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This volume of the Bloxam Project is a powerful 
illustration of R.G. Collingwood’s dictum that all 
history is the history of thought. Witness the debate 
about whether Cecil Rhodes deserves to have 
his statue outside his old college, which he richly 
endowed; and the rather different question of whether 
the statue, having been erected, should be pulled 
down. George Muston’s stylish essay on Margaret 
Thatcher, and Dr Ed Beesley’s no less accomplished 
observations on Donald Trump, evoke similar 
Collingwoodian reflections.

Reading each one of the contributions to this 
volume has been an excitement. Absorbing them 
together forces the reader towards an appreciation 
of how closely related all forms of intellectual inquiry 
eventually are seen to be. Ben Skailes takes us back 
to the origins of the nation state, which touches 
upon the Treaty of Westphalia, Fichte, and much else 
between and besides. Dora Manson’s deft tracing 
of the history of the witch hunt is not only in itself 
fascinating; it has special resonances when read 
beside, let us say, the essay on Margaret Thatcher.

Dr Tim Guard’s learned article at the close of 
this volume explores Bloxam’s own collection of 
pamphlets from the Civil War era. It reminded me 
of my first encounters with the excitement of doing 
history, being taught the British seventeenth century 
by that superb historian Ian Hope Simpson. The 
events of those times were made immediate by his 
enthusiastic grasp of the bigger picture, enlivened 
with local details. The Gunpowder plotters, after 
all, had been waiting only just down the road in 
Dunchurch to proclaim Arbella Stuart the Queen of 
England. Charles I mustered his troops in the School 
Close. Naseby and Edgehill are short drives away.

After savouring the gentle pace of Ian Hope Simpson’s 
classes, it was a shock to the system to be taught by 
Warwick Hele, who came into the school as if blown 
by a hurricane, rubbing his hands together with glee 
at the beginning of the first lesson and saying, “If we 
move at a decent pace, we can cover EVERYTHING 
from the Emperor Justinian to the French Revolution!”
And we did. My debt to those two men who taught 
me at Rugby is incalculable. They taught us to 
assemble facts, to sift evidence, and to see the vital 
connections between past and present. (By the 
time Warwick had indeed got us as far as the French 
Revolution, we were reading in our newspapers of les 
événements of 1968!)

This new volume of the Bloxam Project shows that 
the Rugbeian intellectual tradition is alive and well. 
If anything reminds us that history is the history of 
thought, it is the French Revolution, and Miranda 
Kember’s Queen’s Medal-winning essay on the women 
in those times brings it home to us. (How fascinating 
that no revolutionary government, however, has ever 
had a woman at its head – Robespierre, Lenin, Hitler 
and Mao were all men…). Dr Justin Muston’s essay on 
the Easter Rising of 1916 is another illustration of the 
Collingwood dictum. If successive English governments 
had tried to read history with the eyes of Irish men 
and women, how different history would have been! 
Fascinating to learn about Robert Barton, OR, a 
member of the IRA. I wonder how many ORs have 
served in that controversial body.

Tom Sloan’s reflections on the allure of Adolf Hitler, 
with its superb accompanying photographs, is a 
sobering reminder of how ideas can radically change 
events. Hassan Usman’s fascinating essay on the 
Kanem Bornu Empire will change many of our ideas 
about Empire. It was all unknown to me. His final 
plea, to make use of oral traditions, folklore, ritual and 
archaeology, is a useful reminder of how wide the 
remit of the modern historian must ever be. 

A N Wilson (OR)

foreword



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

The Bloxam Project is an academic 
journal for the collaborative 
thinker. At the junction between 
a number of disciplines – history, 
politics, geography, sociology 
and literary criticism – it is a staff 
and pupil co-production with a 
curiosity for fresh thinking about 
the past. The inspiration is the life 
and work of Matthew Holbeche 
Bloxam (OR), Rugby’s prolific 

amateur historian (1805-1888). 
Genealogist, archaeologist, 
naturalist, antiquarian, art-
collector, noted architectural 
historian – a collector of 
fragments and forms – Bloxam 
was also the myth-maker of the 
origins of rugby football. It is 
in the Bloxam spirit of scholarly 
eclecticism that the articles 
collected here are offered.

Critics have been quick to label 
2016-2017 as a year of protest, 
and so, in the classroom and 
school society meetings, much 
attention has been drawn to 
moments of discord, crisis and 
historic change. We’ve avoided 
discussion of Brexit in this volume 
of the Project, but strong themes 
of revolution and iconoclasm run 
across the pages that follow. The 
gathering forces of political dissent 
feature in articles on Revolutionary 
France, Globalisation, the Easter 
Rising of 1916, the election 
of Donald Trump, the rise of 
Hitler and the witch craze of 
seventeenth-century Europe. 
There is concern for the under-
represented voice, whether it be 
in the shape of would-be feminists 

of the 1790s, or in the retelling 
of ‘lost’ histories of East Africa. 
There is also fierce debate about 
Margaret Thatcher and Cecil 
Rhodes, both (in different ways) 
empire builders of notorious 
significance. More playfully, our 
opening article argues that the 
formal methodologies of history 
itself should be overthrown. Part 
of the Ancien Régime, traditional 

textual history is dead, it seems. 
History has to be experienced 
through re-enactment to be 
understood. No use simply 
reading and writing about it. 

Revolution was perhaps not 
something that Matthew Bloxam 
(by nature an ‘establishment’ 
man) would have instinctually 
warmed to. He was happiest 

when immersing himself in 
the material substance of the 
past, unearthing treasures 
and documenting the cultural 
achievements of yesteryear. But 
he was no dewy-eyed romantic, 
even if the conventions of 
Victorian history writing meant 
that he turned out phrases like: 
‘’We muse in silent contemplation 
of those of other days on whom 

our admiration is fixed. We gaze, 
not without emotion, on any 
relic of the past” (1861). Actually, 
as his collecting of rare archival 
material from the English Civil 
War shows, he was acutely aware 
of the vicious battles that men 
and women wage to win change 
and (more importantly) to win 
history’s approval. In the frantic 
pamphleteering of the English 

EDITOR’S WELCOME

Iconoclasm during the English Civil War:  
Parliamentary forces demolish the Cheapside Cross (1643, London)
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2016-2017, a year of ‘Post-Truth’ and Protest?
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Civil War, Bloxam confronted 
sustained efforts to manipulate 
the historical record, for instance. 
(See From the Archive pp. 69-
73). Royalist or Parliamentarian, 
neither side had an interest 
in the objective facts: public 
support for their ‘revolution’ was 
more important. Charles I and 
his enemies were, in the 1640s, 
then, like Donald Trump and his 
political rivals in 2017, operating 
in a ‘Post-Truth’ age. (Was it a 
stronger or weaker grasp on 
history that kept observers from 
mentioning it?)

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 second 
volume of the Bloxam Project were 
first presented at recent meetings 
of Hydra, the Upper School 
History discussion group. I am 
particularly pleased to be able to 
showcase Miranda Kember’s (Tu) 
essay ‘Manning the Barricades? 
Women and the Legacy of the 
French Revolution’, recipient of 
the prestigious Queen’s Medal 
for history (2017). 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 Head 
Master of Rugby School.

The editor would like to thank 
Peter Green, Will Leng (T), all the 
contributors and Mercer Design 
for help getting the Project into 
production. 

Dr Tim Guard The Revolution Turns: Damaged statue of Lenin, Ukraine (Shabo, 2013)

The Revolution posed: Countess Constance Markievicz, convicted Irish dissident  
and (later) the first woman elected to the House of Commons
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History is too often interpreted 
as a subject entirely composed 
of reading sources and writing 
essays. In reality, however, it 
encompasses a great range of 
educational mediums. Perhaps 
most underestimated is historical 
re-enactment. In its purest 
form, re-enactment is a tool for 
inspecting the past which can be 
accessed by both participant and 
spectator, and can be presented 
through the medium of drama 
or the manufacture of replica 
artefacts. The intellectual validity 
of such an exercise can certainly 
be questioned: one such recent 
analysis stingingly casts the re-
enactment brethren as ‘Stitch 
Nazis’ and ‘Fantasy Farbs’ - their 
obsessive concern for ‘authentic’ 
detail existing at the expense 
of reflective historical thinking 
and understanding. Indeed, it 

is easy to sneer at the fallacies 
perpetuated by the re-enactment 
scene. For one, the average age 
of re-enactors is generally far 
higher than the average age of 
soldiers in most conflicts. Similarly, 
the tendency of re-enactors to 
gravitate towards ‘élite’ units such 
as commandos, paratroopers, 
or Waffen-SS units results in 
under-representation of the most 
common types of military troops 
in the period being re-enacted1. 
Greg Dening remarks that  
re-enactment is ‘merely the 
present in funny dress’2. In an 
attempt to separate myself from 
a largely incredulous historical 
profession, in this article I adopt 
a stance which defends the 
practice of re-enactment, and 
unashamedly supports it as a 
tool for learning and historical 
inspection. 

1  Jenny Thompson, ‘Wargames - Inside 
the world of 20th-century war reenactors’ 
(2004).

2  Greg Dening, ‘Mr Bligh’s Bad Language’ 
(1992), pp. 4-5. 

RE-ENACTMENT: 
A DEFENCE 
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3  See Glenn W. Lafantasie, ‘The foolishness 
of Civil War reenactors’, http://www.
salon.com/2011/05/08/civil_war_
sesquicentennial/

4  Alexander Cook, ‘The Use and Abuse 
of Historical Reenactment: Thoughts 
on Recent Trends in Public History’ 
Criticism, 46 (2004) pp. 487-496. 

Objections to historical re-
enactment are typically threefold: 
it is victim to the influences of 
nostalgia; it displaces historical 
accuracy in favour of ‘popular’ 
history; it reveals very little 
that can be detached from the 
shadow of doubt. Ultimately, 
critics argue, the inaccuracies 
that inevitably bleed into staged 
performance remove any grounds 
for its legitimacy3. Clearly, there 
are significant philosophical and 
interpretative challenges. The first 
is that no matter how accurate the 
setting and situation, a re-enactor 
today can never truthfully imitate, 
still less partake in, the collection 
of emotions experienced by a 
person in the past. Fundamentally 
‘we can never be them’. Even 
the crudest kinds of behavioural 
psychology acknowledge the 
importance of cumulative personal 
history in determining behaviour 
- a re-enactor, then, can only 
inhabit the broadest of emotions 
attached to actual soldiery, for 
instance, with its attendant risks 
of death or serious injury. The 
careful avoidance of such dangers 
during re-enactment prohibits 
proper understanding, or worse, 
trivialises seminal human-historical 

experiences4. A second concern 
is that re-enactment tends to 
confirm unhistorical, but popular, 
meta-narratives; it plays upon 
general sympathies and misplaced 
‘truisms’ about the past. In 
their tussles with the wild-eyed 
Celts the Romans always win; 
the flamboyance of Cavalier is 
offset by the professionalism of 
Roundhead; knights on white 
chargers are invulnerable in the 
melee; the SS are always snappily 
dressed. There is less interest in 
playing the civilian baggage train, 
the fleeing refugee, the napalm 
injury, and the exhausted labour 
corps. Whilst this may make 
teleological sense - Roman tactical 
manoeuvres, uniform, weaponry, 
equipment and doctrine always 
best the tribal, Godless and 
barbarian - interest in the untold 
story dwindles, and entire 
civilisations are kept hostage to 
false assumptions. 

On the other hand, this is to miss 
something of the fundamental 
force of historical re-enactment. 
To get involved in re-enactment is 
to be open about the limitations 
of the exercise (and of course the 
objections listed above apply to all 
categories of historical thought). 
Perhaps more than professional 
historians, re-enactors are sharply 
aware of the distinction between 
then and now. After all, they 
‘de-costume’ at the end of the 
day and return confidently to the 
present. Yet, with re-enactment 
there is the possibility of cultural 
immersion that simply does not 
exist elsewhere. Arguably, this 
provides the best foundation for 
understanding the dilemmas and 
solutions of the past. For one 
thing, it often involves didactic 
understanding. To become 
immersed in ‘living history’, to 
experiment with historical cuisine 
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or methods of manufacture, for 
example, can involve the very 
processes in which cultures have 
communicated knowledge down 
the generations. It can even begin 
to challenge the way we interpret 
the history itself. With recent shifts 
away from ‘classical’ historicism 
towards post-modernism and its 
multiplicity of meanings, perhaps 
now is the time to move away 
from traditional textual sources 
and look less dismissively at 
physicality, sensory learning and 
historical replay. 

The image many of us think of 
when discussing re-enactment 
is that of the history show or 
carnival. Here, seas of men and 
women in period dress march 
on to mud-stricken fields to 
present what is, more often 
than not, a lacklustre display 
of battle, courtly spectacle or 
camp-fire life. Most commonly 
the weather turns traitor and 
dumps unseasonal rain or whips 
up tent-flattening gusts of wind. 
Yet, this is not entirely fair. In 
fact, re-enactment encompasses 
a vast range of activity: from 
building replica artefacts (‘above 
ground’ archaeology), to 
impersonating people from the 
past, to engaging with a lost 
economic or social mode. TV 
shows such as Edwardian Farm, 
Turn Back Time and The High 
Street are such examples. Even 
when armed with the budget of 
a Hollywood epic, scale imposes 
its own limitations. It is not 
feasible to make a full scholarly 
study of the battle of Waterloo via 
re-enactment, for example, no 
matter how enthusiastic or expert 
the assembled cast. Nonetheless, 
if interested in the soldier’s eye-
level and the chaotic effects of 
the ‘fog of war’, then recreating 
the exposure and confusion of an 

active battlefield allows insight 
into the sensory and cognitive 
history of participants’ experience, 
albeit on a much suppressed 
level. As Alexander Cook argues, 
participants (even professional 
historian participants) can learn 
something about history from 
the experience that would be 
less accessible using conventional 
methods for studying the past5. 
Provided they are sensitively 
conceived and conducted, 
experiments in investigative 
re-enactments can stimulate 

fruitful reflection on both the 
past and the present. Less to do 
with re-creating a scene from the 
extrinsic historical record, then, 
re-enactment is concerned with 
prompting intrinsic intellectual 
reflection. 

Here it is essential to set 
out what historical enquiry 
ultimately endeavours to achieve. 
Historian and philosopher R. G. 
Collingwood (OR) described 
how all history is the history of 
thought, and he believed that the 
purest objective for historians ‘…
was to rethink their (the historical 
subjects) thoughts’6. History 

5  Ibid. pp. 487-496.
6  R. G. Collingwood, ‘The Idea of History’, 

Lectures on the Philosophy of History 
(1926). 
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was to do with exploring not 
just the constructs for individual 
motivation, but engaging with and 
re-enacting the thought processes 
of history’s cast of participants. 
Against the scientific empiricism 
of history scholarship today, this 
view now appears quixotic. Few 
scholars now would dare extrude 
from their research factors external 
to an individual or a collective 
psychology – factors such as 
climate and economic conditions, 
for example. Indeed, we are trained 
to avoid dependency upon a single 
point of view, no matter how 
psychologically plausible or well-
understood. If we want to learn 
about the various stages of a battle 
or political revolution, then placing 
ourselves in the shoes of a soldier 
(or indeed in the shoes of an entire 
class of protagonists) is unlikely to 
lead to anything other than partial 
or truncated understanding. For 
Collingwood, however, these are 
subsidiary concerns. The narrowing 
of difference between historical 
participant and observer is only 
possible through development of 
empathy. Only when armed with a 
close appreciation of contemporary 
experience, through witness 
and role play, can the historical 
process be fully encountered and 
documented. In embracing the 

context, clothes and mannerisms of 
a person from the past, re-enactors 
get as close as possible to ‘realising’ 
both individual and associated 
realities. Collingwood here places 
premium upon authenticity of 
historical voice over the authority 
of agreed-upon scholarly traditions, 
or ‘textual reconstructions’. 

In fact, for its defenders, study of the 
past via re-enactment is no more 
problematic than conventional 
discursive and textual lines of 
enquiry. Cook brings to attention 
the issue of extracting meaning 
via metaphor and analogy, two 
staples of historical writing. For him, 
academic dependency on analogy 
and comparison, rather than focus 
on the essence of the historical 
phenomenon itself, shades off into 
more general questions about the 
possibility of any kind of historical 
knowledge, given the inevitable 
distance of perspective between 
the historian and her subjects7. 
More constructively perhaps, 
in embracing open speculation 
(and its often loose anchoring in 
written sources), the function of 
re-enactment is more directly linked 
to discussion of what might have 
been rather than what actually was. 
To this end, Cook suggests that the 
real question we should be asking 
ourselves is: can re-enactment help 
to improve our understanding 
of a different world and of the 
behaviour of its inhabitants? The 
answer, he believes, is a qualified 
yes. To navigate what sociologists 
term habitus - the so-called 
‘conditioned response tendencies’ 
that sit between historical context 
and character formation - first-
hand experience of the historic 
fabric of life (such as it can be 
reconstructed) is absolutely vital. It 
is possible to use the experiences 
constructed through re-enactment 
to develop a series of questions, 

7  Cook, ‘The Use and Abuse of Historical 
Reenactment’ pp. 487-496.
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which then might be applied 
to conventional sources. For 
participant and observer this 
contact might mean taking in the 
heft of period weaponry, restoration 
of ancient buildings, exposure 
to lost fragments of music and 
dance – access, in other words, to 
a world of half-lost, yet proven, 
human expertise. As a supplement 
to other sources, re-enactment can 
establish new areas of historical 
questioning, broadening our 
perspective. Fundamentally, it is 
not about achieving ‘accuracy’ 
through blinkered impersonation, 
but about widening the spectrum of 
investigation. 

Of course, for all the theory, there 
is no disguising that many people 
also simply enjoy participating in 
historical re-enactments. It permits 
the forging of an alternative group 
identity, and appeals to the inner-
hobbyist, the hoarder of arcane 
knowledge. On one level, no 
doubt, it also functions as ‘play’. 
And why not? This, after all, is the 
root of all learning, if Rousseau is to 
be believed8. Is there a connection 
between re-enactment’s rising 
popularity, the urge to witness the 
‘real thing’, and the increasing 
tyranny of the screen in the ‘virtual’ 
age? Finally, it also allows us to 
draw a sense of security from the 
present. We can safely drop our 
historical alter egos and step back 
into the here and now, confident 
that ultimately we prefer things the 
way they are, with central heating 

and novocaine, no matter how 
alluring the past. To this extent, 
then, as an investigative method 
of historical enquiry, as organised 
recreation, and as an avenue for 
escapism, historical re-enactment 
should be welcomed in from the 
margins. Arguably, it should be as 
natural a part of the school and 
university curriculum as time spent 
experimenting in the Physics or 
Chemistry labs. On a philosophical 
level, it may, in many ways, be 
much more enlightening. 

Will Leng (T)
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‘Manning’ the Barricades? 
   Women and the legacy of  the French Revolution*

*   An excerpt from the Queen’s Medal 
prize-winning essay, 2017
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Eugène Delacroix’s painting  
Liberty Leading the People (1830)
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In the view of many historians, the French 
Revolution (1789-1795) marks a profound 
shift in ideas and attitudes towards gender, 
as well as towards class, property and 
political representation. It is often held up 
as an example of emancipation seized – of 
enlightenment ideals of liberté and égalité 
being ‘lived out’ – albeit violently. The 
infamous Women’s March to Versailles 
(together with the prominent appearance 
of women in the storming of the Bastille) 
in 1789 provides a striking image of female 
political empowerment. Here, women burst 
on to the scene with apparently decisive 
consequences for history. In artistic and 
literary representations – it was ‘Marianne’, 
the female allegory of Liberty, that was chosen 
to represent revolutionary France and the new 
régime of the French Republic. Partly used to 
symbolise the breaking with old monarchy, 
headed by kings, the feminine allegory 

was to promote modern Republican ideology – an image powerfully 
developed in the famous Delacroix painting Liberty Leading the People 
(depicting events of the 1830 Revolution). Adoption of the ‘Marianne’ 
was unofficial and diverse, offering a counterpoint to the hated women 
of the aristocratic élite, most notably Marie Antoinette, whose public 
image suffered from unrelenting, highly gendered attack. 

The Women’s March on Versailles in October 1789 was one of the 
earliest and most significant events of the French Revolution. Formed 
of women from the marketplaces of Paris who were protesting the 
high price and scarcity of bread, the march quickly became intertwined 
with the activities of revolutionaries, who were seeking liberal political 
reforms and a constitutional monarchy for France. The market women 
and their various allies grew into a mob of thousands. They ransacked 
the city armoury for weapons and marched to the Palace of Versailles. 
Besieging the palace, in a dramatic and violent confrontation they 
successfully pressed their demands upon Louis XVI. The next day, the 
crowd forced the King, his family, and most of the French Assembly to 
return with them to Paris. Clearly, then, the women’s movement had 
huge traction. Here is a point where women appear as protagonists, 
making great gains in individual thinking and action. This is made clear 
from eye-witness accounts of events at the Hôtel de Ville where the 
mob congregated before heading to Versailles. Women were overheard 
saying they “did not want any men with them.…” They reiterated that 
the Commune was made up of “chauvinist aristocrats”. They broke 
into the building and tried to destroy the papers they found there, 
saying that “nothing had been done since the Revolution had begun”. 
Claiming that men were not strong enough to avenge themselves, the 
women would “show themselves to be better than the men”. Police 
agents reported similar declarations: “The men are holding back, the 
men are cowards . . . we will take over”1. According to the captain of 

1   David Garrioch, The Everyday Lives of 
Parisian Women and the October Days of 
1789 (1999) pp. 231-249 
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the Bastille, it was the women who insisted on going to the National 
Assembly at Versailles. They would not be dissuaded. 

If women gave themselves a political voice in October 1789, partly it 
was because their actions involved behaviours typical of male public 
protest. Madeleine Pelletier, a psychiatrist in the early twentieth 
century, argued that women must “virilise” or make themselves more 
masculine in order to gain recognition and access comparable social 
rights. This, then, was perhaps not a platform for enlightened attitudes 
towards personal freedoms or gender identity2. Arguably, feminist 

critics have been too quick to diagnose the beginnings of a female 
suffrage movement in the French Revolution. The historian Lynn Hunt 
certainly believes that the leaders of the French Revolution are often 
wrongly portrayed as pioneers of gender equality. She points out, quite 
simply, that Jacobin ideology excluded women from the newly founded 
Republic – the topic of women’s suffrage was never debated on the 
floor of the National Assembly3. Categorically, the Revolution had no 
wish to permanently extend the arm of politics to women, regardless 
of their usefulness in revolutionary action or the clarity of the case 
for their empowerment. January 1789 saw an edict which stipulated 
the conditions for elections: women of the First and Second Estates 
(clergy and nobility) were allowed to vote for representatives by proxy, 
but property-holding women of the Third Estate, widows or adult 
unmarried daughters, were not. There was protest from some thinkers. 
The philosopher and member of the Assembly Nicolas de Condorcet 

2  For more on ‘virilisation’ – women 
becoming more like men in order to 
be heard – see Madeleine Pelletier’s 
outlook on women during the 
Revolution, Une Vie Nouvelle (1932)

3   Lynn Avery Hunt, Eroticism and the Body 
Politic (1991) pp. 14-63

Women march on Versailles, 1789
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was a great advocate for 
women’s participation in politics, 
for instance, as is made clear in 
his essay on the rights of women 
1789 and a treatise published 
in 17904. A female pamphleteer 
(whose identity was kept hidden) 
criticised the January edict for 
setting a precedent for the 
subordination of women: “A 
man cannot represent a woman. 
Representatives should have 
absolutely the same interests as 
those represented: women should 
be represented only by women…
why does one sex have everything 
and the other one nothing?”5 

The gendered energy of the 1789 Women’s March (“the men are 
cowards . . . we will take over”) soon dissipated, leaving minimal impact 
on the direction of early Republican government. However, it is perhaps 
false to fixate too heavily on the issues of suffrage and representation – 
twentieth-century indices of gender equality. They may have been denied 
the right to vote, to run for office or to serve as judges, but in the course 
of the French Revolution, women made substantial gains elsewhere. In 
revolutionary France women won rights in marriage and divorce, could 
now hold title to property and could also sue in a court of law. Central 
here was the proclamation of civil marriage made by the National 
Assembly in 17916. Marriage became a social contract rather than 
the demeaning ‘trade’ of a woman to a man in return for payment of 
monies or land. This was a landmark advance by contemporary European 
standards. Here the Revolution was not simply some misogynistic 
Rousseauian dystopia – with elaborate forms of sexism designed to 
exclude women from the newly founded Republic – but instead it was 
the deliverer of a progressive society with increased space for female 
public involvement and economic power. Changes to inheritance and 
property law offered women functional independence from men for 
the first time. Other ideological strands were opened up. Besides the 
important feminist writings of Nicolas de Condorcet (whose life was 
ended in a Parisian cell, branded a traitor to the Revolution), the work of 
Olympe de Gouges’ Declaration of the Rights of Woman and Citizen (1791) 
established a large and radical audience7. The most ambitious expression 
of women’s rights during the Revolution, it was intended to mirror (with 
satire) the Declaration of the Rights of Man8 (1789), the famous founding 
document of the Republic. The opening remarks, “this Revolution will 
not be completed until all women are conscious of their deplorable lot 
and of the rights they have lost in society”, highlight a refusal of sexual 
difference entirely – and lay out an enormously broad vision for social 
reform. Domestic and public life were to be entered into conjointly by 
women and men – there were to be no sovereign rights (i.e. of men over 
women), save those bound up in individual freedom and those vested 
in the People/State. What this meant for family life was profound. Sex, 

4   ‘On the Admission of Women to the 
Rights of Citizenship’, Marie-Jean-
Antoine-Nicolas Caritat, Marquis de 
Condorcet (Paris, 1790). For more 
on the Republican understanding of 
family dynamics and politicisation of 
femininity, see Lindsay A.H. Parker, 
Writing the Revolution. A French woman’s 
history in letters, (2013) pp. 67-121

5  Cahiers des doléances et reclamations 
des femmes, par madame B*** B***, Pays 
de Caux, 1789, reprinted in Cahiers 
de doléances des femmes en 1759 et 
autres textes, translated by Karen Offen 
(1981), pp. 47–51

6   The Constitution of 1791 on 
Government, National Assembly (1791)

7   The Declaration of the Rights of Woman, 
Olympe de Gouges, (1791)

8   Declaration of the Rights of Man and the 
Citizen (1789)

Two images of ‘Marianne’ or Liberty  
complete with the Phrygian cap,  

a Roman symbol of freedom
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marriage, education and health 
were spheres where females would 
no longer be ‘passive’ citizens. 
Other women (especially among 
the bourgeoisie and the Third 
Estate) challenged the status quo 
in the Cahiers de doléances, writings 
gathered by reformists for scrutiny 
at the 1789 Estates-General. They 
formed an articulate and militant 
element in the revolutionary 
dialogue. The cahiers from 
sénéchaussée of Aix-en-Provence9 
called on the Estates-General to 
“improve public education for 
both sexes”. In fact, a total of 
thirty-three cahiers recommended 
education for girls. A rapidly 
rising literacy rate for females in France between the years 1789-1800 
both reflected and fed such demands. The social evil of prostitution also 
received wide recognition; grievances against male sexual exploitation 
featured in twelve of the cahiers10. 

It is difficult to interpret the Estates-General’s response. One initiative was 
to give “women the right to wear trousers”, which may have amused 
the assembled male representatives, but also trivialised and ‘unsexed’ the 
fundamental issues at stake. Despite the reasoned petitions of Nicolas 
de Condorcet and prominent female activists such as Théroigne de 
Méricourt and Pauline Léon, ambivalence and misogyny afflicted the 
movement for female emancipation and citizenship. Indeed, depressingly, 
the image of the empowered active female citizen soon came under 
hostile fire. As Nicholas Wolfson has pointed out, the politicisation of 
pornography during the Revolution (almost entirely based on Louis 
XIV’s hapless queen Marie Antoinette) went a long way to destroying 
the credibility built up behind the feminist political cause11. The Queen, 
lampooned by male journalists and pamphlet writers, was demeaned in 
a ferocious pornographic outpouring. Hundreds of pamphlets and tracts 
dating from 178912 contain sexually explicit and controversial drawings. 
This graphic representation of Marie Antoinette spoke not only of 
debauchery at the royal court and the fantasies of a gutter press, but they 
also articulated a political complaint about proximity of women to power, 
and their dangerous debasement of the body politic. This served only 
to reinforce objections to the early feminist movement. Gender-based 
attacks on Marie Antoinette rearticulated the National Assembly and its 
variants as a political brotherhood which saw women only as objects 
of sex or for domestic tasks. Men such as Pierre Gaspard Chaumette 
and Sylvain Maréchal, known for their otherwise radical atheist and 
materialist ideas, became fiercely antagonistic towards any larger role 
for women in political life. Maréchal developed stubborn opposition 
to teaching women to read, for example. Chaumette, President of the 
Paris Commune, laughed at their political ambitions: “Since when is it 
permitted to give up one’s sex? […] Is it to men that nature confided 

Competing narratives of feminine power:  
Marie Antoinette 

9   The cahiers from sénéchaussée of Aix-en-
Provence (1789)

10  Cahiers de doléances (1789)
11  Nicholas Wolfson, Hate Speech, Sex 

Speech, Free Speech (1997) pp. 118-138
12  http://flashbak.com/la-porn-revolution-

the-filthy-sex-propaganda-that-
destroyed-marie-antoinette-38405/  
Paul Sorene, (13 August 2015)
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domestic cares? Has she given us breasts to feed our children?” 
Another reactionary thinker, Louis Prudhomme, articulated typical male 
chauvinism: “When the father of a family leaves [for the] public assembly, 
the mother of the family, focused on her domestic duties, must make 
order and cleanliness … and reign at home.”13

Once the specifically Republican phase of the Revolution had passed 
(1799), the new leader of France, Napoleon Bonaparte, also proved 
himself to be a devastating adversary to women’s rights, not only in the 
political sphere, but also in terms of education and family life. Napoleon 
appears especially terrified of the gains women had made during the 
Revolution. He remarked that “women should not be regarded as the 
equals of men…. Disorder would reign entirely in society if women came 
out of the state of dependency where they ought to remain.”14 Napoleon 
believed that women should be submissive: “Women ought to obey us. 
Nature has made women our slaves!” In 1807 he spoke of the “feeble-
mindedness of women” and of their “fickleness”. This was concretised 
in the Code Napoléon (1804)15. The Code declared that women were 
subject to the patriarchal control of their father or husband. They were 
not allowed to engage in any exchange of “immovable” property 
without appropriate male consent. If her husband was imprisoned, a 
Frenchwoman was required to wait until his release to gain permission 
to engage in commercial or public life. Mostly, this was what the 
Code dictated – that women could act how they wanted, when given 
consent. Divorce was uncommon and complicated. A husband’s adultery 
offered no grounds for divorce (unless a ‘concubine’ was found in the 
family residence); yet a wife’s adultery could land her in jail for up to 
three months and was certain grounds for divorce. In this regard, the 
husband possessed the same power over his wife as he held over his 
child. For Napoleon, women were “machines for making babies” (his 
contribution to female education was to help found a midwifery school 
in Paris). A distant cry from the violent independence of the marching 
women of October 1789, Napoleon’s legislative misogyny not only 
affected females during his authoritarian régime, but echoed down the 
decades, oppressing generations of women in regions where the code 
was applied16. Indeed, because of this, in France women couldn’t work 
outside the home without their husband’s permission until 1965. Full 
political autonomy and independent citizenship for women was not 
finally achieved in France until 1970. 

If Napoleon was genuinely fearful of the capacity displayed by women, 
this was partly because of the energy of female participants and their 
(few) apologists during the revolutionary period. Difficult to describe 
as feminists in the modern sense, and possessed of little intellectual or 
political organisation, women nonetheless achieved some substantial 
gains. Prospects for female education improved, legal protections within 
marriage were confirmed and property rights extended. This perhaps 
had little to do with ideals borne of the Revolution itself, but rather more 
to do with the sudden erosion of feudal custom and collapse of the 
Ancien Régime in Paris and the regions. Unfortunately, however, the fate 
of Olympe de Gouges would stand as a symbol of the difficulties that 
women now faced in holding on to their newly won gains. Extending far 

13   Louis-Marie Prudhomme, ‘Revolutions 
de Paris’ (1791)

14  Napoleon to Baron Gourgaud (1815)
15 ‘Code Napoléon’ (1804)
16  Napoleon’s Letters (ed) J.M Thompson 

(1998) pp.14-21. For more on the 
intellectual tradition and the subjecting 
of women to an inferior status see Jean-
Jacques Rousseau Emile, Book IV (1762)
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beyond her wish that women be allowed a worthwhile role in society, 
her blistering critiques of poor government caught the attention of the 
revolutionary authorities. She levelled against slavery and the death 
penalty. She dreamt of a more equal society and proposed greater 
distribution of tax. She called for a form of welfare state, trial by jury and 
better divorce laws to protect women and children from penury. All to 
no avail. In November 1793 she was arrested and guillotined for treason 
against the state. Article X of Olympe’s Declaration of the Rights of Women 
seemed to anticipate her own tragic predicament with prophetic irony: 
“Woman has the right to mount the scaffold; she must equally have 
the right to mount the rostrum.” That is, if women have the right to be 
executed, they should have the right to speak. Even if, like Napoleon, 
we are uncomfortable with the idea that feminism was born in the 
French Revolution, there is surely a strong case here for challenging 
the traditional binary images of feminised Liberty (the ‘Marianne’) 
and feminised Tyranny (Marie Antoinette). Both should be rejected in 
favour of a third more humane, less misogynistic, image of the French 
Revolution. Enter the female suffragist, Olympe de Gouges: “Man, are 
you capable of being just? It is a woman who poses the question; you will not 
deprive her of that right at least.” 

Miranda Kember (Tu)
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Ireland’s Easter Rising, 1916: 
Murderous Farce or 

Revolutionary Awakening?

British police man a road block in Dublin
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On Easter Monday, 1916 (a day 
later than planned), around 1,500 
Dubliners seized various buildings 
in Dublin, including the General 
Post Office, in the heart of the 
city. Unlike Trotsky’s carefully 
planned and executed capture of 
Russia’s capital Petrograd a year 
later, these buildings were of little 
strategic significance - indeed, a 
brief attempt to capture Dublin 
Castle, the seat of the British 
authorities, was quickly repulsed. 
Shortly thereafter, Patrick Pearse, 
otherwise a lawyer, schoolmaster 
and orator, emerged from the 
GPO, clad in distinctive military 
uniform, to read his ‘Proclamation 
of the Republic’. This claimed 
Ireland’s right to sovereign 
authority under his leadership, 
and thereby launched Ireland 
into its separated and murderous 
twentieth-century trajectory. 

Was this really an act of 
revolution? The few public 
witnesses to the event tended 
either to yawn with bemused 
boredom or to turn and walk 
away. Only the accompanying 
rifles and barricades gave any hint 
of anything other than peculiar 
street theatre. Such props had 
become a commonplace of 
Irish life over the previous four 
years, as first Ulster and then 
the South had established 
their own Volunteer armies 
in response to the political 
paralysis from Ireland’s long-
running Home Rule crisis. The 
British government’s sympathy 
for Ulster Unionists had caused 
it to connive at this contagion 
of militia forces, thereby tacitly 
accepting the diminution of 
British authority in Ireland. This, 
alongside the astounding lack of 
democratic legitimacy behind the 
proclamation, perhaps helps to 
explain why Dublin’s population 

was so slow to pick up on the 
revolutionary significance of  
the moment.

The wider wartime context, 
however, cast Pearse’s declaration 
in an altogether more serious light. 
In the spring of 1916, Britain’s 
government and armed forces - 
including 150,000 Irish recruits 
from all thirty-two counties - 
were gearing up for the massive 
offensive of the Battle of the 
Somme. Pearse’s proclamation, 
meanwhile, referred to the support 
of “gallant allies in Europe”, 
which could only mean Germany. 
The capture on Good Friday of 
a German gun-running ship off 
the Irish coast, together with the 
arrest of Sir Roger Casement - 
former British diplomat turned 
chief nationalist arms procurer 
- underlined this treasonous 
bond. These circumstances meant 
that Prime Minister Asquith’s 
government in Westminster could 
only perceive the Rising as grievous 
treachery, rather than the hot-
headed local affair which it actually 

was. That same context also meant 
that, despite having known about 
the rising since early February, 
Asquith’s focus was very much on 
the Western Front until it was too 
late, leaving the local response 
largely to the military authorities 
on the scene. 

Sir John Maxwell masterminded 
and epitomised that response. 
Not surprisingly, the exigencies 
of wartime, not least the 
attritional mind-set of World War 
I, conditioned his orders, not 
sensitivity to the bewildering 
intricacies of Ireland’s political 
struggles. In the week following, 
therefore, central Dublin was 
pulverised by British artillery as 
if it were a German redoubt on 
the Somme rather than Britain’s 
second city. Pearse’s desire for 
a ‘blood sacrifice’ (about which 
more below) saw sixty-four 
insurgents killed, while the rebels 
shot 116 British soldiers and 
sixteen policemen, but Dublin’s 
populace was the major casualty 
- 450 dead and 2,614 wounded, 

A 1936 Soviet depiction of the Easter Rising. The caption reads:  
“The scene of the 1916 Uprising (a wounded Connolly, centre)”
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the closest British territory came 
to the destruction wrought upon 
northern France (though some 
kind of recompense was gained 
in a massive bout of looting). To 
British loyalists in particular, these 
figures - while shocking - bear 
paltry comparison to the 20,000 
British and imperial troops killed 
on the first day of the Somme 
(including 3,500 Irish, 1,200 of 
whom were from the south), 
and cast Pearse’s rhetoric in the 
dimmest light.

With the gaze of the British 
civilian government turned 
elsewhere, the decision was taken 
- entirely logically as it seemed 
to Maxwell et al. - to treat the 
traitors in Dublin in the same 
way as traitors on the Western 
Front, i.e. to execute them. As a 
result, between 3-12 May, a series 
of secret (and therefore illegal) 
courts martial were held, in full 
expectation of “crush[ing] the 
insurgency with great speed”, as 
Maxwell put it. Ninety sentences 
of death were handed down from 
these ‘trials’, though only fifteen 
of these, including all seven 
signatories of the Proclamation, 
were carried out.

Far from crushing the Rising, 
this brutal response gave a new 
life to apparently moribund 
Irish nationalism. The rebirth 
was made all the stronger by 
the moral advantage which 
Maxwell had abandoned. 
It was also weaned on the 
martyrolatry which grew up long 
before WB Yeats’ apparently 
celebratory (though actually 
rather ambivalent) poem, 
‘Easter 1916’. The Rising’s 
executed leaders were swiftly 
prayed to as well as prayed for. 
Rural Ireland, whose deliberate 
exclusion from the Rising had 
seemed only to underline the 
“criminal lunacy” of the scheme, 
rapidly switched to resistance 
to British authority, while the 
urban middle class offered a 
newly respectful coverage to the 
extreme nationalist organisations. 
David Lloyd George added 
insult to injury when he used 
the 1918 Military Service Bill to 
try to foist conscription upon 
Ireland. The result was a massive 
anti-conscription campaign 
that established the previously 
electorally irrelevant Sinn Fein 

(‘Ourselves Alone’) as the national 
political party, winning 73/79 
seats in the 1918 election, 
twenty-five of them uncontested. 

That victory, however, appears 
to have been the midwife of 
murderous violence rather than 
of progressive, democratic and 
parliamentary reform. Instead of 
taking their Westminster seats, 
Sinn Fein set up its own ‘Dail’ 
in Dublin, at the same time as 
supporting the rapidly escalating 
and violent course of resistance, 
dominated by the IRA, which 
would soon lead to the creation 
in 1922 of the Irish Free State. 
The terms of the Free State 
treaty were so controversial that 
the new Ireland immediately 
degenerated into civil war. Many 
observers to the present day, 
especially but by no means solely 
in England, have consequently 
taken the opportunity to 
underline the seminal and 
inescapable role of violence in 
Ireland’s history: from Pearse’s 
rising, through the origins and 
early years of the Free State to 
the long years of the Troubles in 
the second half of the century. 
This spectre of violence enables 
critics to question (or worse) 
the intrinsic value of Ireland’s 
founding events, and perhaps 
therefore of the Irish nation-state 
itself, as well as blaming that 
violence for the death of Irish 
unification (a prospect which 
had actually been effectively 
destroyed by the creation of the 
UVF and tacit British sympathy 
for the unionist cause before 
the outbreak of the world war). 
At the very least, this story 
encourages an interpretation 
of Ireland’s nationalist origins 
as dependent on the realm of 
chance and/or external agents, 
which therefore lacked legitimacy. 

Damage caused by  
British artillery fire

British troops form a defensive  
line behind beer barrels
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Nationalist, independent Ireland 
was an accident of British making 
(and part influenced by Woodrow 
Wilson’s revolutionary idea for 
the post-war world that “no 
people must be forced under a 
sovereignty under which it does 
not wish to live”) rather than an 
indigenous movement springing 
from strong native support.

A minor but significant historical 
detail points, however, to a 
weakness in that overarching 
thesis: Sinn Fein’s 1918 platform 
was, as Roy Foster writes, 
“studiously unbloodthirsty”, 
and the IRA did not exist at the 
time of the Rising. These imply 
the possibility of more complex 
propulsive forces than violence 
alone in the triumph of Irish 
nationalism. It is important, 
too, to recall that - however 
uncharacteristically - Great Britain 
was the loser in this story. The 
emergence of the Irish Free State 
represented the first example of a 
colony winning its freedom from 
a victorious world power; the 
rash of self-determination that 
swept Europe and the Middle 
East in the aftermath of World 
War I was otherwise a problem 
for the losers. This fact adds extra 
spice to the rich broth of Anglo-
Irish relations, giving greater 

incentive for unionists to question 
the nationalists’ intrinsic merits. 
Most recently, Charles Moore, 
former editor of the Telegraph and 
biographer of Margaret Thatcher, 
added some scotch bonnet chilli 
to this broth when he drew a 
direct link between the ideas of 
Patrick Pearse’s “murderous and 
self-righteous revolutionaries” 
and “the confusion of political 
fanaticism with faith” in so-called 
Islamic State.

Moore’s rhetoric is at best 
hyperbolic simplification both of 
a very complex process and of 
the Rising’s unusual leader, Patrick 
Pearse. It is clear that the Rising 
was planned in secret (so much 
so that Eoin MacNeill, the leader 
of the Irish Volunteers who were 
supposed to be the vanguard of 
the Rising’s forces, was kept in 
the dark until the last minute) 
and largely denounced by other 
nationalists: Cesca Chevenix 
Trench, a young nationalist 
woman of Anglo-Irish upper-
middle-class stock, initially termed 
it “a mad affair which has done 
irreparable damage to the cause 
of Irish freedom”. Such views lend 
easy support to those who would 

dismiss Pearse as a barmy actor 
or worse: in 1915, an Irish heckler 
had interrupted a Pearse speech, 
suggesting that “the likes of you 
wouldn’t strike many blows”. But, 
perhaps typically, the reality of 
the support for and impact of the 
Easter Rising is more complex.

Antony Fletcher argues that 
the British government’s fierce 
reaction should not obscure the 
strength of a spontaneous tide 
of nationalist feeling in Dublin. 
Cesca Chevenix Trench placed 
herself in potentially grave 
danger by acting as a nurse and 
messenger for the Rising, and 
subsequently found it very trying 
that the authorities did not then 
punish her participation. This 
gave rise, as Fletcher writes, to “a 
lingering need for martyrdom”, 
echoing Pearse’s own emphasis of 
an Easter sacrifice, and suggests 
that Pearse’s apparently esoteric 
Proclamation of the Republic 
may have been tapping into 
something deeper and stronger 
in the soul of Irish nationalism, 
if as yet unrecognised and 
unexpressed in its politics. 
One of the insurgents, Frank 
Robbins, claimed that “[Pearse’s] 

Fifteen leaders of the uprising were executed at 
Kilmainham Gaol, including John Connolly

Irish revolutionaries on the rooftop of a Dublin building 
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act of surrender was a greater 
calamity than death itself at 
that moment”. Michael Collins, 
another rebel and subsequent 
leader of the IRA, suggested that 
the Rising had “the air of a Greek 
tragedy”.

The kind of spirit shown by 
Pearse and Robbins has echoes 
of a Robespierrist emphasis on 
revolutionary virtue and sacrifice. 
Such ideas are largely anathema 
to and uncomprehended by 
the enlightened Western liberal 
tradition, with its deification of 
the rights of the individual. But 
the liberal tradition is in fact 
open to dispute. Indeed, there 
are snatches of evidence from 
wartime Ireland - not concerted 
or dominant, so much as seeds 
capable of developing new 
shoots in the right soil - which 
hint at the possibility of an 
alternative paradigm. One such 
lies in Pearse’s call to nationalist 
arms against the establishment 

of the (unionist)Ulster Volunteer 
Force in 1913: “...We must 
accustom ourselves to the use 
of arms. We may make mistakes 
at the beginning and shoot the 
wrong people; but bloodshed 
is a cleansing and sanctifying 
thing, and the nation which 
regards it as the final horror 
has lost its manhood. There are 
many things more horrible than 
bloodshed, and slavery is one of 
them.” By July 1914, 180,000 
Irishmen had joined the Irish 
Volunteers and when three of 
these were killed smuggling arms, 
their funeral in Dublin attracted 
vast, sympathetic crowds to the 
streets. These suggest at least 
a complexity in Irish nationalist 
thinking and some sympathy, 
however inchoate, for Pearse’s 
trajectory.

How widespread were these 
kind of views? Pearse came to 
national prominence in 1915 
when he delivered the funeral 

oration for O’Donovan Rossa, 
a Fenian terrorist at the heart 
of the bombing campaign in 
England in the 1880s, which had 
included an attempt to blow up 
the Houses of Parliament. Pearse 
had noted the public response to 
the gun-runners’ funeral in July 
1914, and saw Rossa’s death as 
a great opportunity to fan these 
flames - an opportunity which 
he seized with alacrity. Eamon 
de Valera, the Free State’s first 
President and another 1916 
rebel, had previously noted 
that Fenian memories left a 
tradition of implacable struggle 
amongst a mere handful of 
resolute and romantic men 
on both sides of the Atlantic. 
Roy Foster’s magisterial history 
of Ireland concurs with this 
assessment of the small numbers 
holding to this more aggressive 
nationalism. But it is possible 
that this underestimates the 
latent reservoir of feeling. The 
funeral procession, with volleys 
fired over the graves, gave the 
impression of the Volunteers as a 
real national army, while Pearse’s 
oration - “The fools! The fools! 
They have left us our Fenian dead 
and, while Ireland holds their 
graves, Ireland shall never be at 
peace” - became the favourite 
recitation at entertainments and 
sports events all over the country. 
The Irish Independent newspaper 
and other observers at the 
time suggested Rossa’s funeral 
was “the date that publicly 
revealed that a new political era 
had begun”. Sir John Maxwell 
was perhaps aware of these 
sentiments when he refused to 
hand over the bodies of the rebels 
executed in May 1916. There is 
no overwhelming evidence in the 
form of opinion polls or such like, 
but these anecdotes demonstrate 
that Pearse’s nationalism carried 

Republican mural in Belfast, Whiterock Road
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a resonance which would provide 
a fertile soil for growth once the 
violence of the British authorities 
offered further opportunity for 
mythologising.

There is one further, baffling, 
element to the Rising: the 
presence in the GPO of the 
dedicated socialist James 
Connolly, along with his 
Citizens Army. Connolly 
understood the revolution to 
be an internationalist class 
phenomenon, and he had 
persistently decried the nationalist 
element, thereby losing himself 
influence among the working 
class of Dublin and Belfast. 
Far from seeing the war as an 
opportunity to gain German 
support, Connolly believed that 
“a great continental uprising of 
the working class would stop 
the war”. Even after Connolly 
changed his mind early in 1916 
and threw in his lot with the 
rebels, as they marched into 
the GPO, Connolly still urged 
his Army to “hold onto your 
rifles because the Volunteers 
may have a different goal. 
Remember, we are not only for 
political liberty, but economic 
liberty as well.” Connolly was 

wounded in the fighting, and 
his execution provided one of 
the more poignant moments for 
the martyrologists. Yet a look at 
the wider context and a bit of 
counter-factual analysis throws 
up an interesting perspective. 
Eighteen months after the 
Rising, Lenin’s Bolsheviks fired 
the shots whose echoes would 
be heard around the globe and 

across the century. Unlike other 
Marxists at the time, Lenin was 
quick to spot the revolutionary 
potential of the Irish Rising and 
to express sympathy with it: “To 
imagine that social revolution is 
conceivable without revolts by 

small nations in the colonies and 
in Europe, without revolutionary 
outbursts by a section of the 
petty-bourgeoisie with all its 
prejudices...is to repudiate social 
revolution.” Lenin recognised 
the necessity of rebellions by 
smaller nations against imperialist 
oppression as part of the wider 
goal of spreading the tide of 
social revolution. To place this 

argument alongside the context 
of Irish labour history, together 
with the problems in France, 
Russia and elsewhere in 1917 
provides an interesting ‘what 
if?’ in relation to Connolly and 
the timing of the Rising. Was the 
potentially greater danger of a 
Leninist-style revolution lurking in 
the wings?

Risings and revolutions are 
always complex in both origin 
and impact. It is clear that the 
violent and “boneheaded” (to 
use Foster’s term) role of the 
British military authorities in 
suppressing the Easter Rising, 
abetted by the lack of attention 
from Asquith’s government in 
Westminster, played a huge part 
in undermining the legitimacy 
of British rule and turning ‘loyal’ 
Anglophobia into aggressive 
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nationalism. It may equally be 
true that, as Patsy McGarry 
has written, the Rising was “an 
immoral and anti-democratic 
act organised by a minority 
within a minority”, whose lack of 
clear organisation and strategic 
intent or success undermined 
the authenticity 
of the event. Yet, 
however obscure 
and esoteric to 
hard-headed 
minds ranging 
from Michael 
Collins to 
Charles Moore, 
it is equally 
clear that 
Pearse had 
recognised a 
different sort 
of influence 
- the power 
of symbols 
and theatre. 
Fearghal McGarry’s book The 
Rising raises the implication that 
Pearse’s words and actions were 
meant to have resonance rather 

than resolution: the unjustifiable 
claims of the ‘Proclamation of 
the Republic’ were not meant 
literally, so much as prompts and 
barbs, designed to activate a 
mentaIity. In this case, the Rising 
was undoubtedly significant in 
its own terms, creating a deep 
fissure in Irish society, as well as 

between the Irish 
and British 
views of the 
event and its 
impact which 
interacted 
both with 
deep-seated 
aspirations and 
current struggles 
to bring swift and 
decisive change. 
One cannot, 
then, dismiss the 
Rising as simply 
the act of a lunatic 
and murderous 
fringe turned into 

heroes by a combination of 
clumsy state power and maudlin 
sentiment, though this is partly 

what happened. The Rising had 
complex and highly resonant 
strands, whose notes would 
sound themselves at different 
times and in different ways. But 
as a moment of political theatre 
designed to highlight perceived 
injustice and to galvanise a 
diffuse, latent mood into a 
powerful dynamic against British 
imperialism, Pearse’s rebellion did 
all that was necessary.

Dr Justin Muston

The role of Robert Barton (OR) in these events is interesting, and perhaps lends support to the 
powerful thesis of external influence. Barton was born in County Wicklow, and educated at Rugby 
and Oxford. In 1914, he became a British army officer, but resigned in Easter 1916 and subsequently 
joined the IRA. He was a part of the Sinn Fein landslide in 1918, and a reluctant member of the Irish 
delegation negotiating the 1921 treaty. Like Michael Collins, the chief negotiator, Barton deemed the 
treaty “the lesser of two outrages”, but while Collins lost his life fighting to defend the treaty, Barton 
later repudiated it. 
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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 seveneenth 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
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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 
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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. 
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 

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

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
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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 the 
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 

5  Benton, P.A. The Sultanate of Bornu 
(1968) pp. 1-39

6  Lovejoy, P., Slow Death for Slavery: The 
Course of Abolition in Northern Nigeria, 
1897-1936 (1995) pp. 363-365
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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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HISTORY BRIEFING

Election poster 1932
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The dangerous political allure of 
Adolf Hitler led to the rise of the 
Nazi party in the 1930s. Such 
was his dramatic success that it 
is tempting to believe that the 
German electorate fell under 
the special spell of a charismatic 
leader with populist dog-whistle 
politics: they were hoodwinked. 
It was a devastating political 
aberration. This is only partly 
true. Nazi success can also be 
attributed to calculated strategy 
and policy-making, and to Hitler’s 
determination to weasel his way 

into office. Central here was 
the careful construction of an 
image of Hitler as a ‘Superman’. 
Presented as a surrogate father 
figure, a healer of nations, and  
a builder of empires, Hitler alone 
had the solutions. 

The political strategies of the 
Nazi party and its leader are 
well documented. At heart lay a 
flexibility which would see the 
party quietly drop or amend 
policies according to the shifting 
priorities and concerns of different 
socio-economic groupings. But 
one feature remained a constant 
throughout the opposition and 
government years: the bifurcated 
representation of Adolf Hitler as 
a) Pan-German everyman, and 
b) the looked-for (or messianic) 
‘Superman’. The German 
philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche 
first developed the idea of the 
‘Superman’. It was thought to be, 
on a moral and intellectual plane, 
the next step on the evolutionary 
ladder. For the propagandists of 
the Nazi party, the elaboration of 

Hitler’s image to accord with the 
heroic requirements of Nietzsche’s 
hero was a natural step. Numerous 
posters depicted him in a salvific 
light, as a restorer of hope and 
German honour. There was 
sustained effort to lionise Hitler’s 
mental and physical capacities, 
with (false) stories circulated 
recording his cast-iron constitution 
and herculean stamina as an 
administrator. Technology 
helped underline the point. 
Radio broadcasts disseminated 
speeches right across the country; 

in 1932 the use of aeroplanes 
to intensively campaign (‘the 
Führer over Germany’), provided 
symbolic mastery over the skies, as 
well as enabling Hitler to complete 
a grueling twenty-city tour in 
only six days. Staged rallies were 
minutely choreographed, with 
Hitler sometimes delaying his 
arrival on the speaker’s rostrum 
by several hours in order to ramp 
up tension and stress again his 
elevation above convention. 
Cut against this was the need 
to project a flip-side ‘everyman’ 
identity. Indeed, central to the 
Hitler myth was his rise from 
obscurity on the streets of Vienna, 
through the lowly ranks of the 
German Army. Hitler made great 
play in his speeches and in his 
autobiography Mein Kampf on 
the idea that he was “once an 
unknown soldier of the Great 
War”. Apparently it was destiny 
alone that marked out Hitler for 
leadership. Cast in this way, Hitler 
could be both anonymous yet 
also familiar, an embodiment 
of national hopes and fears. He 

presented himself as a blank 
canvas on to which the German 
electorate could project their 
own feelings and imaginations. 
These propagandistic methods 
were inherently successful – as 
prescribed by Hitler himself: 
The art of propaganda consists 
precisely in being able to awaken 
the imagination of the public 
through an appeal to their 
feelings, in finding the appropriate 
psychological form that will arrest 
the attention and appeal to the 
hearts of the national masses1.

Such messages possessed 
immediate appeal, yet the 
allure of Hitler had far deeper 
roots than those laid down by 
Nazi party propagandists in the 
1920s and 1930s. Indeed, they 
drew most of their oxygen from 
deep-seated cultural and political 
dilemmas lying at the heart of 
German identity. Arising mainly 
from the thinking of nineteenth-
century conservative thinkers, 
the concept of the Sonderweg 
or German “special path” to 
modernity was key. As the German 
historian Hans-Ulrich Wehler has 
persuasively argued, a strong 
notion of German exceptionalism, 
or divergence from economic 
and political developments of 
the rest of the Western world, 
lay at the heart of identity. Here 
it was held that Germany’s 
journey towards modernity 
would involve a rejection both 
of East-European autocracy 
and western-style democracy. 
Instead, an alternative reality 
or destiny (Sonderweg) would 
be pursued. Rapid economic 

THE ALLURE OF ADOLF HITLER

1  Mein Kampf, Chapter 6
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advancements in the 1860s and 
1870s were what catapulted 
Germany along this path. Not 
matched by any comparable 
political reform or change, a 
rampantly successful economy 
was left in the hands of Germany’s 
old aristocratic order as society 
underwent significant transition 
– from rapid industrialisation, to 
autocratic militarism, defeat and 
republican democracy. Against this 
background, German nationalism 
took hold with a predisposition 
towards authoritarian government 
and a strong suspicion of the 
democratic process (which anyway 
was dominated by the intellectual 
and aristocratic élite). The Nazis 
and their messages played upon 
this great calling, or ‘cultural 
leaning’, as German nationalists, 
and others, vied for control over 
German identity. What lent crucial 

momentum were the myriad 
social and cultural pressures 
playing across Germany in the 
1920s, including new postwar 
cultural forms in art, design, music 
and metropolitan life. The Nazis 
understood the desire among a 
general population to ‘buy-in’ and 
conform to a fixed yet ‘forward-
looking’ identity as the turbulence 
of the Weimar years and Great 
Depression took hold. Indeed, 
here, against the backdrop 
of the Wall Street Crash and 
massive German unemployment, 
many formulated the view that 
the Weimar Republic and its 
experiment with democracy 
simply could not govern in such 
a way as to fulfil Sonderweg. Full 
German destiny surely lay along 
another path. Growing dislike 
of a political establishment, and 
a suspicion that radical change 

was necessary began to rapidly 
permeate the middle and lower 
classes of Germany. 

Into this political and cultural 
dilemma burst Hitler, Pan-German 
and ‘Superman’. His traditional 
vision of German identity 
necessitated the destruction of a 
discredited democratic political 
system. It rested on the promise 
of a return to old norms and a 
shared dream of future German 
greatness. In turning to Hitler, his 
supporters were turning to the 
Sonderweg as much as responding 
to Nazi propaganda. Hitler’s allure 
was inseparable from a general 
wish for national fulfilment. It 
remains a potent force today. 
The American tradition terms it 
‘Manifest Destiny’.

Tom Sloan (SF) 
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Nuremberg Rally, 1937 Our Last Hope: Hitler – election poster 1932

Picture Book, 1933. Triumph of the Will: The 
Fight and the Uprising of Adolf Hitler

Yes! Führer We will follow You! Nazi poster 1934 Hitler gives his first speech, 1921

Propaganda poster 1933. Hitler as the 
deliverer of German Destiny: What the King 

[Frederick the Great] conquered, the Prince 
[Otto von Bismarck] shaped, the Field 

Marshal [Hindenburg] defended, the Soldier 
{Adolf Hitler] saved and united. 
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HISTORY 
FIGHT-CLUB
#RHODES MUST FALL!

Now part of Hydra’s regular calendar, the HISTORY FIGHT-CLUB has 
quickly established itself as a hot-ticket event. The format is simple. 
Two members of the History Department lock horns over a controversy 
in the headlines. Here it is the ‘Rhodes Must Fall’ campaign of 2015-
2016, which attracted extensive media coverage in the UK following 
student protests at the University of Oxford. The campaign proved 
highly divisive. ‘Rhodes Must Fall’ argues that the presence of a statue 
of Cecil Rhodes in the midst of the university keeps alive the ghosts of 
colonial oppression and exhibits insensitivity to the reality of ongoing 
institutional racism. Critics of the movement cast the students as ‘silly’. 
Drs. Guard and Beesley, enter the ring…..
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TAKE THE STATUE DOWN

The debate over the Rhodes statue at Oriel College Oxford is a vital 
one – it sits at the heart of our understanding of the function of history - 
that is, what to do with the past. 

First, the history: Cecil Rhodes (1853-1902) was an imperialist, 
businessman and fantasist politician who played a dominant role in 
southern Africa in the late nineteenth century, driving the annexation 
of vast swathes of land. He founded the De Beers diamond firm which 
until recently controlled the global trade in diamonds. His style was 
to mix wild-west capitalist expansion with systematic exploitation of 
indigenous people, all under the guise of a colonial system loosely loyal 
to London. A recent assessment in the Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography observes – “for most of the peoples of southern Africa, his 
ventures hastened the pace of colonialism, capitalist development, and 
political reconstruction and were accompanied by brutal conquest, 
ruthless exploitation, sharp business practice, and the insidious 
corruption of public life”. He appalled and enthralled in equal measure. 
Armed with royal charters and rapid-fire maxim guns, his carving 
out of territories such as Southern Rhodesia (the clue is in the name) 
and parts of the Congo and Zambia, paved the way to his immense 
personal fortune and a power-hunger to rival perhaps the most crazed 
of dictators. His grandest scheme, to build a railway from Cairo to 
Capetown, bridging the entirety of Africa, did not come to full fruition 
– but it reflects the horrifying scope of his ambition. The railway – with 
its capacity to move troops rapidly into any trouble spots and to move 
Africa’s untold mineral and labour wealth rapidly out – would shackle 
and ransack the world’s second most populous continent. This is not 
the whole story – he was capable of acts of eye-catching bravery, 
such as when he walked unarmed into a rebellious tribe’s camp to 
encourage them to peace after months of war. But, away from such 
headline-grabbing acts, as Prime Minister of South Africa (1890-1896) 
he systematically laid the foundations of a racial state, carefully stripping 
black workers of their rights and lands in the interests of white industrial 
strength. It is not without reason that most historians judge him to have 
been a principal force in the later creation of Apartheid South Africa.

One of the most interesting facets of Rhodes’ character was his 
ferocious determination to control his image. Whatever might be said 
about the importance of respecting monuments to the past, this is how 
best to understand Rhodes’ famed philanthropy, or charitable giving. He 
exercised tyranny over his image and felt strongly compelled to stamp 
it all over history. Portraits, busts, and statues were commissioned for, or 
presented to, government buildings, gardens, and squares, as well as to 
schools, the new South African universities, and gentlemen’s clubs. His 
awarding of huge sums of money to various foundations in South Africa 
and in England including £100,000 to Oriel College (£11m in modern 
terms) and over £3m (£150m) to the creation of the Rhodes scholarship 
belong strictly to this context. Connected to self-aggrandisement it was 
also an effort to garner moral respectability – to shield Rhodes from 
criticism. Yet the devil was in the detail. His Rhodes Scholarship money 

Student protest at Oxford University, 2016

The offending statue: Oriel College, Oxford
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was intended to inculcate the values of empire in young colonials. 
The money provided for fifty-two scholarships each year to Oxford for 
young men (women were explicitly excluded) from Canada, Australia, 
South Africa, Rhodesia, New Zealand, Newfoundland, Bermuda, 
Jamaica, and the United States (which he hoped would be restored to 
the British empire), but not for India. It is perhaps easy to guess why.

Described in the year of his death 1902 by one newspaper obituary as 
the man “who did more than any Englishman of his time to lower the 
reputation … of the Empire”, Cecil Rhodes was one of a crop of leading 
figures from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries who embraced and 
then acted upon eugenicist ideas. It is clear he thought of the white 
Anglo-Saxon race (as he put it) as a ‘Master Race’. Some classic Rhodes 
- ‘I contend that we are the first race in the world, and that the more of 
the world we inhabit the better it is for the human race”. “I prefer land 
to niggers, the natives are like children, they are just emerging from 
barbarism and one should kill as many niggers as possible.” He wanted 
‘the furtherance of the British Empire and the bringing of the whole 
world under British rule, the recovery of the United States, for making 
the Anglo-Saxon race but one Empire”. Rhodes scholarship money was 
set aside for Germans, partly because of Rhodes’ liking for the Kaiser, 
but also because of a vague notion of Teutonic race unity. Other sums 
were left to support pro-imperial causes.

So, what to do with Rhodes’ oh-so carefully constructed image? Perhaps 
a more sympathetic account could be drawn? We could emphasise 
Rhodes’ barely-suppressed homosexuality and the personal insecurities 
this may have bred in the late Victorian age; we could emphasise his 
thwarted early ambitions to study at Oxford; or his loveless relationship 
with his father; or the fact he was packed off alone to Africa to find his 
own fortune at seventeen. We could point out the obvious, as many 
commentators have, that he was merely a product of his age. His only 
mistake was to exhibit his wealth and politics in so public a way. Or, that 
to take down the statue would be to pick on a soft target and indulge in 
a politically-correct (but ultimately futile) sanitising of the past. What to 
do with other historical figures that don’t ‘fit’ with our expectations and 
standards. It is okay to condemn an age for its moral shortcomings but, 
for the historical individual, as E. H. Carr famously wrote, the historian 
‘should not be a moral Judge, still less a hanging Judge’.

This could all be added. But it will not do. It is precisely knowledge of 
the context of Rhodes’ career that must inform our judgement. And 
then our action. Rhodes was not living in a controversy-free age. The 
imperial project faced outright condemnation from such divergent and 
prominent voices as champion of free trade Adam Smith, conservative 
thinker Edmund Burke and utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham. 
Humanitarian opinion (including Mahatma Gandhi) was deeply 
troubled by the actions of Rhodes’ South African régime, long before 
the full horrors of the Boer war flared into life. For the great liberal Prime 
Minister William Gladstone (1880-1885, 1892-1894), justice, freedom 
and respect of all nations were supposed to lie at the heart of empire. It 
is, then, misleading to talk about relative moral values. By the standards 

Taped mouths to symbolise the ‘silencing’  
of non-white history

Cecil Rhodes, c1900
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of the time – and here I mean the Victorian England of Rhodes – (son of 
a vicar and headmaster, he went to Bishop’s Stortford grammar school) 
the exploitation of Southern Africa appears deeply problematic. No 
different, then, as it appears now. If we assess his actions in this light 
– we can reach informed judgements about his legacy and, as part of 
that, we can reassess his efforts to use philanthropy to both encourage 
future imperial exploitation and to manipulate the historical record. 
The danger lies in adopting a position of moral relativism. No historian 
has convincingly acquitted Rhodes from the charges of astonishingly 
acquisitive and ruthless violence. No historian has convincingly argued 
that he was not a self-obsessed imperialist with megalomaniac, racist 
beliefs and policies. On this, supporters and critics of the ‘Rhodes Must 
Fall’ campaign agree. Judgement has been passed.

Why then the inaction – why not take down the statue, why not 
deny Rhodes the upright public persona he so deliberately cultivated? 
Judgement without action is the position of a self-indulgent academic 
establishment. I am afraid I smell money. The fact that Rhodes left 
eye-watering amounts of cash to charitable educational causes presents 
a problem. It will not let him go quietly. While keeping the statue in 
place is not tacitly accepting Rhodes’ ideals or beliefs (in the way some 
have suggested). Nor has it anything to do with race-relations within 
and across Britain today (it is a statue, not a malignant cultural force). 
It nonetheless reflects a continuing reverence for his cash. In university 
circles, the chief emotional attachment to Rhodes is his example of 
unparalleled (in British terms) generosity. With it he has purchased 
generations of unthinking institutional goodwill, which is now confused 
with a strange sort of soggy loyalty to the built-environment, the bricks 
and mortar of Oriel’s past. It is as if the fact the statue has survived 
happily unharassed for over 100 years in itself offers justification for its 
ongoing presence. This, of course, makes little sense. Move on. Keep 
the money. The statue belongs in a museum. Rhodes must fall.

Dr Tim Guard

THE STATUE MUST STAY

The Rhodes Must Fall campaign have fixed their attention on a 
number of inflammatory quotations attributed (not always with good 
grounding) to Cecil Rhodes. Most shocking, perhaps, is his: “I prefer 
land to niggers, the natives are like children, they are just emerging 
from barbarism and one should kill as many niggers as possible.” 

The problem with this damning quotation is that it is a mishmash of 
Rhodes’ reported speech. The reference to “niggers and land” is drawn 
from a pen-portrait of Rhodes in an obscure 1897 German novel: 
it is fiction. The other fragments have been salami-sliced from their 
proper context. So, when Rhodes proclaimed that the “natives are 
like children”, he actually went on to observe that “I do not believe 
that they are different from ourselves.” Similarly, his use of the word 
barbarism requires far greater care. There is no doubt that Rhodes 

Zulu workers at De Beers diamond mines, 
Kimberley, South Africa c1885

The ‘Rhodes Colossus’ spans Africa.  
Punch, 1892



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

regarded the British as more civilised than the Africans. (Does this 
mirror attitudes evident today? I have heard commentators describe IS 
as being primitive and medieval due to their attachment to beheadings, 
forced marriages and honour killings. If we argued today that these 
people undertook such acts due to their racial inferiority to us, we 
would be guilty of racism.) Rhodes’ attitude is horribly patronising, but 
it was shared by no less a thinker than the great liberal philosopher 
John Stuart Mill (1806-1873). Mill argued that those who are still in a 
state to require being taken care of by others must be protected against 
their own actions as well as against external injury. He developed this 
case stating that despotism is a legitimate mode of government in 
dealing with “barbarians”, provided the end is their improvement. We 
dislike the term barbarism today, following Kenneth Stampp’s view 
that we should not judge other societies by the standards of our own. 
But Rhodes was reflecting the language of the day. Lewis Morgan, a 
great pioneer of scientific anthropology, developed a theory in 1877 
that human progress divides into three stages: savagery, barbarism and 
civilisation. Rhodes was using the rationalist-scientific discourse of this 
great (if misguided) age of exploratory “human science”. 

What about the deeply offensive reference to killing as many “niggers” 
as possible? We baulk at the viciousness behind such language. But again 
context and careful deliberation are required. During the 1896 Matabele 
war, Rhodes did tell soldiers to “kill as many of the enemy as you can”. 
The context was war. But how more tasteful is this from the 1940s when 
General Lucius Clay told Cadets at West Point to kill as many “fucking” 
Germans as possible? Others argued that if Germany was winning the 
war the USA ought to help Russia, and if Russia was winning help should 
go to Germany, “and that way let them kill as many as possible”. This was 
not articulate or humane, but it was the sentiment of Harry. S. Truman. 
Within four years he would become the thirty-third President of the 
United States. Murderousness was not a Victorian colonial monopoly; it 
should not monopolise our indignation. Similarly, the offensive pejorative 
racial language. “Nigger” is unacceptable today, but we would be guilty 
of casual anachronism to condemn Rhodes for its use. To do so would 
mean revising our views on Presidents Abraham Lincoln (1861-1865) 
emancipator of the slaves and Lyndon Johnson (1963-1969), builder of 
monumental civil rights legislation. Lincoln stated early in his career  
“I will be damned if I don’t feel almost sorry for being elected, when 
the niggers is the first thing I have to attend to.” LBJ spoke offhandedly 
and colloquially about the “those niggers” who’d be docile converts to 
the Democratic party “for the next two hundred years”. Arguably no 
two white leaders did more to secure the rights of African Americans in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, notwithstanding their regular 
deployment of repressive racial language. Of course, I am not attempting 
to suggest that we should associate Rhodes with political reform (or 
imagination) but merely that we should be mindful of context. 

At the end of 2015, Oriel College seemed to suggest that they were 
going to remove the plaque and statue of Cecil Rhodes, with a public 
repudiation of his colonialist and racist views which were the antithesis 
of what a modern university represents. By Spring 2016, the Fellows 

Portrait of Cecil Rhodes in the Matopos Hills, 
Zimbabwe (Southern Rhodesia)

Cecil Rhodes gifting a new bowling green.  
Port Elizabeth December 24, 1896.

Men building Rhodes’ planned transcontinental 
railway: Southern Rhodesia c. 1900
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changed their minds, agreeing to retain the statue, but adding an 
explanation of historical context, stating that these historical artefacts 
are an important reminder of the complexity of history and the legacies 
of colonialism. This seems to be a sensible compromise as (unlike the 
much-needed iconoclasm in Eastern Europe after 1989) we should 
pause for thought. The argument that Rhodes lay the foundations for 
apartheid is not straightforward. This post World War II policy was 
based upon biological racism where supposed differences were deemed 
permanent, and not as Lewis Morgan argued, man-made. Even so, the 
compromise over the statue has protected students from the charge 
that they are attempting to rewrite history to deal with their own 
sensitivities. There is a danger of contagion. And the fight is not likely 
over. If Rhodes does fall, what about other prominent figures? Should 
Oliver Cromwell be removed from outside Parliament for his actions 
in Ireland? What about the statue of Air Marshal “Bomber” Harris? 
A strong case could be made against both men. After that, Winston 
Churchill could come under pressure. What of J.S. Mill? 

Sir Isaiah Berlin reminds us that fundamental human values are many, 
and often in conflict. Alan Leroy Locke was the first African-American 
Rhodes Scholar in 1907 and he would become an influential writer, 
educator and scholar demonstrating that the scholarships were, 
ultimately, colour-blind. Students are right to question the existence 
of the statue. First, though, we should remember that the erection of 
statues can tell us a great deal about that particular historical moment. 
Second, there is a danger that they have not applied sufficient context 
to Rhodes’ racism and philanthropy. Campaigners should refer back 
to J.S Mill’s argument that, “he who knows only his own side of 
the case knows little of that”. Rhodes Must Fall has not offered an 
incontrovertible case. Without careful scholarship, we will be at the 
whim of fashion.

Dr Ed Beesley
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Thatcher:
– Pantomime Witch or Sainted Dame? –
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Margaret Thatcher was, and 
perhaps continues to be, the 
most divisive British Prime 
Minister of the modern age. In 
the words of the former chair 
of the Conservative Party Lord 
Patten, “She is one of those 
rare politicians about whom it 
is impossible to be 
agnostic, people 
have a view about 
Margaret Thatcher, 
for or against.” 
The immediate 
aftermath of her 
death (April 2013) 
illustrates this 
division excellently. 
She received a 
magnificent state 
funeral. Thousands 
of people attended, 
and the then 
chancellor George Osborne 
cried during the service. Tory 
grandee, Lord Lawson, declared 
that ‘she had saved the nation’. 
Yet, outside St 
Paul’s Cathedral, 
many people were 
celebrating in the 
streets. Margaret 
Thatcher death 
parties were held 
and the Wizard of Oz 
number ‘Ding Dong, 
the Witch is Dead!’ 
became a hit in the 
charts – reaching 
number two. At 
number nine, on 
the other hand, was the ironic 
punk hit ‘We love Mrs Thatcher’, 
reissued and purchased by her 
supporters. Even now, such is the 
hysteria (both within and without 
the establishment) that most 
assessments of her legacy remain 
hostage to entrenched partisan 
feeling and barely faded class 
loyalties. Yet, given the dizzying 
march of British politics since 

Thatcher’s death – Brexit, the 
rise of the alt-right movement, 
the discombobulation of the 
left, Generation Rent, Theresa 
May – it is perhaps possible to 
bring her achievements and 
failings into sharper relief. Neither 
heartless ogress nor sainted 

heroine, Margaret 
Thatcher’s legacy 
reflects a political 
style that was archly 
pragmatic yet 
always smouldering 
with fervent intent.

To the majority 
of her defenders, 
Thatcher’s particular 
genius was in 
unleashing new 
productive forces in 
the British economy 

at a time of deathly stagnation. 
The 1978 Winter of Discontent 
largely ruined public faith in 
the Labour government. When 

Margaret Thatcher 
was elected in 
1979 it was amidst 
demands for 
drastic change. 
The new Thatcher 
government was 
facing problems 
of incredibly high 
inflation, high 
unemployment and 
very slow economic 
growth. To combat 
this, Thatcher 

introduced radical policies of 
privatisation, deregulation and 
decreased taxation, as well as 
cutting manufacturing output. 
By most metrics, the immediate 
impact of this was disastrous 
and the UK entered one of 
the greatest recessions in its 
recent history. Unemployment 
skyrocketed, reaching 3.3 million, 
the highest since the early 1930s. 

Tens of thousands of jobs were 
lost in heavy industry, including 
steel, coal-mining and ship 
building. On top of this, interest 
rates hit record highs, and there 
was a spike in house prices. Such 
realities opened raw wounds 
within British society. The house 
price boom was beneficial to 
those who already had wealth 
and property. They were well 
placed to sell up, reinvest and 
engineer profit. However, 
others struggled mightily. There 
was a stark increase in both 
poverty and inequality. The 
proportion living below the 
poverty line rose from 13% to 
43%, with pensioners suffering 
the most. Child poverty more 
than doubled. Meanwhile, the 
rich saw their tax rates fall from 
83% to 40%. Sir Ian Gilmour, a 
former Thatcher Cabinet Minister, 
summed up the early Thatcher 
years: ‘The sacrifice imposed 
on the poor produced nothing 
miraculous, except for the rich.’ 
Perhaps inevitably, industrial 
unrest soon followed, expressed 
mainly through striking. In 1984 
alone, 27 million working days 
were lost. Entire communities 
and neighbourhoods suffered 
deprivation and social breakdown 
as traditional patterns of 
employment ceased. At the same 
time, liberalisation of the financial 
sector nurtured what critics 
described as an ethos of greed 
and self-interest, a verdict not 
helped by Margaret Thatcher’s 
statement in 1987 that ‘there is 
no such thing as society’. The 
start of Thatcher’s premiership 
was, then, in various respects a 
socio-economic calamity.

However, the outlook did improve. 
For example, after the crisis 
years of 1983-4, strike action 
gradually reduced until less than 
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two million working days were 
lost (1990). Unemployment also 
fell drastically to less than two 
million. Thanks partly to the fall 
of inflation rates from 18% to 
8.6%, as well as a 90%+ tax rate 
on North Sea Oil extraction, the 
economy experienced a period of 
significant growth. Privatisation, 
with its huge attendant job 
losses, did lead to much greater 
efficiency. Companies became 
more productive and patterns of 
employment developed greater 
flex. London’s position as a global 
centre for financial services was 
cemented. Increased shareholding 
helped to distribute the dividends 
across lower-income groupings, 
though fewer perhaps benefited 
than is sometimes claimed. Levels 
of poverty and inequality remained 
stubbornly high from 1979 till 
1990. The proportion living 
below the poverty line increased 
from 13% to 43%, bequeathing 
a legacy no government has 
yet managed to tackle. Yet, the 
annual growth in GDP during 
the fat years of the mid-1980s 
(avg. 5%) provided much-
needed economic salve just as the 
pressures of globalisation and de-
industrialisation began to bite. 

Against this backdrop of 
economic opportunity, structural 
deregulation and rising net 
prosperity, two of Thatcher’s 
policies continue to attract 
particular opprobrium among 
critics: the Right to Buy (1980) 
and the Poll Tax (1987). The 
Right to Buy scheme relaxed 
restrictions on local authority 
housing, enabling tenants with 
sufficient funds to buy their 
homes. This would provide the 
security of home ownership and 
a stake in a buoyant property 
market. The dream of home-

ownership was alluring and 
at first the Labour opposition 
enthusiastically backed the 
scheme. The problem was that 
in order for Right to Buy to work, 
some account needed to be made 
of mass demographic change. 
New social housing had to be 
built for the large and growing 
numbers who still depended 
upon it. This didn’t happen. 
Under-investment here has meant 
chronic exposure to poor-quality 
private accommodation and a 
long-term bar on social mobility. 
Another flagship example of 
class-legislation, Thatcher’s Poll 
Tax was a scheme proposing a 
flat rate of community tax for 
all individuals living in Britain. 
A national outburst of anger 
witnessed huge protests and 
significant outbreaks of violence. 
Many felt a flat tax was unfair 
when individual levels of wealth 
were so unequal. This was 
a serious misjudgement by 
Thatcher. The policy eventually 
led to her own cabinet turning 
against her. The change of tax 
liability from the value of one’s 
residence, to a fixed rate, was 
widely criticised as being unfair 
and needlessly burdensome on 
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the lower classes. So widespread 
was the dissent that in some 
areas over 30% refused to make 
payments. Arguably, the ferocity 
of the debate over the Poll Tax, 
industrial unrest and policies 
such as the Right to Buy, have 

coloured most interpretations of 
Thatcher’s economic record. It 
is indisputable that the Thatcher 
economy was an efficient one. 
Released from dangerous over-
dependence on state subsidies 
and uncompetitive primary 
industries – often with myopically 
led trade unions – British business 
emerged as more competitive 
and national debt was relentlessly 
driven down (in 1991 national 
debt stood at the equivalent 
of 32% GDP; in 2016 it stood 
at 83% of GDP). Exactly where 
this left the workforce is rather 
more problematic. Thatcher’s 
policies were largely indifferent 
to the net social effects caused 
by increased exposure to market 
forces. The Thatcher economy 
was certainly not prosperous for 
all those caught within it. Many 
were worse off at the end of her 
premiership in 1991 than when 
she had arrived in office. Partly 
this was down to factors such 

as the globalisation of trade and 
arrival of new competitors among 
the world’s emerging economies. 
But many urban areas still 
confront the consequences of the 
lack of a fully-fledged industrial 
policy to seed regeneration 

and encourage inward growth. 
Thatcher’s evangelistic embrace 
of economic self-sufficiency 
destroyed the cloying post-war 
consensus, made space for an 
‘enterprise culture’, heightened 
productivity, and got a grip on 
inflation. There was also massive 
under-investment in railways, 
schools, roads and universities. 
Social mobility started to 
stagnate. 

On one area Thatcher’s admirers 
and critics can comfortably 
agree. Love her or loathe her, 
Thatcher remains the epitome 
of the dogmatic and unbending 
leader. She delighted in her 
epithet The Iron Lady, a nickname 
first given by an oddly admiring 
Soviet press in the 1970s. This is 
perhaps nowhere clearer than in 
her dealings with the IRA and the 
Ireland crisis. In October 1976 
members of the Provisional IRA 
led by Bobby Sands attacked a 

furniture company showroom on 
the outskirts of Belfast. Arrested 
and sentenced to 14 years’ 
imprisonment for possession 
of firearms, Sands felt all IRA 
prisoners should hold special 
status as political prisoners and 
so protested by way of hunger 
strike. Whilst on hunger strike 
in 1981 the Irish republican MP 
Frank Maguire died, resulting in 
a by-election. Bobby Sands ran 
for the seat with the hope of 
raising public awareness of his 
situation. Despite being in prison 
Sands won the seat, gaining over 
30,000 votes. There was uproar 
and huge pressure mounted on 
Margaret Thatcher to recognise 
Sands as a political prisoner. She 
refused under the claim that she 
never negotiated with terrorists, 
and after 66 days on hunger strike 
Bobby Sands died aged twenty 
seven. His example was followed 
by another nine members of the 
Provisional IRA later that year. 
The sequence of deaths caused 
outrage among Irish nationalists 
and significant disquiet in other 
quarters of the world. Thatcher’s 
coldly phlegmatic approach was 
underlined when her government 
passed legislation to prohibit 
prisoners from standing in future 
elections. This much is part of the 
public record. Less well-known 
are ongoing allegations (currently 
under investigation) of Downing 
Street collusion in the sectarian 
violence of the period. Less 
problematically, perhaps, Margaret 
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Thatcher displayed her signature 
firmness during the Falkland 
Islands crisis of April-June 1982. 
When news of the Argentinian 
invasion reached London, Thatcher 
immediately dispatched a military 
task force. Discounting such risk 
factors as possible large loss of life, 
a narrow weather window, and 
apparent ambivalence from the 
White House, the British battle-
group proceeded with all haste to 
tackle the Argentinian occupying 
force. In fact, Thatcher did not 
have much of an option. Gripped 
in the midst of a huge recession 
at home, and with public support 
ebbing away, she simply could 
not afford the political backlash of 
surrendering British sovereignty 
to Argentina. Determined to 
demonstrate strength, Thatcher 
was ruthless. Such calculations 
may have lain behind her order 
to sink the Argentinian cruiser 
General Belgrano, with the cost 
of 323 lives (May 1982), despite 
the ship not entering the British 
Maritime Exclusion Zone. In 
terms of rescuing her popularity 
at home, the Falklands campaign 
worked magnificently. The country 
united behind her nationalist spirit 
and Thatcher swept to victory 
in the 1983 general election, 
achieving the best Conservative 
results since 1959. 

Yet, alongside Thatcher’s 
trademark gritty determination 
– witness her famous ‘No, No, 
No’ speech (1990) – there lurked 
an innate political flexibility 
and realism. Thatcher was no 
diehard ideologue, despite the 
school of political and economic 
thinking attached to her name. 
Her approach to the thawing of 
the Cold War in the late 1980s 
is a case in point. Always fiercely 
anti-communist, Thatcher was 
nonetheless quick to realise 
that Soviet leader Mikhail 
Gorbachev was intent upon 
orientating towards the west, 
partly as a way of mediating 
internal pressures within 
the Soviet System. Thatcher 
established herself as a lynchpin 
in Gorbachev’s exploratory 
diplomacy with Ronald Reagan. 
She was among the first Western 
leaders to respond warmly to 
Gorbachev’s reformist policies. 
In November 1988, a full year 
before the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
Thatcher declared, ‘We are not 
in a Cold War now.’ Thatcher 
was also capable of political 
long-termism. She conceded 
to trade union strikes in 1981 
rather than seek confrontation 
when her administration was 
relatively weak. Thatcher was an 
avowed believer in privatisation, 
yet she resisted for years 
cabinet pressure to privatise 
the rail network for fear of high 
prices and inefficiency. Similar 
logic cooled her enthusiasm 
for the later privatisation of 
gas and electricity provision. 
Perhaps most misunderstood is 
Thatcher’s position on Europe. 
Despite vehement public 
displays of Euroscepticism – her 
uncompromising 1988 Bruges 
speech (where she rejected the 
creation of ‘a European super-
state’) has become a seminal text 

for Eurosceptics – she nonetheless 
campaigned for Britain to stay in 
the EEC during the referendum in 
1975. In 1987, as Prime Minister 
she committed Britain to the 
common market, by ratifying the 
Single European Act. Thatcher 
even signed Britain up to the 
ill-fated European Exchange Rate 
Mechanism in 1990, albeit with 
grave reservations. It is true that 
she was opposed to European 
integration as a political goal. She 
was a passionate believer in the 
importance of the democratic 
sovereignty of individual nation 
states. But to suggest that she 
opposed the freedoms and 
opportunities of the single market 
is fundamentally incorrect. 
Repeatedly she found herself 
doing business with the European 
Community, espousing economic 
liberalism, and furthering the 
interests of Britain. With the 
‘other Europe’, the Europe of 
transition in central and eastern 
Europe after 1989, her name 
was frequently invoked as an 
inspiration, and as shorthand 
for an approach to organising 
economies on free market 
principles via policies such as 
privatisation. The free market and 
small-state policies that Thatcher 
championed for the UK’s 
economy and society became 
important points of reference 
for governments emerging from 
Communism and turning towards 
post-Maastricht Europe. 

Perhaps at heart attitudes towards 
Thatcher are governed by the 
appearances of a personality 
cult. On the one hand, Thatcher 
is remembered as a dictatorial 
menace, an analysis perhaps 
partly shot through with (in some 
quarters) uncertainty as to how 
to handle her gender. On the 
other hand, to others, she was a 
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far-sighted, messianic deliverer of 
freedom. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, 
the reality lies somewhere in 
between. Thatcher certainly 
could be autocratic in her cabinet 
meetings. During the final months 
of her premiership she saw some 
members of her cabinet as being 
weak on issues such as the Poll 
Tax and would berate them 
during cabinet sessions. However, 
Thatcher’s intelligence in her 
cabinet appointments is easily 
missed. She kept her cabinet very 
well balanced between natural 
supporters and those who would 
offer disagreement. By promoting 
such voices she kept high-profile 
critics within the party from 
publicly scrutinising her from the 
backbenches. This was a ploy in 
terms of minimising potential 
damage, but it also facilitated 
effective and efficient cabinet 
government. Thatcher always 
surrounded herself with a range 
of political opinions. Indeed, for 
most of her premiership, loyal 
supporters were denied top 
positions such as Foreign Secretary 
or the Chancellorship. Again, this 
had the same effect of maintaining 
balance and funnelling upwards, 
rather than outwards, policy 

dissent. Indubitably, Thatcher was 
an ardent believer in increased 
economic freedom, dedicating 
her premiership to ‘rolling back 
the frontiers of the state’, the 
greatest (in her view) of economic 
oppressors. In reality, however, her 
free market approach left many 
bereft of traditional employment, 
vulnerable to heightened interest 
rates and soaring house prices. 
Curiously, despite being the first 

female Prime Minister Thatcher 
did very little to promote the 
social standing and freedoms 
of women. The pay gap got 
worse during her time as Prime 
Minister, with the hourly rate 
paid to women vis-à-vis men 
declining in real terms. The 
defenestration of monopolistic 
economic structures did not go 
hand in hand with social freedoms 
for other groupings. Thatcher 
was one of only a handful of 
Conservative MPs who voted to 
decriminalise homosexuality in the 
Sexual Offences Act of 1967. Yet 
during her premiership Thatcher 
introduced Section 28 of the 
Local Government Act (1988), 
which stated that schools ‘shall 
not promote the teaching of the 
acceptability of homosexuality as 
a pretended family relationship’. 
A willingness to demonise 
homosexuality lay at the heart of 
Conservative campaign posters in 
the 1987 election campaign. In 
one such poster there featured a 
line of young men wearing badges 
which had written on them 
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statements such as ‘Gay Pride’. 
The slogan underneath read ‘This 
is Labour’s camp, do you want to 
live in it?’ 

Yet, how times change: in his 
typically mischievous manner, 
the doyen of New Labour, Peter 

Mandelson, pronounced in 2002 
‘that we are all Thatcherites now’ 
(a sound-bite recycled by David 
Cameron in 2013). Globalisation, 
he argued, meant that it was no 
longer possible for any country 
to run its economy by ignoring 
the realities of the market or 

by neglecting prudent public 
finances. Everywhere, Mandelson 
suggested, there was the urgent 
need to remove rigidities and 
incorporate flexibility in capital, 
product and labour markets. 
Interestingly, in her retirement 
this was Thatcher’s proudest 
claim – that in her declawing 
of the Labour Union movement 
and firm embrace of market 
reforms she had staked out 
the essential centre-ground 
of politics. Defeated at three 
general elections, Labour was 
forced to drag itself into the 
modern world by supporting 
market forces; privatisation; 
reform of employment laws; 
lower taxation for individuals and 
business; an independent nuclear 
deterrent; a ‘special relationship’ 
with America; public services 
geared more to consumers than 
producers, and the sale of council 
houses to their tenants. Among 
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political élites at least, a new 
neo-liberal consensus had been 
achieved. Now, however, with 
the ongoing tremors of austerity 
and the gathering economic 
headwinds and opportunities 
of Brexit, Thatcher’s ghost is 
increasingly invoked by fiercely 
opposing forces. For those 

on the left, it is her particular 
brand of malevolence that lies 
behind ongoing cuts to public 
services; for those on the right, 
the successful Leave campaign 
is affirmation of her dearest 
political belief: the inviolability 
of democratic sovereignty. 
Lethal poison or invigorating 

tonic? Whatever we think of 
Thatcherism, it is difficult now to 
imagine Thatcher’s contribution 
will be allowed to quietly fade 
from public debate. No doubt she 
would take pride in that. 

George Muston (T)
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The election of Donald J. Trump 
as the forty-fifth President of 
the United Sates has provoked 
a crisis in liberal circles. Tom 
Clarke (editor of Prospect) said 
that Trump’s 
election gave 
him a “Brecht 
moment” 
where he 
thought of 
dissolving 
the people 
and electing 
another. Other 
commentators 
have referred 
to Sinclair 
Lewis’ work 
where an imagined fascist leader, 
who hates the media, offers 
immediate economic solutions, 
first mocking the élite and then 
forcing them to cave in. His 
character Buzz Windrip then 
becomes a totalitarian ruler. Plato’s 
insight that “tyranny is probably 
established out of no other régime 
but democracy” has been paraded 
as prophetic, leading Andrew 
Sullivan to pen that Trump has 
been plucked out of one of the 
first books ever written. A.C. 
Grayling has asked for more 
protection from the mob, almost 
echoing José Ortega y Gasset’s 
1930s depiction of the unthinking 
horde, where working-class people 
hate all that is not themselves. An 
article in the Daily Telegraph said 
that Trump’s rise to power had 
been predicted in Gustav Le Bon’s 
1895 study of crowd psychology, 
a book that concludes by saying 
that an electorate could not be 
trusted. Jason Brennon calls for an 
epitocracy – an aristocracy of the 
wise to save us from the masses. 
Matthew Parris no longer regards 
democracy as a bulwark against 
political madness. Paul Krugman 
asked in the New York Times if 

America was a failed state. Francis 
Fukuyama is back, telling us that 
history is not over, penning an 
article entitled “The Failed State”. 

Most 
commentators 
have rightly 
eschewed calls 
for a change in 
the democratic 
structure, 
focussing 
instead on 
the roots of 
Trumpism 
within the 
context of 
American 

history. Some historians have 
made comparisons with 
Andrew Jackson (1829-37), 
perhaps the last time a political 
outsider managed to upset 
the establishment. There is a 
problem with this parallel as 
Jackson had far more political 
and military experience than 
Trump. Neill Ferguson argues 
that Trump’s message is closer 
to the populist movements in 
the 1880s than the fascists of 
the 1920s and 1930s. Populism 
stood against the financial 
élites and political cronies, free 
trade, immigration and racial 
integration, areas that Trump 
attacked so successfully during 
his campaign. The analogy is a 
good one, although Trump’s rise 
to power owes a great deal to the 
modern modes of communication 
that were not evident in the late 
nineteenth century. Alan Taylor 
has shown in a recent account 
of the American Revolution that 
racism, xenophobia and scurrilous 
attacks on opponents were part 
of American culture from the 
beginning. If we run with this 
argument, Trump inherits a 
tradition that is well established, 

from the Know Nothings of 
the 1850s, the Jim Crow era 
(Senator Bill Tillman being the 
best example) through to Bull 
Conner, Joe McCarthy and George 
Wallace. Other commentators 
have made comparisons with 
the 1920s and the rejection of 
Wilsonian interventionism in 
favour of isolationism. This essay 
does not challenge or endorse 
these arguments but attempts 
instead to look at the shorter 
term reasons for Trump’s election, 
suggesting that we should not 
have been so surprised about the 
result. For all the doom about 
failed states, a crisis in democracy, 
and suggestions (made most 
eloquently by Adam Tooze) that 
2017 will be as dramatic as 1917, 
Trump’s election marks more the 
failure of politicians in the recent 
past, than the triumphant forces 
of a new political dawn.

In 1992 James Carville, Bill 
Clinton’s campaign manager, 
displayed on his desk “It’s the 
economy stupid”, to emphasise 
the importance of the economy 
as an electoral issue. Between 
1948 and 1973 productivity 
rose by 96.7% and real wages 
by 91.3%. From 1973 to 2015 
productivity rose by 73.4% while 
wages only rose by 11.1%. In 
1965 a CEO earned twenty times 
the amount of a worker but now 
it is 296 times that amount. Since 
2000 the wages paid to college 
graduates have fallen and for 
women they have plunged. The 
worst paid 10% saw the biggest 
drop in wages between 1979 and 
2013. Employers have slashed 
health benefits. Less than half of 
all adult Americans have full time 
jobs, with the minimum wage 
buying no more than it did a 
century ago. There was decline 
before 2008, but many Americans 

Many commentators have seen  
Trump’s election as an indication  
that democracy does not work.
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have railed against the élites that 
failed to predict the crisis and 
then did nothing to alleviate their 
suffering. But 
it went deeper 
than this as 
Americans 
felt that the 
hardship was 
not being 
shared. The 
late Tony 
Judt (a man 
whose politics 
could hardly 
be further 
from Trump’s) 
warned that the establishment 
had lost the distinction between 
law and justice. Goldman Sachs 
gave billions of dollars in bonuses 
less than a year after they had 
benefitted from taxpayers’ 
largesse. In 1979 Christopher Lash 
wrote The Culture of Narcissism, 
arguing that redemption for 
Watergate and Vietnam came 
not through self-denial, but self-
fulfilment. In 2016 the élites could 
be portrayed as the ones that are 
pursuing self-fulfilment. The point 
was put most 
forcefully by 
Thomas Frank 
in his Listen 
Liberal, which 
is a scathing 
attack on the 
Democratic 
Party for 
supporting the 
professional 
class over working people. He 
complained about the “tight little 
network of enlightened strivers” 
that ignored the conflicts of 
management and labour, owner 
and worker, rich and poor, “with 
one side pinned to the ground 
and the other leisurely pounding 
away at its advisory’s face.” This 
work echoed Robert Putnam’s 

Our Kids: The American Dream in 
Crisis, which demonstrated the 
marginalisation of the working 

class and how 
class divisions 
are now as 
significant as 
race in political 
discourse. 
Trump 
exploited this 
divide very 
effectively 
promising 
solutions 
that, however 
unworkable, 

have afforded hope to large 
numbers of people that feel 
dispossessed. Paul Krugan, the 
self- appointed doyen of the 
American left, cannot understand 
why poor people have voted for 
Trump, seeing it akin to turkeys 
voting for Christmas. But this 
overlooks the deep sense of 
resentment that has been building 
within America for years, where 
both Republicans and Democrats 
have failed to provide solutions. 
It is the failure of both parties 

that explains 
Trump. To win 
the Republican 
nomination 
he had to 
defeat the Bush 
dynasty and 
then repeat 
the feat against 
the Clinton 
machine to win 

the White House. For all the soul 
searching and the talk of populism 
and America being under the 
spell of a neo-fascist, with the 
world being at a crossroads, 
Trump was elected due to 
the repeated failure 
of establishment 
politicians to deal 
with acute economic 

problems. It is not surprising 
that Americans gave a lone 
entrepreneur a chance.

R.W. Johnson points out that 
this was always meant to be a 
Republican year. If we consider 
the post-war presidencies that ran 
across two terms, and then who 
won the mid-terms in the sixth 
year, we would have been able to 
predict the presidential result in 
all but two cases. The Republicans 
heavily defeated the Democrats in 
the Senate and they went into this 
election holding the governorship 
in thirty-one of the fifty states. 
Any Republican could have won 
in 2016: it could even have been 
a shoo-in for a Mitt Romney, 
John McCain or even Jeb Bush. 
As Trump’s populism is attacked 
we should remember that he is 
an extremely unpopular populist. 
As Andrew Stuttaford pens, he 
is the most unpopular major 
party presidential candidate in 
American electoral history. He was, 
however, “the handiest brick to 
throw through the establishment 
window.” His victory tells us as 
much about the failed politics of 
the so-called political establishment 
as it does about modern 
demagoguery.

John Gray has warned readers 
for many years about the serial 
incompetence of the élites to 
understand the concerns facing 
many Americans, pointing out 
that 7 out of 10 people did not 
believe that politicians cared about 
working people. Beyond this, it 
could be argued that the élites, 
especially within the Democratic 
Party, have not been sufficiently 
concerned about the plight 

of pale working class 
Americans. Larry 
Summers, former 

President of Harvard, 

In Clay County, Kentucky, one of the poorest areas 
in America, Trump received 87% of the vote.

Trump’s success owed much to Bill Clinton’s 
famous explanation that the economy is the most 

important factor in elections.
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former US Secretary and Barack 
Obama’s first Director of the 
National Economic Council, 
explained his stance on inequality:
“One of the reasons that inequality 
has probably gone up in our 
society is that people are being 
treated closer to the way they’re 
supposed to be treated.”

Thomas Frank said, “Remember 
as you let that last sentence slide 
slowly down your throat that it was 
a Democrat that said it.” 
 
Clinton made it easy for Trump. 
The Democrats could not have 
chosen a more establishment 
figure, a figure moreover that was 
not in a position to stand on a 
platform for the future when, in 
the eyes of many voters, she was 
part of the discredited past. Her 
campaign team also believed that 
the white voters from the Rust 
belt were a lost cause, a position 
that was questioned by no lesser 
figures than her husband Bill, 
Barack Obama and Bernie Sanders. 
America had lost faith in the 
banks, with Hillary commanding 
exorbitant amounts of money for 
short talks delivered to Goldman 
Sachs. It was not unreasonable 
to expect low income families to 
recoil from Trump’s ostentatious 
wealth, or indeed his promises 
for large tax cuts for the rich, but 
he had made his own wealth 
(albeit with a little help from an 
inheritance) in marked contrast 
to the Clinton fortune that came 
from politics. Upton Sinclair a 
century ago said, “It is difficult 
to get a man to understand 
something when his salary 
depends on not understanding 
it.” Trump suggested that the 
whole of Washington is led by 
politicians lining their own pockets 
surrounded by omnipresent 
placemen determined to protect 

their masters from harm. He 
effectively undermined Republicans 
by illustrating their connections 
with the failed establishment. 
The key to Trump’s success was 
his ability to attack an entire 
system that had failed to protect 
Americans from terrorists in 2001, 
lied about weapons of mass 
destruction in the build up to the 
Iraq War and supported the banks 
over the people in the crash of 
2008. Gordon Brown argued that 
after seven years in power the 
public had become tired of the 
politicians in office. By distancing 
himself from both Republicans 
and Democrats, Trump could not 
be identified 
with so-called 
establishment 
failure over a 
fifteen-year 
period. His 
attacks on 
Clinton were 
devastating, 
as she was 
depicted as 
being involved 
with all the 
failures in 
both foreign 
and domestic 
affairs over 
a significant 
period of time.
 
Another reason 
for Trump’s 
victory was 
Clinton’s 
belief that 
the swelling 
minority 
voters along with the left-leaning 
youth would see her to victory, 
an assumption that was shared 
by many Republicans. She was 
following her husband’s view that 
history was inevitably on the side 
of the so-called progressives. In the 

long term this may prove to be 
correct, as history may demonstrate 
that this was the sunset for Trump’s 
brand of Republicanism. But for 
this election it proved to be fatal, 
as white working-class people 
voted en masse for Trump, with 
a significant proportion of African 
Americans, Hispanics and young 
people voting for other candidates. 
Clinton notoriously described 
Trump supporters as “deplorables”, 
echoing Obama’s narrow outlook 
that conservatives “cling to guns 
and religion or antipathy to people 
who aren’t like them”. The sense 
of the other is powerful in liberal 
circles. Instead of appreciating 

that many 
Americans 
have concerns 
over same-
sex marriage, 
universal health 
care, women 
in combat, 
along with the 
multiplicity 
of gender 
options, liberals 
dismissed 
them as 
racists, bigots, 
misogynists and 
homophobes. 
The use of 
the term 
“deplorables” 
was politically 
idiotic. It 
identified 
all Trump 
supporters 
with the loopy 
brigade that 

wore tee-shirts saying “Trump that 
bitch” or “lock her up”, deflecting 
attention from a far larger body of 
people with genuine grievances.

Jonathan Haidt has written about 
the liberal preoccupation with 

The problem with the Clinton campaign was to 
bracket all Trump supporters with the “loony” 

fringe, failing to appreciate that many Americans 
had genuine and understandable grievances. 
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identity politics. It has resulted in 
straight white working-class people 
being abused with impunity by 
progressive thinkers. They cling 
to their sacred victims without 
considering the plight that faces 
the poor. Mark Lilla has perhaps 
gone furthest by suggesting that 
by focussing so emphatically 
on racial and gender identities, 
liberals have lost their right to 
govern, as they are no longer a 
unifying force. This may stretch 
the argument too far, but it does 
explain his “shipwrecked mind” 
where isolated people dream 
about recovering something they 
imagined was lost. The present for 
many is a foreign country. There is 
validity, too, with the view made 
by John Banville that “to celebrate 
diversity to a level that damages 
social cohesion is dangerous”. This 
has been identified as a problem 
by the left, with Bernie Sanders 
calling for policymaking to go 
beyond identity politics in order 
to challenge Wall Street, drug 
companies and insurers.

There is a feeling among whites 
(in Britain as well as the US) that 
society judges them, but other 
groups are protected by the 
current preoccupation with cultural 
relativism which is perceived to 
excuse so-called minorities but 
castigates the host nation. Two 
fairly recent publications highlight 
the problem. Robert Verkaik’s Jihadi 
John: The Making of a Terrorist 
asks how Mohammed Emwazi, a 
kind, gentle, beautiful young man, 
turned into a murderer. Verkaik 
was highly censorious of the 
intelligence service. Hsiao-Hung 
Pai delivered Angry White People: 
Coming face to face with the Far 
Right. Her white men were piteous, 
insular and bigoted. It is easy to 
agree with her, but no attempt is 
made to understand why these 

racists feel that their way of life is 
under threat.   
  
The economic problems and the 
staleness of the political ´élite 
fuelled the working-class backlash 
that goes a long way to explaining 
Trump’s election. It fails, however, 
to explain how a man could be 
elected who, in the words of Daniel 
Johnson, “threatens to build a wall 
across America but disdains any 
boundaries to his own behaviour”. 
Trump has described women as fat 
pigs, dogs and slobs; a war hero 
who spent years incarcerated in a 
Vietnam prison as a coward; and 
Mexicans as rapists, mimicking 
language last seen in the Jim 
Crow era. Trump has tapped into 
a reaction to political correctness 
which has afforded him the 
opportunity to say what he likes. 
The genesis of this reaction can 
be found in the university system 
in the 1980s and 1990s. Richard 
Bernstein, Dorothy Rabinowitz, 
Allan Bloom, Roger Kimball and 
many other academics warned 
about how political correctness was 
stifling free speech. 
As far back as 1991, 
the Republicans 
sharpened their 
knives against the 
politically correct. In 
May 1991, President 
George H.W. Bush 
stated that “in 
their Orwellian way 
the crusaders that 
demand correct 
behaviour crush 
diversity in the name 
of diversity”. But 
so-called political 
correctness has 
intensified rather than 
reduced on campuses. Jonathan 
Haidt has called this “vindictive 
protectiveness”, where in the 
name of emotional wellbeing, 

college students are increasingly 
demanding protection from 
words and views they don’t like. 
This squidgy self-indulgent stance 
adopted by students and, to an 
extent supported by liberal thinkers, 
has provoked an intense reaction. 
When Trump impersonates a 
disabled journalist which would 
previously have fatally undermined 
a campaign, his supporters charge 
his opponents with following a 
politically correct agenda, allowing 
their master to continue to make 
his totally injudicious remarks. If 
we add this to the rise of personal 
abuse in the twitter age, it is 
possible to understand why voters 
overlooked some of the ugliest 
personal insults that have ever 
been launched in an American 
Presidential campaign. As one 
journalist penned, “Trump is anti-
political correctness gone mad.”

Adam Tooze argues that the 
election of Trump marks the 
end of the American century 
that lasted from 1917 to 2017. 
America has lost the authority to 

speak to the world 
and has retreated 
into embarrassing 
atavism. There is 
much to commend 
this argument. 
Roosevelt’s desire 
for America to lead 
the world through 
the United Nations, 
a role that would, in 
his words, “be a long 
and arduous task 
which will challenge 
our patience and 
intelligence”, appears 
to be coming to 
an end. But many 

Americans living in the post-Cold 
War era have run out of patience. 
This owes less to an American 
tradition of isolationism dating 

The reaction to political correctness 
allowed Trump to get away with 

some outrageous comments.
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back to the Monroe Doctrine of 
1823 that was interrupted by the 
Nazis and the Cold War, than to 
a realisation that America cannot 
sort out the world’s problems. 
NATO helped protect the USA from 
communism but appears redundant 
in the fight against terrorism. From 
1989 onwards, American presidents 
have balked at the cost of 
defending Europe, especially given 
the reluctance of many members to 
contribute adequately themselves. 
Moreover, commentators in Europe 
have simultaneously criticised the 
conduct of American foreign policy, 
but remained convinced that the 
USA has a duty to defend the free 
world. When Trump promises to  
put America first,  
it resonates with a public that no 
longer regards NATO as vital to 
American interests.

The word “trumpery” features in 
Shakespeare’s A Winter’s Tale. It 
has been defined in three ways: 
a worthless thing that appeals at 
first glance; empty or ridiculous 
talk; a form of deception. All 
the definitions apply to Donald 
Trump, but talk about failed states, 
dystopian America and the end 
of democracy are premature. 
Trump won the election without 
armed militias outside polling 
booths. He told lies but so did both 
Bush presidents - the first over 

tax cuts and the second over 
weapons of mass destruction. 
He made deeply 
unpleasant comments 
about women but Bill 
Clinton was not known 
for his chastity. Trump 
is not popular, with his 
victory being a result of 
Washington’s failure to deal with 
economic and social problems. 
Most Americans are still children 
of the Greeks who intuitively grasp 
the need for moral direction. If the 
Democrats can find a leader who is 
sensitive to their moral and social 
responsibilities, who stands up for 
working-class people rather than 
a narrow élite, progressive politics 
will have been dented, but not 
destroyed.

Dr Ed Beesley 
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Trump may change the alliance, causing 
consternation in parts of Europe, but for many 

Americans NATO is expensive and largely 
redundant in 2017.
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“ The world is flat”, or so critics 
claim, when describing the 
openness and dynamism that 
characterises globalisation. 
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An unprecedented level of 
integration is causing the world to 
become ever closer and ever more 
interconnected. Globalisation is 
by no means a new phenomenon. 
But the last thirty years have borne 
witness to such levels of economic 
and political interdependence 
that it is now the prevailing 
paradigm1. Gone, for instance, 
is the bipolarity of the Cold War 
which dominated the global 
context throughout much of the 
twentieth century. Division has 
been replaced by integration: 
The Wall has been replaced by 
The Web; indigenous cultures 
are merging into a homogenous 

global mix: hybridity and synthesis 
squeeze out alterity and scale. 
Here, we are told, the individual is 
new frontier; the democratisation 
of information and technology has 
rendered redundant the age of the 
Nation State. Perhaps.

To the horror of most historians, if 
not political scientists, this analysis 
would turn the Westphalian 
system of nation states into an 
anachronism. First devised in 
1648, after the end of the Thirty 
Years’ War, the Peace of Westphalia 
marked the agreement between 
European Powers (involving the 
likes of France, the Holy Roman 

The Treaty of Westphalia and  
the birth of the nation state

1  Friedman, Thomas L., The World is Flat 
(2005)
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Empire and the Dutch Republic) 
to respect one another’s territorial 
integrity. In many ways it gave 
birth to the modern concept 
of national sovereignty2. With 
the rise of empires, as European 
influence grew across the globe, 
Westphalian principles became 
widely adopted as a system of 
world order. The core doctrine: 
that the nation state has 
sovereignty over its territory and 
domestic affairs, to the exclusion 
of all external powers; that there 
should be non-interference 
in another nation’s domestic 
affairs; and that each state (no 
matter how large or small) is 
equal in international law, laid 
the grounds for a balance of 
power in the modern era. Here, 
national interests and goals of 
states were widely assumed to 
go beyond those of any citizen 
or any ruler. States became the 
primary institutional agents in 
an inter-state system of relations. 
Yet, in chanceries across Europe, 
and on the ground in the regions 
and localities, the impact was not 
immediately clear. In some cases, 
the theory of the state, facilitated 
by Westphalia, led to the birth of 
the nation, not the reverse. As Eric 
Hobsbawm argues (for example), 
French identity emerged only 
very slowly. By the time of the 
Revolution 1789 just under half 
of the populace spoke French. 
Of that number, only 12% could 
speak it fairly. French nationalism 
did not fully emerge until the end 
of the nineteenth century, with 
the trauma of the Dreyfus Affair. 
Even so, the gradual articulation 
of French statehood, as Weber put 
it, slowly turned rootless peasants 
into Frenchmen3.

However, there is an alternative 
view: Ernest Renan, in his 1882 
lecture, Qu’est-ce qu’une nation? 

(What is a Nation?) argued that 
national structures evolved from 
the common needs of people. 
Nations were a response to 
demands for a collective identity. 
For Renan, the essence of a 
nation is collective memory (as 
well as collective amnesia). Here, 
forgetfulness, even historical error, 
are essential in the creation of 
a nation. Historical research, by 
revealing unwanted truths, can 
endanger nationhood. Renan 
pointed out that few Frenchmen 
could say whether they were 
Burgundian, an Alan, a Taifale 
or a Visigoth, ‘yet every French 
citizen has to have forgotten the 
Massacre of Saint Bartholomew 
or the massacre that took place 
in the south in the thirteenth 
century (Albigensian Crusade)4’.
In another example, a yearning 
for the ‘collective self’ is often 
attributed to German state-
formation. Inspired by the French 
Revolution, and dismayed by 
Napoleon’s mastery over Europe, 
German philosophers such as 
Johann Fichte re-sculpted their 
early cosmopolitan thinking 
into new nationalistic forms. 
Through his Address to the 
German People and other writings 
Fichte projected his view of the 
‘current age’. The German people 
would fulfil the ultimate goals 
of humanity and lead a new 
age of history. His compatriots 
were to ‘have character’ and be 
German5. A common tongue, a 
set of German values and sense of 
heroism provided the necessary 
fabric. Defining the other was no 
less important: Fichte exhibited 
typical anti-Semitism, arguing 
that ‘making Jews free Germans 
would harm the German nation’. 
A Jewish ‘state within a state’ 
would undermine the modern 
Germany6. Fichte’s lectures in the 
early nineteenth century helped 

2  Kissinger, Henry, World Order (2004) 
3  Hobsbawm, Eric, Nations and 

Nationalism (1990); Weber, Eugen, 
Peasants into Frenchmen (1979)

4  Renan, Ernest, Qu’est-ce qu’une nation? 
(1882)

5  Fichte, Johann Gottlieb, Address to the 
German People (1808)

6  Fichte, Johann Gottlieb, Beitrag zur 
Berichtigung der Urteile des Publikums 
über die französische Revolution (1793)
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stimulate nationalist sentiment 
and demand for a unified German 
Empire following the Franco-
Prussian war in 1871.

Whatever the academic 
disagreements over the genesis 
of state-hood and sovereignty, 
the structures of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries are now 
clearly facing unprecedented 
pressure. The nation state remains 
the dominant political entity on 
the world stage, and nostalgia 
for it remains strong: witness 
Trump’s Make America Great 
Again and the apparent allure of 
Brexit. But are traditional nation-
states viable constructs going 
forward? If so, for how much 
longer? Omnipotent market 
forces, predatory by nature, 
increasingly render politicians 
powerless against unseen business 
interests often lurking far beyond 
their borders. As an economic and 
political model, neo-liberalism is 
gathering ascendancy, compelling 
nations into jurisdictional and 
behavioural straigtjackets, fuelling 
nationalist backlash. Globalisation 
is pinching governments where 
they have traditionally been 
strong: in areas such as taxation, 
income redistribution and 
trade. Global competition to 
attract inward investment from 
multinational corporations (MNCs) 
has caused a so-called ‘race to the 
bottom’ whereby governments 
deregulate and reduce corporation 
tax to attract the likes of Apple, 
Citigroup, Google and Amazon. 
The UK’s rate of corporation tax in 
1980 was 52%; it now stands at 
20%. Such ‘beggar-thy-neighbour 
policies’ lead governments 
to sacrifice fiscal sovereignty 
in order to maintain foreign 
investment and remain attractive 
in an increasingly mobile labour 
market. Saskia Sassen argues 

that vast deregulation to attract 
foreign capital is tantamount to 
deterioration of the state7. 

Attracting firms with low rates of 
tax in the twenty-first century is 
one thing; actually getting them 
to pay is another. Vito Tanzi argues 
that collecting taxes is increasingly 
tough due to so-called ‘fiscal 
termites’ gnawing away at the 
foundations of centralised tax 
régimes8. Take tax havens for 
example. Super-rich corporations 
now can minimise tax liability by 
transferring their assets outside 
a national jurisdiction. There is 
over $32 trillion stashed away in 

7  Sassen, Saskia, Territory, Authority, Rights 
(2008)

8  Tanzi, Vito, Globalization and the Work 
of Fiscal Termites (2001)

Johan Gottlieb Fichte – the father  
of German nationalism
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tax havens – a staggering sum 
– equivalent of the combined 
GDPs of the USA, China, Japan, 
Germany and UK, or 43% of world 
nominal GDP9. As a consequence, 
income redistribution is an 
increasingly arduous task. The 
diaspora of high-net-worth French 
nationals to London to avoid 
François Hollande’s 75% ‘supertax’ 
rate10 also speaks to states’ 
difficulties in tapping liquid assets. 
In 2012 London become the sixth 
largest French city, after Nice11. 
The emergence of e-commerce 
has similarly challenged 
governments’ ability to tax. It 
challenges traditional concepts 
such as ‘permanent establishment’ 
– the rule which determines the 
right of a state to tax the profits 
of an enterprise of another state 
– and the application of indirect 
taxes (such as value-added tax, 
or VAT). The question of how 
to levy taxes on transactions 
that do not involve a service or 
commodity, or that could be 
hidden using cryptocurrencies 
such as the Bitcoin remains highly 
problematic. The democratisation 
of technology and information is 

fuelling a growing fiscal dilemma, 
crippling governments’ ability to 
raise revenue12. 

Also gone is the age of truly 
independent monetary policy. 
Instead, no matter how pressing 
the internal market dynamic, 
it has to be used extrovertly 
to attract international capital 
‘hot-money’ flows13. Changes in 
monetary and fiscal policy are 
scrutinised by mercurial markets 
ready to react at the slightest 
change. Governments live and die 
according to the downgrading or 
upgrading of credit ratings and 
the dash towards, or flight from, 
sovereign currencies. Within the 
EU, the European Central Bank 
is responsible for the conduct of 
monetary policy, setting inflation 
targets and maintaining money 
supply. Members of the Euro have 
forfeited the right to print money 
and adjust base rates. National 
Treasuries have their hands tied - 
dare challenge market orthodoxies 
and currencies will collapse, 
consumer debt will rise and share-
value plunge. What this has led 
to is a precarious balancing of 

Global Trade Routes

9 International Monetary Fund (2015)
10  Murphy, Hannah, France waves 

discreet goodbye to 75 percent super-
tax, Reuters, http://www.reuters.
com/article/us-france-supertax-
idUSKBN0K11CC20141223

11  Ash, Lucy, London, France’s sixth 
biggest city, BBC News, http://www.
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12  Tanzi, Vito, Globalization and the Work 
of Fiscal Termites (2001)

13  Lakic, Nikola, ‘Is globalization a 
challenge or a threat to nation states 
as a dominant form of polity?’ Western 
Balkans State Observer (2011)
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inter-dependent forces and ‘flows’. 
International markets and supply 
chains are intricately intertwined. 
Take, for example, the Slazenger 
Wimbledon Tennis Ball. The All 
England Tennis Club’s balls pass 
through 14 nations, travelling over 
50,000 miles on their journey from 
source to SW1914. From tennis balls 
to defence contracts and stock 
markets, everything is integrated, 
regardless of size. Four companies 
control over three-quarters of the 
world’s grain supplies. The close 
synchronicity between economic 
cycles gives rise, like never before, 
to the domino effect: thus the 
2008 sub-prime mortgage crisis 
and its migration from the USA 
to the banking sectors of Europe 
and Asia. If one country sneezes, 
it is a near-certitude that another 
will catch a cold. Governments are 
effectively powerless to prevent 
economic disease spreading from 
nation to nation.

Yet globalisation doesn’t just 
erode economic sovereignty, 
its very existence is proof that 
the Westphalian nation-state is 
an organisational structure no 
longer capable of dealing with 
other problems. If an atavistic 
function of the nation state was 
providing communities with 
mechanisms to control violence 
and to provide security, then 
pan-regional forces such as 
international terrorism, organised 
crime, nuclear proliferation, 
disease and climate change pose 
seemingly unresolvable difficulties. 
More often than not such threats 
are from non-state actors with no 
regard for jurisdictional, cultural, 
linguistic, ethnic or religious 
frontiers. Nations are forced 
to pool their sovereignty and 
dissolve traditional monopolies 
over foreign policy, military 
action, scientific expertise and 

law enforcement. Supra-national 
institutions such as the UN, EU, 
WTO, NATO, World Bank, Interpol 
are better positioned to influence 
outcomes and protect established 
systems of economy and law. 
Responses to the recent Zika virus 
across South America demonstrate 
the case. In the absence of a 
co-ordinated regional response, 

nations like Brazil diligently 
stemmed contamination with 
effective internal extermination 
and quarantine campaigns only 
to be re-infected by strains of the 
disease incubated in neighbouring 
nations. Arguably, the risks are 
most extreme in the case of 
climate change. There is no 
need to follow some critics who 
see the very existence of nation 
states, with their inner-logic of 
development and consumption, 
as aggravating factors in the 
development of global warming. 
But clearly the obsessive pursuit 
of so-called ‘national interests’ has 
complicated efforts to mitigate the 
dangers. Climate change is the 
truly global problem, requiring 
global coherence in response. 
Yet the competing agendas and 

Strawberries and Cream: The Slazenger 
Wimbledon tennis ball typifies the global nature 

of manufacturing supply chain 

14  Warwick Business School, The 50,000 
mile journey of Wimbledon’s Tennis Balls
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values of nations repeatedly 
frustrate a global solution. This, 
in itself, exposes the Westphalian 
nation-states as truly outmoded 
forms of political organisation. It 
is destructive of collected regional 
interests. In 2015 the nations 
of the world (all 193) signed a 
commitment to prevent global 
temperatures rising beyond 
two degrees Celsius, a position 
made possible only via the legal 
framework of the UN convention 
on climate change.

What conclusions can we draw? In 
the globalised twenty-first century 
the 300-year-old concept of the 
nation-state and its role in the 
world is changing. Individuals 
have been empowered to an 
unprecedented level and the 
trend doesn’t look like stopping. 
Never have governments been 
so accountable to individuals 
and so powerless to control 
their own destiny. There might 
be rearguard actions to restore 
superficial levels of sovereignty in 
referenda and electoral swings, 
but this will not compensate 
for the growing impotence of 
states in relation to individuals, 
markets and transnational 
entities. Can a nationless world 
where countries cease to exist 
truly take shape? One answer 
might be found in the growing 
authority and power of global 
cities. It is in these structures 
that the necessary governance, 
investment, environmental 
controls, cultural capital and 
global outlook exists to meet the 
challenges of the next era. They 
need not have major political or 
institutional functions. Rather 
they are competing in more 
dynamic and fast-moving global 
industries where opportunities 
have arisen for greater market 
share. Climate scientists point 
out that metropolitan authorities 
are inherently more flexible than 
national legislatures. They are 
best placed to lead on climate 
policy and action – after all, 
consumption and pollution are 
fundamentally urban bedfellows. 
Instinctually, as centres of world 
trade, cities bristle against the 
constraints of the nation state. 
The Mayor of London is seeking 
a ‘London-specific’ solution to 
Brexit, for instance, in order to 
keep its footing on the world’s 
financial markets. With a GDP 

Catalonian independence, one example  
of the growing desire for regionalism.

Neomedievalism and the C40:  
the future solution to the climate crisis?
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the equivalent of Saudi Arabia 
(and 22% of UK’s total GDP), 
London may well claim rights to 
regulatory, economic and political 
self-determination15. 

Another interesting suggestion 
is drawn from study of the 
structures of the pre-Westphalian 
period. ‘New Medievalism’ 
understands the erosion of state 
sovereignty as a movement 
towards a contemporary 
international system which 
resembles the medieval one. As 
with medieval norms, political 
authority is today increasingly 
exercised by a range of non-
territorial and overlapping 
agents, such as religious bodies, 
principalities, conglomerate 
business, and city-states, instead 
of by a single political authority 
in the form of a state which has 
complete sovereignty over its 
territory. Regional bodies such 
as the European Union, as well 
as sub-national and devolved 
governments, such as those of 
Scotland and Catalonia, typify 
the process. These challenge 
the exclusive authority of the 
state. Private military companies, 
multinational corporations and 
the resurgence of worldwide 

religious movements (e.g. 
political Islam) similarly indicate 
a reduction in the role of the 
state and a decentralisation of 
power and authority. The system’s 
fruition will have profound 
implications for the creation 
and operation of international 
law. Indeed, while it may not 
yet be time to start ringing the 
death knell for the nation state 
– doubtless there’ll always be 
recourse to nationalist or similar 
feeling – over the course of the 
twenty-first century its place as 
the dominant form of polity is 
sure to change. In the words of 
the International Baccalaureate: 
“The world is changing 
– borders are weakening, 
multiple citizenships are more 
commonplace, migration has 
reached record levels, and we 
have encountered the ‘death of 
distance’. Globalization will define 
the world our children inherit. 
Education for global citizenship 
must become the curriculum 
of the future.” Is it time to get 
ahead of the curve?16 

Ben Skailes (C)
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From our Ladybird understanding 
of history we are all familiar with 
the image of the hysterical or 
defiant witch being burned at the 
stake or ‘ducked’ in the village 
pond. Perhaps we are familiar 
with the story of the New England 
witch trials through Arthur Miller’s 
The Crucible and the associated 
Salem-related industry. Certainly, 
the concept of a witch-hunt 
has entered mainstream politics 
and media commentary, often 
conjuring very mixed sentiments. 
Yet, the witch craze of early modern 
Europe was not a co-ordinated 
attack on a specific demographic 

of individuals who were displaying 
certain characteristics, as other 
genocidal killings in history have 
been. Instead, it was a series of 
separate cases, each of which 
had its own set of precipitants 
and subsequent patterns of 
development. To get beneath the 
skin of this phenomenon a  
multi-faceted approach is needed, 
one that identifies the importance  
of: belief in witchcraft as a  
function of deviant behaviour;  
the active collaboration of a 
criminal justice system; and the  
role of social and economic tensions 
in inspiring copy-cat accusations. 
It may also equip us to explore 
some of the ugly mainsprings of 
modern scapegoating and other 
hate crimes.

The majority of those subject 
to witchcraft persecutions were 
women: between seventy and 

eighty per cent of those tried 
for such crimes in early modern 
Europe were female.1 Was this due 
to their socio-economic status? 
Their longer life expectancy? Their 
‘mysterious’ domestic powers? 
Or was it an attempt by men 
to counter perceived threats 
women posed to the patriarchal 
structure of early modern society? 
Gender is often thought of as 
a crucial narrative here. It helps 
us understand why, on average, 
many more women than men 
were persecuted for witchcraft. 
It speaks to the underlying social 
tensions which contributed to this 

phenomenon as a whole. Gender 
historians see two motives behind 
witchcraft persecutions: it was a 
means of maintaining patriarchy, 
and an access point for men 
in power to take advantage of 
vulnerable women to fulfil sadistic 
sexual desires. Evidence for the 
latter motive is drawn largely from 
the ‘demonologist’ text the Malleus 
Malificarum (c.1490). Explicitly 
condemning women, it states 
that ‘all witchcraft comes from 
carnal lust, which is in women 
insatiable’2. It claims that women 
were more readily associated 
than men with making pacts with 
the devil, as the ‘inferior’ sex of 
lower morality and greater sexual 
drive. The dissemination of such 
literature and art (between 1487 
and 1520, twenty editions of the 
Malleus were published) influenced 
the treatment of women as sexual 
objects, particularly during and 

1  Levack, The Witch-hunt in Early Modern 
Europe, 2016

2  Kramer, 1496
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subsequent to witch trials. As 
Anne Barstow has pointed out, 
jailers, executioners and judges all 
could take their sadistic pleasure 
with female prisoners. For such 
individuals, capitalising on their 
‘unchallengeable sexual power 
over women’, meant ‘engaging in 

pornography sessions’ and sexually 
abusing female suspects until a 
confession was forced from them.3 

However, the spread of woman-
as-witch depictions in literature 
and art was more a product of 
the witch trials than a cause - the 
Malleus, for example, was published 
in the mid-fifteenth century. Yet 

witch-persecution dates back to 
the thirteenth century. Much of 
what was written about witchcraft 
was constructed once persecution 
of witches had begun. This would 
suggest that other factors associated 
with women’s social status became 
increasingly significant, beyond 

inherent misogyny embedded 
in male mind-sets. The domestic 
setting of women’s occupational 
labour, for example, could often 
mean that they were perceived 
to be practising maleficium when 
inexplicable and unwelcome 
phenomena in the home occurred. 
Infants contracting fevers, bread 
failing to rise and the curdling of 3  Barstow, Witchcraze, 1994 

Trial by water. A 1613 woodcut
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milk, for example, were associated 
with the maleficent powers of 
women, given their exclusive 
custodianship of the home.4 
The image of a cauldron, now 
synonymous with witchcraft, 
stemmed from the idea that 
women could cook up poison 
just as easily as feed and nourish 
a family.5 The duality of mother/
murderess was a powerful one. 
The perplexing (to high-status 
men) domestic actions of women 
could be seen as ‘magical’, simply 
because men often could not 
replicate culinary or domestic 
feats, occupied as they were with 
‘professional’ or ‘specialised’ work 
away from, or adjunct to, the 
family home. Another occupation 
which became a target for witch-
hunters was midwifery. Bereaved 
parents or those who feared they 
might be suspected of infanticide 
often accused midwifes or lying-in 
maids of killing children. This was 
a common charge in Germany, 
namely in Bavaria (Augsburg and 
Dillingen), in the late sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries, where 
Walpurha Haumännin, a midwife, 
was found guilty in 1587 of the 
murder of forty babies in a 12-year 
period.6

 
If women were far more likely 
than men to be accused by the 
secular authorities of maleficium, 
or ‘black magic’, the converse 
was (perhaps confusingly) true, 
where witchcraft was connected 
to charges of heresy. The Spanish 
and Roman inquisitions, with 
their focus on rooting out heresy, 
prosecuted a large number of men. 
In Aragon, for example, where 
almost all the witches prosecuted 
in secular courts were female, 
72% of the witches tried by the 
Inquisition during the first half 
of the seventeenth century were 
male. Again, this might suggest 

that women were persecuted 
not out of morbid misogyny, 
but because domestic roles were 
more readily associated with 
minor communal disasters and 
the ministering of primary care, 
whereas men were more likely to 
be convicted for heresy due to 
heightened political or economic 
status. Read a different way, it 
was implicit acknowledgement of 
female frustration at limited access 
to the public sphere which led 
people to believe women would 
resort to sorcery and witchcraft to 
assert influence.

Of course, at the heart of the 
phenomenon in the early modern 
period lay the influence of religion. 
Initially dismissed by the Church 
as pagan superstition, the link 
between Satan and witchcraft was 
first made in the thirteenth century, 
bringing it firmly into the orbit of 
church control. It was not until 
doctrinal developments during 
the Reformation, however, that 
witchcraft was formally identified 
as heresy. Twinned with this, the 
idea of the ‘Devil’s pact’ became 
widespread.7 Partly what drove the 
process was competition between 
the Protestant and Catholic 
churches. Many of the new 
ideas championed by Protestant 
reformers were simply incompatible 
with those of the Roman Catholic 
Church: the promotion of a 
direct relationship between the 
person and God; the consequent 
removal of intermediaries within 
the religious system and the 
rejection of five of the seven 
Catholic sacraments (confirmation, 
last rites, holy orders, marriage 
and confession).8 Emphasis 
on personal wisdom – which 
denied a traditional defence of 
demonic possession – heightened 
awareness of individual moral 
behaviour and the free choice 

4  Pickering, 2009
5  Pickering, 2009
6 Roper, 2004
7  Levack, The Witch-hunt in Early Modern 

Europe, 2016 
8  Levack, 2016

Interrogation of suspected witch by Strappado 

Malleus Maleficarum:  
a witch-hunt manual, 1487
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between good and evil. The great 
reformers John Calvin and Martin 
Luther did not really change the 
traditional Catholic characteristics 
of the Devil, but they certainly 
emphasised his power and the 
necessity to prevent diabolism 
from infecting communities and 
individuals. Luther claimed to 
have had personal conflict with 
Satan himself, claiming that ‘we 
are all subject to the Devil’. Calvin 
too stated that any true Christian 
saint had to fight the ‘unceasing 
struggle against him’.9 This notion 
of the Devil’s insistent pervasive 
power stressed the urgent need for 
ordinary people to be wary of, or 
actively seek, suspicious behaviour 
within their communities. Against 
such a backdrop, the impulse to 
issue accusations of witchcraft 
may reflect the need to publicise 
superior moral prowess and to 
publicly affirm faith by repudiating 
heretical or demonic acts. Perhaps 
for this reason, areas with large 
religious minorities experienced a 
more pronounced period of witch-
hunting during the Reformation.10 
The most severe witch hunts took 
place in those areas with minimal 
religious unity, such as in Scotland 
where the Church was divided 
between rival Protestant factions, or 
where the demand for establishing 
a godly state was highest, e.g. 
among Puritans in England in 
the 1640s.11 Spain and Italy are 
both clear examples of where the 
opposite is true: both had remained 
securely Catholic and religiously 
homogenous throughout the 
Reformation era. Here were 
significantly fewer witchcraft 
persecutions than witnessed in 
religiously divided neighbouring 
powers Germany and Switzerland. 

However, witch-hunting (as 
opposed to heretic-hunting) was 
ultimately a judicial process not 

a religious rite. Without support 
from above, i.e. from higher legal 
authorities, no legitimate channel 
existed through which people 
could accuse and prosecute 
witches. With an accusation made, 
it was ultimately a secular court 
that would decide the suspect’s 
fate.12 Legal endorsement of the 
concept of witchcraft certainly 
legitimised a belief in the existence 
of witchcraft itself. Defined 
within the law codes as involving 
‘diabolism’, and making ‘pacts 
with the Devil’, witchcraft became 
proscribed in statute law: witness 
the English statutes of 1542, 
1563 and 1604; the Scottish act 
of 1563; and royal edicts such 
as that passed by Christian IV of 
Denmark in 1617 and the corpus 
law passed by Emperor Charles V 
in 1532.13 Such statutes may have 
reflected heightened demand. 
They certainly helped fuel further 
persecution. Under statute law, 
torture was permitted in order to 
extract confessions. Witchcraft was 
seen as an exceptional crime, and 
regulations over torture methods 
were relaxed. Torture was even 
used to investigate crimes that were 
thought to have been committed 

9  Levack, The Witch-hunt in Early Modern 
Europe, 2016

10  Levack, The Witch-hunt in Early Modern 
Europe, 2016

11  Levack, Witch-Hunting in Scotland
12  Levack, Witchcraft and the Law, 2013
13  Kern, 1999
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but for which there was no tangible 
evidence. Aside from pain-inflicting 
methods of torture such as the 
strappado (suspension by hands 
tied behind the back) and the 
‘witches chair’ (a spiked seat), sleep 
deprivation became a popular 
method of torture. This method 
was highly successful; one judge 
claimed that fewer than 2 per cent 
of victims could endure it without 
confessing. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 
with torture the level of conviction 
grew exponentially, rising from less 
than half to 95%.14 No doubt many 
confessed to avoid torture. More 
people were also prosecuted as 
accomplices. 

A profound shift in the workings 
of criminal justice underpinned 
the process. The traditional 

accusatorial system of criminal 
justice discouraged prosecution 
because the plaintiff was required 
to initiate the process personally, 
and be prepared to risk a 
countersuit or manipulation of 
the original case in favour of the 
defendant.15 The new ‘inquisitorial’ 
system meant that plaintiffs 
were no longer responsible for 
prosecution; there was little judicial 
risk when accusing others. Given 
that formal evidence of witchcraft 
could only be extracted via 
confession, making an accusation 
provided an easy way to obtain 
revenge on local enemies. It is 
clear, then, that those in authority 
provided the necessary legal 
framework for witch-hunts to take 
place. It offered endorsement of 
belief widely accepted by people 
below. And it was predominantly 
at a local level that preliminary 
accusations took place. One 
interpretation, the ‘functionalist 
view’, understands witch 
persecution to have been driven 
up from within the locale, rather 
than imposed by religious or 
secular authorities from above. 
Alan Macfarlane’s study of 
witchcraft in Essex saw that the 
accused were usually unpopular 
individuals ostracised from their 
communities. Accusation and 
prosecution was seen as a method 
to eliminate ‘anti-social’ figures, 
the mentally ill, the recluse, the 
unorthodox, who may have 
caused local tensions. Indeed there 
are few instances where higher 
authorities actually initiated witch-
hunts without a large degree of 
local support. They were usually 
facilitators rather than instigators.16 
Belief and conspiracy from below 
pressurised (at least obliquely) the 
élite to legally condemn witchcraft.

Against this backdrop the bucolic 
figures of the ‘cunning man’ or 

14  Farmer, The Witchcraze of the 16th  
and 17th Centuries, 2006

15 Levack, Witchcraft and the Law, 2013
16  Macfarlane, 2001; Briggs, 1998
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‘wise woman’ are brought into 
sharper focus. Established long 
before the witch-craze of the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
these practitioners of ‘good’ 
magic, such as healing and other 
services, were central to local 
communities.17 Robin Briggs 
considers these individuals to be 
key figures in the whole nexus of 
belief surrounding witchcraft.18 
Behind their changing allotted 
status, from benevolent-seeming 
to malevolent-seeming, lies 
significant economic and social 
development. This helps explain 
why witch-hunting was a time-
bound phenomenon. After 
years of stagnation, between 
1520 and 1640 the population 
of Europe grew exponentially. 
Commodity prices skyrocketed; 
towns grew in size and number. 
There were periodic occurrences 
of epidemic diseases such as the 
plague. This rapidly changing 
world engendered conflict in 
communities. It also fostered 
the necessary conditions for 
the witch-hunt. Population 
growth, for example, meant 
that in many towns and villages, 
relationships were no longer 
tight-knit, and levels of suspicion 
towards neighbours increased. 
In southern Germany, many of 
the large witch-hunts took place 
amidst this demographic change. 
Of course some factors, such as 
the spread of disease, were not 
new: unexplained deaths were a 
consistent feature of village life 
and had been for centuries. Yet, 
the wider mood of anxiety and 
disruption that accompanied new 
modes of living (urbanisation; 
Protestantism; the breakdown 
of feudalism; the emergence of 
market-based economies; rising 
literacy, etc.) is explanation 
for extreme sensitivity towards 
witchcraft and its dangers. 

More than ever, people were 
encouraged to read the sentence 
in Exodus, ‘thou shalt not suffer a 
witch to live’, and to acknowledge 
that Eve was used by the serpent 
to tempt Adam towards sin. The 
legal complicity of the authorities 
was a necessary precondition for 
witch persecutions, but ultimately 
it was a deadly combination of 
economic and social factors which 
explains the wild-fire advance of 
persecution across the European 
continent, and into the New 

17  Pickering, Different Interpretations of 
Witch-hunting in Early Modern Europe, 
c.1560-1660

18  Briggs, 1998

Witches’ Sabbath, German copper engraving 17th century.

Woodcut of the Devil ordering witches to trample on the Cross, 17th century
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World. Granted legitimacy by 
the state, and harnessing local 
prejudices and insecurities, 
the victimisation of ‘outsiders’ 
helped define and separate the 
‘normal’ from the ‘abnormal’, the 
‘licit’ from the ‘illicit’. It helped, 
in other words, early modern 
society settle questions of identity 
and conformity in an age when 
unsettling structural change was 
afoot. Only with the easing of 
these pressures was there rising 
incredulity about the functions 
of witchcraft. In 1735 the English 
parliament passed a law making it 

a crime for a person to claim that 
any human being had magical 
powers or was guilty of practising 
witchcraft. Anna Goeldi, a maid in 
the small alpine region of Glarus 
(Switzerland), was the last person 
in Europe to be executed for 
witchcraft when she was beheaded 
in 1782. It will perhaps not do to 
draw lazy parallels with twenty-
first century scapegoating - the 
ill-treatment of peoples who fail to 
conform or frustrate the status quo. 
But the temptation may be strong. 

Dora Manson (B)
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FROM THE BLOXAM

ARCHIVE

Among the miscellaneous 
manuscripts, valuable artworks 
and other rare treasures gifted to 
Rugby School by collector and 
scholar Mathew Bloxam (OR) is a 
set of 17 early printed pamphlets 
of the English Civil War era. 
They belong to what historians 

have termed 
the ‘print 
explosion’ from 
1641, when 
protagonists 
from both 
sides of the 
conflict sought 
to harness 
the power of 
the press to 
promote their 
cause. The 
weekly serial 
newsletters 
and one-off 
tracts were not 
only intended 
to report on 
events, but also 
to help shape 
them.

The conflict 
between King 
Charles I and 
Parliament 
in the 1640s 
was the 
most heavily 

reported war yet experienced 
by the British people. Tens of 
thousands of pamphlets were 
put into circulation. Part of an 
information war, they were an 
early exercise to win ‘hearts and 
minds’ during a conflict when 
most of the populace remained 

stubbornly neutral. Rival printing 
houses churned out breathless 
accounts of battle, profiling 
heroic and villainous acts; they 
published army bulletins, church 
sermons, notices, legal petitions 
and letters smuggled out from 
behind enemy lines. They warned 
of foreign plots and spy-rings.

A primary source of news, the 
pamphleteering established 
the antecedents of modern war 
reporting. They also capitalised 
on the breakdown of traditional 
monopolies of power. No longer 
were crown and church the 
dual arbiters of what passed as 
legitimate thought and discourse 
in print. With Parliament’s violent 
criticism of traditional institutions 
(monarchy, aristocracy, 
inheritance, taxation) the war 
of words was directed at a new 
‘mass-market’ constituency in 
political life. The background 
was rising levels of literacy – and 
with that, a rapidly growing 
consumer market for printed 
information, particularly politics. 
The result, some historians claim, 
was a ‘democratising’ of the 
spheres of power, at least tacitly. 
Certainly, both sides – Royalists 
and Parliamentarian – had a 
strong sense that history would 
pass final judgement on their 
actions. For propagandists, 

Frontispiece, Parliamentary pamphlet
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an underlying concern was to 
demonstrate the righteousness of 
their struggle (and the de facto 
criminality of the opposition). 
To this extent they were actively 
engaged in writing history, aware 
that their cause ultimately would 
not be ended by brute force 
on the battlefield, but instead 
would live or die according to 
the sympathies of subsequent 
generations.  

For these reasons, and with a 
particular interest in documenting 
the effects of the English Civil 
War on his cherished town of 
Rugby and neighbouring areas, 
Bloxam assembled his collection. 
It was a lifelong affair. A note in 
the bindings of one pamphlet 
exhibits his enthusiasm: ‘This 
is a very scarce Warwickshire 
Civil War Tract. In the course 
of forty-seven years I have 
only met with one other copy 
advertised for sale’ (May 15th 
1874). It was a matter of scouring 
local booksellers, manuscript 
auctions and harvesting the 
occasional house clearance. 
Bloxam gathered together 
accounts of the battle of Edgehill 
(1642), Prince Rupert’s sack 
and burning of Birmingham 
(1643), and military operations in 
Stratford, Coventry, Lichfield and 
Northampton. Partnering these 
are lengthy legal and clerical 
manifestos, outlining some of 
the ideological grounds for the 
conflict. Bloxam also consulted 

pamphlets he had no means 
to purchase and made careful 
handwritten transcript copies 
to include in his collection. The 
result is a vivid documentary 
window on local experiences 
during the English Civil War.  

Arguably the most striking 
propagandist story of the entire 
conflict was Prince Rupert’s 
sacking of Birmingham in 
April 1643, an event depicted 
in full outrage by one of the 
parliamentary tracts in Bloxam’s 
collection. A True Relation of 
Prince Rupert’s Barbarous Cruelty 
against the Towne of Birmingham 
fashioned Rupert as a brutal, 

wicked foreigner, importing 
fearful continental practices into 
England, and deliberately firing 
Birmingham in revenge for its 
inhabitants’ previous support for 
Parliament. Rupert’s troopers, 
some of whom were described 
as ‘lascivious and lecherous’ 
Frenchmen, were depicted 
embarking on a frenzy of 
slaughter, drunkenness, plunder, 
rape and making toasts to Prince 
Rupert’s dog. This was a full-
blown character assassination 
of the Royalist commander. A 
heavy moralising tone was used 
throughout: the enemy were ‘evil 
persons and malignants’; Godless 
and Lawless were the cavaliers. 

A Parliamentary weekly newspaper: 
Mercurius Civicus Reaching Out: Charles I’s royal proclamations sought to elicit loyalist sympathies
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The Parliamentary cause, on the 
other hand, was blessed by God 
– the roundheads fought for ‘Him 
in maintenance of His Truth, and 
for themselves and their Country, 
in defence of their Liberties.’ 

With their possession of London, 
Parliament possessed the major 
advantage in the print wars. Here 
lay the concentration of printing 
houses and the infrastructure 
to supply them. But presses 
sympathetic to the royal cause, 
first in Shrewsbury and then in 
Oxford (Charles took the royal 
printing press with him when 
making Oxford his headquarters 
in 1644), soon began to 
compete. The royalist serial 
title Mercurius Aulicus offered a 
mixture of parody and scathing 
criticism of the Parliamentary 
cause and its leaders, providing 
a template for future popular 
‘newsbooks’ and periodicals. 
Royalist writers sought to attack 
the Parliamentary worldview: A 
short view of the Late Troubles in 
England (transcribed by Bloxam 
for his collection) noted that the 
Parliamentarians ‘always took 
care not only to suppress any 
bad tidings, but to puff up the 

people with strange imaginations 
of victories and conquests 
by producing forged letters, 
counterfeit messengers, and the 
like…’. It was to ‘undeceive the 
world’ and to reverse serious 
reputational damage that 
supporters of Charles I sought to 
redeem the character of Prince 
Rupert, for example. 

Thus another of Bloxam’s royalist 
tracts pointed out that Rupert’s 
victims at Birmingham had 
stubbornly ignored all offers of 
clemency issued by royal forces. 
Finding his way barred (and 
bombarded with insults: ‘Cursed 
dogs, devilish Cavaliers, Popish 
Traytors’), Prince Rupert was 
‘forced to give order for firing a 
house or two’. The killing of a 
local churchman (a particularly 
lurid charge against Rupert’s 
men) was not a war crime, but 
an act of summary justice – the 
minister had raved at Royalist 
forces that the ‘King was a 
Perjured and Papisticall King, 
and that he had rather dye then 
live under such a King, and that 
he did and would fight against 
him’. He was ‘either mad or 
one of the new Enthusiasts’, the 

Royalist pamphleteer concluded. 
Prince Rupert was not an agent 
of the devil or a cipher for 
foreigner interlopers. In the King’s 
judgement, printed for all to see, 
the enemy had ‘endeavoured to 
make Us and Our Army odious, 
by casting many aspersions and 
calumnies upon them…. [But] 
We further assure you, We never 
intended to use Foraigners or 
[those] disaffected in Religion. We 
hold our Self bound no lesse to 
defend and protect the meanest 
of our People than the greatest’.

Evidently, once slung, the 
Parliamentary mud was hard to 
wash off, yet the Royalist camp 
also proved adept at needling 
their opposition. The bloody 
but indecisive battle of Edgehill 
in 1642 provided fertile ground 
for commentary, as recorded 
in several of Bloxam’s collected 
tracts. Whereas the commander 
of Parliament’s army, the Earl of 
Essex, was mocked for behaving 
‘like a brave pollitition’ and 
absconding from the battlefield, 
‘not like a brave general or greate 
commander, but rather like a 
country man, or pore travelere’ 
the actions of Royalist fighters 
were eulogised in the richest 
of terms. Sir John Smith of 
Warwickshire was one such figure. 
Garlanded by a string of heroic 
exploits at Edgehill, Smith (a 
‘Mirrour of Chivalry’) not only put 
enemy cavalry to flight, but rode 
to the rescue of Royalist infantry 
and retrieved Charles I’s battle 
standard from parliamentary 
hands. He was pole-axed in the 
neck (the weapon biting through 
the collar of his doublet) and light 
was fading from the battlefield, 
but this was not enough to stop 
him from sallying out a third 
time to rescue a fellow officer 
from capture. It was his wisdom, 

A contemporary woodcut parody of the Civil War
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Smith’s Royalist biographer 
writes, which saved Charles I’s 
infantry and the Royalist cause 
from total destruction: ‘our whole 
Nation may glory in him, as a 
singular ornament unto them all: 
whose fame will doubtless ever 
remaine, increasing dayly with 
greator splendour, as long as our 
English Nation hath a being’. 
Loyal service to the monarch 
was in Sir John’s blood, the tract 
claims – one of his ancestors was 
the standard-bearer to Richard 
the Lion-heart, for instance. At 
question was the substance of 
English ‘manlee’ character itself, 
hence the pamphlet’s Latin 
title Britannica Virtutis Imago. 
Other cavaliers were held up for 
extraordinary praise in what were 
intended as morale-boosting 
(and template-setting) circulars. 
Such high chivalry was to stand 
in stark contrast to the shabby 
behaviour of the ‘Cockatrice’ and 
‘monstrous’ rebels. 

Did the war of words have a 
material effect? Recent studies 
suggest that even ordinary people 
feared a Catholic plot to take over 
England, as the Parliamentarians 
claimed, or a descent into 
anarchy, and some took up 
arms accordingly. Certainly 
pressure to counter negative 
press exerted itself on leading 
figures, forcing engagement with 
a wider public arena. To still the 
wagging tongues of his critics 
(Parliamentary and Royalist), 
the Earl of Essex’s circle later 
published the tract An Apologie 
and Vindication from all false and 
malignant Aspersions (1644). Talk 
of incompetence clearly did have 
a corrosive effect on the veteran 
of Edgehill. Sympathetic London 
printing houses whirred into 
action: ‘may we not heare the 
malignant mutterings of some 

men, uttering and vapouring 
detracting aspersions and 
speeches of this most worthy 
Noble and Heroe Robert, earle 
of Essex’. But it was too little too 
late. Discredited for his caution 
at Edgehill and later at the siege 
of Reading (1643), Essex was 
forced to resign, to be replaced 
by Thomas Fairfax and Oliver 
Cromwell.

Bloxam took a typically narrow 
interest in the subject, betraying 
no particular sympathies in the 
pattern of his acquisitions, except 
that he was primarily interested 
in tracts that possessed some 
reference to Warwickshire and 
the localities of Coventry, Rugby 
and the Midlands beyond. His 
collection 
houses a 
printed 
edition of the 
important 
convocation 
speech by 
moderate 
cleric Thomas 
Warmstry of 
Worcester 
(1641), for 
instance, partly 
because of its 
bearing on 
a key cause 
of the Civil 
War – the 
intractable disputation over the 
English church – but also because 
of Worcester’s ongoing diocesan 
links with the local parishes of 
Rugby. Even so, an illuminating 
cross-section may be drawn. We 
get glimpses of the common 
soldiery on the march. There is 
the botched surgery that kills 
Royalist champion Sir John Smith. 
There is the fearsome sight of 
the ‘Lobster’ – a carbine carrying 
armoured infantrymen. In 

Coventry, Warwick, Northampton 
and Birmingham, townsmen and 
women form up militia to repel 
approaching troops; children 
and the elderly are witnessed 
scampering and shuffling about. 
There is much destruction of 
property but also much regulated 
sale and supply. Profits could be 
turned, business could flourish: 
commanders on both sides 
sought to stamp out hooliganism 
and looting. 

Rugby itself features just once 
in Bloxam’s collection (it is with 
clear delight that he notes the 
page number in this particular 
pamphlet binding). Marching en 
route to Nottingham in August 
1642, a small troop of Cavaliers 

made camp 
at Rugby, 
whereupon 
they learned 
that the 
inhabitants of 
neighbouring 
Kilsby 
had allied 
themselves 
with 
Parliament. 
Leaving 
Rugby before 
daybreak on 
8th August, 
the Royalist 
horse struck 

out for Kilsby. There, apparently 
forewarned, the townsmen had 
gathered together, mustering 
whatever weaponry they could 
– ‘some with Muskets or othere 
gunnes, otherrs with Picthforkes 
and Clubs’. Ignoring the Royalist 
requests that they disarm and 
offer up their weapons for the 
King’s arsenal, the town militia 
assaulted the intruders. The 
Cavaliers could not form up 
to give charge because of the 

Prince Rupert: the infamous  

royalist commander following his  

destruction of Birmingham
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narrowness of Kilsby’s streets, 
and several of the King’s men 
were wounded. The horsemen 
struggled on to the centre of the 
town, whereupon a menacing 
group of locals gathered and 
shots were fired from windows. 
An old man wielding a pitchfork 
charged at the Royalist 
commander and ‘twice stroke the 
tynes against his brest’. Bouncing 
off plate armour the pitchfork 
did no harm, but the spectacle 
broke the soldiers’ patience. 
Turning their pistols on the 
assembled crowd, the Cavaliers 
shot and killed ‘three or foure’ of 
the bystanders. It was the sort of 
skirmish that would set the mould 
for much of the war. Minor 
encounters with irate locals, not 
set-piece battles, were the usual 
run of things. This particular 
encounter did possess special 
poignancy, however. In fact, 

strong historical tradition has 
it that the pistol shots at Kilsby 
resulted in the first killings of the 
entire business. Although Charles 
I did not formally open hostilities 
with Parliament until the end 
of August, unfurling his royal 
standard at Nottingham, it was 
apparently on Rugby’s doorstep 
that the devastation of the Civil 
War actually began. 

The war revisited Rugby twice 
again. In late 1642 Charles I 
apparently camped his army 
on the School Close when 
marching north, and in April 
1645 Oliver Cromwell marched 
through with two regiments of 
Roundhead troops. What the 
pupils of Rugby School (then 
a grammar school serving the 
boys of Rugby and Brownsover) 
made of the ‘vile and strange 
disturbances’ of this period, 
the sources provide little hint. 
Bloxam’s archival collection does, 
though, provide an introduction 
to the central stereotypes which 
quickly took hold. Indeed, 
while educated contemporaries 
might have regarded themselves 
as healthily sceptical of the 
printed news, judging by the 
volume of demand, they craved 
it nonetheless. The Royalists 
deployed images of the non-
chivalric, socially subversive rebel, 
intent on levelling all power 
and riches in church and state. 
Such characterisations were 
largely unchanged from élite 
perceptions of popular rebellion 
during previous centuries. 

Parliamentarian propaganda 
countered by playing upon 
anti-Catholic and xenophobic 
prejudices to portray the Cavaliers 
as violent, libertine plunderers, 
bent on despoiling the commons 
of England. The enduring legacy 
of Civil War propaganda is that 
much of both these stereotypes 
survives today in how people 
imagine the ‘Roundheads’ and 
‘Cavaliers’. Partly through his 
own methodical collecting of 
local sources, Bloxam, then, 
helped perpetuate a growing 
and powerful ‘myth-history’. At 
the same time, his archive allows 
for pinpointed observations on 
Warwickshire during the Civil 
Wars. Its potential is yet to be 
properly tapped.

Dr Tim Guard

Contemporary newsletter, bringing  
news of conflict south

A Great Victory: Parliamentary pamphlet 
headline from late in the war
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‘With a particular interest in documenting the effects 
of  the English Civil War on his cherished town of  
Rugby, Bloxam assembled his important archival 

collection. It was a lifelong affair…’
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