity and political 
superiority, like that of high chiefs, 
was derived partially from skin 
colour - Polynesian chiefs, fattened 
and pale from limited sun exposure, 
were covered in perfumed oils and 
wore capes. The lighter European 
eye and hair colours asserted the 
visitors’ divine status. This was 

enhanced by European technology 
(ships, guns and steel), manifestly 
surpassing that of the Polynesians. 
There was no impediment in 
Polynesian thought that prevented 
Europeans from being gods: they 
breathed fire, took lives from 
great distances by the pull of a 
trigger and spread illness without 
becoming ill. The early Europeans 
were not seen as men (tangata in 
Tahitian terms) but as gods or high 
chiefs (papalagi).

This created a number of cultural 
misunderstandings. Islanders 
greeted Europeans with offerings 
from live birds to coconuts, fish, 
foul and fruit. However, Europeans 
interpreted these offerings as barter, 
and typically gave glass or small 
iron fragments in return. Inevitably, 
these gifts from the divine carried 
huge importance: a late 17th-
century Spanish visitor records 
islanders saying, “As you long for 
heaven, we so long for iron”. The 
first iron nails obtained by Islanders 
were kept as sacred items in ritual 
baskets by the political or religious 
authorities. 

One story neatly illustrates these 
misunderstandings. In 1616, a 
Dutch ship fired upon a North 
Tongan canoe, causing serious 
injury. Such incidents were not 
uncommon in the Age of Discovery, 
but realising the rashness of their 
actions, the Europeans tended to 
the survivors’ wounds, and gave 
them European trinkets, including 
blue beads, as small compensation. 
The survivors concluded that these 
were, in fact, life-giving objects, 
gifted from superior creatures. 
Tongans received similar beads 
in 1643. News of these magical 
beads spread along the Polynesian 
canoe routes such that by 1722 
Samoans (549 miles from Tonga) 
requested blue beads on their first 

contact with Dutch explorers. Given 
that this was the earliest case of 
European-Samoan contact, Pacific 
communication networks might 
seem more advanced than often 
assumed; it reversed or at least made 
level the “knowledge-gap” between 
the explorer and the “discovered”. 

The divine or chief-like image of 
Europeans had an immense impact 
on Euro-Polynesian gender relations. 

At Kaua’I (in Polynesia), Diderot, a 
French chaplain, was told by a sage 
Orou, “We perceived at first glance 
that you surpassed us in intelligence 
and on the spot we selected several 
of our most beautiful women to 
harvest the seed of a race better 
than our own” (1792). However, 
historians and anthropologists 
now know that it was not beautiful 
women who were selected but in 
fact “very young girls”. Contrary to 

Figure 2 - The myth of ‘The Noble Savage’ was created by Western colonisers to define native 
groups that had been untouched by the corrupting influence of modern civilisation

Figure 3 - In another colonial encounter, Captain James Cook, commander of  
HMS ‘Endeavour’, meets Tahitians in an 18th-century engraving

Figure 4 - A 1787 engraving showing a young woman from Tahiti  
(formerly Otaheite) carrying out a ceremonial dance
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one early explorer’s statement that 
“girls are mistresses of their own 
favours before marriage”, it has 
been shown that these girls were 
forcibly offered to Europeans. 

Polynesian myths (or at least what 
can be recovered by historians) 
provide some explanation for these 
sexual offerings. In Polynesian 
thought, only young female 

virgins (understood in the sense 
that they had not yet given birth, 
ensuring the body remained 
‘closed’) could dance with Gods 
to potentially cause a conception. 
With the papalagi’s arrival, islanders 
manipulated these mythical and 
cosmological elements into physical 
actions between two individuals, 
seeking to create sacred offspring. 
Presented to these strange visitors, 

crying girls were encircled by adults 
chanting with green branches in 
their hands (symbolising an offering 
to superior beings). Alternatively, 
Polynesian women approached 
European arrivals, making sexual 
gestures on behalf of these young 
girls. Europeans misread these 
rituals, interpreting Polynesian 
culture as sexually free. 

Divinity Lost
In the long term, however, the 
story was different. Concepts of 
Caucasian superiority were steadily 
eroded, partially as a function of 
climate. Intense sun exposure was 
unavoidable when the Bounty’s 
crew were collecting and nursing 
breadfruit plants at Tahiti. This 
darkened the skin, making the 
divine European persona disappear. 
The case of one mutineer, Peter 
Heywood, neatly demonstrates 
this: he settled in Tahiti, received 
islanders’ tattoos and lost his 
naturally pale skin. All that revealed 
Heywood to the British authorities 
of HMS Pandora was an Isle of 
Man tattoo on his thigh (1791). 
Other mutineers could, according 
to the Pandora’s surgeon, George 
Hamilton, only be “distinguished 
… from the natives by feeling their 
toes”, which were presumably less 
tough than islanders’. Obviously, 
differences between Tahitians and 
mutineers were more pronounced 
by facial structure, hair and 
eye colour. Perhaps Hamilton 
exaggerates the mutineers’ change 
in appearance to portray them 
as ‘savages’, explaining their 
willingness to mutiny. Heywood 
later declared that he had adopted 
these local tattoos and mannerisms 
“not to gratify [his] own desires, but 
theirs [the Tahitians]”, explaining 
that a local man without tattoos 
was inevitably a social outcast. That 
Heywood was expected to adopt 
and observe these human customs 

further indicates a shift towards 
becoming a tangata.

Other factors pushed islanders 
away from their initial perceptions 
of the Europeans as gods or 
papalagi. Islanders witnessed the 
rapid decay of European social 
hierarchies and Bligh’s subsequent 
loss of command and control. At 
Tahiti, Bligh flogged crew-members 
who failed to perform their duties. 
Hoping to preserve his own 
authority, Bligh drew up guidelines 
for his crew’s cultural interactions 
with islanders. The six rules of 
conduct sought to limit material 
exchanges with Polynesians; 
to restrict violence towards the 
natives at all costs; and, to leave 
official negotiations with Tahitian 
chiefs to Bligh. In fact, these rules 
adhered to a legal code formed 
upon other exploratory missions. 
Such trade injunctions were based 
closely on those of Captain Cook 
under whom Bligh had previously 
served. It was in the interests of 
the Bounty’s mission and of later 
expeditions to create a fixed system 
of trade, as opposed to a chaotic 
free-for-all, to minimise potential 
for Anglo-Polynesian conflict. 
While limiting conflict, Bligh’s 
guidelines also sought to prevent 
the emergence of an over-friendly 
relationship between his crew 
and the Tahitians. He feared that 
his crew – “void of connections” 
at home, according to his log 
book – would be persuaded by 
the “powerful inducement” of 
Tahitian chiefs and their “promises 
of large possessions” to remain in 
Tahiti. Interestingly, Bligh’s remarks 
here, pointing to the influence 
of Tahitian officials over his crew, 
suggest that his own authority 
was undermined by local power 
structures. Perhaps then, more 
agency should be attributed to 
Polynesians in causing the mutiny 

of the Bounty or at least creating an 
environment in which mutiny was 
a viable option for the crew.

The European presence clearly 
posed challenges to established 
Polynesian customs. It caused some 
conflict between the locals and 
their taboo systems. European men 
dining with Polynesian women 
corrupted established rituals of 
consumption, for instance. A 
gender divide during meals was 
important because eating was a 
shared act with the ancestral gods; 
food represented a sacrifice that 
was tainted by female presence. 
There was always an opportunity 
to manipulate European influence. 
At Tahiti, Bligh had been 
questioned about his God, about 
who had come before him and 
his family. Bligh, since Polynesian 
understandings of divinity were 
alien to him, misunderstood the 
question. Instead, he gave details 
of the British royal family. (It was 
to King George III that Tynah, 
the local high chief, addressed 
his greetings when HMS Pandora 
finally left for England.) Indeed, 
in the 1790s, Europeans could be 
political tools for Tongan chiefs. 
As well as being firearms experts, 
castaway and runaway sailors 
tutored Tongan chiefs in reading 
and writing. Soon, it became 
important for high chiefs to keep 
European scribes or tutors under 
their patronage as a statement 
of authority. Beachcombers and 
missionaries were valued in a 
similar way.1 To chiefs, therefore, 
the mutineers were potentially 
useful political entities, albeit with 
the capability of doing damage to 
the local social order.

Tahitians of lower status, however, 
were miserable when HMS Bounty 
(1789) and HMS Pandora (1791) 
left the island, taking mutineers 

Figure 5 - Captain William Bligh’s account of arrival at the Island of Timor,  
14 June 1789. Bligh kept a detailed account of events (including the mutiny)  
in this book between April 5 1789 to 13 March 1790. 

1  Françoise Douaire-Marsaudon,  
Oceanic Encounters (2009), p. 166
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with them. Albeit fallen from 
divine status, mutineers seem to 
have achieved a middle ground 
between papalagi and tangata. 
They headed minor political units 
accompanied by Tahitian ‘micro-
tribes’ (kinship groupings or factions 
within larger communities). These 
‘micro-tribes’ were sometimes 
in conflict with each other. For 
instance, after Charles Churchill 
was murdered by fellow mutineer 
Matthew Thompson at Tahiti, his 
native followers avenged him, 
killing Thompson. If, generally, the 
chiefs cooperated with the crew of 
HMS Pandora to rid mutineers from 
their lands, many of the common 
islanders had different ideas. There 
were determined efforts to hide 
the wanted men. When this failed, 
as the Pandora set sail from Tahiti, 
the mutineers’ ‘wives’, children 
and friends wailed at the ship’s 
hull, hammering their heads with 
sharp shells and stripping off their 
clothes. Such actions are common 
mourning rituals in Polynesia. 

Imperial Backlash
Undoubtedly, the arrival of the HMS 
Pandora marked a turning point 
in the saga of the mutineers: the 
ship’s captain, Edward Edwards, 
was bent on restoring a strict 
hierarchical imperial logic to Euro-
Pacific relations on the island. As 
well as threatening local order, 
the mutineers – or more precisely, 
reports of the mutineers – were 

beginning to jeopardise the 
dynamics of British authority in the 
region. The notion that one could 
escape their fixed social rank and 
settle among the ‘Noble Savages’ 
and desirable women of Polynesia 
was extremely appealing to anyone 
suffering under the claws of naval 
command. But, the destabilising 
nature of these ideas was not 
confined to the naval sphere. Soon 
after word of the mutineers reached 
Australia, 17 convicts escaped 
from Botany Bay, seeking (albeit 
unsuccessfully) to join the ‘pirates of 
the Bounty’. 
 
Nonetheless, the imperial ‘civilising’ 
mission of the Pandora, coupled 
with the willingness of Tahitian 
authorities to remove the mutineers, 
facilitated the smooth restoration 
of European power. The motives 
of imperial and Tahitian authorities 
had aligned: both sought to re-
establish the status quo and return 
Anglo-Tahitian relations to the 
control of the political elite. Tahitian 
responses to their European visitors 
were no longer determined by the 
god-like status of Caucasians but 
by pragmatism. With the mutineers 
forced into cells in the hull of the 
Pandora (fittingly termed ‘Pandora’s 
Box’), Tahitian chiefs were able to 
regain their monopoly over cultural 
contacts. This saved Tahiti from 
experiencing further disintegration 
of relations with the mutineers and 
a subsequent eruption of violence. 

Where European authorities did 
not intervene (at Tubuai and 
Pitcairn), cultural interactions took a 
destructive turn. 

Dysfunctional Families
Narratives of violence and overt 
rejections of authority defined 
cultural relations on the island 
of Pitcairn (1500 miles south-
east of Tahiti). After the arrival 
of Fletcher Christian, cultural 
hybridisation did not define a 
new ‘colony’. Instead, in efforts 
to suppress native identities, 
kidnapped Tahitians were given 
European nicknames: Mauatua was 
manipulated into Main West; Teio 
into Sore Mummy and Tevarua into 
Susannah. Christianity and English 
were adopted by the mutineers’ 
offspring. (Later, Fletcher Christian’s 
son is recorded to have said grace 
when dining with the HMS Briton 
and the HMS Tagus’ crews in 1814.) 
Some of the kidnapped Tahitian 
‘wives’ were also regularly beaten. 

From the start, the enterprise was 
coercive. After Fletcher Christian 
lured the mutineers’ usual friends 
(Tahitian women, one child and 
six ‘black men’) on to the HMS 
Bounty, he cut the ship’s cable, 
allowing it to drift away from the 
Tahitian shore - though it quickly 
became apparent to those onboard 
that Christian’s design was to steal 
away altogether. Panicked, one 
hostage dived overboard. Only one 

female settler, Teehuteatuaonoa 
(Jenny), gave her account of 
Pitcairn. Escaped on to a visiting 
American ship, the Sultan, in 1817 
Teehuteatuaonoa documented 
the happenings of Pitcairn. Her 
account, combined with Edward 
Young’s (written after 1793), 
provides a rare picture of Pitcairn 
society. The Bounty was burned 
against Christian’s wishes soon after 
arrival in 1790. The ship’s presence 
had been a potent reminder of 
European technological superiority, 
but it had now been reduced to 
ash via a single destructive ritual. 
According to Teehuteatuaonoa, 
Christian became bad-tempered 
and pessimistic. “Having, by many 
acts of cruelty and inhumanity, 
brought on himself the hatred and 
detestation of his companions, 
[Christian] was shot by a black 
man while digging in his field, and 
almost instantly expired”. The act 
that ultimately led to Christian’s 
death was his attempt to steal 
another male’s ‘wife’. Christian’s 
death was followed by the killing 
of six mutineers over several years 
and one suicide, leaving only John 
Adams and Edward Young – two of 
the initial nine European settlers – 
alive by 1800. 

On Pitcairn the mutineers failed 
to fully exert authority over 
Polynesians. Young records an act 
of rebellion in which the women 
refused to bury the bodies of men 
killed in a dispute. By 1794, this 
dissent forced the mutineers to build 
the women a small boat on which 
to leave the Island. Teehuteatuaonoa 
zealously ripped boards from 
her own house to accelerate the 

building process. To the men’s 
amusement, the boat sank, forcing 
women to return to shore. The 
event, however, paints a picture 
of the fragile power dynamics on 
Pitcairn. There remained solidarity 
among Tahitians, as their own 
shared culture remained unintruded 
upon by the mutineers. This later 
facilitated ‘a conspiracy of the 
women to kill the white men’. The 
unwillingness of the mutineers to 
learn Tahitian allowed the women to 
conspire easily without fear of being 
discovered. As a result, the plan was 
not foiled until its much later stages. 

Shattered Dreams
The story of the Bounty illustrates 
that in the late 18th century and 
into the 1800s, the fragile remnants 
of intrusive European authority 
were incredibly dependent on 
Polynesian cooperation. Local 
conditions and local inhabitants 
determined the stability of imperial 
ventures in Polynesia. With 

European hierarchies inherently 
vulnerable to local mediation, only 
careful diplomacy, not violence, 
could facilitate the gentle, rather 
than rapid, dilution of European 
authority. Throughout it remained 
contested. Pitcairn and Tahiti lay on 
the peripheries of empire, but these 
events offer unique insights into 
early Euro-Pacific relations. European 
constructions of racial supremacy 
and cultural sophistication did not 
define the dynamics of imperialism 
on these islands. Idealised western 
visions of organised European 
domination over native populations 
were wholly disconnected from 
the reality of imperialist contact 
in Polynesia. Instead, European 
hierarchies fell apart under the 
beating Tahitian sun, leaving behind 
individuals whose lives were dictated 
entirely by local circumstances rather 
than by imperial chains of command 
and orders from afar.

Alex Bourne (C)

Figure 6 - Voyage of the HMS Pandora in 1791

Figure 7 - Postage stamp from the Pitcairn Islands depicting the H.M.S. Bounty and George VI.
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First published in 1899, Joseph 
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness is 
a novella that might still be 
considered central to uncovering 
“the horror” of the Congo, and 
to understanding the implications 
of imperialism on sub-Saharan 
Africa. One of the novella’s key 
themes is the idea of the “white 
man’s burden”, the task that 
white imperialists set themselves 
(or others set for them) to impose 
western values (if not culture) on 
indigent inhabitants of colonies. 
It deals powerfully with notions of 
“civil society” and sanity among 
the white Europeans in Africa. 
Usually content to give away 
nothing of his authorial intent, 
Conrad declared that the idea 

behind Heart of Darkness was “the 
criminality of inefficiency and 
pure selfishness [evident] when 
tackling the civilising work in 
Africa”. Much has been written 
about the Belgian Congo, and 
the extent of Congolese suffering 
has been in large part revealed, 
though recently Conrad’s text 
has fallen from favour in historical 
commentaries. This is a shame. 
Ambiguities remain about the 
exact activities of Europeans in 
the Congo. A re-reading of Heart 
of Darkness promises to offer new 
perspectives: its victimisation of 
the white man, while problematic 
- arguably robbing the Congolese 
landscape and peoples of agency 
and rounded characterisation – 

nonetheless suggests an anti-
imperial reading. Yet, as his 
willingness to cite “the civilising 
work in Africa” implies, it is not 
always clear where Conrad’s 
sympathies lie.

Colonising the Congo
Though never actually setting 
foot in the Congo, Leopold II of 
Belgium secured ownership of 
a huge tract of land along the 
southern bank of the Congo river 
(all 905,000 square miles of it) 
in 1885. He pursued a policy 
of immense brutality through 
the Force Publique, a military 
police force, and through state-
sanctioned slave labour. Adamant 
that colonies were crucial to 

THE WHITE 
MAN’S BURDEN: 
CONRAD AND THE CONGO 

Belgium’s position amongst 
other European nations, Leopold 
obtained the Congo Free State by 
posing as a philanthropist intent 
upon “civilising” the Africans and 
aiding them commercially. In 

1876 he set up the International 
African Society, a private holding 
company, and hired an explorer 
– the Welshman Henry Morton 
Stanley – to establish his colony. 
Stanley set up trading posts, 

built roads and persuaded 
often illiterate chiefs to sign 
treaties with Leopold. The Berlin 
Conference of 1884-85 was the 
final stage in cementing his rule. 
The USA and 14 other European 
countries agreed that Leopold 
could be the ruler of the area 
Stanley had explored, and he 
officially (and personally) presided 
over the world’s only private 
colony on 5 February 1885. 

Leopold desired wealth, and this 
desire could initially be fulfilled 
by exploitation of the ivory in 
the Congo. Vast quantities were 
harvested from the region in the 
1880s. However, a world boom in 
demand for rubber (driven in part 
by the invention of the pneumatic 
tyre) soon saw Leopold’s 
attention shift to the Congo’s 
rubber plantations. Home to 
the world’s largest supply of 
the naturally occurring rubber 
(tapped from the sprawling 
Landolphia owariensis plant), 
the Congolese rubber sector 
started to generate vast sums of 
money, at an immense cost for 

Figure 1 - Belgium’s King Leopold II divides up the spoils.

“I do not want to risk ... losing a fine chance to secure for ourselves  
a slice of this magnificent African cake.” 

King Leopold II, to an aide in London

Figure 2 - European Countries ‘carving up’ Africa at the Berlin Conference Figure 3 - Leopold II of Belgium
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the local population. In 1896 
global demand for rubber soared. 
Exports rose from 580 to 3,740 
tons between 1895 and 1900. 

As the demand for the material 
grew, Leopold’s determination 
to maximise extraction and 
profits became overwhelming, 
his regime of brutality even more 
extreme. Systematic cruelty 
and neglect were at the heart. 
In what was known by critics 
as the “red Rubber system”, 
Congolese labour was demanded 
by Leopold’s agents as a form 
of taxation. This created a 
“slave society” as the colonial 
government became increasingly 
dependent on forcibly mobilising 
Congolese workers. Local 
Congolese officials, known as 
“capitas”, were recruited to 
organise labour. The lack of 
a developed bureaucracy to 
oversee any commercial methods 
produced an atmosphere of 

informality throughout the state, 
and centrally-enforced demands 
were often set arbitrarily by 
Leopold’s representatives without 
considering the numbers or 
the welfare of workers, which 
in turn facilitated abuses. 
Treatment of labourers was left 
to the discretion of officials on 

the ground. Those unwilling to 
supply labour were coerced with 
“constraint and repression”. 
Dissenters were beaten or 
whipped with the chicotte, (a 
whip made from hippo hide), 
hostages were taken to ensure 
prompt collection and punitive 
expeditions were sent to destroy 
villages which refused. The policy 
led to a collapse of Congolese 
economic and cultural life. Failure 
to meet the rubber collection 
quotas was punishable by death.

Meanwhile, the largely European-
led Force Publique were required to 
provide the hands of their victims 
as proof when they had shot and 
killed someone, as it was believed 
that they would otherwise use 
the munitions (imported from 
Europe at considerable cost) 
for hunting. As a consequence, 
the rubber quotas were in part 
paid off in chopped-off hands. 
Sometimes the hands were 
collected by the soldiers of the 
Force Publique, sometimes by the 
villagers themselves. There were 
even small wars where villages 
attacked neighbouring villages to 
gather hands, since their rubber 
quotas were too unrealistic to 

fill. One junior officer described a 
raid to punish a village that had 
protested. The officer in command 
“ordered us to cut off the heads 
of the men and hang them on 
the village palisades ... and to 
hang the women and the children 
on the palisade in the form of a 
cross”. After seeing a Congolese 
killed for the first time, a Danish 
missionary wrote, “The soldier said 
‘Don’t take this to heart so much. 
They kill us if we don’t bring the 
rubber. The Commissioner has 
promised us if we have plenty 
of hands he will shorten our 
service.’”1

Midst this endemic torturing, 
maiming and murdering, the 
Congolese population is believed 
to have dropped from 20 million 
to 10 million – a murder rate now 
inviting (perhaps problematically) 
labels such as the “forgotten 
Holocaust”. For Leopold’s 
nakedly avaricious regime the 
criterion of “rebel” was not one 
that was hard to fulfil. Tellingly, 
the dismemberment and 
disfigurement routinely meted 
out in the Congo, would go 
on to play a significant part in 
Joseph Conrad’s shocking (but 
sharply focused) characterisation 
of mental breakdown and social 
debasement (see below). But, 
if Conrad’s readership is invited 
to consider whose native values 
are thus exposed, King Leopold 
held a clear-eyed view of the 
peoples over which he lorded. 
He built an exhibition in Brussels 
to demonstrate his colonial 
successes, Museum of the Congo. 
Part of the 1897 World’s Fair, the 
vast space included a “human 
zoo” - a reconstructed native 
village, in which 267 Congolese 
people lived. Royal lakes were 
put over for use to Congolese 
canoes. Here, they could be 

viewed by the public. The 
attraction won over 1.3 million 
visitors (out of a population of 4 
million). Many arrived expecting 
to see animalistic behaviour: 
signs stating that food should 
not be thrown at the Africans, 
suggests active curiosity if not 
open amusement among visitors. 
Following its success in the 
World’s Fair, the Museum became 
a permanent addition to the city. 

Heart of Darkness:  
a meta-narrative ? 
Against this backdrop, in 1890 
the Polish-British adventurer/
writer Joseph Conrad ventured 
into the Congolese jungle 
as captain of a steamer for a 
Belgian trading company. His 
experiences there inspired him 
to write Heart of Darkness. The 
book follows the travels of the 
colonial adventurer Charles 
Marlow into the Congo. He has 
been sent on a mission to find a 
European ivory trader known as 
Kurtz who has lost contact with 
the company for whom he works. 
From the opening of the novella a 
parallel is drawn between Europe 
and Africa. Marlow begins his 
narration whilst travelling down 
the River Thames on a boat; this 
activity reminds him of travelling 
down the River Congo in a former 
life. Is this a revelation of Africa 
as a version of Europe’s past? 
Marlow felt as though “instead of 
going to the centre of a continent 
I were about to set off for the 
centre of the earth”. 

It is technologically inferior, an 
empty and gloomy place: “The air 
was warm, thick, heavy, sluggish. 
There was no joy in the brilliance 
of sunshine. The long stretches of 
the waterway ran on, deserted, 
into the gloom of overshadowed 
distances.” The oppressive and 

Figure 4 - Photograph of Belgian poachers with an ivory hoard. A caption on the reverse of the 
photograph reads ‘a herd destroyed’. 

Figure 5 - A father stares at the severed hand and foot of his five-year-old daughter, who was 
killed as a punishment for failing to make a rubber quota. 1  Peter Forbath, The River Congo (1977)
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suffocating jungle-scape disturbs 
Marlow, and it causes him to 
develop a feverish obsession with 
finding Kurtz. As we witness his 
mental deterioration, a murderous 
environment lurks threateningly in 
the background. We see Marlow’s 
initial shock and disgust at some 
of the situations he encounters, 
including the killings of slaves 
and other abuses of colonial 
officials. In time, though, Marlow 
becomes inured, confessing 
that he too is “becoming 
savage”. The Congolese in the 
story appear only as a ghostly 
foil to the protagonists’ battle 
against the setting: “they were 
nothing earthly now - nothing 
but black shadows of disease 
and starvation”. They are slowly 
rotting, better off dead. Whites 
on the other hand, are held up in 
contra-distinction, part emblem of 
remote European civilisation, part 
light relief: “I met a white man, in 
such an unexpected elegance of 
get-up that in the first moment I 
took him for a sort of vision.” The 
man brings comfort, his refined 
dress-sense seemingly (albeit 
temporarily) jolting Marlow back 
to his senses and to consciousness 
of his old western self. 

At the centre of the narrative, 
however, lies the nightmarishly 
enigmatic Kurtz, a figure “gone 
native”- subverting racial 
stereotypes - and who increasingly 
holds hostage Marlow’s 
imagination. At one with the 
barbarous jungle, Kurtz finally is 
tracked down at a remote trading 
station, deep in the interior. He 
emerges as a God-like figure, the 
object of intense Congolese tribal 
worship: “Everything belonged 
to him - but that was a trifle. 
The thing was to know what he 
belonged to, how many powers 
of darkness claimed him for their 

own. […] He had taken a high 
seat amongst the devils of the 
land - I mean literally.” About 
him, Kurtz displays the heads of 
his victims on stakes, a horrifying 
vision met with cool appraisal 
by Marlow: “They would have 
been even more impressive, 
those heads on the stakes, if 
their faces had not been turned 
to the house.” If Kurtz has fallen 
victim to the “uncivilised” ways 
of the jungle and to a “darkness” 
that normalized brutality and 
murder, by this stage, it seems, 
Marlow’s own morality has also 
been hollowed out, to be replaced 
with a dream-like indifference 
to human suffering. The story 
concludes with Kurtz’s death 
aboard a steamboat intended to 
return him to the headwaters of 
the Congo and to the trading 
company headquarters. At his 
last, Kurtz manages to press a 
packet of his company reports into 
Marlow’s hand and to gasp out 
the portentous words “The horror! 
The horror!”.

Marlow returns home a collapsed 
figure. Embittered by his 
experiences, he is contemptuous 

of the “civilised” world. He 
passes Kurtz’s sheaf of documents 
to journalists, suggesting a 
willingness to shed light on 
the atrocities visited upon the 
Congolese. But, perhaps tellingly, 
as the story closes he cannot 
bear to tell Kurtz’s grieving 
fiancée the truth. Instead, there’s 
conspiratorial fabrication when 
she asks him to repeat Kurtz’s 
final words: Marlow tells her 
Kurtz’s last word was her name. 

Text and context: Kurtz  
as an “historical” source 
The text defies an easy reading. 
Perhaps Kurtz is a victim of the 
colonial setting, rather than the 
other way round. In the words of 
novelist and critic Chinua Achebe: 
“Heart of Darkness projects the 
image of Africa as ‘the other 
world’, the antithesis of Europe 
and therefore of civilisation, 
a place where man’s vaunted 
intelligence and refinement are 
finally mocked by triumphant 
bestiality”. Problematically, it 
is the Congo itself, and the 
“devils of the land” (read, 
native Congolese) that destroy 
Kurtz and threaten Marlow’s 

understanding of civilisation. A 
number of historical actors may 
have served as inspiration for 
Conrad’s Kurtz. The strongest 
case is perhaps made for 
Léon Auguste Théophile Rom 
(1859–1924), a Belgian soldier 
and colonial official who became 
prominent in the administration 
of the Congo Free State during 
the late 19th century. Receiving 
a series of rapid promotions, 
Rom commanded the station at 
Stanley Falls (now Boyoma Falls) 
and was eventually promoted 
District Commissioner of 
Matadi. He later transferred to 
the colonial military, the Force 
Publique, where he served as a 
captain. After retiring from the 
Force Publique, he worked as a 
colonial official in central Congo. 
Rom became most famous 
for the alleged brutality of his 
administration in the Stanley Falls 
area. According to contemporary 
reports from white missionaries, 
Rom had used the severed heads 
of 21 Congolese to decorate 
the flower-beds of his house at 
Stanley Falls. He is also said to 
have kept a gallows permanently 
in place at his station.

It is perhaps correct to stress 
the inherent racism in the novel 
- Achebe points to Conrad’s 
almost romantic treatment of 
the native Congolese. They are 
present and are the victims of 
callous violence, but nothing is 
cast in scrupulous detail. They 
appear as barely fleshed-out 
supporting characters – springing 
from the foggy banks of the 
Congo river and disappearing 
again into the dank foliage. They 
offer a chorus of wailings and 
frightening tribal customs at set-
piece encounters: they conform, 
in other words, to contemporary 
European understandings of 

the “native”. For Achebe, Heart 
of Darkness is a story in which 
“the very humanity of black 
people is called into question”. 
In the text there is pity for the 
Congolese condition and for the 
violence visited upon them by 
the colonial system, but no direct 
condemnation of the Europeans 
for their actions. Because of this, 
Achebe claims Conrad to be a 
“purveyor of comforting myths”. 
The intense spotlight held over 
Kurtz and Marlow and their 
mental descent, on the other 
hand, leaves the reader wrestling 
with the impact of colonisation 
on the European. It is presented 
as having a devastating effect 
on them. It is they who are 
burdened with “the horror” for 
the rest of their lives. It was a 
trauma with a heavy imprint on 
the author. Lady Ottoline Morrell, 
a friend of Conrad’s, recorded 
later: “He spoke of the horrors of 
the Congo, from the moral and 
physical shock of which he said 
he had never recovered.” 

Of course, there is another 
reading. David Cannadine has 
recently argued that systems 
of class in late Victorian society 
had a greater impact on 
ideas about empire than race 
difference. Empire was a mirror 
for burgeoning domestic anxieties 
and tensions, given its form by 
writers and thinkers catering 
for a new market in concepts 
of Britishness, Europeanness, 
whiteness and modernity. 
Cannadine writes that as 
“the British contemplated the 
unprecedented numbers massed 
together in their new industrial 
cities, they tended to compare 
these great towns at home with 
the ‘dark continents’ overseas, 
and thus equate the workers in 
factories with coloured peoples 

abroad. […] one additional 
reason why ‘natives’ in the empire 
were regarded as collectively 
inferior was that they were seen 
as the overseas equivalent of the 
‘undeserving poor’ in Britain.” 
The hardening class system, 
with its inherent inequities and 
challenges of control and identity, 
served as a template for a ranking 
of all global civilisations, with 
European achievement at the top 
of culture and enlightenment, all 
other races beneath. Therefore, 
social identity rather than racial 
distinction influenced how the 
British treated their Empire. 
Such an insight allows us to 
approach Heart of Darkness in a 
more rounded way. By the end 
of his journey up the Congo 
river Marlow’s consciousness is 
heightened to achieve a similar 
realization: Europe has tarnished 
Africa by projecting its evil 
traits onto the continent. The 
forbidding and bestial Congo 
interior is become an image 
embodying the worst aspects of 
European culture. The darkness 
lives inside the Europeans, but 
this has become Africa. By this 
reading, Conrad characterizes the 
Congo as witness to a debased 
European identity. It is to jolt his 
readership – blinded by received 
ideas about Empire - from 
taking comfort in and enjoying 
holding it over peoples regarded 
as racially inferior, that Conrad 
makes a victim of the white ivory 
trader Kurtz, with Marlow as 
complicit bystander. Best seen as 
an attack on colonialism on behalf 
of the Congolese, if it fails, it is 
with obvious pathos (and irony): 
those choosing not to recognise 
how their colonial system was 
being critiqued, preferring to 
be kept ‘in the dark’, were no 
different from Kurtz’s fiancée. 
The jeopardy and the tragedy for Figure 6 - A Congolese steamboat.
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Marlow, if not for Conrad himself, 
is the realisation, that this remains 
ultimately undiscoverable within 
the ordered and refined capitals 
of Europe – this is ‘the horror! the 
horror!’.

Colonialism concretised?
Leopold’s grand museum 
(renamed the Royal Museum of 
Central Africa in 1960) goes on 
to cast a long shadow. Forming 

part of another World’s Fair 
(Expo) in 1958, it played host to 
another human zoo, again from 
Congo (which was not to win 
its independence until 1960). 
The Congolese who travelled to 
Belgium for the fair thought it 
would be a cultural exchange. 
Instead, they found themselves 
standing behind a bamboo fence, 
on live display for Europeans, 
some of whom made monkey 
noises to get their attention. 
“They were throwing bananas 
and peanuts to [the Congolese],” 
says Zana Etambala, a Belgian-
Congolese historian. “And the 
Congolese protested against that. 
They wanted to be respected and 
not seen as animals in a zoo.” 

Following a 66 million euro, 
four-year renovation, the museum 
reopened its doors in December 
2018. Dominating the entrance 
hall, is a golden statue of a 
European missionary, one of the 
original artworks remaining. He 
is holding an African infant to 
his breast and a new convert is 
kneeling supplicant. A plaque 

reads “Belgium brings civilisation 
to Congo”. Yet competing 
for space is a new sculpture 
- Aimé Mpane’s New Breath, 
commissioned as a partner 
piece. Mpane’s design is a giant 
latticework head sculpted from 
wood and placed over a crown 
etched on the floor of the 
rotunda. “I [wanted] to create 
one big piece that will take the 
place of King Leopold II,” Mpane 
explained. “That will replace this 
story, which links us all, with the 
good and the bad.” The work 
also features a plant that seems 
to grow from the top of the 
head, in place of a crown, and 
draws the eye upward. “There’s 
always a link between what’s on 
the ground and what’s in the 
sky,” Mpane argues. “And that’s 
to show the idea of genesis, of 
rebirth. We can rise above our 
past and reach something that’s 
ours.” Others might argue that 
true contrition for the wrongs of 
the past would require returning 
all the cultural artifacts taken 
from colonial Africa now lining 
the museum’s shelves, from 

ritual masks and sculptures to 
tribal drums and a wooden 
canoe carved out of a single log. 
Anything less is to perpetuate 
disfiguring fragmentation. It was 
such a lesson that Marlow hoped 
to bring home. 

Ellie Van Laar (S)

Figure 7 - The Royal Museum of Central Africa, Brussels. 

Figure 8 - A giant golden statue of a European 
missionary with an African boy clutching his robes 
stands at the entrance to the Royal Museum for 
Central Africa, alongside a plaque that reads: 
“Belgium brings civilisation to Congo.”

Figure 9 - Aimé Mpane’s ‘New Breath’ sculpture. Works of contemporary art are now displayed with colonial-era artifacts in the museum. 
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FATE OR 
FORTUNE?
SNAPSHOTS  
OF BRITAIN’S 
EMPIRE
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1.British and French cavalry in combat at the Battle of Warburg on 31 July 1760

The Seven Years War, 1756-1763 
The Seven Years War arose out of the attempt of the Austrian Habsburgs 
to win back the rich province of Silesia, which had been wrested from 
them by Frederick II (the Great) of Prussia. The war involved Prussia and 
Great Britain fighting France and Austria and ended up with Austria 
being unable to regain Silesia. It is notable for the adventures of Frederick 
the Great, a military reformer and extraordinary tactician. The war, 
while being fought between the powers of Europe, had an international 
element, particularly as Britain and France fought for domination of North 
America and India. As such, it has been called the first “World War”. The 
Seven Years War displayed a shift in global power relations when it ended 
with the Treaty of Paris being signed on 10 February 1763. Britain was 
left as the dominant world power, albeit deeply in debt, and the cost had 
introduced new problems in the relationship with its colonists (this would 
go on to cause the American Revolutionary War, another global conflict 
that would end in a British defeat.) France was on the road to economic 
disaster and revolution. 

“Where can France annoy us then? 
I see but two places; in America by 
slipping over in single ships a con-
siderable number of troops; and 
next by keeping us in a state of  
fear and expense at home”

Earl Chesterfield 23 January 1756



www.rugbyschool.co.uk  |  Bloxam Project  |  5150  |  Bloxam Project  |  www.rugbyschool.co.uk

2.The Destruction of Tea at Boston Harbor by Nathaniel Currier (1846). Contrary to Currier’s depiction, few of the men dumping the tea were 
actually disguised as Native Americans.

The Boston Tea Party, 1773 
The Boston Tea Party was the first major act of defiance to 
British rule in America. As well as being a symbolic protest 
against the Tea Tax (the last of the harsh taxes imposed 
by Britain to tackle their mounting national debt) the Tea 
Party represented the culmination of years of suppressed 
bitterness towards colonial rule. The tax increases during 
the 1760s and early 70s were felt even more strongly due 
to the fact that, despite subsidising the British government, 
the American colonists were given no representation in 
Parliament leading to the well-known maxim “No taxation 
without representation” which became synonymous with 
the revolutionary movement. The event itself took place 
on 16th December 1773 in Boston, Massachusetts. A 
group of around 100 aggrieved colonists, some disguised 
as Native Americans, boarded three British owned ships 
in Boston harbour and proceeded to dump 342 chests of 
tea overboard, worth roughly $1 million in today’s money. 
Subsequent “tea parties” were organised across the 13 
colonies and the first Continental Congress was held in 
1774 as a means of uniting the colonies against the British 
oppressor. The Boston Tea party, without a single drop of 
blood being shed, rallied the American people to push back 
against British oppression and fight for their independence.

Tea-rific facts 
•  The 342 chests of tea would have 

made approximately 19 million 
cups of tea.

•  One “tea partier” appeared to 
rise from the dead.  
After being knocked unconscious 
by a falling tea crate, John Crane 
was reportedly thought to be dead 
and hidden by his compatriots 
under a pile of wood shavings in a 
nearby carpenter’s shop. He awoke 
hours later, and was the only man 
harmed in the Boston Tea Party.

•  The event wasn’t dubbed the 
“Boston Tea Party” until a  
half-century later.  
The earliest newspaper reference 
to the “Boston Tea Party” doesn’t 
appear until 1826. 

•  For decades, the identities  
of participants were shrouded  
in secrecy. 
The band of protestors was 
tight-lipped. Even after American 
independence, they refused to 
reveal their identities, fearing  
they could still face civil and 
criminal charges for destruction  
of private property. 



www.rugbyschool.co.uk  |  Bloxam Project  |  5352  |  Bloxam Project  |  www.rugbyschool.co.uk

Jawaharlal Nehru and Lord Mountbatten declare Indian Independence in the Constituent Assembly, Delhi, 15th August 1947

Indian Independence, 1947 
The power of the British Crown in India was already on a 
steady decline at the advent of the 20th century; however, 
the manipulation and unethical manners of British politicians 
as well as officials in India accelerated the process. The death 
of Queen Victoria in 1901 led to an absence of a monarch 
who was held in some respect by the Indian people in the 
British Raj. British repression also gave grave impetus to 
Indian nationalism, with the Amritsar Massacre of 1919 
resulting in the first India-wide protest, led by Mahatma 
Gandhi. Following on from this, the 1920s and 1930s were 
dominated by a continued pattern of protests, suppressions 
and concessions. The implementation of the Charter of 
Freedom of Colonial Peoples in 1942 stipulated the need for 
democracy and social equality across the empire and paved 
the way for the Indian Independence Act of 1947, which 
saw the termination of 200 years of British imperial rule and 
marked the beginning of the end of the British Empire.

The numbers 
behind Indian 
Independence   
190
The number of years the British ruled 
in India, first through the East India 
Company and then the Crown. The 
Company, however, had managed 
trading posts in India for more than 
a century before assuming more 
official control after 1757.

400 million
The population across British India - 
including modern-day Pakistan and 
Bangladesh - at the time of Partition 
in 1947.

40
The number of days British judge 
Cyril Radcliffe was given to draw the 
new boundaries that would divide 
the subcontinent into India and 
Pakistan.

3800
Miles (6,100 km) of new borders 
between India and Pakistan created 
by Partition. More than 1000 miles 
overland separated West and East 
Pakistan (now Bangladesh).

0
The number of times the British 
Prime Minister uttered the word 
Pakistan when publicly announcing 
plans for the partition of India on  
3 June 1947. 3.
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Suez Crisis, 1956 
The Suez Crisis was an international military and diplomatic conflict 
instigated by a British, French and Israeli invasion of Egypt. After a military 
coup that toppled the Egyptian monarchy in 1952, British presence in 
Egypt was highly resented, and although British troops were evacuated 
by June 1956, Colonel Abdel Nasser decided to nationalise the Suez Canal 
(the world’s most important trade route) in July of that year as an attempt 
to regain income and prestige for his country. Britain and France, desperate 
not to lose influence over the canal, entered into secret discussions with the 
Israelis which ended with the Sèvres Protocol. As per their conspiracy, Israeli 
launched a surprise attack on Sinai, with Britain and France quick to follow 
with the excuse of intervention for peacekeeping means. This attempt was 
quickly retracted the next day, after Eisenhower condemned the invasion. 
The one-day attack marks a decline in Britain’s colonial sphere of influence. 
Instead, the strength of the new superpowers, the US and the USSR, would 
fill the void left by the British empire in the region. 

“We shall defend [the Suez Canal] with our blood and strength, 
and we shall meet aggression with aggression and evil with evil.”

Abdel Nasser 26 July, 1956

An Israeli tank crosses the Suez Canal 4.
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Hodson of  Hodson’s Horse

Schooldays 
To many, the peerless description 
of Rugby life in the early 19 century 
is to be found 
in Tom Brown’s 
Schooldays 
(1857), and 
though it is a 
work of fiction, 
it certainly gives 
a reasonably 
accurate 
impression 
of life at the 
school under Dr 
Arnold. What 
the author, 
Thomas Hughes, could not do 
of course was use the names of 
contemporaries as those of his 
characters, not least because many 
of them had risen to positions 

of prominence in British society. 
Hughes himself was a QC and 
Member of Parliament for Lambeth 

and then 
for Frome in 
Somerset. Even 
so, a member 
of the school 
whom he 
cannot have 
failed to notice 
was William 
Hodson, a year 
his senior, who 
was to reach 
the height of his 
own fame in the 

same year that Hughes’ celebrated 
novel was published.

William Stephen Raikes Hodson 
was born on 19 March 1821 at 

Maisemore Court, near Gloucester. 
His father, a clergyman, later served 
as Archdeacon of Stafford until his 
death from cholera in 1855. His 
brother, Dr James Hodson, became 
Rector of Edinburgh University and 
Headmaster of Bradfield College. 
William was never bound for a 
life in the church or academia, 
however. He joined Rugby, in 
the house now known as Bradley 
in 1837, already aged 15. Later 
reports of his time here are mixed. 
There is open-mouthed awe at his 
athletic prowess. An entry in the 
Book of Rugby School written in 
1856, for example, declared:

“Who does not remember the fair-
haired, light-complexioned active 
man, whose running feats, whether 
in the open fields or on the gravel 

Figure 1 - Hodson’s name engraved on a wood 
panel in Old Big School.

walks of the Close, created such 
marvel among his contemporaries. 
He has carried his hare and hounds 
into his country’s service, and as 
commandant of the gallant corps 
of Guides, has displayed an activity 
and courage on the wild frontier of 
the Punjab, the natural development 
of his early prowess at Crick and 
Brownsover.”

His sporting ability, particularly as a 
runner, was second to none in the 
school of the day (he was known to 
run to Lutterworth and back during 
outs). But others remembered 
him as an aloof and somewhat 
arrogant character, and indeed it 
has even been suggested that he 
was at least in part the model for 
the bully “Flashman” who made 
Tom Brown’s early days at Rugby 
so miserable. Nonetheless, he 
did enough to win Dr Arnold’s 
endorsement as a pupil who would 
get things done. In 1840 he had 
just turned 18 and the boarding 
house at 10 Hillmorton Road had a 
new housemaster, George Cotton. 
After his service at Rugby and as 
Master of Marlborough College, 
Cotton went on to significantly 
improve the state of education in 
India following the Indian Mutiny 
(First War of Independence, 1857-
8) but in 1840 he was a newly-
appointed housemaster, only four 
years out of Cambridge, and his 
house was in chaos. The older boys 
of the house had inflicted severe 
fagging duties on the younger 
boys, who in turn rebelled against 
their seniors’ authority, and there 
was no one whom Arnold and 
Cotton could trust to restore order 
as Head of House. In a bid to shore 
things up, Hodson was chosen to 
be transferred from his house on 
Barby Road. Cotton himself wrote:

“He gave abundant proof that 
Arnold’s choice had been a wise 

one. Though he immediately re-
established the shattered prestige of 
praepositorial power, he contrived 
to make himself very popular with 
various classes of boys. The younger 
ones found in him an efficient 
protector against bullying. Those of 
a more literary turn found in him an 
agreeable and intelligent companion, 
and were fond of being admitted to 
sit in his study and talk on matters of 
intellectual interest. The democrats 
had got their 
master, and 
submitted with 
good grace to 
power which 
they could not 
resist, and which 
was judiciously 
and moderately 
exercised. The 
regime was wise, 
firm and kind, 
and the house 
was happy and 
prosperous.”

Servant  
of Empire
In October of 
the same year (1840) Hodson left 
Rugby to matriculate at Trinity 
College Cambridge where his 
studies were plagued by constant 
headaches – a medical affliction 
that had become more severe 
during the course of his education. 
In spite of these he received a 
degree in 1844, but considered 
that an active life was one that best 
suited his individual talents. While 
waiting for a cadetship to become 
available in the army of the 
Honourable East India Company he 
took a commission in the Guernsey 
Militia, offered to him by Major 
General William Napier, veteran of 
the Peninsular campaign and the 
island’s Governor. A year’s service 
confirmed to Hodson that his 
decision to embark upon a military 

career was the right one, upheld by 
Napier who wrote, “His education, 
his ability, his zeal to make himself 
acquainted with military matters, 
all gave me the greatest satisfaction 
during his service with the 
militia.” Armed with his cadetship 
and finally posted to India, 
Hodson landed at Calcutta on 13 
September 1845. He immediately 
made his way across India from 
east to west towards Agra, where 

an old friend 
of the Hodson 
family, James 
Thomason, 
was serving 
as Lieutenant-
Governor of the 
North-Western 
Provinces. He 
appointed 
Hodson to 
the Grenadier 
company of 
the Governor-
General’s escort 
on 2 November, 
and shortly 
afterwards 
the latter 

wrote home to describe his first 
impressions of camp life in the 
India Army:

“Shortly after 4am a bugle sounds 
the reveille, and the whole mass 
is astir at once. The smoke of the 
evening fires has by this time blown 
away, and everything stands out 
clear and defined in the bright 
moonlight. The Sepoys, too, bring 
the straw from their tents, and make 
fires to warm their black faces on 
all sides, and the groups of swarthy 
redcoats stooping over the blaze, 
with a white background of canvas, 
and the dark clear sky behind all, 
produces a most picturesque effect 
as one turns out into the cold. Then 
the multitude of camels, horses and 
elephants, in all imaginable groups 

Figure 2 - Portrait of George Cotton, 1854.

Given its position as arguably Britain’s leading public school in the mid-1800s, it’s little surprise that 
among Rugby’s alumni a large number were destined for careers in service of the British empire, as soldiers, 
administrators, cartographers, diplomats, missionaries and educators. As historian and sociologist Paul Rich 
(1989) has pointed out, the curriculum taught the boys what was considered to be “good form”, both at school 
in later adult life. They dealt with the very “principles, character and manners” recognised and recommended by 
formal proponents of empire. Some of this was pursued through elaborate rituals developed at school, reinforced 
and maintained in other influential areas dominated by ex-public schoolboys, from the gentlemen’s clubs to 
the regimental mess, parliamentary lobby and masonic lodge. Imbued with public schoolism, Paul suggests, 
imperialism was in fact frequently more reliant on ritual than arms or money. But hard military power lay 
beneath all semblances of order and decorum. Here, Dan Mclean explores the career of William Hodson OR, a 
soldier-scholar whose bloody actions placed him at the heart of the Indian struggle to throw off the misrule of 
the British East India Company (1857-8). Hodson was to have a pivotal impact on the fate of two empires, the 
Mughal Empire and the British Empire.
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and positions – the groans and cries 
of the former as they stoop and kneel 
for their burdens, the neighing of 
hundreds of horses mingling with the 
shouts of the innumerable servants 
and their masters’ calls, the bleating 
of sheep and goats, and louder than 
all, the shrill screams of the Hindu 
women, almost bewilder one’s senses 
as one treads one’s way through the 
canvas streets and squares to the 
place where the regiment assembles 
outside the camp.”

From his very 
first week of 
service in the 
Governor-
General’s train 
Hodson felt 
drawn not to 
the red-coated 
sepoys, or the 
dashing hussars, 
but to the 
irregular cavalry, 
the loosely 
organised and 
governed units 
of Indian light 
horsemen used 
for scouting 
and other 
dangerous, fast-paced duties. 
He remained with the infantry, 
however, as they crossed the Sutlej 
river at the commencement of the 
First Anglo-Sikh War in December 
1845. Hodson’s first experience 
of combat was a shock to him: at 
the battle of Mudki on the 18th 
his cheek was grazed by the shot 
of a badly-aimed sepoy’s rifle 
behind him, and he stumbled 
across the mutilated body of an 
old Rugby friend, Robert Carey, 
with whom he had lived in Mr 

Price’s house (now Bradley). 
Further fierce fighting followed 
at Ferozeshah and, in the new 
year, at the decisive and bloody 
Battle of Sobraon, which resulted 
in the breaking of the Sikh army. 
Two days later, on 12 February 
1846, Hodson wrote home of its 
aftermath:

“The river is literally choked with 
corpses, and their camp full of dead 
and dying. An intercepted letter of 

theirs shows that 
they have lost 
20,000 in killed, 
wounded and 
missing; all their 
guns remaining 
in our hands… 
Once more I have 
escaped, I am 
thankful to say, 
unhurt, except 
that a bullet took 
a fancy to my 
little finger and 
cut the skin off 
the top of it – a 
mere pin scratch, 
though it spoiled 
a buckskin glove.”

The rest of 1846 was spent in 
the service of the First Bengal 
European Fusiliers, during which 
time Hodson greatly impressed the 
British Resident at Lahore, Sir Henry 
Lawrence, and so in February 1847 
he was appointed as second in 
command of the newly-formed 
Corps of Guides, a combined 
cavalry and infantry unit raised 
principally from the Yusafzai tribe 
in the Peshawar Valley under Lt 
Harry Lumsden. Lawrence intended 
that the corps comprise “…men 

who could at a moment’s notice 
act as guides to troops in the field, 
collect intelligence beyond as well 
as within the border…” and their 
reputation grew rapidly. By the 
outbreak of the Second Anglo-
Sikh War in 1848 they had tripled 
in size from their original levy, 
and at Hodson’s instigation had 
adopted unusual mud-coloured 
uniforms – ‘khaki’ in Hindustani. 
Thus Hodson became the first 
commander in modern history 
to adopt what has now become 
the ubiquitous colour for military 
uniforms worldwide. In 1852 he 
was appointed to command the 
Corps of Guides, which he held to 
be a great honour, and two years 
later the regiment constructed and 
garrisoned the new fort at Mardan, 
the de facto capital of the Yusafzai, 
in a move which made excellent 
use of the loyalty afforded by their 
continued recruiting from that 
Pashtun tribe. The same year he 
married a young widow, Susan 
Annette, at Calcutta Cathedral. A 
daughter, Olivia, was born in 1853 
but died in July 1854. 

Wars of Independence –  
Death of the Mughal Empire 
As the 1840s turned into the 50s 
British attitudes to the governance 
of India had slowly but significantly 
changed. For 100 years the 
so-called ‘White Mughals’ had 
dominated British-Indian relations – 
British men who had great interest 
in and sympathy for the culture 
of the country their company 
had come to dominate. Indeed, 
approximately one in three of 
them had been married to an 
Indian woman, but by the middle 
of the 19th century attitudes 
had hardened on both sides. The 
efforts of evangelical Christian 
missionaries had encouraged 
racist attitudes to the mixed-race 
children of such marriages, while at 

Figure 3 - Hodson in military uniform.

the same time the grasping efforts 
of the East India Company became 
more intolerable, particularly to 
the rulers of Muslim states who 
began to suffer their attentions 
more and more, culminating in the 
unjustified annexation of Oudh in 
February 1856. The stage was set 
for the infamous Indian Mutiny 
(First War of Independence, 1857-
8). As such, the well-known story 
of rifle cartridges greased with pig 
and cow fat being issued to Hindu 
and Muslim sepoys, far from being 
the spark that caused the rebellion, 
was simply one more offence 
against Indian sensibilities that 
demonstrated the callous nature of 
East India Company government. 
The subsequent massacre of 
Europeans at Meerut and the 
rebels’ adoption of an unwilling 
Mughal Emperor, Bahadur Shah 
Zafar, as their figurehead in the 
Red Fort at Delhi was sign enough 
that a full-scale mutiny was 
underway.

Only eight days after the rebels’ 
arrival in Delhi, on 19 May 1857, 

Hodson received an order from 
the Commander in Chief, General 
George Anson, who remained in 
his residence at Shimla, but who 
in an uncharacteristically decisive 
move directed that “Lieutenant 
W S R Hodson, 1st European 
Fusiliers, and officiating Deputy 
Assistant Quartermaster General, 
is appointed Commandant 
of a corps of Irregular Horse, 

which he is directed to raise 
at Kurnaul”. Hodson himself 
retained command of the Guides, 
and so sought assistance from 
Robert Montgomery, Judicial 
Commissioner of the Punjab, and 
soon three troops were raised and 
despatched towards Delhi – two 
more followed in July. Once at the 
city they were stationed on the 
exposed and disease-ridden ridge 
that was occupied by the garrison 
troops who had not been killed 
in the initial conflict. Skirmishes 
often erupted, but it was in August 
that the new regiment, fighting 
with the Corps of Guides, saw real 
fighting, in the Haryana villages 
of Kharkhauda and Rohtak. As the 
rebels’ numbers began to fall plans 
were made to storm the besieged 
Delhi, and on 14 September 1857 
the attack was preceded by a 
great artillery barrage against the 
city’s walls. The cavalry brigade, 
under James Hope Grant of the 
9th Lancers, were largely held in 
reserve behind the artillery in order 
to cut off escaping rebel sepoys, 
and as enemy fire was largely 
directed at the more obviously 
British white troops, Hodson’s two 
largely Indian regiments survived 

Figure 4 - Recruitment poster for the army of the East India Company, c.1810

Figure 5 - ‘Suppression of the Indian Revolt by the English’ painted by Vasily Vereschchagin in 
1884. The painting depicts the ‘Blowing from a gun’ execution method, which was extensively 
used during the war of 1857. 

“Hodson became the first commander in modern history to  
adopt what has now become the ubiquitous colour for military 
uniforms worldwide.”
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relatively unscathed. Delhi once 
more was in British hands.

Figurehead of the rebellion, 
Bahadur Shah Zafar, the inheritor 
of the great Mughal Empire, had 
seen his ancestors’ achievements 
reduced considerably by the Sikh 
wars, and by dynastic in-fighting. 
By character he was more of 
a poet than a warrior: he had 
condemned the influence of the 
Mujahideen who sought to identify 
the rebellion as a Jihad, and had 
no desire to lead the rebels. Only 
when faced with the ultimatum of 
hundreds of armed men seated in 
front of the Diwan-i-Khas of the 
Red Fort, did he relent. Now that 
the rebellion had failed and the 
ruins of Delhi were again under 
British control, the Emperor and 
his entourage quietly left the city 
and set up camp nearby at the 
tomb of revered Mughal ancestor 
Emperor Humayun. At the time 
of Humayun’s death in 1556 the 
empire had achieved a new zenith. 
Zafar cannot but have dwelled on 
the irony of making Humayun’s 
tomb the site of his final imperial 
home. He had sent away Bakht 
Khan, commander of the rebel 
army in Delhi, and was resigned 
to the fate of his reign, telling his 
remaining courtiers:

“I have known for some time that I 
am the last of the glorious Timurid 
line. Now someone else will be the 
ruler. Their law will prevail. I don’t 
have any regrets; after all, we 
too had usurped the throne from 
someone else.” 

Hodson, now acting as the 
principal administrator of British 
intelligence in Delhi as well as 
fulfilling his regimental duties, 
heard of the emperor’s location, 
and sought permission from 
the Commander in Chief of the 

Delhi Field Force to attempt to 
capture the old man alive. At the 
same time letters arrived from 
Zeenat Mahal, the emperor’s 
favourite wife, offering terms for 
surrender that would never be 
acceptable to the British. General 
Wilson agreed to give Hodson’s 
raid the go-ahead, but seemed 
reluctant to have the 81-year old 
emperor as his prisoner. He was 
not prepared to spare any British 
white troops to assist. Hodson 
therefore took only 50 of his men 
and rode slowly towards the 
tomb, which was surrounded by 
thousands of disaffected sepoys 
and civilian refugees. While the 
emperor entrusted his most sacred 
relics, hairs from the beard of 
the Prophet Muhammad, to his 
servant Khwaja Hasan, the British 
party dismounted at the western 
gate to the tomb compound, and 
Hodson sent in two emissaries, one 
of whom was Zafar’s own father-in-
law, Mirza Ilahi Bux. Hodson was in 
an extremely precarious position, 
as The Times reported afterwards:
“He concealed himself and men 

in some old buildings close by the 
gateway of the Tomb, and sent in 
his two emissaries to Zeenat Mahal 
with the ultimatum - the King’s life 
and that of her son and father (the 
latter has since died). After two hours 
passed by Captain Hodson in most 
trying suspense, such as (he says) 
he never spent before, while waiting 
the decision, his emissaries (one 
an old favourite of poor Sir Henry 
Lawrence) came out with the last 
offer - that the King would deliver 
himself to Captain Hodson only, 
and on condition that he repeated 
with his own lips the promise of the 
Government for his safety.”

At this message Hodson stepped 
into the road and repeated his offer 
to the emperor’s emissary. Slowly 
the regal procession emerged 
from the tomb complex: first the 
palanquin of Zeenat Mahal, and 
then that of Zafar himself. Drawing 
aside the curtain he asked Hodson 
to repeat the guarantee of his life, 
before offering his sword to his 
captor. The five-mile ride back 
to the city was one of guarded 

terror for Hodson and his troop 
of irregular cavalry. Moving at 
walking speed and surrounded by 
thousands of men who only days 
before had fought fiercely against 
him, he had made it clear that he 
would shoot Zafar on the first sign 
of an attempt to escape. And so 
the strange, slow-moving column 
reached the Lahore Gate, where 

the officer of the guard asked who 
Hodson had with him – “Only 
the King of Delhi” came the reply. 
Safely inside the Red Fort, Hodson 
handed the emperor’s sword to 
General Wilson, who replied, ‘Well, 
I am glad that you have got him, 
but I never expected to see either 
him or you again!”. The 351-year-
old Mughal Empire was at an end. 

The way to formal annexation of 
India into the British Empire was 
flung wide open.

Terror and Honour
The emperor’s life had been 
guaranteed, but other lives had 
not. On the following day Hodson 
returned to Humayun’s tomb with 
Lt McDowell and 100 troopers 
of Hodson’s horse to retrieve the 
princes still residing there, Mirza 
Mughal, aged 40 and Mirza 
Khizr Sultan, aged 23 - and the 
22-year-old heir to the throne 
Mirza Abu Bakht, Zafar’s grandson. 
Emboldened by the emperor’s safe 
passage on the day before, the 
princes surrendered to Hodson 
without hesitation, but as they 
left the tomb the crowd of several 
thousand began to murmur at 
the sight of the last of their royal 
family being led into captivity, 
so McDowell held them back. 
Hodson ordered the crowd to lay 
down their arms, and perhaps 
surprisingly, they complied. As the 
two officers and their escort spent 
two hours collecting the weapons 
the captive princes were led in a 
bullock cart towards the city. When 
Hodson caught up with them he 
found the procession threatened 
by a large and tumultuous crowd 
and decided to take immediate, 
if dreadful action. He ordered 
the three princes out on to the 
road, and to remove their upper 
garments and ceremonial 
armbands. Then, without 
hesitation, he took a carbine from 
one of his troopers and shot each 
prince in the head in turn. For this 
action, and the subsequent display 
of the princes’ bodies outside a 
police station, Hodson was severely 
criticised both in India and in the 
British Parliament, but it is clear 
from his own recording of the 
situation that he did not regret his 
decision.

Figure 6 - 19th century illustration of William Hodson capturing the ‘King of Delhi’ Bahadur Shah 
II, by GH Thompson. 

Figure 7 - Hodson and his boar spear” from Heroes of the Indian Mutiny; stories of heroic  
deeds (1914)
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Though Delhi had been recaptured, 
the Indian Mutiny had not ended, 
and Hodson’s Horse continued 
to suppress rebel forces across 
northern India for another six 
months. On 11 March 1858, with 
his regiment 
encamped at 
Alam Bagh, 
Hodson 
rode into 
the recently-
captured 
Lucknow to visit 
Army HQ, and 
after lunch with 
the victorious 
Sir Colin 
Campbell he 
joined Brigadier 
General Robert Napier, who was 
inspecting a breach in the wall, but 
after becoming separated from him 
Hodson decided to explore with a 
Captain Taylor. They did not know 
that the clearance of rebels from 
the city was still underway, and that 
such a walk was hugely dangerous. 
Stopped to investigate a dark and 
seemingly empty room in a palace, 
Hodson was shot through the chest 
by a sepoy hiding in the shadows. 
A group of Highlanders nearby saw 
what happened and stormed the 
room, killing all within. Hodson 
was conscious when he was carried 
back to a British-held house and  
his wound dressed, but he knew  
he was going to die, and left 
messages for his wife. He weakened 
as the evening wore on and died 
at the following morning. He 
was buried in the gardens of La 
Martiniere School, where his tomb 
remains today.

William Hodson was a complex 
character: loyal and tenacious, yet 
often intemperate and impetuous 
in his actions. His high personal 
standards and determination to 
succeed were clear to all from Dr 

Arnold onwards, 
but his killing 
of the Mughal 
princes is a great 
stain on his 
reputation to 
the present day. 
In recent years 
his tomb was 
restored and is 
visited regularly 
by officers of 
Hodson’s Horse 
(which remains 

an armoured regiment of the 
Indian Army), yet Indian nationalist 
groups call for it be to be 
relabelled, listing the killings carried 

out at Delhi under his orders. 
161 years after his death Hodson 
remains as contentious a figure as 
ever. His ambivalent reputation is 
perhaps best summed up by his 
old mentor Sir Henry Lawrence:

“I don’t know exactly why this is,  
he is gallant, zealous and intelligent, 
and yet few men like him.” 

But there would be pity for Susan 
Hodson. Bankrupt and widowed, 
Hodson’s wife came to the 
attention of Buckingham Palace. 
Queen Victoria (Empress of India 
from 1876) granted her a grace 
and favour apartment at Hampton 
Court Palace, “in consideration of 
the distinguished service of your 
late husband in India”.

Dan Mclean

Figure 8 - Officer’s cap badge,  
9th Hodson’s Horse, 1903-1922

Figure 9 - British & Native Officers of Hodson’s Horse” (1858)

If the story of World War I has a 
leitmotiv it is surely that of the 
Tommy advancing over a broken 
and battered no-man’s-land, 
brought down by a crackle of 
machine gun fire. This image, 
conjured by sainted war poets 
like Rupert Brooke and Siegfried 
Sassoon, has shaped our 
remembrance of the Great War. In 
popular memory, the perception 
of the war remains narrowly 
confined to the Western Front, and 
to the experience of the typically 
pale-faced foot soldier. But white 

Europeans were not alone in their 
suffering. Of the blood that soaked 
the fields of the Somme, Verdun 
and Passchendaele, much was 
spilled by soldiers from Africa, 
India and various other sun-baked 
colonies. 

Memorialisation 
Every well-educated child knows 
of the assassination of Archduke 
Franz Ferdinand, the battle of 
the Somme, the Christmas truce, 
General Haig, bright red French 
army trousers, and the squalor 

WORLD WAR I AND THE LOST GENERATION: 

EMPIRE AND MEMORY

Figure 1 - Map showing fronts and battle lines of WWI in 1917
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prospect of fulfilling their duty by 
“painting the map pink” proved 
irresistible. 

Ultimately, the war in Africa 
quickly developed from localised 
skirmishing into full-scale 
continent-wide campaigning 
that lasted for more than four 
years and cost the lives of around 
300,000 soldiers and civilians. Of 
the 250,000 soldiers who served 
the colonial armies in this theatre, 
the majority were Africans – from 
various parts of East Africa, as well 
as Nigeria – and Indian sepoys. 
The war may have provided 
an opportunity to escape from 
difficult circumstances of civilian 
life. In the beginning of the war, 
the majority of combatants were 
professional soldiers. But very 
quickly, all colonial administrations 
began recruiting Africans who 
were either persuaded, or more 
often pressed, into military service. 
While many African soldiers took 
pride in their service and military 
professionalism, many others 
resented the fact of fighting in 
a war which they felt ‘wasn’t 
theirs’. Many resented fighting in 
a “white man’s war”, particularly 
as they faced repression and a 
lack of rights at home. It was not 
uncommon for soldiers to change 
sides from the German to the 

Allied army or vice versa.

The campaign in East Africa can 
be symbolised by the contrast 
between the machine gun, one of 
the most modern weapons, and 
the fact that this technology was 
carried by African porters. The lack 
of sufficient railroads in East Africa, 
or roads that could be used by 
motorcars, meant that the moving 
armies relied on the most basic form 
of transport: human carriers. An 
established system of African porter 
transport existed in the region 

of the trenches. Such dominant 
symbols arise partly from the 
reality of the events they refer to, 
in what was perhaps the decisive 
theatre of war, the Western Front. 

They also persist because of the 
popularisation of poetry, art, 
fiction and entertainment relating 
to the war. On Remembrance 
Day, it is Lawrence Binyon’s For 
the Fallen (with the verse “At the 
going down of the sun”) that 
we recite. In literature, among 
some of the most well-known 
western depictions of World War 
I are the children’s book War 
Horse by Michael Morpurgo, the 
Regeneration trilogy by Pat Barker, 
and Birdsong by Sebastian Faulks. 
The 1989 sitcom Blackadder Goes 
Forth reinforces the war’s clichés, 
as Captain Blackadder navigates 
his way through trenches, through 
court-martialling procedures, 
through communication 
difficulties, and in the final 
episode, through the climactic 
“going over the top”. In each 
of these not a single non-white 
soldier is encountered. 

Research conducted by the 
thinktank British Future shows that 
only two-thirds of the public can 
correctly identify the year Britain 
entered the Great War. With this 
level of ignorance perhaps it is not 
surprising that we generally focus 
on those aspects of the war that 
are most approachable. Another 
survey by the British Council 
across seven countries, found that 
only 11 per cent of respondents 
were aware of the role of colonial 
troops in World War I.1 

African Theatre
The African theatre occupies a 
precarious position in the public 
memory of the World War I. 
Where there is recognition, 
people tend to see the theatre as 
an insignificant side-show to the 
real war, a cliché maintained by 
Hollywood blockbusters like The 
African Queen (1951). Yet the first 
British Army soldier of World War 
I to fire a shot was not a James, 
or a William, or even a Matthew 
– but a soldier named Alhaji 
Grunshi. A sergeant of the Gold 
Coast Regiment (Ghana), he fired 
his rifle on 7 August 1914, in the 
German West African colony of 
Togoland, at a factory in Nuatja, 
near Lomé. 

Europeans of the early 20th 
century typically held a racialised 
view of Africa, and were 
comfortable with the idea of a 
“civilising mission” bringing the 
rule of law, stability and peace 
to the “backward” natives. Yet, 
in August 1914, little hesitation 
was shown in extending the war 
to Africa, bringing barbarism and 
conflict to a relatively pacified 
continent. Pro-war sentiments of 
Europeans in the colonies were 
fomented by the patriotic desire to 
fight “the motherland’s” enemy in 
Africa. For British colonialists, the 

Figure 2 - The TV series Blackadder Goes Forth (1989) satirized the popular understanding  
of WWI, but furthered the general view of the war as taking place only on the Western Front

1  YouGov poll, September 2013

Figure 3 - Map showing origins of soldiers in the British Army, September 2016

Figure 4 - Photograph of British West African Native troops with 
machine gun.

Figure 5 - Photograph of The Nigerian Regiment Artillery of the British 
Army, moving a field gun.
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of Islam and even to recruit Muslim 
POWs to the Central Powers’ cause. 

Fierce controversy surrounds the 
French deployment of African 
troops in battle. For many, events 
in 1917 lend weight to the 
idea that the French army used 
its troops from the colonies as 
‘cannon fodder’. On 16 April, 
General Charles Mangin launched 
an offensive in Champagne 
with participation of the Second 
Colonial Corps (including 35 West 
African battalions). The German 
counter-offensive cost the French 
army dearly: almost half of all the 
deployed West African soldiers died. 
Because of this, Mangin became 
known as the “butcher” and he was 
relieved of his command. Already 
before this incident French soldiers 
interpreted the emergence of 
African troops as an unmistakable 
sign that an attack was imminent. 
Henri Barbusse’s famous account 
of trench battle Le Feu (1916) 
described Moroccan soldiers as 
follows: “They are imposing and 
even frighten a bit. [...] Of course 
they are heading for the front line. 
This is their place, and their arrival 
means we are about to attack. They 
are made for attacking”. 

Propaganda bulletins printed by 
the French government developed 
similar themes: “From the very 
first hour on, African regiments 
had the privilege to occupy the 
most dangerous posts, which 
permitted them to enrich their 
book of traditions and past glory”. 
A senior officer responsible for 
West Africans’ training wrote in a 
letter in January 1918 that African 
soldiers were “cannon fodder, who 
should, in order to save whites’ 
lives, be made use of much more 
intensively”. And even the French 
Premier Georges Clemenceau, in 
a speech delivered to the French 

Senate on 20 February 1918, stated: 
“We are going to offer civilisation 
to the Blacks. They will have to pay 
for that [...] I would prefer that ten 
Blacks are killed rather than one 
Frenchman [...]!”

Unlike the French, the British were 
reluctant to deploy African troops in 
Europe. Parts of the Indian Colonial 
Army were used in Europe from 
as early as autumn 1914. From 
1916 a campaign for a “million 
black army” following the French 
example was backed by several 
officers and politicians with colonial 
backgrounds, including Winston 
Churchill. But logistical issues, 
coupled with racist prejudices and 
opposition from colonial authorities 
in Africa, resulted in a renunciation 
of using such troops on European 
battlefields. With colour prejudice 
and racial hierarchy so prevalent 
in European society, the decision 
to use colonial troops in Western 
Europe was not made with great 
conviction. However, a number 
of blacks resident in the United 
Kingdom managed to enlist in 
metropolitan British forces and 
some of them were even promoted 
to officer ranks.

prior to the war. But the enormous 
demand for carriers by all armies 
resulted in an unprecedented 
number of ordinary people – men, 
women and even children – being 
persuaded or forced into porter 
services. Throughout the war, more 
than one million Africans carried 
provisions, military equipment, or 
soldiers in hazardous circumstances, 
for minimal or no pay. The porters 
were forced to leave their homes 
to march with the armies in areas 
foreign in climate, language and 
customs. About 100,000 porters 
died through illness, exhaustion, or 
mal- and under-nutrition.

Those civilians who could remain 
in their villages often saw their 
property and livelihood destroyed, 
as passing soldiers demanded 
food from them or burned their 
houses and fields. In the resulting 
severe famines, several hundred 
thousand civilians perished. These 
were largely unrecorded by the 
colonial authorities, and unnoticed 
by the world.

Colonial Soldiers in Europe
Following the outbreak of war 
in 1914, colonial soldiers were 
also deployed in Europe. In what 
the historian Santanu Das calls 
“a grotesque reversal of Joseph 
Conrad’s vision” thousands of 
Asians, Africans and Pacific Islanders 
were “voyaging into the heart 
of whiteness”.2 Britain, France 
and Germany had regularly used 
colonial troops for imperial defence, 
but rarely in Europe, or against 
other white races. Notably, for 
instance, troops from the British Raj 
had not been allowed to fight in the 
Boer War (1899-1902). 

France was the country that most 
extensively made use of African 
soldiers in European theatres of 
war. Between 1914 and 1918, the 
French deployed approximately 
450,000 indigenous troops from 
Africa, including West Africans, 
Algerians, Tunisians, Moroccans, 
Malagasies and Somalis, most of 
whom saw deployment in Europe. 
Their number massively increased 
in the second half of the war, 
and they mainly fought on the 
Western Front, participating in all 
major battles there. After heavy 
losses in the first battles in 1914, a 
new doctrine for the deployment 
of Africans was applied. They no 
longer fought as independent 
units, but were “amalgamated” 
with European troops. Every 
regiment of the troupes coloniales 
(colonial troops) composed of 
Europeans, got a West African 
battalion. North African troops 
were often amalgamated into 
so-called régiments mixtes (mixed 
regiments) together with European 
settlers from North Africa. This 
doctrine was also aimed at 
preventing the defection of Muslim 
soldiers to the Germans, who 
were using their alliance with the 
Ottoman Empire to pose as friends 

2  Das Santanu, Race, Empire and  
First World War Writing (2011)

Figure 6 - Photograph of a Cavalry patrol of Moroccan Spahis fighting for the French army near 
Furnes, Belgium, 1914

Figure 7 - Photograph of 20-year-old Jamaican David Louis Clemetson’s army enlistment form. 
For the category “Complexion” the doctor had written ‘dusky’.
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backbone.” He goes on to say 
that “their manners and morals 
are in absolute accordance with 
our ideas”.3 Wariness is required 
when approaching this type of 
source. The soldiers were aware 
of censorship, and may have 
written that which painted their 
– typically European – officers 
positively. Overall it seems that 
whereas some colonial troops 
were able to assimilate European 
mores and habits with their cultural 
background, others rejected 
their own customs and habits 
and formed an unconditional 
admiration for the European social, 
economic and gender order. 
Another group tried to defend their 
cultural identity and meet their 
religious duties and traditional roles 
as men and warriors. 

Post-colonialism  
and the fog of war
A final difficulty in re-assessing the 
colonial soldier’s experience is that 
with the arrival of the post-colonial 
era, new nationalist narratives 
further jeopardise first-hand war 
memories. Here the Indian example 
is instructive. In total, Indian forces 
contributed around 1.4 million 
men to the war, of which nearly 
900,000 were combatants. The 
Indian troops’ arrival in France – at a 
time in October 1914 when Britain 
and France were close to breaking 
– brought a significant boost to 
morale, and throughout the next 
four years, a force which constituted 
nearly a quarter of the British army 
would come to make an equally 
significant military contribution. Yet 
in the business of nation-building 
and the constructing of Indian 
identity post-independence, the 
story of World War 1 has become 
one-dimensional or it has been 
wilfully overlooked altogether. One 
accepted truth of post-colonial 
historiography – that the colonial 

soldiers of the war were coerced 
and exploited – is far too simplistic 
and risks a dismissal of agency. In 
fact, the declaration of war was met 
with the same outburst of cheering 
and joy on the streets of Bombay 
as in Bristol. A common theme 
of August 1914, throughout the 
empire, was a zealous rush to enlist. 
Emotions and ideas such as national 
pride, love of the king, the martial 
ideal, and the strive for glory seen to 
have motivated some of the colonial 
soldiers to fight, at least at first. 

The presence of hundreds of 
thousands of African and South 
Asian soldiers on European soil was 
also a crucial event for Europeans 
and attracted widespread attention. 
To a rural French farmer or a 
Devonshire infantryman, the world 
began to feel like a much smaller 
place. Reflecting on his experience 
in Europe during the war, a South 
African labourer spoke of his awe 
at seeing the “different kinds of 
human races from all parts of 
the world”. European images of 
African soldiers evolved in different 
ways on both sides of the Western 
Front. In Germany, representation 
developed along the lines of racist 
pre-war imagery, even reaching the 
extremes of representing colonial 
soldiers as beasts. In summer 
1915, the German Foreign Office 
put into circulation a pamphlet 
entitled Employment, Contrary to 
International Law, of Colored Troops 
in the European Theatre of War 
by England and France, in which 
many atrocities were attributed 
to colonial soldiers such as poking 
out the eyes and cutting off the 
ears, noses and heads of wounded 
and captured German soldiers. 
In German propaganda, colonial 
troops were labelled with all sorts of 
racist expressions that negated their 
quality as regular military forces. 

A recurrent theme in German 
propaganda against the 
deployment of African troops in 
Europe was its alleged impact 
on the future of the colonial 
system and the supremacy of the 
“white race”. If African soldiers 
were trained in the handling of 
modern arms, if they were brought 
to Europe and saw the “white” 
nations fighting against each other, 
and if they were even allowed to 
participate in these battles and 
experience the vulnerability of 
the white man, then they would 

turn their weapons against their 
own masters and destroy colonial 
rule. By contrast, the letters and 
memoirs of French and British 
soldiers show an ambivalent 
attitude. Most soldiers were curious 
about these “exotic” soldiers and 
some even sympathised with 
them. At the same time, evidence 
also shows that African soldiers 
were not considered to be equal 
comrades, but rather auxiliaries for 
especially dangerous tasks.

It is difficult to reconstruct African 
soldiers’ perceptions of Europe and 
the Europeans at the time. One 
of the biggest stumbling blocks 
to a deep and rich understanding 
of the experiences of the colonial 
soldiers who fought in Europe is 
lack of textual sources. Many of 
the colonial soldiers could not 
write or did not keep diaries, and 
so their voices remain difficult to 
recover. We can only speculate 
that they followed similar patterns 
as the Indian soldiers’ whose 
confrontation with Europe and 
Europeans show a variety of 
responses and coping mechanisms. 
There exists a substantial collection 
of censored mail housed in the 
British Library which opens a 
door to the experiences of many 
Indian soldiers who served on 
the Western Front between 1914 
and 1918. The soldiers dictated 
their thoughts –typically in their 
native language – to those who 
could speak and write in English. 
Thanks to scribes, we can read the 
recorded thoughts of the illiterate. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly – as the 
mail was censored – much of what 
was written shed a positive light 
on the British, and on the war in 
general. Speaking of the Frenchmen 
that he had met, an Indian officer 
wrote to his brother that “They are 
beyond measure good, honourable 
and kind . . . gentlemen to the 

Figure 8 - Photograph of a book of pictures 
showing prisoners of war who were captured  
in Germany. The title reads ‘Unsere Feinde’ 
(Our Enemies).

3  David Omissi, Indian Voices of the Great 
War: Soldier’s Letters (1999)

Figure 9 - A British Army recruitment poster in India. Posters like this one were produced  
with a blank strip at the bottom, so that each region could add text in their own language.  
This poster features Urdu text which reads: “This soldier is defending India. He is protecting  
his home and family. The best way to help your family is to join the army”
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minorities, if they are included, are 
given an anonymous secondary 
role and are subject to the will and 
motivation of their heroic leaders. 

It is perhaps striking that it’s in the 
realm of creative game design that 
common historical assumptions are 
currently most forcefully challenged. 
It is perhaps time for others to take 
the initiative in colourising the war.

Alex Pagendam (SF)

But in the wake of broken British 
promises of independence, Indian 
nationalists felt that the country 
had nothing to thank its soldiers for. 
They had merely gone abroad to 
serve their foreign masters. Losing 
life or limb in a foreign war fought 
at the behest of colonial rulers was 
an occupational hazard - it did 
not qualify to be hailed as a form 
of national service. Or so most 
Indian nationalists thought, and 
they allowed the heroism of their 
compatriots to be forgotten. When 
the world commemorated the 50th 
anniversary of World War I in 1964, 
there was scarcely a mention of 
India’s soldiers anywhere, least of 
all in India. India’s absence from the 
commemorations, and its failure to 
honour the dead, were not a major 
surprise. Nor was the lack of World 
War I memorials in the country: 
the general feeling was that India, 
then freshly freed from the imperial 
yoke, was ashamed of its soldiers’ 
participation in a colonial war and 
saw nothing to celebrate.
 
And now, 100 years later, their 
story is only dimly known or 
acknowledged outside of archives, 
museums and academia. In a piece 
exploring the experiences of her 
Indian ancestors, the exhibition 
curator Kiran Sahota has argued 
that there are three main reasons 
why the full story of the Indian 
contribution has been overlooked 
in World War I’s general narrative. 
First, the prejudice and hatred 
which characterised post-war 
attitudes towards race and the end 
of Empire conditioned Europeans 
to exclude non-white narratives 
of the war. Second, the fact that 
Indian soldiers were only used in 
large numbers on the Western 
Front between 1914 and 1915 
meant that those who often see the 
war with the great battles of the 
Somme (1916) and Passchendaele 

(1917) at the forefront, may fail to 
see the significant contribution of 
Indian soldiers. On a similar note, 
the third aspect is that most Indian 
soldiers served away from the 
Western Front, the theatre which – 
as has been established – was the 
focus of most poets, playwrights, 
and novelists whose stories have 
come to define the war era’s 
zeitgeist.4

This piece invites the question 
of what can be done to redress 
the imbalance in the collective 
remembrance of the war. How 
can society avoid perpetuating 
generations of myopia? The 
hysterical reaction to the inclusion 
of Black characters in the 2016 
video game, Battlefield 1, sheds 
a light on the prevalence of 
ignorance about the non-white 
contribution to World War 
I. Before the game’s release, 
the reactions to the game’s 
cover art, depicting an African-
American soldier, would set 
the pattern for the rejection 
of the inclusion of non-white 
soldiers as the game hit the 
shelves. A representative thread 
can be found in the /r/gaming 
subreddit on Reddit in which a 
user creates a thread accusing 
Battlefield 1 of ‘blackwashing’ 
World War I (Brinkerbreaker). The 
majority of the comments focus 
on the ethnicity of the soldier, 
agreeing with the sentiment of 
‘blackwashing’ and describing 
the inclusion of black soldiers as 
an historical inaccuracy as well 
as accusing the video game’s 
publisher and developer of 
promoting an ahistorical ‘multi-
cultural’ political agenda. As we 
have seen, this tallies with the 
established narrative of the war as 
an inherently white ‘mythic’ space 
where white men fight against 
other white men and where 
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Figure 10 - Image of a Black WWI soldier from Battlefield 1 game
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New York is megalomaniac; so is America. New York 
is rushing, restless, formless, strident, sensational, 
credulous, vulgar. What America is not? It is cluttered 
with ugliness, the irretrievable ugliness of the 
temporary in decay. It has impulses of beauty, sudden 
and splendid, intimations of its power, its imagination, 
its hurried and interrupted dreams. It is friendly and 
valiant and generous, careless and young, sure of 
its capacities, unsure of its judgements. It is a little 
like the New Poetry, difficult to scan, unamenable to 
reason and tradition, trailing off indifferently into the 
baldest and most jerry-built prose, but with a robust 
and magnificent intention, sometimes justified by new 
clear images and by occasional vivid evocations of 
beauty and of truth. And that, also, is it not America?
The Wild West’s Own New York, The New York Times (Spring 1922)

The 1920s proved to be a 
transitional period for Americans 
not least in the sudden outpouring 
of and consumption of literature. 
After World War I, the US was 
left in a strong position; it 
emerged from its brief but heavy 
involvement as unmistakably the 
most powerful nation in the world. 
But this decade, poised between 
the end of World War I and the 
beginning of the Great Depression, 
was also a time of disillusion as well 
as social growth, prosperity and 
new hope for the future. 

The usual historical handling of 
this period tends to focus on this 
era as a time of urbanization, 
growth and liberation. For 
instance, the achievement of 
female suffrage in 1920 is often 
seen as symptomatic of progress. 
Broadening our use of historical 
sources, however, helps us 
understand a tension that is often 
not recorded in charts, graphs and 
headline stories. As Allan Pasco has 
argued “novels, poems, and plays 
provide an invaluable tool for 
plumbing the hopes and fears, the 
dreams, the realities of a people1”. 
We tend to rely on certain texts to 

summarise and define an era; as 
gateways into forgotten hearts  
and minds. The Great Gatsby is 
one such gateway. 

F. Scott Fitzgerald’s famous epic 
celebrates America’s rampant 
growth. Yet it also shows failings to 
mediate conspicuous consumption 
with the heightening economic 
disparity between races and classes. 
When thinking of the “Roaring 
Twenties”, we tend to focus on 
movement, change and freedom as 
positive attributes - forgetting the 
insecurity that this often comes with. 
Alongside burgeoning economic 
opportunity, prejudice and racism 
also reared their ugly heads in the 
1920s, with people showing a 
fresh tolerance for racist views in 
media, literature and in the revival of 
organisations like the Ku Klux Klan. 

A fairytale of growth
History of the ‘American Century’ 
has heralded America’s economic 
growth as a force of nature, 
rivalled only by China in the 
latter stages of the 1900s. It saw 
what Warren Susman described 
as the “material manifestations 
of the American Dream2”. These 
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1  Pasco, A.H. “Literature as Historical 
Archive” New Literary History, Vol. 35, 
(2004) p. 387.

2  Susman, Warren I. Culture as History: 
The Transformation of American Society  
in the Twentieth Century (1984).
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manifestations are seen no 
clearer than in America’s cities, its 
skyscrapers and its businesses. 

The United States experienced 
exponential amounts of growth in 
its cities and industries following 
World War I. Uncle Sam’s tiny 
expeditionary army had expanded 
to a mighty five million, laying 
the foundations for its military 
pre-eminence by the close of the 
century. Wall Street emerged from 
the conflict largely unscathed, 
poised to capitalise on the 
rebuilding of European economies. 
By association, America’s social 
structures began to shift. Between 
1890 and 1920 the number of 
people living in cities increased 
by 300%, while the largest cities 
grew at a spectacular rate. By 
1910, 1.5 million people lived in 
Philadelphia; 2.1 million in Chicago; 
and 5 million in New York. Not 
only did big cities grow bigger, but 
there were also more of them. In 
1860 there were nine cities with a 
population of over 100 000, yet by 
1910 there were 50 cities. This rapid 
urban expansion reflected a natural 
increase in the American population 
as well as showing the effect of 
massive migration from rural areas 
and from abroad. The establishment 
of a working class which built strong 
social and cultural networks in 
inner cities helped to provide cheap 
labour to the American economy; it 
also furthered the notion of America 
as the workshop of the world. In all 
sorts of ways, the centre of gravity 
seemed to shift. 

As if to concretise this rapid uptick 
in fortunes, America became home 
to the first skyscrapers of the world, 
one of the first being Chicago’s 
Home Insurance Building built in 
1885. The Chicago school was a 
group of architects and engineers, 
including Daniel Burham, William 

Le Baron Jenney and John Root, 
who developed the skyscraper in 
the late 19th century and changed 
the way the world designed its 
cities. The building weighed a 
third as much as it would have in 
stone and rose to a then-impressive 
height of ten storeys by means 
of metal, rather than masonry. 
A timeless symbol of American 
urbanisation and global boom is 
the Empire State building, built 
in 1931. Named after the epithet 
for New York State, the “Empire 
State”, the first root of the label 
is obscure. One theory holds that 
George Washington described New 
York as “the Seat of the Empire” 
in a letter to New York City Mayor 
James Duane in 1785. Washington 
is also said to have used the 
phrase “Pathway to Empire” 
when referring to New York in 
conversation with Governor George 
Clinton in the 1790s. Another 
idea holds that ‘Empire State’ first 
referred to the state’s prodigious 
wealth and resources. The name 
may have accompanied the success 
of the shipping company, the Black 
Ball Line, which offered the first 
scheduled transatlantic (New York 
to Liverpool) line in 1817. The state 
thrived because of the advantage 
the regularity of shipping gave to 
New York’s merchants over those 
in other coastal cities. One early 
20th century historian of New 
York claimed that “New York is 
well called the Empire State ... 
not only because of the vastness 
of its resources, but because it 
so conspicuously illustrates the 
imperial power of law-abiding 
liberty among the people”. The 
accumulating economic prosperity 
of America and the emancipatory 
(gravity-defying) power of political 
liberty was to be reflected in the 
buildings, as the architecture began 
to embody the growing strength  
of America.

The “Roaring Twenties” also saw 
a boom in the quantity of goods 
made and sold by American 
businesses. Factory production had 
risen sharply to meet the needs of 
the war. Now Republican Presidents 
Harding, Coolidge and Hoover tried 
to maintain the growth bubble by 
increasing taxes on foreign goods. 
The McCumber Tariff Act (1922) 
encouraged the production and 
consumption of domestic goods, 
leading to a boom in the amount 
of goods being made and sold by 
American businesses. The greatest 
boom took place in the motor car 
industry. There were three big car 
producers in the 1920s: Chrysler, 
General Motors and, by far the 
biggest, the Henry Ford Motor 
Company. Ford started mass-
producing his first car, the Model 
T Ford in 1909. The car industry 
helped to make America richer, as 
car production consumed 20% of 
America’s steel, 80% of domestically 
produced rubber, 75% of plate 
glass, and 65% of leather. Huge 
numbers of jobs were created in 
these industries. By the end of the 
1920s, American cars used seven 
billion gallons of petrol a year. This 
subsequently helped to create jobs 
in the oil industry and made the 
oil state of Texas rich. New roads 
had to be built for the increased 
numbers of cars, which meant 
further jobs for the construction and 
building industries. And along these 
new roads sprang up thousands of 
garages, “gas stations”, restaurants, 
“diners” and “motels” – all driving 
up consumption. This was the 
backdrop for the conspicuous 
spending and luxurious living  
drawn out by F. Scott Fitzgerald 
in his telling of Nick Carraway’s 
dizzying encounters with Long 
Island tycoon Gatsby. Alongside 
these great economic leaps in cities, 
skyscrapers and businesses, the 
pace of social change quickened. 

Women were brought into the fray 
of American public life. Women 
were granted the right to vote in 
1920. “Flapper Girls” broke with 
19th-century conservative ideals 
of womanhood. They dropped 
the corset, chopped their hair, 
wore fewer layers of clothing to 
increase their ease of movement, 
wore makeup and initiated the 
modern concept of dating. These 
aspects pointed towards what 
many considered to be a “new” or 
“modern” woman. They exhibited 
female sexuality far from the 
ideological rigidity of womanhood 
in the Victorian era. The American 

Figure 1 - Urbanisation in America (1860 - 1930)

Figure 2 - Picture of the Chanin Building with the Empire State building in the background (1931)
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imperial dream, it seemed for many 
at the time, was open to all. 

Challenging the perception  
of the ‘Roaring Twenties’ 
F. Scott Fitzgerald published The 
Great Gatsby in April 1925. The 
narrative explores the benefits of 
economic boom and the idea of 
the “American Dream”. The text 
follows a series of fictional wealthy 
characters, the main focus being 
the elusive Jay Gatsby. We know of 
Fitzgerald’s complex critique of the 
1920s through his other writings. 
His essay “Echoes of the Jazz 
Age”, written in 1931, depicts the 
“Roaring Twenties” in the following 
terms: “it was an age of miracles, it 
was an age of art, it was an age of 
excess, it was an age of satire”.

When Gatsby was published most 
initial reviews dismissed it as empty 
melodrama, a novel equated with 

the tabloid tales of the day. This 
view of the book would gradually 
change. Fitzgerald’s literature was 
soon recognised as an exposé of the 
truths of the American century - for 
example in his recognition that 
American industrial capitalism was 
built on the immoral inheritance of 
slave labour. This is a heritage that 
shapes one of the main characters 
in the novel, Tom Buchanan.

The book’s handling of the 1920s, 
a double-sided boom-bust decade 
can best be seen by the different 
experience of wealth amongst its 
main characters. The American 
dream of individual aspiration and 
its diminution into materialism can 
be seen in the extravagant purchase 
of “a string of polo ponies” by Tom 
Buchanan. Fitzgerald contrasts the 
extravagant materialism of Tom 
Buchanan with Gatsby’s sensitivity 
to the demarcations of background, 
money and status. Gatsby enters 
the house of Tom and Daisy 
Buchanan (the object of Gatsby’s 
love obsession) by a “colossal 
accident”. Gatsby, “a penniless man 
without a past”, is hyper-aware of 
his marginal status. 

The bifurcated nature of luxury and 
excess is seen throughout the novel. 
Description of Gatsby’s parties 
demonstrate the positivity of the 
1920s – “the air is alive with chatter 
and laughter”. Carefree material 
consumption is closely connected 
to the aspirations of the American 
Dream. The highest aspirations are 
painted by Fitzgerald in the towns 
of West and East Egg. Here, the 
Buchanan and Gatsby mansions 
are portrayed as the best that the 
American’s culture of “Dreaming” 
can offer. However, these luxuries of 
life are tools to mask the corruption 
present elsewhere in the narrative. 
Contrast is provided by the Valley of 
Ashes, a space of moral corruption. 

For example, Tom and Daisy 
Buchanan use and harm inhabitants 
of this area with no remorse, Tom 
housing a mistress there, Daisy 
conspiring to commit murder with 
members of the underworld there. 
The Valley of the Ashes can be seen 
as an archetypal American space, 
where the wealthy classes harm  
and damage at their pleasure. 
We can take this as one part of 
Fitzgerald’s critique of the 1920s 
– a time when America was the 
playground of the rich. 

If The Great Gatsby appreciates and 
highlights the corrosiveness of the 
period, brought about by lavish 
over-consumption, this is not often 
remembered when reflecting on 
the story. Baz Luhrmann’s 2013 
film adaptation, for example, does 
little to evaluate the destructive 
effects of widespread hunger for 
success. Instead it celebrates the 
idyllic descriptions of the American 
Dream seen in the lifestyle of the 
Buchanans and Gatsby himself. It 
dismisses the pathos available in the 
contrasting Valley of Ashes. Gatsby 
in the film (played by Leonardo 
DiCaprio) is not developed as a 
complex character. Fitzgerald’s 
original Gatsby is conflicted - a man 
divided by his attempt to integrate 
the love of his ideal woman, Daisy, 
with accomplishments in the world 
and recognition of economic power. 
Throughout the story, he is left a 
mystery; the reader doesn’t actually 
“see”, or penetrate much beyond 
the superficial Gatsby, but his depth 
is heavily implied3.

Competing visions of the 
1920s: race and ferment
If the 1920s is distinguished by 
economic growth and excess on 
the one side, darker social trends 
include extreme racial tension on 
the other. Generally speaking, large 
swathes of American society such 

as African-Americans, women and 
workers did not enjoy the prosperity 
of the Roaring Twenties. More than 
60% of Americans lived just below 
the poverty line. Life was particularly 
hard for African-Americans in the 
Deep South where the majority of 
black people endured a combination 
of poverty and racism. Business 
leaders were under no pressure from 
regulation to protect their workers. 
Access to the vote was severely 
curtailed, through the introduction 
of a maze of restrictions. 
Segregation was the norm. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, then, throughout the 
decade and into the early 1930s, 
African-American literature explored 
issues of freedom, pride and issues 
of entrenched neglect and suffering 
in society. The black writers of this 
period wrote with heightening 
urgency over the need for whites 
to address the terrible sin of slavery, 
and post-slavery segregation. 
Langston Hughes was one such 
African-American writer. He wrote 
in what became known as the 
Harlem Renaissance, a cultural 
flourishing of the 1920s with its 
heartland in the Harlem suburb of 
New York. The era saw a blossoming 
of African American culture in 
the form of arts: including literary 
work, musical, theatrical and visual 

Figure 3 - The Ford Model T (‘Tin Lizzie’) democratised the automobile for the American public. 
The price of a unit was down to just $260 in 1925. 

3  Del Gizzo, Suzanne. “Can’t Repeat 
the Past? Of Course You Can’t — and 
Shouldn’t.” Bright Lights Film Journal 
#66 (November 2009)

Figure 4 - This still image of Leonardo DiCaprio from the 2013 film has become a popular 
internet meme—shorthand for luxury and celebration.
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arts. Hughes was one of the most 
important writers and thinkers of the 
movement and, unlike Fitzgerald, 
he depicts the American Dream as a 
distant reality, hindered by obstacles 
such as the ‘wall’ (seen in his poem 
‘As I Grew Older’) which kept 
African-Americans separate from the 
lavish celebration of America seen 
in Gatsby. Hughes’ early work was 
criticised by many black intellectuals 
for portraying what they thought 
to be an unattractive view of black 
life, winning headlines such as 
“LANGSTON HUGHES’ BOOK OF 
POEMS TRASH” and “LANGSTON 
HUGHES THE SEWER DWELLER”. 
Hughes had trouble from black and 

white critics but notably he was the 
first American to earn his living solely 
from his writing and public lectures. 
He also shared a hidden friendship 
with civil rights campaigner Martin 
Luther King Jr, who would often 
invoke Hughes’ imagery of a black 
‘dream deferred’, inspired by 
Hughes’ poem, A Raisin in the Sun. 
King would later famously pull on 
the heartstrings of Americans in his 
1963 “I have a dream” speech. 

At first glance, nothing seems more 
remote from The Great Gatsby 
than the issue of racial segregation 
or black empowerment. African-
Americans almost never appear in 
Gatsby’s world, despite the novel 
being set in metropolitan New 
York. This is significant, as New 
York was home to ‘Garveyism’ 
(the movement inspired by Black 
campaigner Marcus Garvey) and the 
Harlem Renaissance. However, upon 
closer reading, a critique on the 
racial status-quo can be detected. 
The setting of The Great Gatsby 
was in a geographical location with 
close connections to the KKK. It has 
been estimated that one in seven 
residents in the Long Island and 
New York area were Klan members, 
equating to 20,000 to 25,000 men 
and women. But white supremacy 
as well as plutocratic power lies at 
the heart of the establishment’s 
power in the novel. The character 
Tom Buchanan, a white supremacist, 
says “if we don’t look out the 
white race will be – will be utterly 
submerged. It’s all scientific stuff... 
It’s been proved… it’s up to us who 
are the dominant race to watch 
out or these other races will have 
control of things”. Buchanan’s white 
supremacy is no passing detail; it is 
central to Fitzgerald’s conception of 
how power in America works. The 
near complete absence of African-
Americans from the novel is a 
deafening cultural and racial ellipsis. 

It can be comprehended only if we 
factor in the ubiquitous power of 
racial segregation in America at  
the time. 

The American Dream –  
an empty promise?
A rethink of 1920s via The Great 
Gatsby and the work of Langston 
Hughes leads us to question the 
great promise of the American 
Dream. As the 20th century 
continued, and American influence 
spread throughout the world, 
this promise would be held up 
as a sign of international hope, a 
promise that wherever America 
went, it would bring democracy 
and freedom with it. For many, this 
hegemonic promise was arguably 
too grand to succeed and too 
ethereal to touch. Reading history 
through literature enables us to 
understand this domestic promise 
as one that often failed to deliver. 
And where it did deliver, it would 
also destroy in equal measure. 

The ‘Roaring Twenties’ has 
fundamentally been misinterpreted. 
Instead of glistening glamour, 
Gatsby’s pristine vision of America 
is manufactured. In fact, the 
‘American Dream’ presented by 
Fitzgerald is not a trans-historical 
concept but a term invented after 
the 1920s in an effort to address 
the crisis of the Great Depression. In 
order to interpret The Great Gatsby 
historically, we should instead call to 
mind American society in the 1920s 
with its darker associations of white 
supremacy and lack of rights for 
marginalised groups. Obverse to the 
American dream is the darkness of 
Langston Hughes’ “thick wall”. 

The Great Gatsby and other 
literature like it, tells a story of an 
Empire State, and people, whose 
success at home and abroad 
was built on that which does not 
glisten in the sun – America’s dark 
underbelly.

Freya Chichester (St)
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It was a long time ago.
I have almost forgotten my dream.
But it was there then,
In front of me,
Bright like a sun—
My dream.
And then the wall rose,
Rose slowly,
Slowly,
Between me and my dream.
Rose until it touched the sky—
The wall.
Shadow.
I am black.
I lie down in the shadow.
No longer the light of my dream before me,
Above me.
Only the thick wall.
Only the shadow.
My hands! 
My dark hands! 
Break through the wall! 
Find my dream! 
Help me to shatter this darkness,
To smash this night,
To break this shadow
Into a thousand lights of sun,
Into a thousand whirling dreams
Of sun!

Langston Hughes, “As I grew older” (1926)

Figure 5 - Langston Hughes

Figure 6 - Shadows are cast beneath the Brooklyn Bridge, seen from a stable roof, on 6 May 1918
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On 17 May 1948, King Abdullah 
of Transjordan ordered his general 
to enter the city of Jerusalem and 
to seize it by main force. The 
general swiftly obeyed. Many 
months later, when Transjordan 

signed a peace treaty with the 
new state of Israel, she was left 
in possession of the West Bank. 
This included half of Jerusalem. 
King Abdullah was content; his 
general had won him a thick slice 
of territory and brought honour 
to his throne.

His general’s name was John 
Bagot Glubb. Born in Lancashire 
in 1897, Glubb was by this time 
a veteran servant of Empire; in 
both world wars and in all the 
years in between, he had served 
Britain with the rifle and the 
sword. It was in the Middle East 
that he served her most. In 1939, 
he became the commander 
of the Arab Legion, the army 
of Transjordan. At that time, 
Transjordan was under British 

rule. However, Glubb would 
stay in this position well into the 
era of Jordanian independence, 
and thus, along with numerous 
other British officers, constitute a 
continuing British influence in the 
region; a hangover of Empire.
He was called by the Jordanians 
“Abu Hunaik”, the one with 
the little jaw, in reference to his 
chinless and scarred face; as a 
young man on the Western Front, 
his jawbone had been shattered. 
The Jordanians called him this 
with a mix of affection and 
respect, but mainly respect. Here 
was a man of the old imperial 
race, who had turned the Arab 
Legion into the finest fighting 
force in the Arab world, and who 
had the favour of the King. In 
fact, some said he had too much 
favour, and that he was the real 
power behind the throne. It 
was this that would be Glubb’s 
undoing.

In 1956, overwhelmed by 
nationalist pressure from his 
people, King Abdullah dismissed 
Glubb and all other white officers 
from the Arab Legion. The army 
was to be Arabised, and its old 
British leadership done away with. 
Sure, Jordan would not turn her 
back on Britain, but she would 
be independent and untutored. 
Glubb departed sadly, though 
still with a close friendship with 
the King, who never ceased in 
his fondness for the man from 
Lancashire.

We can imagine his return to 
Britain. We are in a London 
railway station, in the autumn 
of 1956. A steam train has just 
pulled in. Glubb steps down on 
to the platform, straight-backed 
and surefooted, with that air of 
a military man. It is drizzling and 
dark; but he has a large overcoat 
and the station lamps light his 
way. He gathers his suitcases 
and walks away from the train. 
In a booth, he catches sight of 
a copy of the newspapers; they 
speak still of Britain’s humiliation 
at Suez, and 
they proclaim 
her new 
dependence 
upon the United 
States. All about 
Glubb there is a 
gentle hubbub 
as the people 
of Britain go 
about their 
business. Within 
a few years, 
Britain will enter 
the decade of 
the Beatles, 
the Sexual 
Revolution and 
the Space Race. 
Glubb is a relic 
of empire, in 
a country fast 
forgetting that 
it ever had one.
 
This man, 
experienced in 
affairs military 
and political, 
and very well 
read, with an 
active career 
closed off, 
retired to 
his desk and 
library at his 
comfortable 

house in Mayfield, East Sussex. 
He gave lecture tours and wrote 
books, and quickly established 
a sound reputation for himself. 
In 1976, at just shy of 80 years 
old, Glubb published a short but 
fascinating essay. It was entitled 
The Fate of Empires, and within it 
this old man of empire meditated 
upon imperial decline and how 
one might reverse it.

The lens of history
Glubb maintains, as a general 
intellectual position, that one 

can from the 
study of history 
come to a 
knowledge of 
universal truths 
about human 
nature and 
society. This, 
of course, is 
regularly offered 
as a reason 
for studying 
history. 
However, what 
Glubb maintains 
specifically in 
his essay, is 
that a long and 
broad study 
of history can 
reveal truths 
about that 
special sort 
of human 
socio-political 
construction: 
empire. He 
states first, that 
empires have 
a lifespan of 
roughly 250 
years, and he 
cites a whole 
range of 
examples: the 
Persian Empire, 
the Roman 

Republic, the Spanish Empire 
and the British, Romanov Russia 
and the Mamelukes. Second, he 
states that technology, era and 
place make no difference, nor, 
indeed, does political ideology. 
There is always this rough two 
250 year life-span. His third point 
follows from the first two: If 
empires consistently endure for 
250 years, then what causes this 
regular pattern? There must be 
some element that is found in all 
empires that gives unto them this 
life-span. Yes, says Glubb, and 
that element is human nature. 
The 250 years correspond to ten 
generations. It is the succession of 
generations, each slightly different 
from the last, each affected by the 
last, that determines the course of 
empire. Glubb’s final concern is to 
set out distinct phases of empire, 
charting this natural rise and fall. 
They are as follows: the Age of 
Pioneers, the Age of Conquest, 
the Age of Commerce, the Age 
of Affluence, the Age of Intellect, 
and finally the Age of Decadence. 
Let us chart this course in more 
detail.

Empire as life-cycle
Age of Pioneers: This is a time 
in which the future ‘imperial 
people’ are new upon the stage. 
They are vigorous, courageous 
and enterprising. They may 
lack sophistication, resources 
and knowhow, but they are 
endowed with a mighty spirit. 
As pioneers, they tend to move 
in on the territories of an older 
decaying empire. They value 
honour, glory and the doing of 
one’s duty – spiritual goods. The 
material is purely secondary for 
them. Schools in this age reflect 
the character – they are Spartan 
and designed to cultivate a plain 
manliness. Lying is cowardice, 
for it means that a boy is afraid 

Figure 1 - The Arab Legion attacking the Jewish Quarter of Jerusalem, May 1948.

When the Party Ends: 
General Glubb and The Fate of Empires

Figure 2 - Watercolour of Sir John Bagot Glubb, 
drawn by Boris Chalaipin.

Figure 3 - Headlines in the British press 
about the Suez Crisis, 31 October 1956. 
The jingoistic language of the press stood in 
stark contrast to the international humiliation 
Britain experienced as a result of the Crisis.

Figure - 4 The ‘Swinging 60s’
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to confront reality. In this age, 
we might include the campaigns 
of Cortez (1519-1521), the Arab 
expansion following the death of 
Muhammad (620-750), and the 
British entrance into India, the 
Caribbean and the high seas in 
the 17th and 18th centuries. 
 
Age of Conquests: The 
pioneering people quickly come 
into possession of large tracts of 
territory that are populous, rich 
and more advanced in many 
respects than themselves. As 
a consequence, the imperial 
race is able to ally to its as yet 
undiminished dynamism, both 
organisation and technological 
sophistication. Soon, therefore, 
a vast area is brought under the 
control of one government.

Age of Commerce: This, you 
might see, follows logically on 
from the previous age. The 
control of one large territory, 
whether as one bloc or united 
by the sea, naturally lends itself 
to economic prosperity. This 
large area is blessed, usually, with 
internal peace and with similar, 

if not identical, laws running 
throughout; both factors aid 
trade. We might think here, for 
example, of Rome’s domination 
of the Mediterranean, producing 
safe and well-supported 
waterways; the Romans could 
rightly speak of it as mare 
nostrum, “our sea”. Coming 
forth from this time of trade, 
internal stability and imperial 
self-confidence, are buildings, 

art and poetry of a splendid and 
majestic type. Hold before your 
mind’s eye the Colosseum, and 
think of its brilliance amidst a 
world of wooden huts and brick 
tenements. As this age draws 
to an end we are at the zenith 
of that empire’s greatness. 
However, the sources of decline 
have already begun to creep into 
society. With conquest slowing 
down and wealth pouring in, we 
start to see amongst the “imperial 
people” a gradual shift of focus; 
bit by bit honour, glory and duty 
are valued less, and money, or 
material prosperity, is valued 
more. This leads to the next age, 
that of Affluence.
 
Age of Affluence: In this 
age, the empire begins to ooze 
wealth. Its people become more 
contented with their lot and 
seek to enjoy the life of ease and 
comfort. Money, money, money: 
this becomes the mantra. Their 
mindset becomes more defensive 
and pacifist. Their concern is to 
keep what they have, for they 
are a mighty empire, what need 
have they of more? To this age we 

might ascribe the fortifications of 
Hadrian, strung across northern 
Britain, the Rhineland and the 
Danube (117-138). Indeed, 
such is the influence of this new 
disposition towards defence, 
that the imperial race begins to 
chastise its old heroes for their 
warlike nature; they were, as the 
saying goes, so uncivilised, and 
the present generation were of a 
more polite and tolerant nature 
than they. Schools are no longer 
for fostering a plain manliness, but 
rather to teach how a man might 
make and accumulate money. 

Age of Intellect: As the 
name suggests, this is a time of 
thinking. With piles of cash and 
political stability, men can easily 
indulge in pursuits of the mind. 
Universities are created left, right 
and centre, and the age turns 
its attention to endless debate, 
to endless talking. Academic 
honours are highly sought after. 
There is, at this time, a real 
brilliance, a brilliance of scientific 
and scholarly achievement. That 
fact should not be doubted. 
However, the other side of the 
coin is dimness and decline. For 
we find imperial culture deafened 
by a cacophony of argument, by 
an over-engagement in rhetoric 
and conversation, by the pedantic 
desire to be right. Political rivalries 
at this time become fiercer and 
fiercer, and pettier and pettier, 
often over less and less. What 
we see here is an imperial 
elite behaving immaturely, 
complacently, because for now, 
it has the comfort and security 
to do so. A further development 
of this age is an over-reliance on 
cleverness to solve problems. We 
remember in our first age, that of 
pioneer, that what characterised 
the people most was their 
mighty spirit. It was in man’s 

moral nature, his bravery and the 
stern doing of one’s duty, that 
one placed his faith. Now, the 
people look to cleverness, be that 
in ingenious laws, technology 
or systems. Man can, in this 
approach to things, think his 
way to perfection. In particular, 
they rely on cleverness for the 
defence of the empire. Walls, 
advanced weaponry, complex 
military organisation - in these 
are to be found security, infallible, 
unending. With argument and 
complacency, the stage is set for 
Glubb’s last phase.

Age of Decadence: In this age, 
the empire begins to unravel. It 
is so weakened internally that 
it is ready to give in to outside 
pressure. The old adage should be 
remembered: “a great civilisation 
does not collapse from without 
until it has 
collapsed from 
within”. What 
characterises 
this age? 
Frivolity for one: 
a preoccupation 
with things 
of minor 
significance 
and an ignoring 
of things of 
true value. 
Glubb gives 
an example 
from his own 
age: his own 
countrymen 
in the 1970s 
cared more for 
a weekend football match as than 
for political change, war or high 
morality. The number of migrants 
at this time reaches new heights. 
They were attracted to this new 
imperial centre, and continue to 
come. Indeed, the increasingly 
intellectual, cosmopolitan and 

complacent imperial race invites 
them in enthusiastically. However, 
come the time of steep and 
obvious decline, the migrants, 
even second or third generation, 
often leave in large numbers. It 
is not that they are bad, Glubb 
asserts, but rather that they differ 
from the imperial race and do not 
identify with it, and so when the 
good times cease to roll, there is 
not enough to keep them there. 
It is also an age of looseness in 
sexual morals and an unrestrained 
embrace of selfish pleasure. 
Is this the 1960s intruding on 
Glubb’s peace? Another mark 
of decadence, for Glubb, is the 
presence of women in important 
professions, especially politics. 
Glubb gives the example of 
such trends in the late Roman 
Empire and the latter days of the 
Arab Empire; “What have the 

professions of 
clerk, tax-
collector or 
preacher to do 
with women?” 
asks Ibn Bessam 
(d.1147). 
 
In this way, 
from his 
armchair in the 
home counties, 
Glubb charted 
the six ages 
of empire, 
depicting 
the slow 
dampening of 
the spirit and 
the exaltation 

of material goods and pleasure. 
In the “Age of Decadence”, this 
trend reaches its end. In Glubb’s 
reading of contemporary Britain 
there was a lack of real value in 
society, of high ideals and hard 
moral strictures. Religion was 
a word without meaning. No 

Figure 5 - Hernan Cortes – A man from the Age of Pioneers

Figure 6 - “The Consummation of Empire” by Thomas Cole. An example of an Empire somewhere 
around the Age of Commerce and Affluence

Figure 7 - Cecil Rhodes, arch-imperialist.  
Was he the last gasp of a decaying Empire?
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longer, as the Latin origin of the 
word suggests, did it possess the 
power to bind people. The people 
lacking the transcendent and the 
ideal, mired in the satisfaction of 
base appetite and in the nursing 
of the ego, are vulnerable to their 
conquest. How then, does Glubb’s 
imperial life-cycle finally end? It 
varies. Sometimes with barbarians 
at the gates, sometimes with slow 
dissolution, sometimes amidst a 
carnival of pleasure, sometimes 
amidst ashes and dust, sometimes 
with a bang, sometimes with 
a whimper. But, and to quote 
Glubb directly, “any regime which 
attains great wealth and power 
seems with remarkable regularity 
to decay and fall apart in some 
ten generations”. 

Crossing the Rubicon?
What to make of The Fate of 
Empires thesis? An arch empiricist, 
but confined only to a very 
narrow frame of reference (his 
own), Glubb draws heavily on 
a belief in society’s ultimate 
mastery over underlying trends. 

An old servant of empire, he had 
watched history’s most extensive 
empire disintegrate before his 
eyes. But, Glubb felt, if one could 
understand the laws that govern 
empires, then perhaps one could 
actively intervene to stay their 
decay. Perhaps one could keep an 
empire in the “Age of Commerce” 
perpetually. He didn’t hold out 
such hope for Britain. He was 
no fool: he knew her empire 
was gone. But he indulged his 
imagination and wondered what 

might have been had her rulers 
taken the right measures to 
forestall decline. Maybe a rightly 
timed movement in 1910, at the 
height of British industrial unrest, 
but before the destructive global 
shock of World War I, could have 
reversed the trend of things, or 
even led to revival. After all, Rome 
herself had seemed to die with 
the Civil Wars of the Republic only 
to rise again with Augustus. Glubb 
then, saw his truths of empire as 
things extremely likely to happen 
given the nature of man but not 
inevitable, for he declared that 
man could learn from history and 
act decisively and self-consciously 
to influence its course. 

Yet for all the apparent 
learnedness and the thinly-veiled 
moral allegory, the significance 
of Glubb’s argument is not that 
empires last 250 years. It is not 
that they have six phases. It is not 
that a man might intervene and 
divert the human nature from its 
tracks. The central point is that 
empires end. That is their fate, 
and it is a mighty conclusion: 
that which can seem so solid, 
so magnificent, so extensive, so 
permanent, can diminish and 
end. For the far-sighted this was 
understood even at the very 

Figure 8 - The Ruins of the Colosseum – testament to the lost majesty of Rome

height of imperial achievement. 
In 149 BC, the armies of the great 
Roman Republic surrounded the 
city of their mortal foe, Carthage, 
a great empire of the classical 
age. Based in modern day Tunisia, 
Carthage at times possessed 
swathes of northern Africa, Sicily, 
Sardinia, the Balearic Islands and 
Spain. It was the great contender 
against Roman expansion in 
the western Mediterranean and 
fought three wars against Rome. 
It was in the second of these that 
Hannibal crossed the alps with 
elephants and scared the Romans 
silly. But in 149 BC the armies 
of Rome surrounded Carthage. 
This was Carthage’s last stand; 
after hundreds of years she had 
been reduced to that city and 
that city alone. The Roman troops 
eventually broke through. The 
city was sacked, its treasures 

seized as trophies and its land 
salted so that nothing may ever 
grow again. Yet at this moment of 
victory, the Roman leader Scipio 
Aemilianus began to weep. His 
captain, Polybius, shocked at such 
a sight, asked him: “Sir, this is our 
greatest hour, why do you weep?” 
“Because,” came the reply, “I see 
that one day this shall be the fate 
of Rome.”

What struck Scipio as portentous 
continues to strike a chord. 
Glubb’s work was recommended 
to me by two friends 
independently within the space of 
a few weeks. Both of them were 
American. Perhaps it’s telling that 
The Fate of Empires is beginning 
to do the rounds in the United 
States. Why? Because its people 
are beginning to consider that 
their time might be up. In 1976 

Glubb described the United 
States as the latest of the world’s 
empires. He also noted that in 
its “Age of Pioneers”, rather 
than gobble up an old empire, 
America gobbled up a continent, 
conquering the Western 
Frontier with pickaxe, railway 
and dynamite. Glubb dates the 
American Age as beginning in 
1800. Following his logic then, 
it has about 30 years left. Are 
Glubb’s warning signs there? 

Will Swain

Figure 9 - Britain in the 60s – An imperial power in decline and at sea.

Glubb’s funeral was held at Westminster Abbey on  
17 April 1986. King Hussein gave the eulogy, saying the 
following of Glubb: 

‘He was a down-to-earth soldier, with a heart, a simple style of life 
and impeccable integrity, who performed quietly and unassumingly 
the duties entrusted to him by his second country, Jordan, at a crucial 
moment in its history and development.’

Figure 10 - Is America the next Empire to fall?
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OLD EMPIRE, 
NEW CLOTHES?

Ancient China boasts the longest standing empire in history. The 
Qin dynasty united China under one rule in 221 BC and subsequent 
emperors continued to rule for over 2000 years, developing it into a 
superpower state. The Silk Road, a trading network which linked the 
regions of the ancient world in commerce between 130 BC-1453 AD, 
played a significant role in China’s historic imperial success, dating back 
to the Han and Tang dynasties—two of the greatest Chinese empires. 

Sophie Beckitt discovers that the rise of a new power  
has created large waves on the international political scene. 

Figure 1 - Marco Polo’s camel caravan travelling on the ‘Silk Road’, an illustration from Catalan Atlas, c. 1375. 

In recent times, President Xi 
Jinping has pledged to turn China 
into the new world superpower 
by 2050, in part via a ‘modern’ 
Silk Road initiative. In doing so, 
he is declaring to the world that 
China, under the Communist 
party, is building a new empire. 

Empire by tarmac and rail
The ‘Belt and Road’ initiative is 
one such way China is asserting 
itself on the global stage - a 
greatly ambitious development 
plan through which China plans 
to boost trade and stimulate 
economic growth across Asia and 
beyond. President Xi Jinping is 
said to have pledged $1 trillion 
to the initiative. It is his flagship 
international policy, involving 
investment in infrastructure 
across Europe, Africa and Asia. It 
has since been announced that 
the Export-Import Bank of China 
has funded over 1000 projects 
involving 80 countries.
There are plans for pipelines 
and a port in Pakistan, bridges 
in Bangladesh and railways to 
Russia. Such is the scale, many 
commentators have compared 
this plan with America’s post WW2 
Marshall plan, a policy famously 
critiqued as ‘dollar imperialism’ 
by the Soviets. It is a reach that is 
truly imperial in scale.
 
If this plan is redefining China’s 
place on the world stage, its 
purpose is to link land and sea-
based trade routes, running from 
east to west and north to south, 
with all ‘belts and roads’ leading 
back to China. To facilitate this, 
transport links have expanded 
dramatically in the last three 
decades, with major investment 
in transcontinental railway lines. 
Freight routes have been opened 
up along the 7000-mile Yuxinou 
International Railway, connecting 

China to a major distribution 
centre near Duisburg in Germany. 
Trains half a mile long have started 
carrying millions of laptops, shoes 
and other non-perishable items in 
one direction, and electronics, car 
parts and medical equipment in 
the other. It’s a journey that takes 
16 days - considerably faster than 
the sea route from China’s Pacific 
ports. The number of containers 
being transported by train each 
year has been predicted to rise 
to 7.5 million by 2020. And this 
is only the beginning: Chinese 
engineers are planning railway 

lines to traverse Iran, Turkey, the 
Balkans and Siberia with terminals 
in Moscow, Berlin and Paris.  
Talks are even underway for a 
tunnel 200 miles long under 
the Bering Strait allowing trains 
to pass from China through 
Alaska and Canada and into the 
continental United States. 
 
Empire by purse-string and loan
At the heart of Chinese 
economic growth is close central 
control. The government has 
significant oversight - or at 
least 50% ownership - across 

Figure 2 - Chinese President, Xi Jinping

Figure 3 - The $900 billion ‘Belt and Road’ initiative offers an alternative overland trade route 
between Asia and Europe, along the ancient Silk Road routes. 
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with soft loans provided by 
the China Development Bank. 
Concern about these rising 
telecom companies was enough to 
prompt US congressional hearings 
which concluded that Huawei 
and ZTE “cannot be trusted” on 
the basis that they are too close 
to Chinese “state influence and 
thus pose a security threat to the 
United States”. The former head 
of MI6, Sir Richard Dearlove, 
advised the UK government that 
“no part of the Chinese State is 
able to operate independently 
of the Chinese Communist party 
leadership... therefore we must 
conclude Huawei presents a 
potential security threat to the UK 
government”.

Empire by  
neighbourhood watch 
As part of its bid to make certain 
regional dominance, China is 
increasingly assertive in areas 
of traditional influence and 
control, resurrecting old imperial 
behaviours and claims. Beijing 
has threatened military sanctions 
on Taiwan – with whom it has 
around £100 billion in trade – if 
it should hold a referendum on 
independence. Beijing has also 
steadily eroded Hong Kong’s 
freedoms despite its promises 
not to do so, and is willing to 
confront powerful neighbours in 
a bid to wear down opposition 
to its territorial claims. The two 
nations share over £230 billion in 

bilateral trade, yet China regularly 
challenges Japan’s control over 
the contested Senkaku Islands 
with maritime patrol boats. At 
the heart of the dispute are 
eight uninhabited islands and 
three rocks in the East China 
Sea, with a total area of about 7 
sq. km. These eight islands and 
three rocks matter because they 
are close to important shipping 
lanes, offer rich fishing grounds 
and lie near potential oil and gas 
reserves. Beijing also contests 
the ownership of the Spratly and 
Paracel island groups in the South 
China Sea. The Chinese military 
has transformed once-submerged 
reefs into island military bases 
through a massive reclamation 

the major firms in China, 
including coal, oil, electricity, 
defence, telecommunications, 
air transport, and shipping 
industries. Particularly since the 
turn of the millennium, China 
has experienced mass economic 
expansion. In 2000, there were 
ten Chinese TNCs (Trans-National 
Corporations) compared to 
America’s 170 TNCs; in 2010 
China had 46 TNCs to 139 US 
TNCs. In 2019, the figure is at 
106 Chinese TNCs to 128 US 
TNCs. Beijing also specialises in 
‘debt-trap diplomacy’, combining 
economic entanglement with 
demands for strategic takeovers 
of overseas interests. It begins  
by making a country dependent 
on trade with China. Take Sri 
Lanka, for example. In 2017 the 

Chinese state forced Colombo to 
hand over control of its largest 
port, Hambantota, after the Sri 
Lankan government could not 
pay off debts it had run up to 
Chinese ‘firms’. Beijing now has 
a strategic outpost in the Indian 
Ocean, where its naval ships 
routinely sail. 

China took a 70% stake in a 
similarly useful port in Myanmar 
last year, and the same dynamic  
is underway in Vanuatu in the 
South Pacific Ocean. By these 
means the Chinese navy has 
gained access to vitally important 
waterways and further potential 
openings to land routes across 
Asia. It’s not just emerging or 
second tier economies feeling 
the pressure to cede to Chinese 

will. Because Australia is 
greatly dependent on Chinese 
investment, it’s been hesitant 
to oppose Beijing’s escalating 
military activity in the South 
China Sea (see below). Australian 
media channels have been under 
pressure to drop critical coverage 
of China and some Australian 
politicians have taken bribes to 
support Chinese policies. 

Perhaps even murkier is the 
fact that China has been at 
the forefront of the telecomms 
revolution across the region, 
pushing the construction of fixed-
line cables, together with data 
transmitters that allow some of 
the fastest download speeds in 
the world. Telecom companies like 
Huawei and ZTE have prospered 

Figure 4 - China has increased its foreign direct investment as well as buying other countries’ sovereign debt. It has the greatest amount of U.S. debt 
held by a foreign country, at $1.12 trillion.

Figure 5 - Disputed islands and Chinese claims in the South China Sea
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project, installing landing strips, 
radars, bunkers and long-range 
anti-air missiles. This rapid 
militarisation, commenced 
despite promises not to do so, 
has shifted the balance of power 
in one of the world’s most vital 
waterways. The South China 
Sea links the Western Pacific to 
the Indian Ocean and routes to 
Europe. Nearly 70% of all global 
trade passes through it. Chinese 
media channels have even talked 
up the threat of war if the US 
should try to force China to stop 
its island-building campaign. For 
nearly two decades, China has 
been the world’s second-largest 
military power, with spending 
on weapons estimated at £132 
billion in 2019. But far from 
rushing into a regional or local 
conflict, Beijing’s goal seems to 
be to create a wider sphere of 

influence without firing a shot. 
It sees Trump’s withdrawal from 
the TPP (Trans-Pacific Partnership) 
and his public doubts about 
willingness to defend allies as an 
opportunity to surpass America as 
global superpower.

Empire as Great Game?
The Trump administration 
has come to view China as its 
main strategic rival, accusing 
President Xi Jinping of interfering 
in US domestics politics, 
trading unfairly and of claiming 
leadership across Asia and 
beyond. A recent speech by US 
Vice-President Pence, warned 
that China was “engaged in a 
whole-of-government offensive”. 
With the Chinese economy 
growing twice as fast as the US 
economy and the state pouring 
money into advanced technology 

such as artificial intelligence and 
biotech, America is feeling the 
pressure. More widely, the West 
has been watching keenly as 
China builds its series of footholds 
around the globe. There are 
parallels, in President Xi Jinping’s 
bid to establish a new sphere of 
influence, with the 19th century 
Great Game, where Britain and 
Russia battled for control in 
central Asia. In many ways the 
game remains the same, involving 
competition for energy, food 
supplies, mineral resources and 
political influence. New dynamics 
are undeniable: the pressure of 
environmental and demographic 
change sharpens the competition 
for energy and secure global 
chains of supply. Yet, it is not 
all tension and contest. The US 
and China share responsibilities 
including environmental and 
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security interests in key strategic 
areas, such as the Korean 
Peninsula. China partners the US, 
Russia and the EU in efforts to 
broker peace in the Middle East. 
It is a member of the G8+5. Such 
is the intertwining of commerce 
and finance that US and Chinese 
economic development are fully 
interdependent. Central banks in 
both countries press for stability 

and restraint in negotiating and 
settling trade. Softer cultural and 
political contact is thickening 
all the time. Chinese tourism 
to Europe and student entry to 
universities in the US and UK 
education continue to climb at 
great pace. Almost one-third of 
non-EU students in the UK is a 
Chinese national. Despite the 
rhetoric and headlines, relations 

between East and West aren’t 
nearly as sour as they were  
during the Cold War – though, 
as we’ve seen many times before, 
the Great Game of Empire has  
a habit of producing sudden 
shock results.

Sophie Beckitt (G)

Figure 6 - Chinese President Xi Jinping’s tenure is characterised by the pursuit of the “Chinese dream” —an ambitious plan to make China the world’s 
leading power by 2049, the centenary of Communist rule.
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FROM THE BLOXAM

ARCHIVE

The name of Matthew Holbeche 
Bloxam came to public notice 
again last December when 
Christie’s held an auction entitled 
Old Masters/New Scholars: works 
of art sold to benefit Rugby School. 
The School had recently had its 
collection assessed and in the light 
of this, and the advice received 
about the cost and expertise of 
preserving, insuring and storing 
the collection, had decided to sell 
those items not intrinsic to the 
history of the School. The sale was 
a great success and a portion of 

the proceeds will be used to create 
a newly designated museum space 
on the School site to ensure that 
the remaining collections and 
archives are correctly stored and 
preserved, and also appropriately 
displayed for the wider benefit of 
the Rugbeian community. Among 
these collections are three Greek 
helmets particularly prized by 
Matthew Bloxam.

Readers of Bloxam Project will 
know that Matthew was a boy 
at Rugby in Arnold’s time and 

MATTHEW BLOXAM’S GREEK HELMETS



94  |  Bloxam Project  |  www.rugbyschool.co.uk www.rugbyschool.co.uk  |  Bloxam Project  |  95

fighting, the whole people choose 
the fairest maid, and arm her with 
a Corinthian helmet and Greek 
panoply, to be then mounted on 
a chariot and drawn all along the 
lake shore.”4

There are thus multiple reasons 
why Bloxam might have singled 
out the Greek helmets in his Will. 
And we know that he frequently 
attended Rugby School Natural 
History Society meetings: “no 
[NHS] Report was published 

without record of frequent papers 
and many valuable gifts from 
him”5. It is not fanciful therefore 
to imagine him showing and 
discussing these helmets in the 
Upper Temple Reading Room 
– which used to be the Rugby 
School Art Museum – where they 
are still displayed today.

Dr Jonathan Smith
Keeper of the Archives
(With thanks to TJD)

that we owe to him the date 
(1823) of the origins of Rugby 
football. As we read in Bloxam’s 
Rugby, he “remained in Rugby 
all his life, practising as a solicitor 
and becoming well known as 
an antiquarian. It was probably 
his authority in these combined 
capacities, incidentally, that 
made his version of the origins of 
Rugby football definitive.” Less 
well known is that, “according 
to a master at the time, the Art 
Museum and the Library were 
‘constant objects of his care. His 
gifts were frequent and most 
valuable. In his later years, it 
was his custom to celebrate his 
birthday [12 May] by making 
some splendid present to someone 
or other of our collections. He 
thus enriched the School with an 
exceedingly large number of most 
valuable gifts: works of art, books, 
coins, old weapons and armour, 
pottery etc. And, finally, by his 
Will, he bequeathed to the School, 
besides many similar objects, the 
splendid library of antiquarian and 
architectural books, which he had 
been collecting all his life long.’”1 

It is striking that in his will Bloxam 
mentions few items by name 
– except the Greek helmets: “I 
particularly request that neither of 
the said Greek helmets be on any 
account parted with especially the 
one found by two old Rugbeians 
in or near the River Tigris.” These 
are bronze Corinthian helmets 
from the Archaic period, circa 
6th century BC, and they are 
mentioned in a document relating 
to the Rugby School Art Museum 
(dating from 1949) which records, 
“among the articles of special 
interest and value”, “three Greek 
helmets (Bloxam bequest) one of 
which is unique and dates to the 
march of 10,000 Greeks under 
Xenophon across Asia Minor”.

Uniqueness, an Old Rugbeian 
connection, great antiquity: these 
are already sufficient reasons to 
explain Bloxam’s enthusiasm. 
But there is also their exceptional 
military importance:
The Corinthian helmet has been 
regarded as the piece of equipment 
with the greatest impact on the 
manner of fighting. Its weight 
may have contributed to making 
warriors less mobile, but more 
importantly its extensive cover 
restricted the Hoplite’s range of 
vision and reduced his ability to 
hear. It is commonly argued that 
these limitations meant that the 
wearer of a Corinthian helmet 
could operate in relative safety if he 
were surrounded by comrades in a 
close-order formation; as in the case 
of the shield, the counterargument 
is that the limitations were not so 
severe that a Hoplite could not still 
operate in a relatively independent 
fashion.2

Then there is the extraordinary 
craftsmanship:
To beat a complete headpiece out 
of one sheet of bronze has always 
been a feat requiring exceptional 
skill on the part of the smith; in 
the 17th century AD, for instance, 
armourers seem to have lost this art, 
and resorted to constructing helmets 
in two or more pieces with a join 
over the crown; while even in 1939 
a modern Greek artificer, making 
a replica of a similar form, found it 
difficult to beat out the back of the 
helmet unless a deep recess was left 
over the forehead. So far as we can 
tell, the Greek bronzesmiths at the 
end of the eighth century had no 
foreign model or precedent for their 
achievement.3

Bloxam might even have had the 
spectacle of female combatants in 
mind, as Herodotus writes of the 
Libyans: “Before the girls are set 

1  Bloxam’s Rugby – The School & 
Neighbourhood, edited by Rev. Payne 
Smith (1889)

2  Gregory F Viggiano and Hans Van Wees, 
Men of Bronze (2013) p.62

3  AM Snodgrass, Arms and Armour of  
the Greeks (1967) p.51

4  Herodotus 4.180.3
5  Bloxam’s Rugby – The School & 

Neighbourhood, edited by Rev. Payne 
Smith (1889)
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“The impulse to extend a cultural, political and 
territorial sway over neighbouring or remote peoples 
is rooted in a basic human instinct towards group 

dominance and survival.... If “empire” fails to  
carry a static set of meanings, instead amounting  
to a combination of ever-changing circumstances,  

the setting, by contrast, is a fixed constant -  
always one of an unequal relationship”
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