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The Windmills of the Mind

W
hat is in a name? Quite a lot, in 
fact. Being able to put a name 
to an interlocutor or a stranger 
is key to establishing trust 
and confidence. It serves as an 
identifier, it confers the sense of 
a known quantity. The concept 

of identity is key to man’s interaction and psychology. 
Nowhere is this more insistent than in Moses’ 

conversation with God (Exodus 3). In response to the 
question on whose authority Moses should present 
the Almighty’s message to the Israelites, the response 
is informative, yet disarming: Ehyeh asher ehyeh, ‘I 
shall be what I shall be’. The would-be identifier is 
not a name or noun, but a verb in the future tense. It 
conveys immutability and assurance of God’s continued 
availability. It is a way of preventing the human mind 
from pondering over an incomprehensible entity; it has the 
elegance of naming the unnameable.

More broadly,  ident it y has 
traditionally been bound up with tribal 
groups, culture, shared history and 
religious belief. It is what one feels in 
common with one’s community and 
heritage and what differentiates one 
from ‘others’. It refers also to social 
categories and to the sources of an 
individual’s self-respect or dignity. The 
digital age, with its masking of identity 
through user names and aliases, has 
fuelled changes of behaviour. Virtual 
reality may now shape how we view the surrounding 
world, our relationships with others, and ourselves.

Users express themselves freely in virtual environments 
in the expectation that online activity will provide a 
form of happiness, yet these constructions of the virtual 
self are often far removed from their reality. Identity has 
become bound up with the power of image. Where young 
people compare images and lives of others online with 
themselves, it is easy for them to form the impression that 
they do not measure up to someone else’s photoshopped 
beauty, coolness or vigour. Critical engagement melts away 
with the immediacy of the message, its clamouring for a 
response and the solitude of on-line screen activity.

Many might recognise their own situation in Alice’s 
exchange with the hookah smoking caterpillar:

‘Who are you?’ said the Caterpillar.
This was not an encourag ing opening for a 

conversation. Alice replied, rather shyly, ‘I — I hardly 
know, sir, just at present — at least I know who I WAS 
when I got up this morning, but I think I must have been 
changed several times since then.’

For many younger users of social media the view of 
society is a horizontal one. Hierarchy is not necessarily 
recognised at all. Self-esteem is refracted through social 

media dialogue, recognition confirmed through volume 
of messaging, numbers of ‘friends’ etc. Well-being and 
confidence depend on comments and the approbation of 
electronic peers. This dependency on unseen ‘others’ is 
fuelling a crisis of identity.

Making one’s personal life and thoughts accessible 
on screen is an inherently risky business. Reactions to 
posts and texts are not always positive; bullying, insults 
and harassment are as much the hallmark of online 
interaction, particularly if one does not share the values 
or social codes of groups in work, school or politics. Such 
open manifestations of disapproval and insult online are 
endured privately, however, with potential catastrophic 
effects on mental health and physical wellbeing.

The world of computers has ushered in an age of 
multiple, or fragmented, identities. Internet users may 
construct online personae in order to gain attention 
and engage their audience. This has, in part, been 

promoted through two contradictory 
features of social media platforms: the 
enabling of individual comment to 
reach a global audience via internet, 
and the channelling of comments 
culminating in the uniformisation of 
messaging through likes and message 
forwarding, all driven by commercial 
considerations.

We live in a world of excess 
information which leaves us feeling 
overwhelmed. Walter Benjamin was 
concerned that as information spread 

ever quicker and further, the deeper became the perplexity 
of living. Eliot makes a similar point: Where is the 
wisdom we have lost in knowledge? / Where is the 
knowledge we have lost in information?

The consequence of round the clock news feeds and 24 
hour messaging is boredom - or a numbness for - reality 
and a preference for emotional rhetoric and the outlandish. 
This, in turn, has led to a sudden growth of interest in 
fake news and conspiracy theories, which are re-tweeted 
far more often than real news. There is not simply an 
indifference to truth or facts. Honesty and Truth have been 
banished.

How do we keep in touch with reality, engage with 
our environment? For much of history, our identity has 
been created with language as the anchoring vector. 
Language not only expresses identities, but also constructs 
them. However, language has been losing its privileged 
position as other digital modes of communication are 
invented. The relevance of language, though, should not 
be under-estimated. Language is essential to authentic 
communication, and having effective language skills 
confers the ability to exchange experiences and make 
psychological connections. Language and thought will 
help avoid the delusion of mistaking information for truth 
and meaning. We must cultivate wisdom in the age of 
information.

Behind the scenes: Disney’s Christopher Robin being filmed between Busby’s and Purcell’s.
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The Oxford Union
Stephen Horvath explains how he became president of the 

Union and discusses the society’s enduring relevance

I had the privilege of serving as President of the 
Oxford Union in Michaelmas Term 2018. The Union 
is Oxford’s largest society, and has been entirely 
student run since its foundation in 1823. The Oxford 

Union is neither an activist students’ union nor a debating 
club strictly – it is famous for hosting eminent visiting 
speakers and weekly debates that feature prominent 
politicians alongside student speakers. Former speakers 
include three US Presidents, the dalai Lama, Mother 
Teresa, and Malcolm X.

I was elected to the Union’s most junior committee 
in december 2016, at the end of my first term in Oxford. 
All committee members are expected to spend some 
weeks in Oxford each vacation to help inviting speakers 
and organising debates, and the process immediately 
hooked me. There was something terribly exciting about 
the whole process, even if a great deal of time in the 
invitation process was spent desperately searching for 
email addresses and phone numbers. I eventually rose up 
the ranks to the post of Treasurer after a series of elections, 
and decided to run for President.

I had the good luck to be running in the first contested 
presidential election in six terms. After a fairly gruelling 
campaign where I assembled and managed a ‘slate’ of 
twenty candidates and went through multiple debates 
with my opponent, I won the election which was held in 
early March 2018. I followed the rather generous custom 
and ‘rusticated’, or suspended my studies for three terms. 
I spent the Trinity (April-June) term supporting my 
predecessor with logistics for his events, and then spent 
June through October preparing my programme of events. 
Each President organises seven debates and around forty 
other speaker or panel events. My particular goal was to 
bring perspectives on international politics from as many 
countries as possible. The American reverence for British 
traditions has sometimes meant that an endless stream 
of American politicians fills up the programme, and I 
wanted to complement Anglo-American voices with a 
broad variety of other vantage points.

As a Michaelmas President, I had the advantage of 
using the long summer holiday to send out invitations and 
call-up potential speakers, but there is also the additional 
responsibility of putting on a programme varied enough 
to encourage a broad cross-section of freshers to sign-
up for membership – this is why we had Jamie Vardy, 
Yanis Varoufakis, Stormy daniels, and a debate on 
Private Schools all within three days! Whilst the Union is 
sometimes criticised in the national press for the esoteric 
line-up, I find that often speakers surprise you. Comedians 

Stephen with Former Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott. Credit: Oxford Union/Roger Askew
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about every viewpoint – the image of ‘stifling leftism’ 
painted by some newspapers is immensely misleading.

However, what I did notice was that there was pervasive 
‘concept creep’ that came up in casual conversation with 
friends. For a vocal group, controversial right-wing 
opinions were not ignorant or incorrect or offensive, but 
were a direct attack on their personhood, and a form of 
harm to their emotional wellbeing. ‘Hate speech’ was not a 
legal concept designed to tackle 
incitement to racial hatred, but 
in fact a distinct category of 
morally impermissible speech-
acts.1 Converted to a slogan 
and stripped of philosophical 
meaning, this school of thought 
expounds that ‘hate speech is 
not free speech’. I know how 
appealing this viewpoint is, particularly to a generation 
encouraged to look for the ways that structural inequalities 
sustain themselves. When I was in the Sixth Form in 2015, 
I expounded that idea in my submission to Trinity College 
Cambridge’s Butler Politics Essay Prize.

“If this speech is situated within a context of the 
historical oppression of a particular ethnic group 
and the on-going existence of power structures 
that subjugate this group, it is clear that it takes an 
added significance beyond hate and public order; it 
actively reinforces these social structures. There is a 
strong argument to be made that the state should, in 
general, seek to dismantle historic social structures 
that arbitrarily punish certain groups of people 
merely on the conditions of their birth: their race, 
their gender, their sexuality.”
In the intervening years, my views evolved; I worry that 

I completed the young-socialist-to-middle-aged-sceptic 
journey far too quickly. The impossibly slippery nature 
of ‘hate speech’ concerned me, and I grew disillusioned 
with the binarism that saw one person’s hateful speech 
as quashing another’s liberating speech. Ultimately, I felt 
that it was important that our political community was 
inclusive. We should not build walls between us and the 
views that might threaten our communities, but bridges of 
understanding. It was from my own clarified conviction 
behind free speech, and in the context of a confused 
debate about the concept’s place on campuses, that I 
launched the term’s programme of speakers and debates. 
In the ‘termcard’ produced to advertise the programme, 
my presidential welcome contained this message:

“When the Union was founded in 1823, the University 
excluded anyone who was not a practising Anglican man, 
and restricted the rights of its students to criticise that 
religious and political orthodoxy. Those students who 
founded the Union understood that we could learn as 
much from our peers as we can from our books, and that 
encountering controversial viewpoints was an essential 

1 For more on ‘concept creep’ and the cultural challenges surrounding the campus free speech debate, I would recommend Greg Lukianoff & Jonathan 
Haidt, The Coddling of the American Mind (London: Penguin, 2018).

2 david Shimer, ‘Oxford Roiled by Invitation to Far-Right German Politician’ & ‘Head of Far-Right German Party Cancels Oxford Trip’, New York Times 
(October 31 and November 2 2018). Accessible online at: https://nyti.ms/2CWlDN1 & https://nyti.ms/2CVsc2c.

3 Beth der Merwe, ‘Right-wing dark money comes to Oxford student politics’, Cherwell (January 2019). Accessible online at: https://cherwell.
org/2019/01/28/right-wing-dark-money-comes-to-oxford-student-politics/#comments.

component of a liberal education – a radical challenge to 
the narrow pedagogical philosophy of the University.”

The printed termcard itself did include some 
controversial figures, notably the German right-wing 
politician Alice Weidel from that country’s populist 
Alternative for Germany (Afd). In the weeks leading up 
to her scheduled appearance at the Oxford Union, that 

invitation caused controversy 
along the typical lines – and 
even featured in the New York 
Times.2 Right as that controversy 
ended with a whimper as 
Weidel cancelled her UK trip, 
I knew that a far bigger one 
was on the horizon. Steve 
Bannon, former White House 

Chief Strategist and ‘alt-right’ populist, had accepted my 
invitation as a late addition to the termcard.

I always knew that there would be protests if Bannon 
accepted my invitation, and we co-ordinated a police and 
security strategy to ensure that the event could safely 
happen. On the chilly morning of Bannon’s visit, I went 
to meet the extra security personnel we had contracted 
in for the day. I was reassured by the sight of just over 
serious-looking twenty men and women all clad in black 
coats. A few hours later, partially succumbing to the 
protestors’ chants of ‘Horvath out’, I left my top-floor 
office and walked down into the Union’s courtyard to 
catch a better glimpse of the protestors on the other side 
of the gate. The sight that greeted me was about six of 
our security contractors sitting at a table in the courtyard, 
shorn of their black coats and sweating through their 
white shirts. The security team had to take it in shifts to 
use their entire body weight just to ensure the Union’s gate 
could be opened against what was an increasingly agitated 
mass of protestors. The crowd around the protest was 
itself an interesting agglomeration. There was a small pro-
free speech protest trying to engage the other protestors 
in conversation (or argument), and by far the greatest 
number of people seemed to be Oxford Union members 
trying to get through the protestors and into the event. 
One story that I will always remember was that of an 
African-American graduate student who wanted to enter 
the Union to critically question Bannon: realising that 
she could not get through the protest, she reflected on the 
predominantly white and British protestors chanting ‘no 
Trump, no KKK, no fascist USA’.

It is indeed true that some hardcore right-wing activists 
are seeking to ‘weaponise free speech’. To these people, 
panels that do not include right-wingers are some form of 
violation of the principle of free speech. This trend is sure 
to get worse with the recent influx of ‘conservative dark 
money’ from America into British student politics, which 
was exposed by Oxford’s Cherwell newspaper.3 For those 
of us who are concerned about the erosion of norms of 

Jon Stewart and dave Chappelle shared some of the most 
astute political commentary; philosopher Slavoj Žižek had 
some truly hilarious jokes.

One of the most interesting speakers was in fact 
Iran’s Ambassador in London, dr Hamid Baeidinejad. 
We had invited him to give Tehran’s perspective on the 
famous ‘nuclear deal’, known more formally as the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). Before taking 
post as Ambassador, Baeidinejad had been the Iranian 
lead negotiator on that deal. Perhaps he was speaking 
with the benefit of hindsight, but opening a talk with 
“I said to Secretary John Kerry, what happens if the 
President after Obama turns against the deal” is a pretty 
good way to intrigue your audience with a strong dose 
of foresight. Our understanding of Iranian disarmament 
is often simplistically based on the logic that economic 
sanctions were the sole reason for the deal emerging, and 
Baeidinejad gave us the architect’s perspective on Iran’s 
broader strategy on the negotiations and international 
relations. On the other hand, it was difficult to watch 
how an intelligent and thoughtful diplomat could shift so 
quickly to shutting out facts when an audience member 
(indeed, an Old Westminster) asked him about state 
repression of journalists.

Brexit was certainly an interesting backdrop to the 
term. International visitors were particularly curious 
about the attitudes of Oxford students towards the issue, 
and often hoped that we would have some sort of insight 

into where the country was heading… More generally, 
conversations with speakers – both during the public event 
and privately – were a privileged insight into the thinking 
of a varied collection of important people, and I draw on 
these conversations to inform the final section this article. 
Before I get into that, I want to explore the principle that 
leads the Union to both fame and notoriety: free speech.

Controversy on all sides

Harold Macmillan, who was an Officer of the Oxford 
Union before becoming Prime Minister, once 

declared that the Union was “the last bastion of free 
speech in the Western world.” This is a good quotation, 
and one that sounded suitably grand in the invitation 
letters we were sending all over the world. Yet this 
quotation was not one we were busy living up to on a 
daily basis.

The issue of free speech had not caused major 
controversy during my time at Oxford. There had been 
a few minor conflicts – a few Union members heckling 
American conservative commentator Ann Coulter, small 
protests from both sides of the feminist civil war on the 
Gender Recognition Act – but nothing on the scale of 
the protests when Marine Le Pen spoke at the Union in 
February 2015, the year before I joined the University. I 
found Oxford to be an open environment, with academics, 
visiting speakers, and student groups advocating just 

Moderating the head to head debate on the Euro with Commission Vice-President Valdis Dombrovskis and Daniel Kawczynski MP. Credit: Oxford Union/Roger Askew.

The image of ‘stifling leftism’ 
… is misleading
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open dialogue in universities, the solution will not be an 
alliance with right-wing opportunists. We must stand up 
for universities as spaces of genuine dialogue, where we 
respect the legitimacy of peaceful protestors as well as the 
value of listening to controversial views.

I learnt several things from listening to Bannon. I 
initially wanted to focus the event on whether Trump 
was living up to his America First promises in the 
field of foreign policy, but in the context of the protests 
about the event I felt obligated to prioritise more critical 
questions about Bannon’s use of rhetoric. In the end, 
Bannon seemed intelligent and reasonable – but also 
ruthlessly opportunistic and pragmatic. He brushed off 
many critical comments on race by talking about Trump’s 
‘success’ in delivering economic results to Hispanic- and 
African-Americans. When discussing the 2020 presidential 
election, Bannon was clear on the importance to Trump of 
‘capturing 20% of Bernie voters’. This was not a project of 
ideological conversion but of electoral calculus, and it is 
clear that Bannon views his goal as manipulating populist 
tensions into a coherent electoral force. What emerged 
from his praise of Sanders or Beto O’Rourke was that 
Bannon’s real enemy was the democratic elite. Analysts 
that saw Bannon as motivated by hatred of Hilary Clinton 
were absolutely right – she was the embodiment of a style 
of politics he is trying to uproot.

Amidst the furore about Bannon’s most inflammatory 
remarks, it is easy for many to forget that one of his 
signature policy issues was economic confrontation with 
China. And it is to China that I want to turn to next.

The Middle Kingdom

The mandarin name zhongguo [Middle Kingdom] was 
first used a millennium before Christ by the Chou 

Empire in China’s North Central Plain. China’s official 
name is now zhonghua renmin gongheguo [middle glorious 
people’s republican country], and the common title of the 
People’s Republic of China drops this concept of ‘middle’. 
One can view the multi-trillion dollar Belt and Road 
Investment (BRI) strategy that has been a centrepiece 
of President Xi Jinping’s leadership as an attempt to 
build an economic and political structure centred on the 
Middle Country. I hosted eight current or former heads 
of state or government from three continents and the full 
range of socioeconomic development. I expected them to 
have few, if any, shared talking points, yet an interesting 
commonality did emerge: all eight of these leaders 
mentioned China’s BRI as a substantial opportunity or 
serious issue, or both, facing their countries. I want to 
spend the remainder of this article sharing what I learnt 
about BRI.

With some leaders, discussion of BRI was not a 
surprise. Sri Lanka’s Hambantota Port  has been one of 
the most widely reviewed examples of China’s ambitious 
infrastructure strategy. Beginning in 2010, Sri Lankan 
President Rajapaksa continually requested loans from the 
China Harbour Engineering Company, one of Beijing’s 
largest state-owned enterprises, and they were happy 
to lend the money even as other investors steered clear 
or the project. As President Rajapaksa continued to take 

increasingly large loans with escalating repayment terms, 
he was voted out of office in 2015. His successor, President 
Sirisena, wanted to reduce the country’s staggering debt 
burden and began to negotiate with China. Instead of 
debt relief or repackaging, China wanted an equity stake 
in the port. When China Merchants paid $1.1 billion to 
buy an 85% equity stake in the port, it allowed the Sri 
Lankan government to use its remaining 15% equity to 
present this as a joint venture. A joint venture it may be, 
but it is no equal partnership; China Merchants make all 
operational decisions and control the port and 15,000 acres 
of surrounding land for the next 99 years.

So why was the Hambantota Port even built and 
financed, given that it is near the vastly better developed 
Colombo port? On the Sri Lankan side, it looks like 
classic pork barrel politics from President Rajapaksa: 
Hambantota Port is located in his home district, and 
substantial donations from Chinese companies assisted 
his 2015 re-election campaign. On China’s side, there 
can be fewer better illustrations of the geopolitical 
underpinnings of BRI. One of China’s major geopolitical 
weaknesses is its dependence on the Straits of Malacca 
for energy shipping: 80% of China’s crude oil comes from 
the Middle East or Africa via the Straits. The Straits are 
only 1.7 miles wide at their narrowest point, and the three 
countries bordering the Straits - Indonesia, Malaysia, and 
Singapore - therefore have enormous power to inflict 
economic damage on China through any restrictions on 
traffic. The maritime Silk Road is designed to circumvent 
the Straits. China has built an enormous network of roads 
down through Cambodia and Myanmar as well as deep-
water ports in these two countries. From both of these 
ports (which are being developed with the same debt trap 
strategies described above in relation to Hambantota), the 
Hambantota Port on Sri Lanka’s southern coast is a useful 
stop along the way to the resources of the Horn of Africa. 
When Sri Lanka’s Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe 
addressed the Union in October, he identified the 
“assertiveness” of Xi’s China and its “comprehensive and 
interconnected strategy.” He even noted that “the Indian 
Ocean was the chessboard for a new power play.” It seems 
that China’s opening has put it in an excellent position on 
that chessboard.

However, Wickremesinghe insisted that Sri Lanka had 
got it right with the Hambantota port, noting that it was a 
“commercial joint venture” and that “there are no foreign 
naval bases in Sri Lanka.” Wickremesinghe is a veteran of 
Sri Lankan politics and has been bold in standing up to the 
forces of ethno-nationalism and corruption, and I respect 
that he genuinely believes that each country should be 
able to determine their own economic relationship with 
China. He used his address at the Union to touch on Sri 
Lanka’s history of leading the Non-Aligned Movement, 
and boldly called for the co-operation of the smaller states 
on the Indian Ocean to further develop a rules-based 
international order. Yet at the same time as he outlined this 
internationalist stance, he called for each country to make 
their own decisions on their economic policy towards 
China. By emphasising the politics of national sovereignty 
at the expense of identifying the potential transformation 
of Chinese economic assertion into geostrategic conflict 

in the Indian Ocean, Wickremesinghe risks that future 
efforts at developing a rules-based order will be too late.

Whilst Wickremesinghe might have been technically 
correct to argue that “there is no military dominance 
in the Indian Ocean by the Chinese” at present, there is 
little guarantee that this will continue. Indeed, Sri Lanka 
entered political crisis shortly after Wickremesinghe 
spoke at the Oxford Union: President Sirisena attempted 
to unconstitutionally dismiss Wickremesinghe from office, 
and to replace him with former President Rajapaksa, 
who began our story with his close relationship to 
Chinese business interests. Indeed, President Xi was 
one of the first people to congratulate Rajapaksa on his 
appointment as Prime Minister, even as Sri Lankans 
debated the constitutional issue and ultimately 
reinstated Wickremesinghe as Prime Minister. When 
Wickremesinghe was back in power, I understood why this 
man was not fazed in the slightest by Tamils protesting 
outside the Union during his speech – such protests were 
small fry compared to the stormy norms of Sri Lankan 
politics. The crisis highlights 
the possibility of a more 
China-friendly, or even 
corrupt, government coming 
to power in Sri Lanka, be 
that through an election 
campaign f inanced by 
China or a coup. When that 
happens, we can expect to 
see China leverage Sri Lanka’s debt to expand its sovereign 
control and military usage of the Hambantota Port and 
the surrounding industrial zone as part of its wider efforts 
to check India in the region and secure its vital shipping 
routes.

Sir Lanka represents one end of the BRI scale – in the 
largely ill-informed eyes of the British chattering classes, 
it is far away and close to China, and yet another example 

of corruption in a country that is a major recipient of our 
foreign aid. Yet the development of the Hambantota Port 
is merely one stop on a Chinese maritime Silk Road that 
stretches all the way to the Greek port of Piraeus, which 
is majority owned by a Chinese company. From my 
conversations with leaders of Bulgaria, Montenegro, and 
Serbia, the lure of BRI money was potent in south-eastern 
Europe.

Speaking at the Union, Serbian Prime Minister Ana 
Brnabić emphasised the vital importance of Chinese 
investment in infrastructure projects – especially roads 
and mining – in Serbia. To those who evangelise about 
the EU’s power to encourage economic development and 
regional collaboration, it will be a surprise to see that it 
is through China’s 16+1 Mechanism, not the EU, that 
Serbia and Hungary have begun to massively upgrade 
the Budapest-Belgrade rail-link. Countries on the EU’s 
periphery may prefer to pursue closer relations with 
wealthy, non-judgemental China rather than Brussels. 
Whilst Brnabić expressed cautious enthusiasm for the 

goal of (eventual) Serbian 
accession to the EU, and 
noted the EU remains a 
critical economic partner 
for Serbia, she emphasised 
that Serbia would be unique 
in pursuing European 
integration but not ‘Euro-
Atlantic’ integration, which 

means in practice that Serbia will not seek to join NATO 
or support Anglo-American foreign policy objectives. 
Although this stance is unsurprising in a country that was 
bombed by NATO just 20 years ago, what is surprising 
is that Serbia turns to China rather than Russia for 
international political and economic support against the 
perceived UN-Kosovo-NATO hydra. Serbia’s first call for 
sympathy after trade and policing conflict with Kosovo 
in November was to China. Few of us realise just how far 
the Silk Road Economic Belt has stretched into Europe, 
and how important this could be not just for the region’s 
infrastructure financing, but its politics.

China’s BRI is just one of the interesting global trends 
that emerged as a recurrent theme form the visiting 
speakers in my term. I could have written here about the 
first-hand accounts of the Montenegrin President Milo 
Đukanović’s battle with Russian political interference in 
his country, or the power of the Russian military-industrial 
lobby in Bulgaria, and how these examples can inform our 
discussions about Russia and the 2016 US presidential 
election. At a time of increasing regional specialisation 
and also of Anglo-American introspection, my experience 
at the Union taught me the importance of taking a more 
global view of political and economic trends. Whilst there 
are many eminent professional organisations that host 
world leaders, the Union benefits from a surprising virtue: 
its sheer randomness. Unlike groups such as Chatham 
House, the Union’s invitations pursue no regional focus 
nor theme. It is in assembling that eclectic collection of 
leaders, in front of an equally eclectic student audience 
with a huge range of questions, that the currents really 
shaping our world emerge.

Hosting the No Confidence debate, the first of the term. Credit: Oxford Union/
Roger Askew.

We must stand up for universities 
as spaces of genuine dialogue
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The Rise of Popularity, 
and its Cultural Reputation
Tilly Walters shines a light onto the changing perception of 
culture and discusses how mass culture is evolving

Hollywood has suffered a difficult few years 
breaking into America’s new social atmosphere. 
Well-founded accusations of the lack of diversity 

within the industry have been consistently levelled, 
most notably arising in the 2016 Oscars, when, for the 
second year running, every nominee in the main acting 
categories (20 nominees) were all Caucasian, along with 
a majority of the directors nominated. It seems to many 
as though Hollywood, and its established and privileged 
members (well represented by the Academy members, 
who, prior to 2016’s call for diversity, were 94% white, 
77% male, and 86% aged over 50). In recent times, the 
Academy, as well as pushing for diversity amongst 
its members, a call led by social activist and theatre 
journalist April Reign, has designed strategies in order to 
appeal to the wider American population.

Central to this strategy was the introduction of a new 
category, supposedly created to recognise the importance 
of ‘Popular Film’, and to provide ‘a more accessible Oscars 
for our viewers worldwide’. This was roundly criticised 
by influential members of the film community, including 
figures such as Rob Lowe, who claimed that it was 
‘nothing less than the end of the movie business’. A well-
intended move, perhaps, but the introduction of a second 
category, to seemingly correct for the artistic pretensions 
of the ‘Best Picture’, is representative of how ‘popular’ 
has long been a dirty word within art and culture. The 
disparity between financially successful films, and those 
lauded by the critics is evident – it is uncommon, and in 
fact unexpected, for an Best Picture nominee to approach 
the financial intake of genres such as superhero films, 
with their high grossing franchises.

Film is not the only area of society within which 
popularity has not been trusted as an indicator of quality 
and success, and there is constantly a significant gap 
between the opinions of critics and academics of an 
industry, and sales of what is regarded as critically worthy. 
In areas such as literature, the popularity complex has 
often been dealt with the other way around, with the New 
York Review of books introducing what they described 
as change to their bestseller list, in order to give ‘more 
emphasis to the literary novels and short-story collections 
reviewed so often in our pages’ – as if sales and popularity 
were not a true indication of value, and a type of ‘quality 
check’ was needed. This is more extensively explored in 
Professor Emma Smith’s book The Elizabethan Top Ten, 
which explores how popularity has been demonised for 
centuries. This is reflected by the etymology of the word 
‘popular’ or ‘popularity’, in early modern times reflecting 
support among lower classes of society, or notions of 
treachery and rebellion. Smith discusses the associations 
of popularity with anti-Catholic sentiment at the time – 

it would designate ‘a dangerous privileging of ordinary 
people, an emergent democratisation of thought, speech 
and action’. The OEd’s tracking of the development of this 
word further demonstrates its difficult status in history, 
with a 17th century definitions suggesting ‘Vulgarity of 
speech’ among other meanings.

More recently, and in a different sphere, another take 
on the word has itself been propagated, with the phrase 
‘right-wing populism’ becoming heavily used, particularly 
among political pundits, to refer to 2016’s political surge 
(and onward over the following 2 years), with events such 
as Brexit, the election of donald Trump, the candidacy of 
Marine Le Pen, the rise of the Austrian Freedom Party, 
Geert Wilder’s Party for Freedom achieving significant 
success – all over Europe, and the world, right-wing 
populism has seen victories within leadership races and 
wider parliamentary elections. Often, their rise is blamed 
on combinations of unemployment, poverty, cultural 
dislocation, rises in immigration (and the associated anti-
immigrant rhetoric). Rhetoric that dismisses this as simply 

as political surge influenced by 
conditions assumes that there 
will be a return to the ‘norm’ of 
politics – failing to recognise the 
common aim shared by these 
figures and their voters seeking to simply correct what 
they view as injustices inflicted on themselves, whether 
by the government, the banking system, or the changing 
social environment.

A relationship between a society and allusions and 
reactions to popularity holds its basis in social action 
theory. The theory of ‘perceived popularity’ suggests 
that an individual, while being socially visible and often 
emulated, can at the same time be disliked by peers. On 
the other side there is ‘sociometric popularity’ where an 
individual’s ‘prosocial’ actions determine how well-liked 
they are – their popularity comes not from reputation, 
but by their ability to behave in an interpersonal way. 
In some ways, this theory can be more widely seen to 
mirror human behaviour in relation to the perception 
of ‘popular culture’. The reception of ‘popular culture’ 
perhaps exemplifies the reasoning for automatic disregard 
of what is considered popular by the established persons 
in different environments. Popular culture, as previously 
shown in its film and literary examples, has traditionally 
been associated with the working class, and those lacking 
in education – this opposed to ‘official culture’ of the well-
educated in society, and therefore has held the difficult 
association with ignorance. Therefore, the negativity of the 
demonization of all things popular can be explained by 
the need for the cultural elite to separate themselves from 
what is considered to be of lower quality, lacking in artistic 
or intellectual quality, simply because its readership, 
audience or supporters are not confined to experts in the 
field.

Thus, the rise of popular culture in harmony with 
democratisation and the improvement in social mobility 

of the working class that arose 
from the Industrial Revolution 
never lost its backlash as 
the de-intellectualisation of 
culture through mass appeal. 

Mass production for mass consumption is based in the 
economics of supply and demand, based in the cost of 
cultural experience – still, certain intellectual pursuits 
such as fine art, theatre are restricted to the social elite 
by virtue of their costs – thus inhibiting them from ever 
becoming ‘popular’. It was the introduction of the printing 
press that made books an affordable commodity, the mass 
production of televisions that allowed popular genres 
like soap operas and reality TV to thrive – simply put, 
when things are affordable, it allows popularity develop 
– the nature of high culture means it holds a reputation 
within the cultural elite, is seen as aspirational, given a 
heavy weight in critical and media circles – but is never 
truly allowed to stand the test of popularity due to the 
inhibiting factors of its cost.

The confinement of popularity as to be lacking in 
quality merely survives as a comment on contemporary 
popularity, one that is subject to change with the virtue 
of hindsight – Shakespeare and dickens exist as two 
such examples, and classics survive only due to ongoing 
popularity through generations, a type of timeless mass 
appeal. This phenomenon is perhaps best summed by 
how the literary critic Norman Frye put it: ‘Popular art 
is normally decried as vulgar by the cultivated people 
of its time; then it loses favour with its original audience 
as a new generation grows up; then it begins to merge 
into the softer lighting of ‘quaint,’ and cultivated people 
become interested in it, and finally it begins to take on the 
archaic dignity of the primitive.’ For as long as there is a 
separation between mass and high culture, popularity will 
be demeaned in the most hypocritical way for being bad, 
simply for being enjoyed.

‘Popular’ has long been a dirty 
word within art and culture

Marie Le Pen, by Foto-AG Gymnasium Melle

Geert Wilders

Penelope Cruz at the Academy Awards, 
by Sgt. Michael Connors
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with the question of what Britain’s economic relationship 
with the rest of the world should be. The question he faced 
was this: should Britain maintain its commitment to free 
trade or adopt a strategy of ‘imperial preference’, raising 
tariffs on those outside of its Empire? It was this question 
that tore his party apart, sparking fierce debate within the 
commons and amongst the wider public.

In the same way that Brexit blighted Theresa May’s 
premiership, the question of free trade wreaked havoc 
on Arthur Balfour’s time in office between 1902 and 1905, 
splitting public and parliament alike.

The event which brought the question of Tariff Reform 
to the forefront of parliament’s mind was a speech given 
by Joseph Chamberlain, the then Secretary of State for the 
Colonies, in 1903 on ‘colonial preference’, which proposed 
the idea of a single market within the British Empire.

For over half a century, the public had been fed the idea 
that that free trade was the foundation for their prosperity. 
So naturally, as Balfour contemplated overturning it, 
it was likened to “an act of self-immolation”. However, 
proponents of Tariff Reform 
argued that a strategy of 
protectionism, similar to that 
being utilised at the time by 
countries such as Germany 
and America, would help to 
save the domestic industry, by 
discouraging outsourcing, and hence providing jobs for 
British workers. Sound familiar?

There are clear echoes today of the discourse then, with 
each side believing in their cause with an almost religious 
fervour and MPs condemning their opposition’s belief 
as being devastating to Britain as a nation. As well as 
parallels in respect to the ferocity of debate and arguments 
which proliferated the discourse, there are also similarities 
with regards to the spread of opinion amongst the 
population on Tariff Reform and on Brexit. It was in the 
industrial cities and rural communities, who were under 
threat from cheaper goods flooding the British markets, 
where Chamberlain’s idea of Tariff Reform gained traction 
and in London, which reaped the benefits of free trade, 
where he met with most opposition.

In 1903, Balfour sought to reach a compromise between 
the warring factions in his party, by introducing a policy 
of retaliation. Essentially, this meant that tariffs would 
be imposed on other countries only in response to tariffs 
having previously been imposed on British exports. 
However, much like May’s Chequers deal, this middle 
way agreement failed to win over either side of the debate, 
succeeding only in uniting the Conservatives over their 
shared hatred of the proposal. Resignations at both ends 
of the free trade spectrum followed with free traders, 
Burley, Hamilton and Richey, resigning alongside the most 
notable protectionist, Chamberlain himself.

Balfour was condemned by both parliament and the 
public for his policy of no policy, refusing to pledge his 
support for either side. His posturing was ridiculed by 
the House of Commons and public alike. A poem by 
the Liberal MP Wilfred Lawson impersonating Balfour 
mocked his approach: “In going through life, I continually 
find it’s a terrible business to make up one’s mind. ... So, in 

spite of all comments, reproach and predictions, I firmly 
adhere to unsettled convictions.” Further, in 1903 the 
Spectator commented that with the exception of Balfour 
‘almost everyone else in the kingdom not only has an 
opinion for or against Mr Chamberlain’s policy, but has 
expressed it’.

As is the case for May currently, it was the case for 
Balfour in 1905: that as Prime Minister he served as the 
scape goat for discontent both among the public and 
within the Commons. In december 1905, under mounting 
pressure, Balfour was forced to resign.

The election that followed in 1906 was largely fought 
on the question of Tariff Reform and as a result populist 
propaganda proliferated on the issue. Both sides of the 
argument employed what we would now term as ‘project 
fear’ tactics to win voters over to their side. On one side 
the liberals, campaigning for Free Trade, dismissed 
Tariff Reform as a frightening unknown, warning of the 
widespread starvation that awaited should Tariff Reform 
go ahead. One of their most famous slogans being: ‘Free 

Trade – The Big Loaf; Tariff 
Reform – The Small Loaf.’ By 
contrast, the Tariff Reform 
League warned of the ruinous 
results of perpetuating unfair 
competition, depicting Imperial 
Preference as the only way in 

which to save our sinking nation.
The election proved to be one of Britain’s greatest 

electoral landslides, with the Liberals, united behind a 
policy of promoting free trade, claiming 396 seats, whilst 
the number of Conservatives and Liberal Unionists fell 
from 402 to 156 MPs. With the Liberals now in office firmly 
pushing their free trade agenda, Tariff Reform was pushed 
to one side.

As in 1906, we have again rejected the idea of a single 
market, though this time within the European Union 
as opposed to the Empire. The issues around which the 
debate centred then bear a striking similarity. Further, 
both then and now, both sides depict the other as having 
ruinous consequences for the nation.

Naturally, it is difficult to measure the impact of Tariff 
Reform as it did not come to fruition, but if one is to go 
back a further 60 years material change did occur with 
regard to free trade. In 1845, the Conservative government, 
under Sir Robert Peel, was similarly in debate over free 
trade. However, this time the debate was whether to repeal 
the Corn Laws.

The Corn Laws had been implemented in 1815, in 
the wake of the Napoleonic Wars. They put in place 
protectionist strategies to protect British farmers, such 
as tariffs on imported food and grain. While the laws 
did increase profits for British farmers and enhance the 
political power associated with land ownership, they also 
stoked resentment amongst the public.

Like contemporary criticism amongst the public of 
membership of the European Union this discontent 
took many forms: resentment stemming from the belief 
that they favoured the aristocratic landowners in the 
Commons, that they were hampering the growth of 
the manufacturing industries or during times of food 

Britain, Trade and Brexit
Georgia Crowe considers historical parallels to the Brexit conundrum

The unrelenting stream of predictions on the 
disastrous consequences of Brexit have woven 
together to produce quite the tapestry of misery 

and deprivation. Open any newspaper today and 
no doubt you will be faced with the next calamitous 
complication in the Brexit process. You will be met 
with sensationalist headlines such as this one from a 
recent article in The Times: ‘Like the Fyre festival, Brexit 
was sold on lies and will be a disaster.’ Politicians are 
similarly eager to weave their gloomy predictions into 
this doomsday tapestry. To reference but one of many, 
former Prime Minister Sir John Major wrote in a report 
by The Times: “It is hard to believe that the most ancient 
Parliament in the world could find itself voting for a 
policy that makes our country weaker, our public services 
less well funded, and the British people facing a harder 

future.” The media and politicians alike project an almost 
unwaveringly pessimistic view of Brexit, promising an 
apocalyptic scenario of the irrevocably ruinous effects of 
withdrawing from the EU.

No doubt this view holds much sway over us, as we, 
the British public, have not, in recent memory, borne 
witness to such an emotive and divisive issue tearing 
Parliament and the country apart. Never have we seen 
such visceral opposition to an action, and never has it 
heralded such disastrous consequences. However, when 
examining Britain’s political history since the 19th century 
it becomes increasingly clear that the current situation of 
parliamentary turmoil and public polarisation that we face 
is, in fact, not without precedent.

There was a time well before the formation of the EU 
when a conservative Prime Minister was similarly faced 

Never have we seen such 
visceral opposition

No to Brexit, by Colin / Wikimedia Commons / CC BY-SA 4.0
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once outside of the EU there is far less scope for bespoke 
arrangements. Hence, it is not without some justification 
that the media portrays Britain post-Brexit in such a 
pessimistic light.

However, just because no developed country has chosen 
to leave a Customs Union before does not mean that it 
cannot be done successfully. Both the EU and Britain 
are highly interconnected, geographically, politically 
and commercially. The UK is, besides the USA, the EU’s 
single largest export market for goods and in turn Britain 
provides many vital services to the EU, most notably 
through its position as a global financial centre. In the long 
run, it is in both trading powers interests to negotiate a 
trade deal which supports their symbiotic relationship.

Furthermore, what is most crucially apparent in the 
past situations of 1846 and 1905 is our tendency to fall 
victim to a fear of change. They provide a heartening 
reminder that in periods where doom and gloom seemed 
imminent, events have not unfolded as predicted. 
What historical perspective reveals is how present day 
events and fears are heightened by looking through the 
contemporary magnifying glass.

Indeed, we can see this recently, when in 2016 the 

Treasury forecast predicted that, in the event of a vote 
to leave the European Union, the UK’s economy would 
experience either a “shock” or a “severe shock”, triggering 
a recession, falls in house prices of up to 18 per cent and 
a rise in unemployment of more than 800,000. In reality, 
despite parliamentary turmoil and political uncertainty, 
the economy has prospered with record high employment 
and the lowest jobless rate since 1975.

By no means does this article seek to convey the idea 
that Britain will unquestionably emerge a stronger 
and more prosperous nation when released from the 
stranglehold of the EU. There is no perfect deal waiting to 
be made and Britain will, in the upcoming years, have to 
make serious trade-offs between sovereignty and market 
access interests. However, as in the time of Balfour and 
Peel, it is impossible to quantify in advance the impacts 
of these trade-offs, and more widely of leaving the 
European Union, and hence one should be cautious in 
making dire predictions, which in past events have not 
come to fruition. We can have hope that, as previously, 
British resourcefulness, entrepreneurship and commercial 
skills can forge a successful path through the changed 
landscape.

shortages. There was never a time in the 30 or so years 
that they were implemented that the Corn Laws were 
free from criticism. However, it was the Irish famine in 
1845, which went on to claim over a million lives, which 
prompted decisive action on the matter. The topic came to 
the forefront of Parliament’s mind in 1845 when, on 4th of 
december, the government announced that it had decided 
to recall Parliament the following month to repeal the 
Corn Laws.

Peel, having called the vote in the first place, naturally 
spearheaded the push for free trade, claiming it would 
enable the labouring classes to better feed themselves 
and stimulate the manufacturing industry. In addition, 
as opposed to coming at the detriment to the landowners, 
he believed it would actually stimulate the agricultural 
industry to modernise.

On the other side of the debate, Benjamin disraeli 
and Lord George Bentinck emerged as the most forceful 
opponents of repeal. They argued that removing these 
protectionist measures would detrimentally weaken 
landowners, destroying the “territorial constitution” of 
Britain by empowering commercial interests. The duke 
of Richmond, who founded the Central Agricultural 
Protection Society in 1844, similarly prophesied doom, 
telling the Lords that repeal would “shake the very 
foundations of the throne…cripple the Church…endanger 
our institutions and convert out hitherto happy and 
contented people…into…misery and wretchedness.”

When the fateful vote came, Peel managed to pass his 
bill. However, being so contentious, the issue cut across 
party lines and he relied on the opposition to do so. In 
fact, two thirds of his party voted against him, and it 

was instead the Liberals and Radicals who supported 
Peel, voting by 235 votes to 10 in his favour. As Peel said 
upon the success of his bill: ‘there has been a combination 
of parties, and that combination of parties together with 
the influence of the Government, has led to the ultimate 
success of the measures.’ It is rather late in the day but it 
seems that now, as then, only cross part action on Brexit 
will command a majority in the Commons.

Peel resigned the following month, with over a hundred 
fellow MPs loyal to him resigning from the Conservative 
party, which is testament to the passionate manner with 
which MPs dedicated themselves to their cause.

However, the repeal of the Corn Laws did not plunge 
the populous into ‘misery and wretchedness’ as Richmond 
had predicted. The heavens didn’t fall and, although wheat 
imports did increase, so too did domestic production, 
which increased over two fold in the following quarter 
century.

domestic agricultural production did in fact begin 
to decline towards the end of the century, not due to 
the repeal of the Corn Laws, but instead as a result of 
increased efficiency in shipping. However, if one was 
to examine the consequences of this feared decline 
in agriculture, the British economy as a result did not 
descend into ruin, as feared in 1846. Rather Britain was 
able to adapt to these changes. Industrial output increased 
and the service industry grew to new prominence, which 
filled the gaps left by the decline in domestic agricultural 
production. Britain was able to evolve and continue to 
prosper in spite of alterations to its circumstances.

So what can we learn from these past situations today 
as we prepare to leave the EU?

These past situations are 
not identical to that which 
we face today. So, despite the 
many striking similarities 
they bear to our current 
situation, the action that 
Britain is in the process of 
undertaking, voluntarily 
withdrawing from a large 
free trade bloc, is globally 
without precedent. Naturally, 
this means that Britain 
must make compromises 
as it attempts to renegotiate 
trading relations with the 
EU, now without preferential 
treatment, as a ‘third country’. 
The Luxembourg prime 
minister, Xavier Bettel said: 
‘Before [the British] were in 
with a lot of opt-outs; now 
they are out and want a lot of 
opt-ins’. A position which is 
in all likelihood unachievable 
as there is no legal ‘half way 
in, half way out’ option and 

Balfour was condemned … for his policy of no policy Our tendency [is] to fall victim to a fear of change

Tariff Reform (Wikimedia Commons)

Wake Up!  Black and red lithograph showing a British workman asleep as a pipe-smoking Dutchman (?) with a suitcase creeps around the corner from the docks. 
Banner top and bottom quoting Chamberlain’s speech made in Liverpool on 27 October 1903. Poster produced for the Tariff Reform League.

1716

OPINION OPINION

CAMDEN



How Blake’s Jerusalem 
has been Misunderstood
Zoe Smith argues that the context and meaning of Blake’s poem have been ignored

‘The Surrey hills glow like the clinkers of the furnace: Lambeth’s Vale

Where Jerusalem’s foundations began; where they were laid in ruins,

Where they were laid in ruins from every Nation & Oak Groves rooted,

Dark gleams before the Furnace-mouth a heap of burning ashes.

When shall Jerusalem return & overspread all the Nations?

Return, return to Lambeth’s Vale, O building of human souls! ….’

(Milton)

‘And did Those Feet’, or perhaps better known 
as ‘Jerusalem’, is considered by many to be so 
fundamentally ingrained within contemporary 

Britain that it is often seen as an alternative to ‘God Save 
The Queen’. Originally part of a longer ‘Prophetic Book’ 
titled ‘Milton: A Poem In Two Books’ by William Blake, 
the lines of ‘Jerusalem’ served to preface the work, and 
subsequently were largely ignored for the latter part of 
the nineteenth-century, only to be rediscovered once set 
to the music of Hubert Parry. Almost as instantaneously 
as it was conceived was it adopted by ‘The Fight For 
Right’ movement in 1916 as a rousing cry to boost British 
morale during World War I, later used by the Suffragette 
movement as well as sung at labour rallies. This was 
undoubtedly in part due to its religious imagery relating 
to an idealised Britain as well as its stirring call-to-arms 
imagery.

But ‘Jerusalem’ is, especially at first glance, ultimately 
misleading. For example, the first verse seems immediately 
laudatory of Britain’s imagined status of being a previous 
holy land, speaking about ‘the holy Lamb of God On 
England’s pleasant pastures’. But all these first perceived 
statements relating God to England are in fact a series 
of questions, and consequently 
this imagined notion of religious 
significance is scathingly begins 
to become more representative of 
the idea that British sanctity can 
only exist within the imagination. 
But perhaps more importantly, the 
fact remains that the iconic words to the hymn considered 
most integral to inherent British values of civic pride were 
written by William Blake, a man whom, whilst alive, 
was known for being so passionately against formalised 
education, organised religion and the state that his work 
was often polemically political, functioning as direct 
criticisms upon these entities as well as wider social 
issues. ‘Blake had a ferocious hatred, and this hatred was 
like Cerberus in that it was triple and that it furiously 
barked. He hated the ‘blackening church’. He hated the 
‘man of blood’. He hated the ‘marriage hearse’. It was this 
that he christened the ‘ancient malediction’, the burden of 
error weighing on mankind’.1 Yet, despite contemporary 
knowledge on this fact, ’Jerusalem’ remains firmly 
embedded within British culture as a song of devotion 
towards both the church and the state. Perhaps it is worth 
asking whether this is due to widespread unawareness, or, 
in the more Blakeian mode of thought, a united complicity 
in societal refusal to acknowledge its true underlying 
message.

In ‘And did Those Feet’ Blake hearkens back to a 
time in which Christ may have come to Britain, inspired 
by a story in which Christ journeys to modern-day 
Glastonbury. The poem itself connotes to ‘The Book of 
Revelation’, specifically ‘The Second Coming’ in which 
Christ seeks to create a new holy land of Jerusalem. The 
most common interpretation is that ‘Jerusalem’ was 
written as a scathing commentary on the increasing 
industrialisation of Britain as well as the corrupt nature of 

1 discussion of ‘An Ancient Proverb’ in The Virginia Quarterly Review (1929) by Julien Green

the church and state. This theme can be found within the 
wider text of ‘Milton’ in which Blake describes ‘The Surrey 
hills glow like the clinkers of the furnace: Lambeth’s 
Vale / Where Jerusalem’s foundations began; where they 
were laid in ruins’. This depiction of the foundations of 
Jerusalem as somehow linked to places of heavy industry 
and labour, seen in ‘furnace’ and the allusion to ‘Lambeth 
Vale’ which was at the time a hub of industrial activity 
within a poverty-filled area, enforces Blake’s view of 
industry as a corrupting development- the word ‘ruins’ 
lending a real sense of poignancy to this quality of loss 
of innocence, a degradation of England’s original inherent 
goodness.

Within the poem, this idea is continued through the 
phrase ‘dark satanic mills’- ‘dark satanic’ emphasising 
Blake’s view of industrialisation (represented by ‘mills’) 
as a corrupting force upon England, as well as expressing 
his sympathy for the downtrodden labourers. This could 
potentially either be a direct reference to the ‘Albion Flour 
Mill’ which was located close to where Blake resided, 
or a reference to the ‘grindstones of universities or 
churches’ of which Blake was vehemently against, viewing 
industrialisation, institutionalised education and working 

conditions as emotionally and 
physically repressive, a quality he 
no doubt continued to link back to 
his critique of suffocating societal 
expectations. Through contrasting 
this sense of immorality with the 
quiet contentment of ‘England’s 

mountain green’ and ‘pleasant land’ Blake represents the 
struggle between the past as an organic ideal and the 
technological advancements of his time as journeying 
toward a contemporary hell. This idea of hell is continued 
in the alternate interpretation of ‘dark satanic mills’ being 
emblematic of the church and its repressive teachings of 
conformity of social classes and distinctions.

Blake consistently attacked the church as a place of 
corruption in other works, most explicitly seen in ‘London’ 
in which he writes ‘Every blackning Church appalls’, 
the ‘blackning’ potentially evocative of the physical soot 
from industrialisation as well as abstractedly symbolic 
of the growing corruption and immorality within the 
church, ‘appalls’ emphasising his disgust and horror 
at the degrading nature of the institution. Throughout 
much of ‘Milton’, Blake repeatedly refers to ‘mills’ as 
places of immense evil- ‘But Satan returning to his Mills 
(for Palamabron had serv’d / The Mills of Satan as the 
easier task’ leaving room for a potentially more nuanced 
interpretation of that of ‘mills’ being Blake’s own symbol 
of anything he regards as an agent of evil. But regardless 
of either interpretation, whether the ‘mills’ were intended 
to be representative of the embodiment of industrialization 
or of the church, Blake’s views on both were clear: he 
deemed them equivalent to that of agents of fundamental 
darkness, and subsequently as forces that threatened to 
devastate a place once blessed by a pure ‘countenance 
divine’. Thus the final lines of ‘Till we have built Jerusalem 
/ In England’s green and pleasant land.’ which could 

[It] was never intended … 
as a song of patriotism

Jerusalem, Plate 100, William Blake, Yale Centre for British Art (Google Art Project)
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be interpreted as scathingly satirical, also engages with 
this idea of renewal of the past, and reconstruction of 
what utopia once existed before all the immorality and 
corruption of society.

Blake deemed himself as much a revolutionary as 
he did a visionary, but as Altizer writes ‘he is deeply 
unknown to us all, and unknown because we have so 
little sense of what a genuinely revolutionary vision is’.2 

In this Altizer is correct, for in order to fully understand 
why Blake was considered such a polemical figure one 
is obliged to contextualise his views within nineteenth-
century English society. Blake, to begin with, was a 
staunch supporter of the French revolution which in 
itself was deemed subversive. This could potentially 
support another interpretation of ‘And did Those Feet’, 
in that the ‘Jerusalem’ he was in fact referring to was 
not the canonical place of religious significance, but 
instead allegorical for the spiritual freedom found in an 
idyllic state gained through overthrowing an oppressive 
government.

despite the fact that this poem was written during the 
Napoleonic wars and not the French revolution, it is not 
hard to read the poem through the context of a freedom-
fighting narrative. Reflecting upon this, Fletcher wrote 
Blake [was] risking everything, and ready to appear before 
the world as the thoroughgoing preacher of the sacredness 
of rebellion’. This kind of 
approach can be clearly seen 
in ‘Jerusalem’, in the second 
verse Blake writes ‘I will 
not cease from mental fight, 
/ Nor shall my sword sleep 
in my hand, / Till we have 
built Jerusalem’. The strength of resolve represented in 
the ideological struggle shown in ‘mental fight’ as well as 
the physical actions of revolution - ‘Nor shall my sword 
sleep in my hand’ create a tension that is only resolved 
in the final line. Perhaps within Blake’s context he could 
have been envisioning the use of individual religion 
(as represented by Christ and religion) as a force for 
conquering the evils of human corruption.

As in ‘The Tyger’, Blake once again attaches this idea of 
divinity to the pursuit of freedom. The line in ‘Jerusalem’ 
of ‘Bring me my spear! O clouds, unfold!’, is paralleled in 
‘The Tyger’ -‘When the stars threw down their spears’. 
In this sense, Blake consistently reinforced the sentiment 
that the pursuit of revolution was a noble one, such was 
Blake’s religious fervour. Alternatively, Blake could 
have been satirizing the overzealous nationalism of the 
English during the Napoleonic wars, the dramatic ‘O 
clouds, unfold!’ intended to be a caricature of a country 
as so completely reliant upon an institutionalised religion 
throughout the war as it was on its army. Equally, one 
should also point out the underlying sexual undertones of 
these lines. Part of Blake’s criticism upon a modern society 
was his distaste for the stigma created by institutionalised 
religion surrounding pleasure, Blake wishing for desire, 
lust and sex to be released from any fixed connotations 

2 The Journal of Religious Ethics (2009) by Thomas J. J. Altizer
3 The Virginia Quarterly Review (1929) by Julien Green
4 Journal of the Royal Society of Arts (1958) by V. dE S. Pinto

of Satan or guilt. Subsequently, the intense imagery of 
‘burning gold’ and ‘arrows of desire’ reveal a real sense of 
animated longing, the sensory effects of the heat described 
in ‘burning’ and ‘chariot of fire’ serving to emphasises 
the over-arching sense of lust, as fire connotes ideas of 
carnality and deep, passionate emotion.

The irony of the misinterpretation of ‘Jerusalem’, then, 
lies not just in the extent to which contemporary audiences 
have misread it, but also in quite how extensively this 
error has proliferated. ‘And did Those Feet’ was never 
intended to be seen as a song of patriotism and civic duty 
toward Great Britain, nor was it intended to legitimise 
England as a centre of religious significance. The series of 
questions in the first stanza invite doubt. Consequently, 
the generalised interpretation of Blake’s work as an 
overtly nationalistic mediation upon England as a place of 
holiness was definitely not his intention, although Blake, 
being as critical of society as he was, would have almost 
certainly welcomed the irony of the mass proliferation of 
his hidden message.

As both Green and Pinto reflect, ‘Blake’s true vocation 
was prophecy’3, ‘William Blake was a lonely prophet in 
that world, a man who is almost in a minority of one.’4 

Through writing ‘Jerusalem’, Blake utilised his exceptional 
religious ardour in order to envision what England 
once was, and could be once freed from the manacles of 

degradation and immorality. 
‘Jerusalem’ is a testament to 
his revolutionary vision of 
England, which, although 
somewhat misinterpreted, 
speaks to the masses as a 
song inspiring progression, 

a sentiment that still remains pertinent to modern-day 
society.
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Kill a Mockingbird’, in which a black man who is clearly 
innocent is found guilty at the hands of his mendacious 
white accuser. This novel, in which we see the law act 
in accordance with the racist views of the community, 
is set in 1933. There are very few characters who oppose 
this racist behaviour and act in a way that matches our 
modern day notion of morality. Nowadays, the opinion 
that racism or discrimination against those of different 
sexualities or cultures is acceptable is one that most 
would deem immoral. We strive to accept, tolerate and 
love everyone regardless of these characteristics. Yet in 
1933 the general moral code was strikingly different. 
In ‘To Kill a Mockingbird’, only Atticus Finch stands 
up for Tom Robinson against what he deems to be the 
immoral behaviour of the community. “The one thing that 
doesn’t abide by majority rule is a person’s conscience.” His 
morals and outlook on humanity is one that the majority 
of people share today but that jarred strongly with the 
societal concept of morality in the 1930s American South. 
With this, we can see that while the morals possessed by 
many individuals - the instinctive feeling that a certain 
behaviour is wrong or destructive stays constant over time, 
it is the overriding moral code of society that changes. 
The very fact that scholars speak about an anachronistic 
viewpoint when assessing the morality of literary 
characters serves to prove that our morals evolve over time 
and are in many ways simply constructed by the cultural 
traditions of the time period. Some of us allow ourselves 
to be brainwashed by the 
morality of the majority 
a nd fol low bl i nd ly 
whatever society dictates. 
Others stand up for what 
they believe to be morally 
right and help to bring 
about the needed change to 
the moral message society 
and tradition propagates.

Of course, different 
societies and different 
cultures have varying 
m o r a l  c o d e s .  O n e 
group’s good can be 
another group’s evi l. 
Ta k e  c a n n i b a l i s m , 
which has been seen to 
be practised across the 
globe. Anthropologist 
Peggy Reeves Sanday 
fou nd ev ide nce  for 
cannibalism in 34% of 
cultures in one cross-
historical sample, yet this 
is something that modern 
day societ ies a lmost 
unilateral ly condemn. 
Similarly, practices seen in 
the Roman Empire, such 
as gladiatorial combats, 
in which thousands of 
spectators looked on 

enthralled as men engaged in mortal combat, would be 
deemed entirely unacceptable today. Many societies have 
also permitted forms of public torture and execution, 
as was the case in Europe before the 18th century. 
Furthermore, there are cultures that engage in excruciating 
body modification practices, such as scarification, female 
genital mutilation, or foot binding, a practice that lasted 
in China for 1,000 years and involved the deliberate and 
destructive crippling of young girls for the purpose of 
achieving a favourable physical attribute.

All these things were not deemed immoral by the 
societal code at that time. There may have been many 
individuals who felt strongly against such practices but 
there was no societal or cultural opposition. Similarly 
attitudes towards sex and marriage vary enormously 
throughout the world and its history. When studying 
culturally independent societies, anthropologists have 
found that over 80% permit polygamy. Arranged marriage 
is also seen throughout history, with some cultures 
allowing girls who are still pubescent or even younger to 
be married. In some parts of Ethiopia, fifty percent of girls 
are married before their 15th birthday, yet in England we 
would deem this illegal.

On the other hand, there is an undeniable baseline 
morality that lives within each individual, teaching 
that things such as murder, rape and theft are wrong. 
An argument for relativism must show that there is no 
basis for morality beyond the emotions with which we 

have been conditioned, 
which is an idea strongly 
contested by the instinctive 
feeling many experience 
when d i st i ng u ish i ng 
b e t we e n  r ig ht  a nd 
wrong. Objectivism states 
that there is one true 
morality binding all of 
us, overriding whatever 
a society at a particular 
point in time dictates. To 
defend such a view, the 
objectivist must offer a 
theory explaining where 
said morality comes from, 
allowing it to be universal 
in this way. There are three 
principle theories: Morality 
could originate from 
religion, an omnipotent 
deity controll ing and 
prescribing morals for 
humanity. It could come 
from human nature – 
the idea that we are all 
born with an innate set 
of moral values. Morality 
could be based on rational 
principles such as the rules 
of logic and arithmetic.

Each of these are 
r idd led w it h f laws. 

Morality as a Construct 
of Cultural Tradition
Elizabeth Ambrose examines reflections of social codes and the 
reasons behind differences in approaches to morality

Morality can be defined as the principles 
concerning the distinction between right and 
wrong. An established code that deems certain 

behaviour good and some bad. There are many who 
argue that this is innate. We are born knowing that it 
is wrong to murder, to rape and to steal. These are not 
things we have to be taught and there is very little case 
to be made in defence of such actions. However, there is 
another viewpoint that argues that morality is not innate 
but rather created, constructed by the society in which we 
live. People decide what is right and what is wrong - what 
behaviour is deemed acceptable and what is not. There is 
no absolute morality – some overriding ethical code by 
which one can live irrespective of society’s influence.

In order to assess the extent to which morality is a 
construct of cultural tradition, it is helpful to evaluate 
works of literature as these offer a deep insight into a 
society’s morals that transcend class, gender and race. 
Literature reflects the viewpoint of the time, changing 
attitudes and the underlying 
moral code of the society 
in which they are set. To 
compare the literature of 
one society or time period 
to that of another is an 
enlightening exercise on the 
topic of morality. We can see 
the pattern of morality, the 
way in which as a result of 
information or contest the 
moral code of humanity 
changes and adapts. Our 
moral code today is starkly 
different to that of 300 years 
ago, even 50 years ago. Our 
outlook on life and human 
interaction is constantly 
evolving as we become 
arguably a more accepting 
and tolerant species.

There are many works 
which question and contest 
the idea of the morality 
that society constructs. 
Notably in the late Victorian 
period, when factors such 
as industrialisation and 
urbanisation were throwing 
into question the world 
in which people were 
living, the moral codes of 
society were thrown into 

the limelight. Thomas Hardy, in his novel ‘Tess of the 
d’Urbervilles’ contests strongly the notion that a woman 
becomes sexually impure and therefore salacious and 
inherently less worthy as a result of sexual experience 
outside marriage. His protagonist Tess, a young girl 
with whom the reader naturally sympathises, is spurned 
form her marriage to the man she loves on account of 
her rape by Alec d’Urberville. Hardy shows the entirely 
illogical nature of such a moral code – showing it to be 
based neither in innate reasoning nor logic that suits the 
everyday human experience. He gives his true opinion 
through the voice of the heartbroken Tess: ‘she was ashamed 
of herself for her gloom of the night, based on nothing more 
tangible than a sense of condemnation under an arbitrary law 
of society which had no foundation in Nature’. This epitomises 
the concept of a moral code constructed by society with 
no legitimate foundation in logic or innate sensitivity. 
Similarly, another Victorian writer Kate Chopin in 
her novel ‘The Awakening’, questions the concept of a 

woman’s moral duty to her 
husband and children – the 
sense that the only moral 
role for women in society 
is that of a companion 
to a man. Her female 
protagonist Edna enacts 
a rebellion against this 
societal ideal and behaves 
in a way that was viewed 
as outrageous and shocking 
at the time but now is the 
everyday existence of many 
independent women. In 
this way, we can see that 
many works of literature, 
especial ly in the late 
Victorian Period, opposed 
and questioned societal 
ideals of morality which 
have since changed.

Similarly, our sense of 
morality in regard to things 
such as race, gender and 
sexuality have changed 
dramatically over time. One 
hundred years ago racism 
was an entirely accepted 
part of human interaction. 
It was not deemed immoral 
in the eyes of society. 
This a central theme in 
Harper Lee’s novel ‘To 

After Lucas Cranach the Younger, The Fall of Man (Google Art Project) Return of the Prodigal Son (detail), c 1669, Rembrandt (Hermitage, St Petersburg)

Each individual [has] an 
undeniable baseline morality

Reason cannot tell us which 
facts are morally good
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A further point of investigation is the issue of how 
morals are learned. Children begin to learn the concept of 
right and wrong when they are very young, before they 
can reason effectively. Young children behave in ways 
that we would never accept in adults: they scream, take 
off their clothes in public, throw food, hit, scratch, bite, 
and speak their mind regardless of its implications. Moral 
education begins from the start, as parents punish these 
antisocial behaviours. Children also learn by emotional 
osmosis. They watch and learn to imitate their parents’ 
reactions to television programs, novels and the behaviour 
of others. They listen to discussions of moral or immoral 
behaviours and slowly assimilate their parents’ and 
peers’ sense of morality. This suggests that morality is 
constructed by the society in which we live.

By contrast, one school of thought argues that morality 
is based entirely in emotion. Psychologist Jonathan 
Haidt and colleagues have shown that people make 
moral judgments even when they cannot provide any 
justification for them. For example, 80% of the American 
college students in Haidt’s study said it’s wrong for two 
adult siblings to have consensual sex with each other 
even if they use contraception and no one is harmed. 
If we consider that psychopaths, who undoubtedly act 
immorally, suffer from profound emotional deficits 
it makes the case for emotions as a basis for morality. 
However this does not necessarily oppose the idea that 

morality is constructed by society, because as mentioned 
before, many of our emotional responses are conditioned 
and taught form an early age. However reasoning can 
often lead us to adapt our emotional moral response, 
helping us extrapolate from our basic values to novel 
cases. Reasoning can also lead us to discover that our basic 
values are culturally instilled, and this might compel us 
to search for alternative values, so although morality is 
in many ways a societal construct, our human emotion 
and reasoning can help us to adapt this to fit our own 
individual viewpoint.

A final point for consideration is that of a reference or 
comparison point. do we need the presence of sin and evil 
to give our definition of morality weight and meaning? 
This idea is explored in John Milton’s Paradise lost which 
depicts the story from the book of genesis in the form of an 
epic poem in blank verse. He describes Adam and eve as 
‘not nocent yet’. They cannot yet be called innocent because 
there has not been anything to taint the perfection of Eden. 
Sin and temptation have not yet pervaded and therefore 
Adam and Eve cannot be given the attribute of innocent as 
there is nothing to be innocent about, no evil in which they 
have chosen to not be involved. Without sin the notion of 
goodness loses all meaning. This is an argument in favour 
of the notion that morality is purely a construct of cultural 
tradition. We as people and as a society have deemed 
certain behaviours and attitudes right and others wrong. 
Without this comparison and reference point it is difficult 
to know whether an innate sense of what is good and 
virtuous would prevail or whether our sense of morality 
would fall apart.

It is clear, then, that morality is a complex phenomenon 
about which it is difficult to draw any concrete or infallible 
conclusions. While at least certain aspects of morality are 
instinctive and innate, there is undeniably a large element 
that is constructed by social tradition. The fact that our 
moral codes evolves along with society shows that there 
is not one unilateral sense of morality that is rigid and 
unchanging. Morality is subject to time, interpretation and 
circumstance. From our earliest years we are taught the 
moral code of society and learn to imitate it to the point 
that it feels as natural to us as it might do if it truly came 
from within us, irrespective of societal ideals.

Yet, there is undeniably a role for the individual within 
morality. We are not condemned to obey religiously the 
moral code dictated by society. The morality that comes 
from our emotional intelligence and our sense of logic 
and reasoning allows us to question and contest certain 
aspects of society’s moral code. This is a pattern seen 
throughout time and is what has driven the evolution 
of societal morals, which are created, spread and often 
contested by individuals. We have the choice to adhere to 
or to reject these moral guidelines and therefore, although 
undoubtedly society forms a moral code, it cannot be said 
that morality is purely a construct of cultural tradition. 
There are other forces at play, be they emotion, logic or the 
strength of individuals. This is what has led to our moral 
code that changes daily, constantly adapting and evolving 
in our efforts to live alongside each other in a harmonious 
manner, to choose good over evil and live a ‘moral’ life.

Religion is not a united or unanimous doctrine, different 
faiths have varying views about what God or the gods 
want us to do and even within one faith there are a variety 
of interpretations of the meaning of Holy Scripture. What 
is more there is the fact that many people do not believe 
in a deity of any kind. Under this argument therefore 
do they not possess any morality? It quickly begins to 
fall apart. The issue with human nature as a basis for 
universal morality is that it lacks normative import, 
that is, this doesn’t itself provide us with any definitive 
view of good and bad. different people feel some 
behaviour is acceptable while others would condemn 
it. Undoubtedly, there are people who possess no innate 
qualms in committing acts such as theft or abuse – is 
this a moral code by which all society should abide? To 
live in large stable societies, we are better off following 
the ‘civilized’ values we have invented. Finally, reason 
cannot tell us which facts are morally good. Reason is 
evaluatively neutral. At best, reason is able to tell us which 
of our values are inconsistent, and which actions will 
lead to fulfilment of our goals. As a result this too is not a 
sustainable basis for a moral code. Therefore, although we 
all knowingly experience an instinctive sense of morality, 
it is hard to find an explanation for this that stands up 
to contest, other than it is a moral code conditioned and 
propagated by cultural tradition.

What is more, even behaviour that many would argue 

undeniably immoral, can be murky due to circumstance 
or necessity. Take the infamous legend of Robin Hood, 
stealing form the rich to give to the poor. Was he an 
immoral thief or a man who strove for equality and an 
improvement of living conditions for those he saw to be 
suffering? He has been represented in literature as a heroic 
figure, ‘No other archer was so good; And people called him 
Robin Hood. Such outlaws as he and his men; Will England 
never see again’, for what by legal morality we deem to be 
a crime. In a more prosaic example, many people would 
deem it less immoral to steal from a multi-national chain 
such as Tesco than from an independent small business 
who are just managing to make end meet.

The disparity between different moral stances is also 
reflected in the range of views towards the death sentence. 
Many cultures and individuals deem it entirely acceptable, 
others deem it immoral and what is more there are many 
who believe it is a case-by-case decision, unable to be 
dictated by an overriding moral law. Acts of war, such 
as the bombing of Nagasaki and Hiroshima, can be seen 
as the best way to prevent further deaths or an entirely 
immoral and unacceptable slaughter of innocent civilians. 
Thus, the moral code of society and even individuals 
is often flexible to circumstance, proving it is not a 
fundamental established or rigid structure, but rather 
a construct of the traditions and views of society at that 
time.

Jesus and the woman taken in Adultery, Polenov, 1888 (Russian Museum, St Petersburg) “He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her.” John 8:7
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you have as long as people, organisations and institutions 
are denied access to you. This concept of privacy has 
arisen out of notions of physical boundaries regarding 
informational privacy, as users want to participate in the 
social spheres of the internet while paying attention to 
the information that is shared and generated publicly. 
Privacy is now about the context of information sharing, 
rather than the control of such sharing. The perspective 
on privacy has changed in that people are increasingly 
demanding information about who has information on us, 
and who is buying such information.

‘The right to be forgotten’ 
has arisen from our changing 
circumstances regarding internet 
use. It demands control of our own 
personal data in what some people 
call ‘notice and consent’. Internet 
users are beginning to demand informed choice over 
whether their personal data is used by such technologies. 
The problem here is that individuals are overloaded by 
requests to consent the use of data. Our informed choice 
regarding privacy of our internet activity becomes illusory 
as opting out of the internet is not an option.

The emerging battle for personal privacy is no longer 

simply about the moral reasons behind the limiting of 
access to information, but also about the moral reasons 
for limiting invitations to users to submit personal 
information. Users are increasingly tempted to exchange 
personal data for the benefit of using the particular 
services. This raises the fundamental problem of internet 
sites steering users’ behaviour of sharing, an inherent 
breach of privacy of which we are increasingly becoming 
aware.

The weakness of policies regarding data storage and 
sharing are highlighted by database 
linking, where personal information 
about age, birth and zip code is 
becoming readily available. daniel 
Solove states that ‘The main reason 
privacy is a growing problem is that 
storage is so cheap. People can collect 

data and never throw anything away. Policies on data 
sharing are not very good, and the result is that data tends 
to flow around and get linked to other data’. We can now 
be traced via internet use by our cellphones, laptops and 
other wireless devices, ATM transactions and credit card 
purchases. Sweeney states that, ‘pretty much everything is 
being recorded in some database somewhere’. The poorly 
regulated nature of data sharing via the internet has 
increased all the more concerning, as the laws regarding 
data profiling are not upheld. Such policies are a legal 
privacy patchwork.

The Privacy Act of 1974, which determines standards on 
fair information practices, is constantly being undermined 
through internet usage. The CrCS postdoctoral fellow 
Allen Friedman develops this statement by arguing that 
it ‘does not address the government buying information 
from private actors. This is a massive loophole, because 
private actors are much better at gathering information 
anyway’. Our concept of privacy has had to adapt to the 
lack of legislation regarding internet privacy, and the 
normalisation of data-profiling. We have had to abandon 
previous concepts of our right to privacy, accepting that 
information regarding our internet use can be bought and 
sold on the global market.

Nevertheless, our notion of who can use information 
gathered in certain contexts remains an important factor. 
Although we have had to adapt our concept of privacy as 
an inherent human right, profiling of our data in guessing 
aspects of our personality remains an unresolved issue. 
The idea of autonomy in relation to privacy is vital in 
ensuring that such privacy standards guarantee freedom 
and autonomy rather than restricting it. After all, darwin 
and Copernicus would not have been able to make 
ground-breaking and controversial discoveries, had the 
prevailing powers of the time had more insight into their 
activities.

Such concepts of autonomy of the individual are 
regularly breached through the gathering of personal 
data on the internet. George Orwell’s vision in 1984 of a 
future in which the government has the power to record 
everything is not so far fetched. Mckay, a professor of 
computer science states that, ‘even Orwell did not imagine 
that the sensors would be things that everyone would 
have’. The emergence of ‘the internet of things’ means 

How the Internet has 
Changed Privacy
Manon Lowth explores some concerns about how we take privacy for 
granted and how the Internet is eroding rights and liberties

The internet has played a large role in our changing 
attitudes to privacy. It was developed in the 
1980s as a scientific network for the exchange of 

information. It was never designed for the purpose of 
separating information flows. The World Wide Web of 
today was not foreseen, neither was the possibility of 
misuse of the internet. Privacy and security have only 
become problematic in the context of social media, 
owing to the increasing size of internet networks and 
data storage. Mashable’s Pete Cashmore was typically 
provocative in his statement that, ‘Privacy is dead, and 
social media holds the smoking gun’. The emergence of 
data profiling and internet crimes call for a change in our 
opinions on privacy as an inherent human right. It may 
be time to accept that privacy is an illusory concept, that 

we may only enjoy the practicalities of the internet at the 
expense of our right to privacy.

Our conception of such privacy has evolved into the 
idea of ‘being let alone’, because of the emergence of data 
profiling. data intensive companies have recently been 
criticised for the use of personal data. It is time to accept 
that our personal actions on the internet may be used 
by external sources, and that we can no longer conceive 
privacy as a given. Government intelligence agencies 
build up databases containing information on millions of 
people from all over the world. Although this boosts the 
effectiveness of crime prevention, it forces our concepts 
of personal privacy to change, as we come to terms with 
the lack of regulation regarding collection, access and use 
of personal information. Privacy is now something that 

Laws regarding data 
profiling are not upheld

Blockchain and the Law (Chambers Associate)
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the simple privacy that many people take for granted in 
daily life. Is the best thing we can hope for just anonymity 
in a crowd?

It is important to make a distinction between 
constitutional and informational privacy. The first refers 
to the freedom to make one’s own decisions without 
interference. It addresses matters seen as intimate 
and personal. The second concerns the interests of the 
individual, and one’s ability to control the access to 
information about oneself. With the growth of information 
technology, both forms of privacy are reduced, and, 
as a result, the distinction between the two is greatly 
diminished. Perhaps we should realise we have zero 
privacy in the digital age, and that there is no way to 
protect it so we must adapt to a new world. An alternative 
reaction is that privacy is there and we must attempt to 
protect it at all costs.

We have reached a general consensus that the internet 
has eliminated our right to complete privacy.

The reductionist account on the value of privacy is 
reducible to the moral values of security, autonomy, 
intimacy and friendship. There may be some truth to 
this argument, as conserving privacy and anonymity 
on the internet reduces the prevalence of informational 
inequality. The need for privacy is a means to prevent 
harm, and prevent unrestricted access to a person’s 
whereabouts. With personal data increasingly becoming 
a commodity, it is important to ensure that fair personal 
data laws are updated and upheld. Informational injustice 
and discrimination can occur when different spheres 
of internet use mingle. An example might be where 
information regarding health care is used in the context 
of commercial transactions, leading to discrimination and 

disadvantages for the individual. The reductionist view 
makes a crucial point in arguing that our conception of 
privacy has changed, and that it is no longer a right, but a 
means of protection.

Recent developments such as cookies and cloud 
computing have further complicated the challenge of 
conserving online safety. Cookies are small pieces of 
data that web sites store on the users computer in order 
to enable personalisation of the site. Some cookies can be 
used to track users across multiple web sites, enabling 
advertisements for a product that the user has recently 
viewed on a completely different site. Unfortunately, laws 
requiring user consent of cookies are not always observed, 
allowing infiltration into a user’s internet system without 
knowledge or absolute consent. Before the development of 
cloud computing, data programmes would still be stored 
locally preventing programme vendors from having access 
to data and usage statistics. In cloud computing, both data 
and programs are online, and therefore it is not always 
clear what user-generated and system-generated data is 
used for. data is located elsewhere in the world, and so it 
is not always obvious which law is applicable and which 
authorities can demand access to data. New laws need to 
be promulgated with international jurisdiction.

Our willingness to part with personal information 
and the growth of the commercialisation of big data and 
personal information for legitimate and criminal activities 
have coalesced to undermine the traditional notion of 
privacy. Not only that, but our digital activities cannot 
be erased; our past is available for others to scrutinise. 
The EU has recently attempted to tighten up on data 
protection; this process needs to be continuously updated 
and enhanced if ‘privacy’ is to mean something.

that devices connected to the internet are not limited to 
user-owned computing devices like smartphones. Chips 
used in everyday devices can be used to trace a person via 
their internet use. Smart meters, which automatically read 
energy consumption, are connected through the internet 
can be used for mining and profiling. Privacy is no 
longer just a moral issue with the growth of the internet, 
but a matter of safety and profiling prevention. In our 
dependence on the services provided by the internet, we 
have been forced to accept a reduced level of privacy       

This accessibility and presentation of information leads 
to the idea of ‘a smaller world’. Lewis talks on the subject 
of privacy in alumni groups in private homes. He begins 
by projecting a Google Earth 
view of the house, visiting the 
website Zillow to conclude how 
much the property is worth 
and how many bedrooms, 
bathrooms and square feet 
it has. He continues to say 
that, ‘Such information has 
always been a matter of public 
record, but it used to be that 
you had to go somewhere 
and give the exact name and 
address and they would give 
you back one piece of data. 
Now you can just mouse over 
your neighbourhood and little 
windows pop up and show how 
much money all the neighbours 
have given’.

The Internet not only 
changes our notion of privacy, 
but also emphasises our need to protect such privacy to 
prevent the invasive collection and distribution of data 
which could pose a danger to the individual. This danger 
is taken to the next level by daniel Solove in his book ‘A 
Taxonomy of privacy. He highlights 16 privacy harms 
modulated by our new internet technologies, some of 
which being, ‘information collection by surveillance, 
aggregation of information, insecurity of information and 
disclosure, exposure, distortion and increased accessibility 
of information’.

The lack of privacy on the internet has generated 
criminal activity, as it becomes increasingly easy to use 
anonymous data to track down an individual’s social 
security number, for example. Facebook asks for the user’s 
date of birth and hometown. SSNs have never been issued 
randomly, so if you know a person’s date of birth and 
location of birth, it becomes increasingly simple to predict 
the SSN. Lack of privacy is now a question of safety, not 
only one of human rights.

The first version of Windows XP can be hacked, on 
average, in less that four minutes. Botnets, networks of 
machines, can find vulnerable systems by testing every 
address on the Internet systematically. The CEO of AT&T 
testified before the US congress that internet crimes such 
as this cost an estimated $1 trillion every year. Sensitive 
information is easily leaked as Web-based data is often 
unencrypted. This means that anyone using the same 

network can intercept and read it. The growing threat 
of internet crime makes fears regarding privacy more 
poignant. Privacy is no longer a matter of respect, but an 
issue of personal safety.

The theft of information reveals the darkest side of this 
lack of privacy. An internet site known as PleaseRobMe.
com collects status updates from twitter that indicates a 
person is away from home. This helps burglars to figure 
out the best time to break into the house or apartment. 
Even more basic information from online social networks 
can be used in ‘social engineering attacks’. The United 
States Computer Emergency Readiness Team states that, 
‘using information that you provide about your location, 

hobbies, interests, and friends, 
a malicious person could 
impersonate a trusted friend 
or convince you that they have 
the authority to access other 
personal or financial data’. 
Privacy is no longer a matter 
of simple human rights, but 
an essential protection against 
internet crimes.

The concept of privacy has 
further changed in that we are 
forced to rethink the public/
private dist inction. Lewis 
illustrates that, ‘Now it turns 
out that there is private, public 
and really, really public’. In his 
Book called Blown to Bits: Your 
Life, Liberty and Happiness After 
the Digital Explosion he continues 
to argue that, ‘We think because 

we have a word for privacy that it is something we can 
put our arms around’. Privacy is no longer a given, 
but a constant struggle to control what information is 
unwillingly displayed about us on the internet. This has 
caused large-scale social change as young people are far 
more willing to post all kinds of personal information on 
social networking sites, including compromising photos 
and other private material. Emily Nussbaum writing for 
New York magazine commented that, ‘it may be time to 
consider the possibility that young people who behave 
as if privacy doesn’t exist are actually the sane people’. 
There is an increasingly smaller distinction between what 
– if anything - is considered to be private and what is 
considered public.

Friedman argues that, ‘We don’t know how our 
information is being used to make decisions about us’. 
He uses the example of someone with a venereal disease 
who doesn’t want people in his social network to know, 
‘If I go to the hospital and the nurse who sees me happens 
to live down the street, maybe I don’t want her peeking at 
my medical records’. Problems such as this dramatically 
scale up with online systems such as the internet. The 
nurse can check the records of everyone on her street 
during the coffee break. Computers can be used to find 
needles in a haystack, and as such privacy is no longer a 
question of secrecy but also one of anonymity. Computer 
systems enable us to pinpoint the individual, eliminating 

Being Observed

We have zero privacy 
in the digital age

Thumbprint By Metrónomo
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Whose Best Interests?
Milo Mallaby explores the enduring question of political philosophy. To what 
extent should individuals be given power over themselves and similarly, how 
strong should a central group of guardians, effectively ‘the state’, be? This question 
has defined the larger part of political debate over the last 2500 years

Theoretical dialogues between Plato and Aristotle, 
Hobbes and 17th century Libertarians and Marx 
and Bakunin, amongst others, have all confronted 

this issue. It seems that the central, conflicting themes 
which emerge from the debates are morality and 
efficiency. Marx advocated a strong, transitionary state 
not because it was the ultimate ideal for a communist 
society, but because it was needed. Bakunin rejected it 
because the very idea of a state was counter to his entire 
philosophy. As much as one would like to prioritize 
ideals over practicalities, beyond the pages of political 
philosophy, it cannot be done; efficiency must come first. 
Thus some form of guardianship of the collective interest, 
some form of ‘state’, is needed.

In The Republic, Plato defines his 
ideal ‘polis’ or state. The defining 
feature of Plato’s result was the 
‘guardians’. divided between the 
political and the military, these 
were the ruling class of the state, 
guardians of it and the collective interest. Plato greatly 
concerns himself with the way of life of his guardians. He 
decides that they shall hold no private property: “should 
they ever acquire homes or lands or moneys of their own, 
they will become housekeepers and husbandmen instead 
of guardians, enemies and tyrants instead of allies.” 
Furthermore, women are to be regarded as equal to the 
men; the women and children will be shared, and their 
education shall be in strict accordance with Plato’s desire. 
These are guardians who have been bred to live for the 
state, not themselves.

Plato goes on to argue that ruling should be left to the 
experts. To explain this, he uses the ‘craft analogy’: a ship 
run by a group of men ignorant of navigation will never 
run as well as a ship run by a trained navigator. Just as 
the state, government by the people, the demos, the mob, 
will never be as good as government by the expert: the 
philosopher king. This king is the head of the guardians 
and it is by him that all decisions are ultimately decided. 
The king is to be chosen from among the philosophers 
as they have attained the greater level of knowledge 
and expertise required, according to Plato. Thus Plato 
advocates a benevolent dictatorship, run by the best man 
together with the best of men. Individual subjects are 
almost entirely neglected - left alone to pursue their jobs 
and domestic duties. They have no input in the decision 
making process.

The Republic became the starting point of Ancient 
political philosophy and so was thus, of course, responded 
to by Aristotle in Politics (among other works). To the 
guardians, Aristotle did take exception. However, his 
criticisms were on two very particular points. The first 

is that the practice of holding wives and children is 
both impractical and wrong. The argument is that every 
boy recognizing every man as his father is impossible. 
Biological descendancy will be visible through looks and 
then fathers won’t be able to resist the urge to claim their 
children for their own. Furthermore, the bonds made 
between traditional families would be much stronger than 
those amongst Plato’s proposed guardians. Therefore, 
the state would suffer. Secondly, Aristotle claims that the 
prevention of the guardians from holding private property 
will reduce the happiness of the state. The existence of 
the guardians will be miserable, almost literally built for 
service to the state. Moreover, they will be jealous of the 

possessions of the lower classes, 
resulting in tensions in society. A 
large part of Plato’s reasoning was 
that his state would be tensionless - 
this seems to contradict that. Thus, 
Aristotle rejects Plato’s guardians.

Instead, Aristotle puts forward 
his own ideal state. However, he does little to expand on 
how it shall be governed. The main point made is that 
there should be a balance of power between classes. Thus 
the total power of the rich should equal the total power 
of the poor. Aristotle frames this as a balancing between 
aristocracy (rule of rich minority) and democracy (rule 
of poor majority). This presents the first ideological shift 
to individualism. While it is not yet individual based, 
instead class based, it represents a move away from the 
dictatorships proposed by earlier philosophers, including 
Plato. Aristotle’s move is based on pragmatism. If Plato 
was an idealist, Aristotle focused on the real world. Thus, 
in Politics he spends most of the book not explaining 
his ideal state, but existing states. Here is thus the first 
example of the central tension in the question. Ideals and 
practicalities have come into conflict.

An important debate occurred almost 2,000 years later 
-starting with Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan. In it, he makes 
the case for the ultimate guardian, the titular Leviathan. 
Hobbes first deals with the nature of mankind. He 
considers the ultimate individualist society, where people 
are left to decide what is in their best interest - they would 
have the licence to do anything in the world. In this state of 
nature Hobbes postulates that human life would destroy 
itself. A war of all against all would emerge - total chaos. 
Human life is famously ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish 
and short’. Thus, in order to protect mankind from this 
terrible fate, the leviathan must exist. People fear death, 
yet lack the ability to prevent it - thus through a ‘social 
contract’; they cede control to the Leviathan, the state, in 
order to form a civil society. despite the people being the 
source of the Leviathan’s power, it is always ultimately 

Individuals know what 
is best for themselves

Hobbes’ Leviathan
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morally wrong to have any sort of transitionary state. 
No matter the practicalities, it was wrong. He argued 
that advocating for a classless, stateless society and then 
bringing about a potentially even more authoritarian and 
oppressive state is hypocritical. The transitionary state 
- the dictatorship of the proletariat - would descend into 
tyranny. Bakunin wrote that for Marxism, freedom was 
the aim; but slavery was the means - “in order to free the 
masses, they have first to be enslaved.” Instead Bakunin 
advocated complete communist society immediately. The 
school he is considered to be part of - anarchism - calls 
for a completely apolitical society. Everyone would make 
decisions in agreement - no tyranny of the minority or 
the majority. To achieve this, Bakunin proposed a single, 
complete general strike. He believed it would destroy 
capitalism - paving the way for communist society. The 
dispute between Bakunin and Marx was bitter and 
often personal. However, it never strayed away from this 
singular point; Marx was willing to sacrifice his ideals, 
to be a realist - whereas Bakunin was not willing to 
compromise, as he saw it.

Some historians have argued 
that history vindicated Bakunin. 
Lenin brought about the revolution 
and installed the transitionary 
state, the USSR. However, the 
‘transitionary’ became lost. Stalin 
corrupted Marxism, the transitionary state turned into a 
tyranny, with Stalin at its head. There was no longer the 
pretence that this state would develop into full-fledged 
communism: Stalin never loosened his grip on power 
- neither did his successors. As Bakunin predicted, the 
enslavement of the masses became the state of being. 
Bakunin rejected Marx’s ideas because they were counter 
to his beliefs, not that they would not work. Furthermore, 
Marx knew that a dictatorship of the proletariat was not an 
ideal scenario - however it was needed to bring about the 
ideal scenario.

This is the lesson from all these considerations about 
the extent to which we can allow individuals to decide 
what is in their best interest and conversely, the strength or 
existence of a state, depends on how we balance idealism 
and pragmatism. For Hobbes and Marx, pragmatic 
requirements meant that they advocated a stronger state. 
By contrast, Bakunin and 17th libertarians felt such a 
state would limit morality. The ancient debate - between 
Aristotle and Plato - is different in the sense that Aristotle 
is considered the pragmatist and yet moves away from 
a strong state. However, it is not as if his ideal polis was 
radically individualist. Three points of contention arise. 
Why is individualism supposedly more moral; why are 
strong states, strong hierarchies, more efficient and lastly, 
how does one distinguish between short and long term 
aims?

Firstly, it has been assumed that individualism is 
somehow more moral. The ability to control one’s own 
life, to exert one’s own free will must be considered more 
moral than the enslavement of humanity under a state. No 
matter the outcome, the means by which a state enforces 
itself is immoral. The state is a necessary evil, and while it 
can sometimes be a force for good, the premise on which it 

is built is the suppression and enslavement of individuals. 
Thus individualism, beyond the control of the state, is 
more moral.

Secondly, is it right to assume the state is more efficient? 
After all, the state may be more efficient in some things, 
most often it is not. Significantly, though, in the grand 
decision making process - in the business of actually 
ruling - it is more efficient. One has to only look at 
various anarchical societies and movements to see this. 
The Occupy movements were largely run on anarchist 
principles. While initially successful a protest - Occupy 
wasn’t able to bring about much change. A large part of 
this is due to the inefficacy of the system. Occupy meetings 
needed 90% agreement to do anything. There was neither a 
leader nor any hierarchy. Nothing was done. Furthermore, 
Wikipedia lists five mass societies that were ‘anarchist’. 
The longest running of these lasted almost three years. 
Clearly, living under anarchism doesn’t lend itself to long-
term success. Humans have a desire to control, anarchism 
suppresses this, but it can never do so for long enough. At 

some point the prisoner’s dilemma 
will take hold: society will shift 
away from the collective optimum; 
someone will break.

In the short term, it is clear that 
individuals know what is best for 
themselves. A person will know 

better than any state what they want to eat. This and other 
day-to-day actions should thus be, as much as possible, left 
to the individual. If we operate by Mill’s harm principle, in 
the short term, the state isn’t preventing real harm. Instead, 
it might often cause it. However, this all changes in the 
long term. Psychological research suggests that humans 
are bad at maximizing long-term interests. In other 
words, humans are short termist. We prioritize immediate 
satisfaction over longer-term fulfilment. When this is 
applied to political philosophy, it implies that a state is 
needed to safeguard the long-term interests of the people. 
This is what we need the guardians of the collective 
interest for - not running our lives, but protecting our 
future. If it were up to individuals, we would not guard 
against invasion; thankfully, the state does this for us.

Thus, in balancing morality and efficiency it is 
essential to consider the timescale. Generally, individuals 
know what is best for them, and so, over the short term, 
they should be allowed to decide their actions as much 
as possible. However, in the grand scheme of things, 
a state is more efficient than individuals at running 
a country. Perhaps ideally, anarchism might suggest 
itself as a utopian society; however it will not work, it is 
a pipe dream. Therefore, a state must exist; there must 
be some sort of group of collective guardians. This is to 
safeguard the collective interest, particularly the long-
term collective interest. Morality must be eschewed at this 
point in order to ensure stable society. Thus, in the social 
contract, humans should only cede some control. Not over 
all matters as Hobbes suggested, but over longer-term 
decision-making. However, never should the state impede 
on an individual’s right to short-term decisions. Then, 
they know what is best for them; otherwise, guardians are 
needed.

sovereign. Its decisions cannot be resisted. Furthermore, 
in Hobbes vision, the powers conferred to the Leviathan 
are extensive. It would have sovereignty over civil, 
military, judicial and ecclesiastical matters - everything of 
import. The Leviathan, as the cover of the book suggests, 
towers over society, dominating it. Clearly, individuals by 
themselves do not know what is in their best interests.

Hobbes’ influences are deeply interesting for a number 
of reasons. It is important to remember that at the time 
he was writing, England was in the process of being torn 
apart by civil war. The weakness of the monarchy had 
directly led to death and destruction. With this in mind, 
Hobbes’ conclusions about the state of nature seem more 
logical. Furthermore, Hobbes was influenced by Calvinist 
theology, which held that mankind is totally depraved and 
can never find salvation by itself. Hobbes drew from this, 
in spite of his apparent atheism, in formulating his state of 
nature. The situation of all against all war fits nicely into 
the Calvinist framework of a depraved species. Because of 
this nature, the strong state is needed to hold humanity in 
check. It also has been argued that England’s geography 
is a key factor. England is a flat country. Flat lands, as 
the argument goes, make war easier. It is easier to fight 
your neighbour if doing so doesn’t require much effort. 
Thus the need for a stronger state, to prevent such war, is 
greater. Conversely, the mountains of Switzerland have 
helped deter invasions and war, so that a strong state for 
the purpose of limiting war is less of a concern - resulting 
in the establishment of more individualist, democratic 
Swiss Cantons.

The response to Hobbes - the libertarian critique – is 
the origin of Libertarianism. The central idea running 
through it is that of ‘radical individualism’. Mill declares 
the ‘individual is sovereign” over his body and mind. 
The only way in which power can be reasonably exerted 
upon the individual is if it is preventing harm - thus the 
‘harm principle’. Man would not progress, Mill argued, 
if constantly under the needless oppression of a state. 
Individuals know what is best for themselves. Clearly, 
this defies the Leviathan. It is wrong for 
individuals to cede so much power to the 
state. However, Hobbes’ views can, to some 
extent, be reconciled with Mill’s when one 
looks at the why. The need for the Leviathan 
is due to human nature’s tendency towards 
destruction. Thus, the Leviathan prevents 
harm, so is allowable under the harm 
principle. The conclusion is not where 
Mill and Hobbes disagree - instead it is 
the premise. Mill argues it is ‘wrong’ for a 
state to oppress the people. His argument 
is morals based. Hobbes, though, argues 
that the Leviathan is ‘needed’, an assertion 
based in practicality. Here too, then the ideal 
or moral principle differs from concerns for 
practical application.

John Locke, like Mill, agreed with Hobbes, 
again fundamentally on the premise. 
He argued that human nature was not 
characterized by war and destruction but 
instead by ‘reason and tolerance’. The ‘social 

contract’ (a theory they both agreed upon) should thus 
be more favourable to the individual. He reasoned that 
Hobbes’ need for a strong state is overstated, and thus 
Mill’s morals should be given more weight. Thus, the 
government should be representative of the people and be 
potentially dismissible by the people. Moreover, the extent 
of its influence is smaller and it should be separated. The 
separation of powers would ensure that the individual is 
never too suppressed. Lastly, the people would maintain 
the right to revolution - the constant ability to change 
its government. Unlike the all-powerful Leviathan, the 
change of the premise causes Locke to rebalance morality 
and pragmatism back in the individual’s favour.

In the political theory of socialism Marx and Bakunin 
agreed that society was unfair. The capitalist system 
exploits the working class and maintains the unjustified 
superiority of the bourgeoisie. Thus, socialists argue, it 
needs to be replaced. The ultimate ideal for both is the 
communist society; a classless, stateless society in which 
the means of production are held in common ownership 
and all have access to the articles of consumption. Marx 
and Bakunin held common ground on this assessment, but 
bitterly disputed how their ideal should be achieved.

Marx’s big idea was that of the transitionary state. 
Come the revolution, the proletariat wouldn’t yet be ready 
to assume full control. Thus a state was needed to guide 
the workers towards the communist society. It is clear that 
Marx is basing this on practicalities. A transitionary state 
falls short of the desired outcome, a communist society, 
but the proletariat would need guidance to work towards 
true communism. Later, Lenin expanded on Marx’s 
ideas and put them into practice. Bolshevism taught that 
a narrow, committed vanguard would bring about the 
revolution and put the systems in place for communist 
society. They would be the transitionary state. It was 
thus this vanguard that assumed control of Russia in 
November 1917; communist society wasn’t immediately 
brought about.

Bakunin was deeply critical of this. To him, it was 

Ideals and practicalities 
have come into conflict

Marx Engels Lenin  - Soviet Poster welcoming Marxism-Leninism
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that Theodore and Hadrian ‘attracted a large number 
of students, into whose minds they poured the waters 
of wholesome knowledge day by day’. Moreover, it was 
during this archiepiscopate that ‘knowledge of sacred 
music, hitherto limited to Kent, now began to spread to 
all the churches of the English’. At least superficially, the 
depiction of the archiepiscopate of Theodore of Tarsus in 
the Ecclesiastical History is one of a ‘golden age’ of Roman 
Christianity, and for this Bede apportions significant credit 
to Theodore himself, ‘the first archbishop whom the entire 
Church of the English obeyed’. Modern historians have 
tended to concur with Bede on the figure of Theodore: 
he was ‘perhaps the greatest Prince of the Church in all 
English history’; ‘a figure of exceptional importance for the 
establishment and growth of the Church in early England’; 
‘the most important single influence’ on the development 
of Roman Christianity in England. These historians 
committed the cardinal sin of taking Bede’s account at 
face value. This essay will argue that Bede distorted the 
figure of Theodore. He did so by only criticising some of 
Theodore’s decisions with characteristic subtlety, invisible 
to the untrained eye, and by omitting certain aspects of 
the archiepiscopate from his narrative. All of this he did 
to further the political agenda of the Ecclesiastical History, 
written in part to rectify the 
errors of the Church in 731 and 
to reverse what he perceived 
as decline. Bede somewhat 
distorted the figure of Theodore 
so that he could hold him 
up as a shining example to 
contemporary ecclesiastics whom he believed to have 
erred.

The archiepiscopate of Theodore was ‘considered 
by Bede to be the climax of the Golden Age to which he 
looked back’. Aspects of Theodore’s archiepiscopate 
certainly warranted Bede’s approval: his commitment 
to decreasing the size of dioceses; his introduction 
of church councils; his school at Canterbury were all 
instructive, edifying, and admirable. These aspects of 
Theodore’s archiepiscopate are consequently included 
in Bede’s narrative. Bede is surprisingly terse on the 
figure of Theodore himself, however, and it is likely 
that Bede omitted certain aspects of both the figure 
of Theodore and the state of the Church during his 
tenure as archbishop for two reasons. The first was 
his persistent refusal to undermine or openly criticise 
fellow ecclesiastics. Bede’s policy of refusing to denounce 
even the worst of ecclesiastics perhaps derived from his 
commentaries on the Book of Samuel, in which he noted 
that the prophet never put priests on trial. The second 
was Bede’s aim of moulding Theodore into an ‘example’ 
for the clergy of his own day. The Ecclesiastical History 
is full of such ‘examples’: Cuthbert and Aidan are 
exemplary bishops; Oswald is an exemplary king; and, 
it would seem, Theodore is an exemplary Metropolitan. 
Yet Bede only made Theodore appear so by ‘edit[ing] his 
sources, suppressing or abbreviating that which he found 
unedifying’. By omitting what he would have considered 
to be the ‘bad’ elements of Theodore’s archiepiscopate and 
character, Bede exaggerated the ‘good’, so that Theodore 

would be a more effective example for the early eighth 
century ecclesiastics, whose piety Bede clearly regarded 
as suspicious. Bede approved of much of Theodore’s 
archiepiscopate, but one can discern from his silences 
on certain matters, and from certain implications in 
his texts, that there was much of which he disapproved 
also. Though the Ecclesiastical History was written as ‘a 
criticism of the Church in Bede’s own day’, expressing 
‘his longing for a return to a primitive simplicity which 
he thought had existed only a short time before’, the 
Church of Bede’s adulthood bore more similarities to 
the Church of his youth – that is to say, the Church of 
Archbishop Theodore – than a prima facie assessment of 
the Ecclesiastical History would suggest.

What Bede does not say is often just as telling as what 
he does. It is interesting, therefore, that Theodore is often 
omitted from the narrative. Whilst Bede commends the 
archbishop’s commitment to filling vacant sees, such 
as Rochester, shortly after his consecration and arrival 
in England, one should note that, according to Bede, 
Theodore took no initiative in filling the vacancy in 
Wessex; rather, it was the lay king Coenwalh who ‘sent his 
messengers to Agilbert in Gaul’ and received ‘his nephew, 
the priest Leutherius’ to fill the vacant West Saxon see. 

Leutherius was welcomed by 
‘both king and people’; the third 
social category – the clergy – 
is conspicuously absent from 
Bede’s narrative. The presence 
of Theodore in England at 
this time is attested by the fact 

that he was asked to ‘consecrate him [Leutherius] their 
bishop’; nevertheless, the archbishop was not, apparently, 
involved in the appointment itself. The fact that the 
West Saxon diocese was not divided during its vacancy 
further suggests Theodore’s lack of involvement, since he 
had a policy of dividing sees: Wessex would have likely 
been the easiest see to divide, as there was already a 
precedent for its division (between bishops Agilbert and 
Wine in dorchester and Winchester respectively). That 
the West Saxon diocese remained intact thus suggests 
that Theodore had nothing to do with filling its vacancy. 
The appointment of bishops was, at least theoretically, 
an archiepiscopal, and not a lay, matter. The fact that 
Leutherius was appointed by Coenwalh and not Theodore 
is of interest because it suggests that Bede considered the 
archbishop somewhat negligent in his duties. Bede may 
have exaggerated the strength of the Church during the 
archiepiscopate of Theodore, particularly with reference to 
the increase in the number of bishops during his tenure, 
but even here he is careful not to apportion the archbishop 
too much personal credit.

Similarly, Theodore made some decisions of which Bede 
manifestly did not approve. Bede notes that Theodore 
‘consecrated Cuichelm as bishop of Rochester, but after a 
short time he resigned this see because of its poverty and 
withdrew elsewhere’. That a bishop would neglect his 
pastoral care over his see due to its ‘poverty’ suggests that 
the ‘poison of avarice’, which Bede decried in his letter to 
bishop Ecgberht in 734, was rife in the time of Theodore; 
indeed, Theodore himself must have made a poor 

Bede’s Agenda in History
Sam Rubinstein examines how Bede’s Agenda influenced his depiction of 
Archbishop Theodore in the Ecclesiastical History of the English People

‘Never had there been such happy times as 
these since the English settled in Britain’. 
Bede’s account of the archiepiscopate of 

Theodore of Tarsus in his Ecclesiastical History is laced 
with such superlatives. The narrative presented by Bede 
is one which is chiefly concerned with the progress and 
development of the Roman Christian tradition in the 
Anglo-Saxon Pentarchy. This tradition, according to Bede, 
had already overcome its two greatest adversaries by 
the time of Theodore’s consecration in 668: the threat of 
paganism was all but annihilated in the defeat and death 
of Penda of Mercia in 655, and the schismatic monks of 
Iona had been vanquished by those of 
Rome at the Synod of Whitby in 664. 
Both paganism and Christian disunity 
had hindered the early Anglo-Saxon 
Church, and the twenty-two years 
during which Theodore held the 
see of Canterbury represented the 

ultimate triumph of Roman Christianity in consolidating 
its recent victories. It was during his archiepiscopate that 
the final pagan Anglo-Saxon kingdoms – Sussex and the 
Isle of Wight – converted to Christianity. The last flickers 
of the Easter controversy which had scarred the early 
Anglo-Saxon Church were snuffed out when Theodore 
and his companion, Abbot Hadrian, encouraged ‘the 
Christian way of life and the canonical method of keeping 
Easter’. The Church under Theodore was more stable 
and, consequently, more procedural and organised than 
its rudimentary predecessor. Theodore tightened the 
Roman grip on the English Church, and so it may be of no 

surprise that Bede, a Roman partisan, 
ostensibly viewed Theodore’s 
archiepiscopate with such favour, and 
wrote of it with such hyperbole.

There are other aspects of the 
archiepiscopate of which Bede 
certainly approved. Bede celebrates 

Bede Manuscript  This manuscript is p8v from the earliest extant copy of Bede’s History. Prior to entering the collections of the University of Cambridge in 1715 as a gift from 
George I, it had been owned by John Moore, bishop of Ely (1707–1714). The book was written by a single scribe using a form of script known as insular minuscule.

Historians [took] 
Bede’s account 
at face value

A criticism of the Church 
in Bede’s own day
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matter of conversion. The fall of the last heathen kingdom 
in the Heptarchy – Sussex – to Christianity was, like the 
transmission of the Roman choral tradition, one of the 
glistening achievements of Theodore’s archiepiscopate in 
which the archbishop himself, as one can infer from Bede, 
was barely involved. The impetus for the conversion of 
Sussex was in fact secular: the king of the South Saxons, 
one Ethelwalh, ‘had been baptised in the province 
of the Mercians’ whereupon King Wulfhere ‘became 
his godfather at the font’. As with many of the initial 
conversions (those of kings Rædwald and Edwin spring 
immediately to mind) this likely had little or no expressly 
religious basis, but was rather a way in which a Bretwalda 
would assert his suzerainty over a subordinate petty 
king. The conversion of King Ethelwalh was principally 
a secular and worldly affair: he accordingly received both 
the Isle of Wight and the ‘province of the Meanwaras’ 
(eastern Hampshire) from his new godfather. Secular 
politics brought the Faith to the South Saxon monarchy, 
and the clergy brought it to the South Saxon people. 
The region had hitherto been neglected by the Roman 
tradition: the first monastery there, located at Bosham, 
belonged to dicul, an Irish monk. The leading figure in the 
narrative of the conversion of Sussex was not Theodore, 
nor this dicul, but Wilfrid: it was he who ‘delivered them 
from the penalty of eternal damnation’. In the whole 
chapter in the Ecclesiastical 
Histor y devoted to t he 
conversion of Sussex, Theodore’s 
name does not appear once.

Precisely the same is true for 
the ensuing conversion of the 
Isle of Wight, the last Anglo-Saxon kingdom still ‘entirely 
devoted to idolatry’ in 686. As with the conversion of 
Sussex, this too was undertaken by an alliance between 
Wilfrid and a king (this time Cadwalla of Wessex), with 
the Metropolitan of Britain, whose duties included 
ensuring that all who lived in his province conformed 
to Roman Christianity, once again conspicuously absent. 
Stephen’s Life of Wilfrid, obviously wishing to portray 
its subject positively, concurs with Bede’s narrative (a 
rather rare occasion): thanks to Wilfrid ‘hosts of pagans, 
some freely and some at the king’s command, left their 
idolatry and acknowledged the Almighty God’. Nor does 
Theodore’s name appear in this chapter of Stephen’s 
account. The archbishop may have also been negligent in 
fully converting some of the Kentish folk to Christianity: 
the fact that, after his death, the Kentish king Wihtred 
had to promulgate laws against paganism and ‘sacrifices 
to devils’ suggests that Theodore was unsuccessful in 
consolidating the Faith in his own kingdom of residence. 
Elsewhere in the Ecclesiastical History Bede vilifies those 
Christians who failed to convert the heathens on their 
doorstep: one of the ‘unspeakable crimes’ of the Britons 
was that they ‘never preached the Faith to the Saxons or 
Angles who dwelt with them in Britain’. It may be implicit 
in Bede that Theodore, in his apparent inactivity regarding 
the conversions of Sussex and Wight, was guilty of this 
crime too.

One of the malpractices which corrupted the Church in 
731 was, according to Bede, that of familial monasteries. 

He comments on this somewhat ominously in his 
conclusory notes to the Ecclesiastical History:

Many of the Northumbrians, both noble and simple, 
together with their children, have laid aside their weapons, 
preferring to receive the tonsure and take monastic vows 
rather than study the arts of war. What the result of this 
will be the future will show.

Bede held up Theodore as an example to the Church 
of his day, which he believed had been ‘demented with 
error’ since the death of King Aldfrith in 705. In so 
doing, he naturally distorted the character of Theodore 
in his fabrication of a lost ‘golden age’; an age he hoped 
the ecclesiastics of his day would aspire to emulate, 
and so, crucially, one without familial monasteries. But 
this ‘golden age’, during which the Church was devoid 
of problems like familial monasteries which would 
later plague it, could clearly only be forged through 
dishonesty. Elsewhere Bede appears to confess that 
familial monasteries existed in the time of Theodore, too. 
According to his Lives of the Abbots, Benedict Biscop felt 
burdened to clarify on his deathbed that his monastery at 
Monkwearmouth-Jarrow was not to be a family enterprise:

As a choice of evils I would far rather have this whole 
place where I have built the monastery revert forever … to 
the wilderness it once was, rather than have my brother 
in the flesh, who has not entered upon the way of truth, 

succeed me as abbot. Take the 
greatest care, brothers, never 
to appoint a man as father over 
you because of his birth; and 
always appoint from among 
yourselves, never from outside 

the monastery.
This historical episode took place in 690, the same year 

as that of Theodore’s death. Thus, it is possible to infer that 
the problem of familial monasteries had festered during 
Theodore’s archiepiscopate. Familial monasteries, and 
other such abuses, were cancers in the Church diagnosed 
by Bede in his Letter to Ecgberht, necessitating his 
advice to the new bishop to ‘protect assiduously the flock 
committed to [his] care against the persistence of ravening 
wolves’. Yet these cancers must have developed or even 
begun during the archiepiscopate of Theodore of Tarsus. 
At the very least, the archbishop failed to subdue them in 
their infancy. In attempting to fabricate a lost ‘golden age’ 
that existed between 668 and 690, Bede espoused some 
outright falsehoods.

This may explain Bede’s terseness regarding Theodore’s 
death, for which he surprisingly provides no miracles 
or elaborate verses. It is easy to attribute, as Mayr-
Harting does, the absence of miracle stories regarding 
Theodore in Bede to the characteristically Roman virtue 
of ‘gravitas’ which highly influenced his Canterbury 
sources. Nevertheless, other figures from the Canterbury 
Church were adorned with miracle stories and more 
ornate epitaphs: Archbishop Laurence had a vision of 
Saint Peter, and his successor, Mellitus, extinguished a fire 
in Canterbury only with prayer. That this latter miracle 
bears striking resemblance to one performed by bishop 
Marcellinus of Ancona in Gregory the Great’s dialogues 
perhaps suggests that Bede himself imposed it into the 

judgement in promoting an avaricious individual to the 
see. It is also possible that Bede disapproved of Theodore’s 
decision to depose bishop Winfrith of Mercia: Bede 
described Winfrith as ‘a good and modest man’ just before 
stating that ‘Theodore, displeased at some disobedience on 
the part of bishop Winfrith of the Mercians, deposed him 
from the bishopric’. In praising a bishop whom Theodore 
deposed, Bede ‘gives just a hint that he may not have 
approved of all Theodore’s doings’.

Whilst the depiction of Theodore as a great and 
benevolent Metropolitan had some use in Bede’s attempts 
to reform the Church of the early eighth century, it was 
far more important for his aims that he presented the 
overall state of the Church under the auspices of Theodore 
positively. The fabrication of a ‘golden age’ mattered more 
to Bede’s agenda than the creation of an edifying exemplar 
to future Metropolitans. Thus, during Theodore’s 
archiepiscopate, Bede notes a mass increase throughout 
the Heptarchy in knowledge of Christian choral music; 
but Theodore himself is never accredited directly for such 
an important development. Bede makes it clear that other 
ecclesiastics were more responsible than Theodore for 
the transmission of Christian music. The choral tradition 
in Northumbria predated Theodore: James the deacon, 
a member of the original Gregorian Mission, was left by 
Paulinus to ‘care for the church of York’ where he ‘began 
to teach many people to sing the music of the Churches 
after the Uses of Rome and Canterbury’. The next signing-
master in the Northumbrian churches was, according to 
Bede, ‘Eddi, known as Stephen, who was invited from 
Kent by the most reverend Wilfrid’. Perhaps the very 

same Stephen corroborates this in Wilfrid’s Life: the 
saint ‘returned to his own part of the country’ alongside 
‘the singers Ædde and Æona’. Bede also attributed the 
expansion of Roman church-music to Benedict Biscop, 
the founder of his abbey at Monkwearmouth-Jarrow, who 
‘introduced in his monastery the order of chanting and 
singing the psalms and conducting the liturgy according 
to the practice in force at Rome’. Indeed, it was Biscop who 
returned from Rome in 680 – in the middle of Theodore’s 
archiepiscopate – alongside John, the chief cantor of 
St Peter’s and abbot of the monastery of St Martin, who 
was brought back to Britain ‘to be a choirmaster in the 
monastery’. In Bede’s narrative, Theodore plays no role in 
one of the greatest achievements of his archiepiscopate.

Nevertheless, Theodore must have been involved, if 
only minimally, in this development. Putta, ‘a skilled 
singer in the Roman manner which he had learnt from 
some members of the Gregorian Mission’, was appointed 
as the bishop of Rochester by Theodore. Moreover, Bishop 
Acca of Hexham, Bede’s contemporary, ‘turned again 
to Kent for a teacher’ for his choir, whose name, Maban, 
suggests that he was not English; it is highly likely that 
Maban’s presence in Kent was indebted to Theodore, who 
was more responsible than any of his successors for the 
transportation of non-English scholars to his school in 
Canterbury. Theodore’s role in this important development 
within the nascent Anglo-Saxon Church was one which 
Bede seems to have deliberately ignored, perhaps because 
Bede, contrary to his account, considered many aspects of 
Theodore’s character to be unedifying.

What is true for the matter of singing is also true for the 

Bede’s Tomb at Durham Cathedral, by L.A.Smith The fabrication of a ‘golden age’
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narrative, in order to emphasise the connection between 
the first Roman missionaries to England and that holy 
pope. If Bede truly thought Theodore to be as remarkable 
as he claimed, he surely would have embellished his 
epitaph with verse or hagiography. Theodore died when 
he was 88 years old; this fact itself could have certainly 
been manipulated into a ‘miracle’, as it may have been 
later to justify his canonisation. That there were aspects of 
Theodore’s archiepiscopate of which Bede did not approve 
is ostensible, therefore, when one considers that Bede had 
‘nothing to say of Theodore’s personal holiness or his way 
of life’. One can deduce from this observation that there 
was much about Theodore which Bede found unedifying. 
It is more than ‘slightly surprising’ that Bede, ‘willing to 
supply fifty-four lines of verse on an abbess about whom 
he has already had a good deal to say, should abbreviate 
the epitaph of so important a man as Theodore’. Rather, 
it indicates that Bede did not approve of Theodore to the 
extent to which the superficial reader of the Ecclesiastical 
History is inclined to think.

‘Bede himself probably believed in a lost ‘golden age’; 
he held up examples of seventh-century heroes as both 
encouragement and reproach to clergy of the eighth 
century’. Archbishop Theodore was one such ‘hero’, and 
his archiepiscopate represented the climax of the ‘golden 
age’. The modern historian thankfully knows that Bede’s 
authority was never ‘completely secure’, and knows to treat 
this alleged ‘golden age’ with scepticism. The Father of 
English History wrote to edify and instruct, and one of the 
ways in which he did so was by fabricating this lost ‘golden 
age’, but it would be unfair to characterise Bede as someone 
who did not care at all about the truth. Bede consistently 
preferred omission to outright falsification. Thus, while 
Bede does not overtly criticise Theodore for being 
somewhat complacent about the pagan peoples of Sussex 
and Wight, the notion that he may have disapproved of 
Theodore’s inactivity can be discerned elsewhere. Some 
of Theodore’s decisions were criticised by Bede, but only 
subtly: the intention in the Ecclesiastical History was to 
produce an overriding impression of Theodore’s greatness 
as a Metropolitan. Subtle criticism, omission, and outright 
fabrication: these were Bede’s chief tools in distorting the 
past to influence the present. Bede attempted to fabricate 
a ‘golden age’ of Anglo-Saxon Christianity, and chose to 
impose that onto the archiepiscopate of Theodore, even 
though he knew that it was in parts an ill fit. A superficial 
reading of the Ecclesiastical History would leave one with 
an overwhelmingly positive impression of Archbishop 
Theodore; only the trained eye can sense that there was 
much about his character that Bede may have found 
unedifying. Bede knew all of this, and so his personal 
view of Theodore’s Church was clearly different from the 
one projected in his writings. So he left some breadcrumbs, 
be they conspicuous omissions or underhand criticisms, 
to point towards the places in which his personal and 
projected views came into conflict. Bede’s Theodore is 
thus a distorted version of the real individual, as both he 
and his archiepiscopate are polished and pruned in the 
Ecclesiastical History to fulfil Bede’s aim of fabricating a 
lost ‘golden age’ to which the eighth century Church could 
aspire.
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Medieval Female Mystics
Lily Amory discusses A Lesson in Feminism or An Indication of How Far We Have Come

Some medieval mystics took on the prevailing 
patriarchy of their period, while others embraced it, 
but both contributed to a fundamental shift in the 

intellectual position of women in the Christian world.
St Paul stated in Timothy 2:12 “I do not permit a woman 

to teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be 
quiet.” Much of medieval Christianity took his injunction 
to heart, and this was reflected in restricted gender roles 
and dominant patriarchal sentiments of the period. Yet 
in this era of rigid Christian orthodoxy overseen by a 
hierarchical patriarchy, a series of female mystics around 
Europe reacted to these internalized rules devised by men 
in different, but equally powerful and meaningful ways.

Mystics such as Margery Kempe and Marguerite Porete 
systematically undermined the institutionalized denial of 
women’s spiritual and intellectual lives and rights that was 
rife within society and the church at the time. ‘Mother’ 
Julian of Norwich or Bridget of Sweden, however, although 
still questioning male dominance, advocated and ensured 
recognition of women within established ecclesiastical 
policy and thereby influenced 
the wider community. Both 
groups of these remarkable 
women, however, although 
uncomfortable in different 
ways with the roles prescribed 
to them by society due to their 
gender, were still fundamentally 
working within and under a 
system of male dominance. They 
were also obliged to work with only limited control over 
their own lives, and with the restricted role of supposed 
hyper femininity and vulnerability allocated to them by 
their Church.

But in ways that might be hard to recognize with a 
modern context, they have been considered as feminists as 
well as feminine. deirdre Green in A Study of Mysticism 
and Its Forms of Expression points towards a communality 
between mysticism and feminism, owing to both 
disciplines leading to a transformation of women’s 
role within society. Yet she also accepts the essential 
contradiction inherent in the fact that their role in the 
religion of the time was defined by their gender, with its 
burden of oppression and subjugation.

The predominant assumed and enforced role of women 
within European medieval societies was that of marriage 
and motherhood, while a few devoted themselves to a 
reclusive life married to their religious devotion. For a 
devout woman the ‘purest’ form of life was deemed to be 
one of chastity, as the medieval church placed a far higher 
value on celibacy than on marriage. It was a rejection of 
these prescribed gender roles of medieval femininity 
which was something that many of the female mystics 
were driven or sought to arrive at. Many mystics went 
to great lengths to object to the forced imprisonment of 
women into married roles under the power of men. One 

instance was Christina of Markyate who, cut off from 
her ecclesiastical connections, beaten and shamed by her 
mother, suffered continuous attempts by others to talk her 
into marriage and her husband’s attempts to rape her, but 
eventually escaped and pursued a holy life. The female 
mystics of this period in their objection to marriage, 
with its burden of both health risk and subjugation, were 
staking a claim to intellectual and spiritual independence. 
Margery Kempe was considered to commit perhaps 
the greatest ‘sin’ against society and marriage when 
she refused to honour her marriage commitment and 
persuaded her husband to lead a celibate life, in order 
that she could wear white and be further devoted to God. 
For a woman who had fourteen children, it might have 
been considered that she had played her part, but there 
was no acceptance for a woman to impose limitations on 
a marriage. No wonder that her entering into domestic 
life, at the birth of her first child, coincided with Kempe’s 
first horrifying vision suggesting her inclinations against 
the prescribed life. Kempe’s later actions can be seen 

as a reclaiming of authority 
within the marriage, a rejection 
of this social construct and 
ultimately as a mutiny against 
the patriarchy that suffocated 
her early life.

T he myst ics,  however, 
although supposedly broken 
free or attempting to break from 
the enforcement of marriage, 

still found themselves in a position similar to that of a 
yielding relationship. This was the arrangement or belief 
that many of them were married to God, the ‘Brides of 
Christ’. Although they objected to an ordinary committed 
married life within the material world, there was an 
implication of a commitment to the Trinity, similar to 
that of marriage. Although vastly different to that of an 
ordinary marriage there is perhaps some suggestion that 
these women moved from one subservient position to 
another within the church. The visions that they had often 
related to that, in the case of Margery Kempe, the seeing 
of a ‘handsome’ man, Christ, and as Caroline dinshaw 
states in her analysis of The Book of Margery Kempe 
‘In Christ (Margery) has found an ideal intimate; she is 
married mystically to the GodHead’. The language used 
invokes a suggestion of a relationship between religious 
femininity and God, that still places them within the 
realm of the organized patriarchy which was so common 
within Medieval times. While this places them at some 
remove from modern feminists, it was perhaps a necessary 
compromise given the context in which they lived.

A similar break from societies norms can be seen 
through the rejection of maternity or motherhood that 
was seen as integral to the role of a women in Europe at 
the time. Few mystics had children, given their resistance 
to marriage; however, if they did, the attitude was that 

A communality between 
mysticism and feminism,… 

leading to a transformation of 
women’s role within society

Statue of Mother Julian, Norwich Cathedral, by K. Gaffney
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Christ’s own body. Although important, this focus on the 
body could be deemed to hinder the broader theme of the 
female movement within the medieval society, by making 
them hyper aware of the supposed weakness of their 
own bodies and the pain that it was assumed they should 
endure. At the same time, it left the intellectual sphere to 
be dominated by men.

This emphasis on feminine physical weakness also 
served to weaken their position in society. This vision of 
women as humble physical vessels for God’s word found 
its manifestation in many of the female mystics. The 
representation or signifier of the devotion of a mystic 
was displayed through physical suffering, because the 
mortification of the flesh created a bodily connection 
to that with Christ. As Julian of Norwich describes of 
Christ; ‘the body sagged….. because of all the piercing and 
scraping of his head and binding of the crown all baked 
with dry blood’. Although physical connection and bodily 
harming can be associated with both genders of the time, it 
was particularly present among the female mystics, as the 
physical deterioration of the woman’s body was considered 
the proof of her sanctity. As a result, this weakening of the 
female body and the pressure to conform to a self-harming 
ritual due to faith, can also 
be seen as part of a plan to 
highlight the vulnerability 
of the presumed ‘weaker’ 
gender. This can be seen 
with the encouragement 
of fasting specifically for 
female worshippers. As a 
result, many of the mystics of the time, including Julian of 
Norwich, became incredibly weak from malnutrition, and 
therefore almost became imprisoned within the gender 
stereotype of weakness.

Then, as now, fasting was a two way power battle, and 
it was in fact one of the only ways in which female mystics 
could exercise control over their own lives and the lives of 
others. Elizabeth Spearing in ‘Medieval Writings on Female 
Spirituality’ states; ‘periods of fasting were an integral 
part of Christian life: it must have been just as easy for an 
adolescent to move on from that into anorexia as it is for a 
modern adolescent to move on from dieting’. This can be 
further seen in description of Elizabeth of Spaalbeek when 
one description of her meals states; ‘her mother brought 
her a little milk in a little dish… she sipped three sips of it 
with apparent difficulty, and then she began to gag at it, as 
if she were being given food which she loathed’.

This exercise of subtle forms of soft power by female 
mystics is not isolated; many of the female mystics used 
these gender stereotypes to their advantage. Often they 
were able to manipulate those around them and within 
their communities into serving them. This can be seen 
through the life of Elizabeth of Spaalbeek once again, 
although the Middle English version of her life begins 
with male authority and an assertion of control through a 
quote of the church father St Jerome, as Spearing states; ‘a 
paradox at the heart of this text is that while conventional, 
patriarchal men appear to be in control, Elizabeth has 
made use of their structures to obtain power and to live 
a transgressive life’. Elizabeth gained an entire household 

suited to her means as well as having the constant and 
devoted attention of her immediate family. This assertion 
of her own dominance by utilising the preconceived 
assumptions of her gender for her own ends reflects the 
way in which the female mystics could often use the 
prejudice around them for their own means, thereby 
eventually controlling the situation.

Female mystics used many different techniques to 
exercise power in a period when women were ostensibly at 
the mercy of men. However, there is one area where they 
were at a significant disadvantage with regard to posterity: 
their lives were written about or permitted to be written 
about by male clerks and clerics. Often the access we have 
to these remarkable women and their stories, theories and 
revelations are through men, either not just by authorising 
the text, but further being the scribe and sole author of the 
text itself. Even if the medieval mystic could write – which 
was rare - then its succession would be down to that of the 
church and male scribes that copied it after her. Although 
this does not necessarily completely undermine the 
actions or authority of the mystics, it means that we need 
to treat their recorded history with scepticism, as often 
there was a tendency for the men that wrote about them to 

feel obliged to do so in terms 
of modesty and humility. 
An exception to this is St. 
Bridget, who would have 
initially retained control 
over the inscriptions of her 
visions. The same could be 
said for official religious 

recognition, canonisation for example, which was very 
important for deciding whether their writings were 
preserved for posterity. Marguerite Porete was not 
canonized, but burned at the stake - unlike Bridget of 
Sweden, who reiterated the orthodoxy and thereby was 
canonized soon after her death.

Throughout the modern world today, as in Medieval 
Europe, the sanctity of women’s lives and their religious 
authority is deliberately undermined and attacked to deny 
the revelatory experiences of God’s presence in females. 
In many different ways, medieval female mystics fought 
to demonstrate the power of femininity, the significance 
of women’s place within the church, and their ability to 
compete with men as spiritual and intellectual equals. 
Although this needs to be seen in the context of the 
means by which they reached these intellectual spheres, 
or the eventual role many of them would pursue, nothing 
detracts from the distinctive or important nature of their 
impact on the place and perception of women both within 
the Church and within the wider societies in which they 
lived. The reason it is so hard to separate the works of the 
mystics from the importance of their gender is because, 
although their primary focus was their relationship with 
God, their actions and lives helped forge a path for the 
future of the human race. The thread that connects their 
rejection of medieval patriarchal societal norms is one that 
continues to be an inspiration even in our modern world. 
Their dismissal of male authority in the face of oppression 
should be a continual reminder of why equality should be 
fought for across the globe.

similar to St Bridget who prayed to God to ‘rip the thorn 
which is in my heart, which is the bodily love of my 
husband or children’. This distinction from the rest of 
the population expected to reproduce allowed them a 
freedom to have a supposed deeper devotion, and the 
independence to forge an identity separate to that of a 
mother and wife. The theme of maternal instinct was 
complex for the mystics, particularly for Julian of Norwich, 
who drew a commonality between a mother’s role and the 
role of God. Julian lived much of her life in seclusion as 
an anchoress and therefore had no children herself, but 
argued that the earthly relationship most comparable to 
that of the worshippers and God, was between a mother 
and child. In doing so of Julian was asserting the female 
role within the ecclesiastical hierarchy. So, while for some 
mystics motherhood in practice was a hurdle, in principle 
for others it was an opportunity to assert the role of their 
sex within a religion dominated by men.

Mysticism placed a deep importance on 
the experience of an individual and therefore 
although often revered and respected in 
their time and by their peers both male and 
female, many female mystics clashed with 
the Church hierarchy, and in particular with 
its most prominent element, the Inquisition, 
which was growing in influence over 
this period. Both groups influenced the 
role and perception of women, though in 
different ways. Some used the opportunity 
of Establishment support to enhance the 
intellectual standing of women in period. 
Hildegard of Bingen became an ally to Pope 
Eugenius II; she was the only woman at the 
time to be an authorised exponent of the 
Christian doctrine and was 
allowed to preach openly, 
while writ ing frequently 
about the science of her 
time and theology in Latin. 
Although the nature of her 
individual privilege suggests 
something of the expectation 
and limitations placed on all 
women at the time, the general 
esteem in which she was held 
indicates the changing position 
for women in the church and 
how mysticism was a catalyst 
for this. Hildegard of Bingen, 
Julian of Norwich and other 
mystics through their writings 
and rel igious reputat ion 
challenged not only the 
authority of the male clergy but 
also the patriarchal dogma of 
the church. In recording their 
mystical revelations, preaching 
or asser t ing theological 
do c t r i ne  t hey a ss er ted 
themselves in the ecclesiastical 
and literary community.

Others, however, found themselves operating wholly 
outside the sanction of the Church.

In 1311 the Council of Vienne supressed the Beguines, 
all female religious communities who were deemed the 
‘Brides of Christ’. The Council tellingly announced that, 
since [the Beguines] ‘promise obedience to nobody, nor 
renounce possessions, nor profess any approved rule 
are not religious at all’ … we ‘perpetually forbid their 
mode of life and remove it completely from the church 
of God.’ In other words, there was no tolerance at all for 
disobedience. This, is turn, was complicated by the way in 
which medieval mystical marriage became associated with 
copulation with the devil; as a result many mystics were 
burned or condemned.

Many of those attacked in this way by the Church 
behaved with extraordinary courage and dignity; the 
Beguine Marguerite of Porete when interrogated refused 
to speak, she did not deny or repent her preaching 

and was therefore burned for heresy. 
The various heresies of which they were 
accused all had the same root cause; due to 
the nature of mysticism, those professing 
it felt a direct connection to God, and no 
longer needed the church as an intercessor 
thereby undermining its authority. In some 
cases, mystics not only disagreed with the 
Church, but started to direct the lives of 
the faithful themselves; Margery Kempe 
was condemned for encouraging a noble-
women to leave her husband. Not only was 
this deeply unpopular with the patriarchal 
church, but it also plausibly allows us to 
see many of the mystics as pioneers of the 
feminist movement. Although they met 

much opposition, the mystics 
were challenging the nature 
and basis of values for women 
within the church and as a 
consequence within the wider 
community.

The role of femininity 
within Christian doctrine, at 
the time and subsequently, is 
complicated. Medieval thought 
continuously associated the 
mind and spirit of a person 
with masculinity and public 
power and duties with men, 
whereas women were seen as 
associated with the physical 
body and with Original Sin 
through the action of Eve as 
described in the Bible. Women 
marginalised for their believed 
inferiority and subordination 
could be felt to have a special 
connection with Jesus in his 
passion, with this and through 
their bodies they could hope 
to have special access to the 
sacredness associated with 

The mortification of the flesh 
created a bodily connection 

to that with Christ

Birgitta of Sweden (Heliga 
Birgitta ) on an altarpiece in 
Salem church, Södermanland, 
Sweden.

Hildegard von Bingen (Miniature from the Rupertsberger Codex of the 
Liber Scivias)
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Virtue and Vice at 
the Medieval Court

Mary Garnett explores the image of women presented 
in The Lady and the Unicorn tapestries

1 delahaye, Elisabeth (trans. Alexandra Keens), La Dame à la licorne (Musèe de Cluny, 2007), chapter 4, pp. 52–65.
2 For example, Phyllis Ackerman reads the tapestries as Christian allegory, whilst Kristina E. Gourlay suggests that a love story is being illustrated (as 

mentioned delahaye, 2007, p. 43). A.F. Kendrick’s reading however of the five senses in 1921 is a more popular view.
3 The tapestries were rediscovered in July 1841 by Prosper Mérimée, inspector of monuments for the Commission Supérieure des Monuments 

Historiques, in the Château de Boussac. He wrote to French politician Ludovic Vitet: ‘all six feature a very beautiful woman... always placed between 
a lion and a unicorn. There used to be several others at Boussac, finer ones, the mayor tells me, but the former owner of the château... cut them up to 
cover carts and make rugs out of them’.

T he medieval courtly world is unlike any other. 
It is as attractive in all its high-flung romance 
as it is inscrutable, based in a code of life which 
diverges far from the mores of our modern 

world. It is a realm of fancy and flirtation, of fantastical 
beasts and enchanted castles, knights in armour and epic 
quests. But where does the woman fit into this picture? Is 
she a socially engendered figure, the unattainable lady of 
romances and unrequited desire? Is she a Marian figure, 
an archetype of Christian virtue and chastity? Might she 
even be allowed some licence for sexual liberty?

In The Lady and the Unicorn tapestries, woven c.1500 
from Parisian designs, this debate is fuelled and 
complicated.1 We are presented with a woman who 
fits in with the French medieval world in her dress and 
diversions, yet inhabits an unreal world, of allegory 
and mystery, of Christian faith, mythical beasts, and 
seductive beauty. The idea of ‘ideal love’ is important in 
understanding the medieval court and the fictive realm 

of these tapestries. This fanciful notion of the height of 
human emotion can illuminate the allegorical meaning of 
the sixth tapestry in particular, and open a new vista of 
interpretation on the image of woman.

This set of six tapestries, it is largely agreed, depict 
the five senses and in the sixth a scene called ‘A Mon 
Seul désir’ (To My One desire).2 Each contains a woman 
in courtly dress (accompanied by a maidservant in 
four tapestries) and a lion and unicorn bearing heraldic 
standards. Since their re-discovery in the 19th century, 
there has been much scholarship concerning possible 
meanings, implications and conclusions.3 In this essay I 
will however seek to demonstrate that these attempts at 
absolute definition become reductive. Understanding 
of the medieval world’s complex views on marriage, sex 
and religion are vital when considering a view of women 
in these tapestries. We are not being shown a singular 
image, but rather kaleidoscopic impressions of society and 
divinity, chastity and fertility.

Courtly Woman

For the majority of the populace, a woman’s role in life 
was inflexibly defined by marriage. All a wife’s wealth 

became her husband’s property, and all that remained to 
her was to fulfil her side of the transaction satisfactorily. 
As William Burgwinkle writes, ‘one is born into marriage 
as a pre-existing ideological system that opens and 
then limits one’s horizons of expectations while also 
determining the sundry roles on offer – as caregiver, 
parent, hunter, and earner’.4

Courtly life in medieval France was a world of comfort 
and style. Though still governed by the above societal 
relations, it indulged in different social graces and a 
‘sense of play’.5 The wooing of a beautiful lady was at the 
forefront of contemporary literature, with the diversions 
of the court geared towards this, for example performing 
troubadour poetry and going hawking.6 This ‘courtly’ 
reading is appropriate as they show a woman in an 
exquisite garden, the surroundings ‘likened to a garden 
of love liberally scattered with allusions to desire’,7 with 
precedents for this kind of scene abundant in medieval 
art.8 The tapestries are themselves luxurious objects, 
meant to be experienced by rich and fashionable courtiers 
– testaments to the patrons’ wealth through the richness of 
their commissions.

Superficially, the image of this woman is that of 
luxury, appropriate for court. She is high up the societal 
ladder, dressed from head to toe in fine silks, velvets 
and jewels, and indulging in costume changes in each 
tapestry. The intricacy and variety of her dress is alluring 
and eye-catching, with the finely spun and woven wool 
convincingly engendering the richness of fabric and 
quality of her apparel. She is marked out as an object of 
beauty as radiant as her rich millefleur background. In 
‘Sight’, she is ‘clad in a sumptuous brocade gown with 
clinging sleeves, folded back over a blue moiré underskirt 
... adorned with a jewelled belt and a double necklace with 
an ornamental clasp’.9 She holds herself with graceful 
poise, seen in the careful fall of her drapery to the ground, 
with her head up. delicate and serene, she is the model of a 
lady crafted to be admired.10

Her diversions – playing music, gathering flowers 
and being offered sweetmeats – similarly make her part 
of the court. They reflect the mood of the tapestries, that 
of leisure and amusement, with no sense of the demands 
of the real world. The intoxicating ‘otherness’ of the 

4 Burgwinkle, William, ‘The marital and the sexual’ from The Cambridge Companion to Medieval French Literature (Cambridge University Press, 2008) p. 
226.

5 Clark 1969, p. 61.
6 As seen in the Limbourg brothers’ beautiful illumination of ‘August’ in Les Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry, Musée Condé, Chantilly MS 65 fol. 8V.
7 delahaye, Elisabeth (trans. Alexandra Keens), The Lady and the Unicorn (Musèe de Cluny, 2007) p. 48.
8 For example in The Gift of the Heart tapestry currently hanging in the Louvre, a courtly gentleman declares his love for his lady by proffering a small 

heart, a motif also featured in Le Roman de la Rose.
9 Verlet, Pierre and Salet, Francis (trans. R.d. Chancellor), The Lady and the Unicorn (Braun et Cie, 1961), p.12.
10 The tapestries themselves might even have been intended as a love token, either to an already married woman, or for an engagement/wedding, 

giving them a real life courtly meaning (delahaye, 2007, p. 48).
11 The millefleur style of tapestry was very popular at the time (the late medieval period), seen in fig. 5 and also in the tapestries La tenture de la Vie 

Seigneuriale (fig. 6), which depict scenes of courtly life, and hanging like The Lady and the Unicorn in the Musée de Cluny.
12 delahaye 2007, p. 68.
13 Clark 1969, p.61.

tapestries is seen also in the woman’s background. There 
are magpies, dogs, falcons, rabbits, monkeys, to name a 
few, and plants identified ranging from yellow jasmine 
to lily of the valley in the millefleur design.11 There are 
allusions to courtly romance in the heron and falcon in 
‘Touch’ and ‘A Mon Seul désir’ respectively , with the 
latter symbolising the man and the former a woman to 
evoke ‘amorous sparring’.12 The harmonic beauty of the 
scenes is engendered through this mix of the familiar, 
seen in the depiction of typical courtly activities, with the 
ideal, in the strange island realm she inhabits, profuse in 
animals and flowers. It is precisely this distortion of reality 
that makes the tapestries so much a part of the medieval 

courtly world, founded on the dominance of the fanciful 
and poetic to make them almost divine.13

The poetic aspects of these tapestries also bring them 
firmly into this realm. The songs of troubadours, with 
their tales of often tragic love of a handsome knight for 
his lady, reverberated through the French courts, and were 
key to the upper echelon’s psyche. Our lady’s isolation 
might have called to mind a damsel waiting patiently for 
her lover, or indeed a final stage in a quest to gain her. The 
omnipresence of the unicorn, a creature established in 

A woman’s role in life was inflexibly defined by marriage

The Lady and the Unicorn: A mon seul désir The Lady and the Unicorn: Taste (detail)

The Lady and the Unicorn: Sight
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medieval literature, further adds to the sense of poetical 
lyricism.14

Yet, as Henry Martin notes, there is a profundity to 
the superficial visual pleasure of the tapestries, that 
‘perhaps the designer of the cartoons which served as its 
models simply wished to depict a noble lady of the time 
in the poetic and futile occupations which absorbed her 
life’.15 The very nature of the allegory allows us to see the 
habitual lives of the court, as by desiring to take us out 
of the real world, it documents the medieval mind more 
perceptively than might have been imagined.

A Pure Image

The medieval world was also ruled by religion, which 
like courtly life, had a strict code of conduct. An 

emphasis on the importance of virtue was at the forefront 
of medieval literature, and in the behaviour of the upper 
classes. In medieval poetry, the blurring of the secular 
and sacred worlds is most striking in the ambiguity of the 
addressed lady’s identity. Is it a real woman, or is it the 
Virgin? The cult of the Virgin was extremely popular in 
the Middle Ages, as Mary was the primary intercessor for 
man’s salvation, the Queen of Heaven, and thus worthy 
of hyperdulia.16 In earlier medieval art, the Virgin began 

14 As in Thibault IV of Champagne’s song “La Capture de la Licorne”, c.1280–1300.
15 As quoted by Verlet and Salet 1961, p. 29.
16 This was a praise and honour similar to the lauding of a particularly beautiful and virtuous lady at court – see Appendix C for an example of poetry 

that venerates a lady, perhaps to a degree where it is ambiguous whether it is the Virgin Mary being addressed.
17 Moreover, in Le Roman de la Rose, vices and virtues were even personified as women, leading to an inextricable link between the female sex and 

morality in literature.
18 Clark, Kenneth, Animals and Men (Thames and Hudson, 1977), p. 37.
19 It also had moral implications, as in the legend of the unicorn, given in the Physiologus in 2nd century Ad, it was stated that the unicorn could only be 

captured and tamed by a virgin.
20 Ackerman, Phyllis, ‘The Lady and the Unicorn’, Burlington Magazine, LXVI, January 1935, pp. 35–6.
21 Boudet, Jean-Patrice, ‘Jean Gerson et la dame à la licorne’ in Religion et Société urbaine au Moyen Age, études offrets à Jean-Louis Biget (Paris, 2000), pp. 

551–3 (footnoted delahaye 2007, p.48).

to be depicted as more superficially attractive than she 
had ever been before, an exaggeration reminiscent of the 
praises directed towards court ladies.17 A religious or 
moral reading can thus be realised, leading the viewer to 
consider the image of woman in a new light.

The lady in ‘Touch’ is demure and humble, with her 
loose hair a fashionable characteristic of unmarried 
women, and bears a reflective expression, particularly in 
‘Sight’ and ‘Hearing’. She presents in the beauty of her 
figure and intricacy of her dress a possible aspiration 
towards the perfection of Mary. The presence of the 
unicorn also directs our impressions of the lady, this 
enchanting beast which had occupied a minor role in the 
Middle Ages now ‘in the fifteenth century, comes to fill 
some imaginative need, and inspires two of the greatest 
masterpieces of late Gothic art’ (the other being the 
Hunt of the Unicorn tapestries, late 15th century).18 While 
also a mythical beast, the unicorn had some established 
Christian symbolism.19

One critic, Phyllis Ackerman, suggests that the scenes 
are not representations of the five senses, but of biblical 
episodes.20 For example, through her theory ‘Taste’ 
becomes ‘The Virgin in the Rose Garden’, and ‘Touch’ 
‘The Immaculate Conception’. However, if we see these 
tapestries as purely Christian allegory, we are denying 
whoever it was who drew the designs at the close of the 
fifteenth century their wonderful expression of artistic and 
poetic subtlety. We are demarcating a world which gloried 
in its blurring of the material and the spiritual, as Boudet 
remarks, ‘the tapestry thus reflecting a double trend in 
the culture of these great servants of the monarchy: the 
impregnation of the moral teachings of the clergy and the 
celebration of a secular aesthetic’.21

What might be proposed instead is a moral reading, 
with the senses as admonitory messages. ‘Sight’ could be 
a warning against vanity, as the unicorn proudly surveys 
himself in the mirror the lady holds, making her an active 
agent in the moral aspect of the tapestries. ‘Taste’ could 
be seen as a caveat against the sin of gluttony, with the 
monkey in the bottom centre of the tapestry, a creature 
taken as one of caprice and physical lust, here eating the 
fruit. In the context of this reading, we should look to the 
most ambiguous of the tapestries, ‘A Mon Seul désir’. We 
might see the woman replacing the jewels, rather than 
taking them up, thus discarding the tokens of her wealthy 
life and turning in the direction of the unicorn, that 
symbol of Christian purity.

Temptress

Though I have dwelt on the religious aspects of courtly 
poetry (which are not to be undervalued or forgotten), 

the sexual licentiousness of much chivalric romance 
did colour the contemporary view of medieval women. 
There were strict laws on adultery and marriage, yet the 
importance of sexual passion was a key part of literature 
and society. As Kenneth Clark notes, what could be more 
appealing and natural but for the lady of the castle to 
enjoy the amorous attentions of noble suitors who were 
unoccupied with duels or dangerous quests?22

The isolation of the lady in the tapestries shows her 
superiority, but also echoes the literary views of how to 
gain a woman’s love. She is a castle to be stormed, sitting 
on her parapet as a figure of virtue, but also inviting the 
advances of those worthy, as seen in Le Roman de la Rose, 
and here on the ivory coffer in the motif of ‘The Castle of 
Love’. The fantastical world of the tapestries is engendered 
by the island the woman occupies against a red millefleur 
background, this image of fertile beauty tantalising the 
viewer to scrutinize the scenes for their own pleasure, 
creating a realm with allowance of more licentious 
attitudes. The woman is always without a lover or male 
protector in the tapestries, making her a more personal 
object of desire.

These carnal undercurrents might first be seen in the 
abundant plants and wildlife they are populated with, 
which would have been recognised by a contemporary 
audience. Those animals of simple procreation, rabbits, 
are profuse in all six tapestries, ‘perhaps an allusion to 
carnal love and symbolic of a wish for fertility’.23 The 
verdant trees which grow in the backdrop of the scenes 
(holly, orange, sessile oak and pine) might also allude 
to an Edenic haven of permitted gratification, sexual or 
otherwise.

The sensuality of the scenes is also seen in the 
interpreted subject matter of five, or possibly all six, of 
the tapestries, that of the five senses. All five senses are 
allegorically depicted, and so the viewer is invited to 
ponder his own bodily desires. The lady is an active agent 
in this visual transaction, for it is she who presents the 
unicorn with his image in the mirror in ‘Sight’, and plays 
the organ with her maidservant in ‘Hearing’. In ‘Touch’, 
sexual suggestiveness is most blatant, as the lady grips 
the unicorn’s horn, phallic imagery making the lady 
seem actively promiscuous. The lion, a symbol of carnal 
lust, adds to this impression. We therefore view her as 
stimulating this exploration of vice, the indulgences of 
the physical world which were so integral to the courtly 
world.24

The mysterious sixth tapestry shows the lady holding 
jewels from a casket, before a blue tent on which is 
emblazoned in gold thread, ‘A MON SEUL dESIR’. These 
intriguing, amorous words might explain this scene as a 
representation of the ‘sixth sense’, the heart.25 The heart as 

22 Clark 1969, p.63.
23 delahaye 2007, p.69.
24 Indeed even to some strands of Christian doctrine which supported 

material beauty for attaining spiritual understanding.
25 delahaye 2007, p.51.
26 Ibid.

a sense was extolled in 1402 in Paris in a sermon given by 
Jean Gerson, a French scholar, poet and reformer, and thus 
found its way into late medieval thought at around the 
time designs for these tapestries were first conceived.26 The 
heart was a force that made demarcation between mind 
and body impossible, becoming the soul’s primary agent. 
The viewer is utterly enraptured, with their desires echoed 
in the visual richness of the scene and the woman’s actions 
– making us see her as an enticing character within the 
moral makeup of the scenes.

Conclusion

Is there then a triumph of vice or virtue? Certainly she 
is a courtly woman, who could step straight out of 

medieval romance, and presents in her demeanour and 
the iconography that surrounds her Marian, or at least 
religious undertones. The suggestions of sexuality and 
lustfulness shift this perspective slightly, yet as they 
still find their place in contemporary literature, they 
create a licentiousness that excites without shocking. 
It is paramount that we see women in this context to 
understand fully the nuances of the obscure subject 
matter and complicated symbolism, yet the beauty of 
using medieval romance to explore this work is that 
both art and literature operate as spheres within which 
reality is warped and embellished to a fantastical vision, 
juxtaposing and blending differing areas of thought. 
They use real life and the constructs of medieval societal 
practice to glorify its elusiveness, and, as in Le Roman de la 
Rose, are even visually rich in narrative style.

We may say, then, that the lady of The Lady and the 
Unicorn is a product of her time, with all the intricacies of 
the religious world woven stitch by stitch into the material 
pleasures of the courtly sphere, her indulgence of vice 
sinless, and her virtue free from fanaticism.

The importance of virtue was at the forefront of medieval literature

The Lady and the Unicorn: Touch

Siege of the Castle of Love, 14th c., Ivory, Louvre
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humour was a vocabulary, military in nature, which made 
service for an interesting experience, especially in camp 
such as Haccius portrayed. I remember, for example, the 
ubiquitous use of the four letter word beginning with “f” 
which seemed a part of every cadet’s vocabulary and was 
used freely in all matter of 
verbal communication.

The third publicat ion 
involved in my thoughts can 
be seen as a complement to the 
previous discussion about the 
military. I received the March 1952 issue of “The Ashtree” 
addressed to “Raymond E. Bell, Esqr. With the Editor’s 
Compliments” while I was a student at the American 
Heidelberg High School in West Germany. As a sixteen 
year old I was in my last but one year of schooling before 
attending college. I was leading an entirely different 
life, now as if I was back in the United States at school, 
but really engaged in some of the same activities I had 
participated in at Westminster to include athletics (I ran 
the 100 and 200 yard dash) and serving on the school’s 
newspaper staff as managing editor. But no military or 
cadet experience.

Why then should I receive the March 1952 issue now 
that I was no longer a student at Westminster? Because, 
on page 29, there is still cause for thoughts of graciousness 
and appreciation. Under the “The ‘Ash-tray’s” subtitle 
of “Valete,” without any, at my present age, thought of 
self-promotion, I read, “We lament the departure of an 
American citizen, but trust that his experience as a L/Cpl 
(Lance Corporal) in the C.C.F. will stand him in good stead 
when he enters West Point. We look forward to the day 
when the House can number among its famous men Five 
Star General Raymond E. Bell.”

I did attend West Point, the United States Military 

Academy. But the House can only number me among 
those who served in the military as a United States Army 
brigadier general (the British equivalent of brigadier) not as 
a Five Star General. For me, however, it is enough to have 
been promoted in the C.C.F. to Lance Corporal without 

having served at least three 
years as a private and passing 
the requisite promot ion 
military examinations. Those 
clothe lance corporal stripes 
still repose in my possession.

But why would my one year service in the C.C.F. really 
be a significant part of my Westminster thoughts. It has to 
go back to my appearance in “The Sphere” and my sense 
of being part of a special place in my early life, that of 
being in a caring education community. It was a time also 
when the American armed forces were being looked down 
upon by the professionals of the British Army although 
they had fought side by side with Americans throughout 
World War II. So, why should an American boy be singled 
out by his school peers for special recognition as a cadet 
in a British military formation and even be promoted to 
the rank of lance corporal? That the promotion was made 
under special circumstances in no way lessens the impact 
that it made on my Westminster experience. Yet, I feel that 
it was made because it was a Westminster way.

While the above publications remain on the table in 
my living room, the musings that take expression of my 
experience in the Westminster community, school-wise as 
well as in the military, remain vibrant in my memory. Such 
are my “Westminster Thoughts.”

Raymond E. Bell Jr., PhD 
Brigadier General, U.S. Army, Retired

Westminster Remembered
Raymond E. Bell Jr reveals what life was like in post-war Westminster

On a table in my living room sit three publications 
which prompt my Westminster Thoughts. One is 
the June 17, 1950 issue of “The Sphere.” A second 

is the July 1951 issue of “The Ashtree.” The third is the 
March 1952 issue of “The Ashtree.” At my mature age of 
83 these publications have a very special significance for 
me.

I was a new boy in 1949 when I was deposited in 
Transitus “A, a bit older than my peers, also a bit taller. 
Because I lived in a flat in Ashley Gardens, just down 
Victoria Street from school I was a day student in 
Ashburnham House whose house master was Mr. Francis 
R. Rawes. I spent that first year leading an entirely new 
life, having come from the United States of America 
with my family, the father of which was a colonel in the 
United States Army. What a new experience that was. The 
second year I was bumped up to Shell 
“B” having “skipped” the Fifth Form. 
That was also a new experience, and a 
different one. The summer of 1951 I left 
school and journeyed to then occupied 
West Germany where my father was 
to serve in the American armed forces 
stationed there.

So, what about “The Sphere?” It 
was the issue celebrating the official 
birthday of King George VI and all 
the pageantry that goes with the 
Trooping the Colour on the Horse 
Guards Parade. But for me the issue 
was more. On page 418 I appear in a 
photograph with my right arm raised 
and according to the article title I 
am shouting “Vivat Rex Georgius 
Vivat Regina Elizabetha,” or maybe 
just “Vivat.” The title goes on to 
read “The Boys of Westminster School acclaim the King 
and Queen at a Reopening Ceremony.” I was one of the 
boys lining the path that their Majesties were taking to 
commemorate the reopening of the World War II bombed 
College dormitory which looked out on the College 
Garden. Both the King and Queen can be seen about to 
walk past me accompanied by Mr. Walter Hamilton, the 
school headmaster, and Mr. John Carleton, the Master 
of the King’s (now the Queen’s) Scholars. Being the only 
American boy at Westminster at the time, it was a once in 
the life-time experience for me, and significant because it 
was a mark that I was clearly being treated as a member of 
a caring education community.

There were other significant occasions for me at 
Westminster. Now that I look back on my days there, 
however, perhaps the most important was how readily I 
was accepted by the school and how at ease Westminster 
made me feel. In 1949, I was in school at an economically 
and politically difficult time for Great Britain. The long 
lasting world-wide fighting war had ended but a ”living 

war” and all its ramifications made for many people’s 
challenges. One of those challenges had been the recent 
residency of thousands of American soldiers, “Yanks.” A 
popular saying reputedly heard on the streets was, “They 
are over-paid, over-sexed, and over-here.” Yet, I never 
heard anything coming close to those words. In fact, I was 
never called a “Yank.”

So to the second publication, the 1951 issue of “The 
Ashtree.” The House Magazine was the revival of the 
annual publication (is it still in print today?). It was made 
possible by the father of the editor T. M. Hickmore, Mr. 
T.A. Hickmore, who undertook the printing at his own 
expense. I, along with R. T. Oliver the Sub-Editor and 
C. Haccius and A.B. donn was on The Ashtree staff. My 
name appears in that issue only once where the editor 
expressed gratitude for contributing more than one article 

in “The Ashtree.”
One of those articles was by my 

friend C. Haccius which appeared in 
“The Ashtree” under the title “Sadism 
and the C.C.F.” Few, if any present at 
school, today, would even be expected 
to know for what the initials “C. C. 
F.” signified. But in my time they 
stood for “Combined Cadet Force.” 
Every boy had to be an Army or Naval 
cadet unless one was a conscientious 
objector in which case one joined the 
Boy Scouts. I was not excused from the 
national service activity and in my first 
year I was a scout. My second year I 
became a raw recruit.

In the article, Haccius struck a chord 
when he wrote about “camp” which I 
attended as a cadet, shortly before I left 
school. I say a “chord” as in music, in 

the case of the Haccius piece, where an audacious recruit 
challenges a ferocious sergeant major who, asking for 
volunteers, announces the need for musicians to step 
forward. Several volunteer, actually knowing never to do 
so in the military, but a drummer or bugler’s lot was an 
easier one than that of the P.B.I. (Poor Bloody Infantry), 
so here could be an exception. The music volunteers get 
their come-uppance and are ordered to move the piano 
in the Officer’s Mess. The recruit protests stating he is 
campanologist he should be excused the task even though 
he had “volunteered.” The sergeant major, not to be out-
done, recognizes the recruit’s cheek, orders the recruit to 
go and “mend the bell” in the Sergeant’s Mess.

Such sophisticated humour in my time may probably 
be lost to today’s Westminster students, but it resonates 
in my Westminster thoughts. Military humour can have 
a cutting edge as could compulsory service in the C.C.F. 
But I remember that it was a necessary ingredient of 
being a cadet and I found it helped compensate for some 
of the more unpleasant aspects of cadet-life. Mixed with 

A once in the life-time experience

Cover of The Ashtree, March 1952

The Ashtree, July 1951
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since been used to record and note one’s most intimate 
thoughts and feelings. Artists have often relied upon the 
use of diaries and journals to transcribe their thoughts, 
emotions and ideas onto paper, whether this be through 
drawings, sketches or observations. For the traditional 
artist the beloved sketchbook is often vital to the creative 
journey and heavily shapes the outcome. For writers, 
noting down ideas, inspiration and short passages of prose 
has a similar impact upon their final piece. Not only does 
the process deepen an artist’s conceptual understanding 
of the physical but it also allows them to make tangible the 
abstract. The writings and sketches themselves become 
works of art in their own right. diaries and journals have 
been published and similarly artist’s sketchbooks have 
been displayed in famous galleries and museums.

Most diaries are written primarily for private use, 
without the intention of being publicised. However, 
diaries in any form offer an in-depth view into what 
life was like at a specific time period. In fact, history is 
almost reliant upon these informal writings to capture a 
real sense of time through the eyes of an individual and 
their unique circumstances. Nowadays, some writers and 
artists keep journals and diaries with publication in mind. 
The question to pose here is whether the public should 
have the right to exploit these once intimate and highly 
personal works of art and if intended to be published, how 
can we accept that they are genuine unbiased accounts of 
the artists life.

In today’s society, one 
often thinks of these famous 
diaries to be pieces of art. 
Anne Frank’s diary is 
undoubtedly the most obvious example that springs 
to mind. One would expect Frank’s diary to contain 
ramblings and adolescent thoughts of a girl growing 
up in Nazi Germany. Her upbringing in a secret annexe 
on Prinsengracht 263 in Amsterdam was anything but 
conventional: she lived a soundless, lifeless existence with 
her family. Yet her diary was her source of life; a detailed 
account of her day-to-day life, albeit her extreme living 
conditions. Its controlled form and composition suggest 
the image and style Frank wished to promote was that of 
a young writer, rather than a youth. There is always much 
speculation surrounding whether she intended for her 
diary to be published or not.

In Francine Prose’s analytical investigation into the 
authenticity of the diary, she admits to presuming the 
work to be “the innocent and spontaneous outpourings 
of a teenager”.2 However, the final editions were a 
culmination of edits made firstly by her and secondly 
made by her father, Otto Frank, who published the 
diary posthumously in the summer of 1947. There is 
a fair amount of evidence suggesting she envisioned 
the publication of the diary. during the spring of 1944, 
perhaps driven by one of her premonitions, Anne slaved 
away to prepare the first manuscript of the text. This 
involved editing and rewriting almost all the text. She 
created a stronger narrative thread and refined what 

2 Anne Frank: The Book, The Life, The Afterlife – Francine Prose, Atlantic Books (2010)
3 ‘Anne Frank's diary isn't pornographic - it just reveals an uncomfortable truth’— Emer O’Toole, The Guardian (2013)

was now becoming a ‘story’ rather than a true unrefined, 
unedited account of her life.

Frank often listened to broadcasts by the dutch 
government. A notable episode that circulated on the 29th 
March 1944 suggests a motive behind Anne’s redrafting of 
her original work. The dutch Education Minster spoke of 
his vision for “a national archive of ‘ordinary’ documents”, 
which would help future generations understand what 
the dutch went through during the Nazi rule. Anne was 
inspired by this message; she wanted her voice to be heard 
and she spent her last few months of relative freedom 
attempting to make sure that her dream may someday 
be turned into a reality. Her diary became, and is still 
considered to be, a piece of art. Since the publication of 
the text, her work has sadly been commercialised. The 
playwrights who adapted Anne’s work downplayed 
Anne’s ethnicity, spirituality, intelligence, writing ability 
and moral acuity. Instead of being depicted as a stoic, 
defiant girl growing under Nazi rule, in the play she is 
perceived to be a fleeting, young romantic. When Anne 
edited her own diary, she omitted several obsessive 
comments about her infatuation with Peter van Pels in 
exchange for more in-depth political reflections. Otto 
Frank restored some of these personal passages whilst 
editing, allowing playwrights and screenwriters to 
highlight her love interests and understate her astute 
political reflections.

The subject of editing one’s 
writing is often a point of 
controversy when it comes 
to many writers. How can 
a reader be assured that the 

text they are reading is truly representative of the artists 
original thoughts and intentions? Whilst it is sometimes 
necessary to omit text which may be offensive, this process 
of editing can sometimes alter the true intended message a 
writer is trying to convey. When Otto Frank, Anne’s father 
first published Anne’s diary, he mentioned in the prologue 
that the book contained “mostly her words”. However, 
when the unabridged and original manuscripts of her 
diary were analysed it was revealed that several sections 
containing her youthful observations surrounding 
puberty, sexual desires and even traces of homosexuality 
were omitted. At the time of publishing 1947, there is 
no doubt that these topics were considered to be taboo, 
especially in the context of a thirteen-year old’s describing 
her discovery of female genitalia. The raw, unedited 
writings were deemed as “pornographic”3 by conservative 
readers, however these provide crucial elements to Anne’s 
narrative and also prove the way in which innocent, 
quotidian observations can be misinterpreted and 
manipulated to suit publishers.

“Some things are hard to write about. After something 
happens to you, you go to write it down, and either you over 
dramatize it or underplay it, exaggerate the wrong parts or 
ignore the important ones. At any rate, you never write it quite 
the way you want to. I’ve just got to put down what happened to 
me this afternoon. I can’t tell mother; not yet, anyway. She was 

Writers and their Diaries
Zana Mody considers whether these intimate musings were 
written with the intention to be published, and to what extent bias 
comes into play when these works are edited by another

1 Four Seasons in Rome: On Twins, Insomnia and the Biggest Funeral in the History of the World – Anthony Doerr, Fourth Estate (2016)

“A good journal entry—like a good song, or sketch, or 
photograph—ought to break up the habitual and life away 
from the film that forms over the eye, the finger, the tongue, 

the heart. A good journal entry ought to be a love letter to the 
world.”1 Anthony Doerr

The process of diary-writing is age-old. The first diary 
historians have been able to date can be traced back to 
the 2nd century Ad, when the Roman Emperor, Marcus 
Aurelius kept a record covering his life, work and even 
his thoughts. Aside from institutional use, the diary has 

Privacy is a luxury rarely afforded

Anne Frank Haus, Dietmar Rabich
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in my room when I came home, fussing with clothes, and she 
didn’t even sense that something had happened. She just kept 
scolding and chattering on and on. So, I couldn’t stop her and tell 
her. No matter how it comes out, I have to write it.”4

The world of literature and publishing often encourages 
the process of editing. Although, when it comes to the 
publication of highly personal and intimate works such 
as diaries and journals; it is evident that the process can 
do more harm than good. This is usually the case when 
the writing is reworked by someone other than the 
writer. This act of censoring one’s most personal and 
private writings was most controversially displayed by 
Ted Hughes when editing Sylvia Plath’s journals after 
her death. Plath’s literary works have been known to 
reflect her own life and the many struggles she faced with 
both her dysfunctional marriage and her long history of 
mental health issues; a bildungsroman in the format of a 
memoir. There was often a cloak of mystery surrounding 
the authenticity of Plath’s abridged journals, which were 
only available in the format heavily edited by Ted Hughes. 
When her unabridged journals were first published, the 
public were shocked at the visceral and revealing nature 
of her writing. They catalogued her long-term battle 
with depression, suicide attempts and thoughts and even 
analysed the complexities of her marriage. Karen Kukil 
who began editing Plath’s original journals in 1998, clearly 
remarks that “The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath 
do not contain all the journals that Sylvia wrote”.5 The 
element of secrecy that ran through her life thus continues 
after her death.

Like Anne’s diary, Plath’s was 
also a culmination of several edits. 
The last two journals leading up 
to Plath’s death were deemed to be 
missing. These insights would have 
been the most explicit writings 
during the lead up to her suicide. 
When prompted Hughes wrote in his own diaries (which 
were later published along with Plath’s unabridged 
edition) that the first of these journals “disappeared more 
recently (and may presumably, still turn up)”. With regard 
to the second revealed that he destroyed it due to the fact 
that “he did not want [Plath’s] children to have to read 
it”.6 Véra Nabakov similarly burned her husband’s letters 
which contained intimate details about their marriage. 
Privacy is a luxury rarely afforded to the famous, so it 
comes as no surprise that Véra wanted the trace destroyed.

For many years, the spectre of Hughes, loomed over 
the published diaries, which at the time (1982) were 
only available in a heavily abridged format. When the 
unedited versions were released after Hughes’ death, 
they caused extreme controversy as to how much of the 
work was originally censored by him. Two-thirds of the 
book contained material which has never been published; 
this brings to mind again the underlying question as to 

4 The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath IX Page 457 – Sylvia Plath, Anchor Books (2000)
5 The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath IX Page 676 – Sylvia Plath, Anchor Books (2000)
6 ‘The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath: Ten Years On’ – Luke Ferretter, Baylor University (2010)
7 Sylvia Plath: 50 years later and the same bitter arguments rage on’ – Hadley Freeman, The Guardian (2013)
8 ‘The Journals of Sylvia Plath’- Stephen Moss, The Guardian (2000)
9 The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath IX Page 225 – Sylvia Plath, Anchor Books (2000)
10 The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath IX Page 673 – Sylvia Plath, Anchor Books (2000)

whether Hughes’ should have been allowed to eliminate 
such large parts of work. Andrew Wilson, author of one 
of Plath’s biographies raised the pertinent question of “At 
what point did editorialising mutate into the sinister act of 
censorship?”.7 In order to answer this question, one must 
analyse the format of this text as that of a diary: a series 
of writings that were most probably intended for Plath’s 
personal use and aid. Allison Pearson wrote in a review 
of Plath’s published journals that it “reads like the longest 
suicide note ever written”8; the unabridged editions 
contains pages upon pages entailing material from her 
private therapy sessions during 1957-1959. These private 
and intimate outpouring indicate how Plath’s private life 
was exploited. Even though the work was only published 
posthumously, it is very unlikely that she would have ever 
wanted these writings to be made public.

For Plath, the cathartic process of writing a daily 
journal was not only beneficial for her mental health but its 
holistic approach helped her to combat her literary blocks 
and struggles. Her journals contained extremely detailed 
plans, story boards and notes which later transformed in 
her collections of poetry such as ‘Ariel’ and ‘The Colossus’; 
they allowed her to fine tune her craft. What makes these 
writings so poignant and powerful is their simplicity. 
Her writing is devoid of highly intellectual epiphanies, 
theories, and prophecies. Plath’s strong, resilient character 
is revealed in a raw and original format. The direct, un-
glamorised nature of the writing found in diaries and 
journals is what makes them so appealing. She had a zest 

for life and savoured every minute 
of it with “children, sonnets, love 
and dirty dishes”.9 Plath’s words 
here are not that of a writer, but of a 
real human who led a complicated 
life.

The trivial, everyday thoughts 
and experiences she documented 

allowed the public to gain a ‘secret insight’ into her life. 
Plath who was previously only known through a literary 
lens or as the wife of ‘famous poet’, Ted Hughes. It is 
evident that these writings are private; the decision to 
publish was heavily influenced by her public image and 
prominence as a writer. One sees this woman dressed in 
black who slowly following the high, spider-wheeled cart 
carrying Percy Key’s corpse up the hill to the cemetery in 
North Tawton. At the same time, we see Plath as a woman 
who leaves the open grave to walk home with Hughes over 
the back hill, stopping to gather ‘immense stalks of fuchsia 
foxgloves’ in the heat.10 However, the tragedy still remains 
that no- one will never uncover all there is to Plath; 
Hughes is only partially to blame for this through his 
destruction of the last remaining journal she kept. Whilst 
this controversial act does allow one to question how 
much he is to blame for her death, the severe censorship 
could have been his way of posthumously guarding Plath’s 

The right to exploit these 
once intimate and highly 

personal works of art

Statue of Franz Kafka, Prague
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carefully created public image. It brings the debate as to 
whether it is an executor’s primary duty to protect and 
shield family members from pain or to let the public place 
judgment upon every aspect of one’s private life.

Plath addressed this in journal as she matter-of-factly 
stated, “I am made, crudely, for success” however she 
could have never foreseen that the majority of her success 
would arise from her death through her literary editor, 
Hughes. The deceased is reliant on executors carrying out 
their wishes. It is rare for writers to want the entirety of 
their work, both personal and public, to be exposed. In this 
case, the destruction and censorship of her work paints 
Hughes to be a guilty man, trying to conceal the entire 

11 ‘An archivists' changing role in a “tell all” age’ – Bill Kirtz, The Christian Science Monitor (2000)

truth. The publication of events prior to her successful 
suicide attempt in 1963 are somewhat useless to a reader 
piecing together the final build up to her death. The 
manuscripts and writings are the nearest one will come 
to creating a living portrait of Plath and what is more the 
valuable appendix that her last journal would have been is 
lost forever. despite this, the surviving journals not only 
offer an insight into her day-to-day life, but give readers 
the key to understanding Plath’s most intriguing mystery, 
her poetry. As Kukil put it herself in a contemporary 
interview, “The more information you know, the better 
you understand someone’s writing”.11 A narrative, the 
sensationalised story found in her journals will be always 

easier to digest than her intricately woven poetry.
Plath was heavily influenced by the writing and 

journals of Franz Kafka, who similarly documented his 
life between the years of 1910- 1923. The writings present 
Kafka’s physical and psychological suffering; readers 
are confronted with his disgust for his own body that 
was ravaged by severe tuberculosis. Kafka’s childhood 
was haunted by his authoritarian father. Likewise, Plath 
was troubled by the loss of her father, a recurring theme 
that echoed throughout her poetry and journals. Kafka’s 
demons haunted him to the extent his relationships with 
all of the four women he was involved with were heavily 
compromised. This caused such serious bouts of self-
doubt and insecurity that upon his wished for his entire 
manuscript collection (including his diaries) to be burnt.

Likewise, John Steinbeck stated two wishes for his 
diaries. Firstly, that they would never be made public, and 
secondly that his two sons would have access to it so that 
they would be able to “look behind the myth and hearsay 
and flattery and slander a disappeared man becomes and 
to know to some extent what manner of man their father 
was.”12 His diaries were published a while after his death, 
regardless of his explicit requests. The diaries of Kafka 
project a deeply depressed man who was isolated from his 
friends and family as a result of depression and sickness. 
The content of his diary is typical of a private memoir, 
one which was not intended for publication. Instead, like 
Plath’s diary, he used it as a cathartic art form to express 
his darkest anxieties and preoccupations. Plath’s life is 
unintentionally mimetic of Kafka’s, she too was plagued 
with deep psychological demons. It is clear once again that 
the majority of these diaries were never intended to be in 
the public domain.

Through the examination of artist’s sketchbooks, 
the concept of them being completely private works is 
explored. An example of this is in Leonardo da Vinci’s 
notebooks, in which he documented everything, ranging 
from his scientific observations and architectural sketches 
to inventories of his belongings. due to the fact that he 
never intended them to be published, his pages are filled 
with personal, informal touches about his everyday 
errands, tasks and purchases. For example, a manuscript 
detailing an inventory of his clothes highlight his 
preference for ‘pink tights’. The light-hearted and casual 
musings found in the diaries of several artists are what 
make them so highly personal and suggest why many of 
them we never truly intended to be exposed in the open.

Readers always seek to find the ‘human’ or more 
specifically the ‘relatable’ in any piece of work. The form 
of diaries and journal satisfies this craving. The diaries 
of Virginia Woolf accurately represent this notion. Woolf 
wrote very candidly in her diaries about the simple 
pleasures one experiences daily; she presents herself as 
an ordinary woman who cooks “haddock and sausage” 
and gets over rejection from “Harper by cleaning out 
the kitchen”. Plath, who was inspired and influenced by 
Woolf’s literature and diaries proclaimed, “Bless her. I feel 
my life linked to her, somehow”. This all-important link is 
what binds readers and writers, their need to discover the 

12 Working days: The Journals of The Grapes of Wrath – John Steinbeck, Penguin Books (1990)

‘back story’ surrounding an artist is ever present.
Yet it is vital to consider that most of these writings 

were never intended for publication. The question still 
remains as to whether they should have been released for 
the whole world to create their own judgment. In Plath’s 
case, her death and Hughes’ consequent publication 
fired up bitter controversy, whilst raising the important 
topic of bias in editing. The experiences and expressions 
documents in these highly guarded works are ones that 
must be respected and treated with consideration. Anne 
Frank’s diary undoubtedly had a positive effect on the 
public who discovered life during the Holocaust from 
an unexpected yet important viewpoint. In Plath’s case, 
perhaps Hughes was right to heavily censor large parts of 
Plath’s journals. After all, they are intense and personal 
writings that make them uncomfortable and inappropriate 
for a large, scrutinising audience to read. Even so, it seems 
he was trying to purposefully bury specific parts of Plath’s 
life along with her. However, his true intentions will never 
fully be uncovered. At the end of the day, everyone is 
curious.

Writing does not always need sensationalism to attract. 
The simplicity and directly relatable content found in these 
works is what makes them so appealing. In the same way 
our society is intrigued to see what people have in their 
fridge, an insight into someone’s everyday life is far more 
interesting than it may seem. Nevertheless, the truth is 
that the public will never have truly genuine, un-biased 
accounts of established artists’ and writers’ lives. Nor 
would we want them to.
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The Role of Difficulty and 
Discomfort in Literary Writing
Abby Thayananthan on the social impact of groundbreaking books

D ifficulty and discomfort are prevalent and 
compelling issues in literature. Intractable and 
unpleasant themes are often what draw readers 

to books. Happiness arises from sinister surroundings, 
and love is often found in the darkest of places. It appears 
that people have an undeniable hunger for disturbing 
or distressing literature; it sustains us, but also cripples 
us to the core. The emotions it evokes make us realize 
the power of literature. Yet, we are always on the search 
for even more appalling and mind-blowing literature to 
satisfy our hunger. difficult themes push the boundaries 
of literary writing and can educate us on matters which 
we would have previously been unaware of. The writing 
generates an overarching uncomfortable atmosphere 
within which the reader is eagerly entrapped. However, in 
such powerful writing the discomfort becomes 
so poignant that it shocks the reader and 
challenges their way of living and perception 
of the world.

Coetzee’s Disgrace is an exceptional example 
of good writing taking us somewhere deeply 
uncomfortable. david Lurie, an English 
professor at the Technical University of Cape 
Town, is disgraced after having an impetuous 
affair with a student. Coetzee successfully 
captures the convoluted mindset of an 
older man with a burning desire to become 
inappropriately involved with one of his 
students. Melanie, a pretty girl of 20 years old, 
succumbs to Lurie’s relentless asking her to 
see him, and fails to combat his uncontrollable 
fervour for her. disgrace is a perturbing and 
audacious novel from its very opening. The 
first line grips the reader with its unusual and 
disturbing use of third person present tense. 
John Mullan, writing in The Guardian, says 
“what is most arresting about this opening 
is its manner, not its matter”. Not only is the 
third-person present tense uncommon but also 
it presents Lurie as a helpless character subject 
to the unpredictable future as every action is 
immediate. This is surprising because it forces 
the reader to perceive Lurie as a being like us, 
rather than the man with an overwhelming 
and disturbing sexual hunger that we see.

A particularly powerful passage in the 
novel is when Lurie goes over to her flat and 
has “given her no warning; she is too surprised 
to resist the intruder who thrusts himself 
upon her”. It is evident that he is unwelcome, 
and she tries to resist saying “No, not now!” 
but “nothing will stop him”. What is most 
fascinating is that “She does not resist”; it 

appears that Melanie has given up, and is aware that she 
cannot persuade him otherwise as she “lets him lay her 
out on the bed and undress her”. It is her lack of resistance 
that assures Lurie that this is “Not rape… but undesired 
nevertheless, undesired to the core”. It is extraordinarily 
painful and uncomfortable to the reader witnessing the 
invasion of Melanie’s body and life, and it is a picture 
both distressing and disturbing. Nevertheless, however 
distasteful the fusion of a 52 year old professor with his 
20 year old student is, the reader is unable to escape this 
powerful world and is drawn to its horror.

It is in our nature to be attracted to uncomfortable 
themes, and often difficulty and discomfort play the role 
of comforting the reader; ultimately the reader knows 
they are not part of this literary world, and realize their 

own comfort. In fact, Disgrace won the 1999 Booker 
Prize and the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2003. This 
demonstrates that we all carry a deeply sinister craving 
to read disturbing and uncomfortable nature, regardless 
of the pain it evokes; we cannot help what is a part of 
human nature. In Disgrace, the uncomfortable tension in 

the book builds throughout and becomes so much that 
it shocks the reader into being aware of their position in 
the world and moral outlook on life. We recognize the 
familiar exploitation by those in positions of power that 
occurs in so many situations today. The literature therefore 
challenges our perception of the injustice and suffering in 
the world.

Sexual exploitation is also a fundamental thematic 

concern in Alice Walker’s The Color Purple. The book 
begins with fourteen year old Celie writing about how 
her stepfather rapes her and how he “push his thing in 
my pussy. When that hurt, I cry”. This is an excruciatingly 
painful opening to a book, and evokes tears immediately. 
We see a young and isolated girl who writes to God 
as she has no one else to turn to. From her writing we 
immediately notice that she is uneducated and lacks a 
strong command of language. However, we are fascinated 
by her story and are drawn to the incredibly traumatic life 
she leads. The series of letters that follows encapsulates 
the journey Celie embarks upon from her disturbing 
experiences with Mr, where she yet again suffers from 
rape, to living with her new family and finding love 
in Shug Avery. discomfort is necessary for resolution 
and ‘happy ending’. However convoluted it seems, the 
darkness in her life is what intensifies the contrast in 
emotion and happiness that Celie later understands she is 
capable of feeling due to Shug. Shug teaches Celie about 
the “button that gits real hot when you do you know what 
with somebody. It git hotter and hotter and then it melt”. 
Celie finally experiences pleasure that she can indulge in 
when the darkness and discomfort returns. The character 

of Shug shatters the general compliance and 
domestic duties women must be devoted to. 
She transports Celie into a world without 
restriction in which she can be in touch 
with her sexuality, can unfasten the hold of 
expectation to uphold a family and be free of 
responsibility. However, Celie is not there. She 
is uncomfortably trapped in a relationship that 
cannot make her happy. Celie is isolated and 
wants to be with Shug so much that “when I 
hear them together all I can do is pull the quilt 
over my head and finger my little button and 
titties and cry.” The Color Purple won the 1983 
Pulitzer Prize for fiction and the National 
Book Award for fiction. Like Disgrace, The 
Color Purple engages the reader and evokes 
agony for the victim of sexual exploitation and 
rape. Both of these novels are representative 
of discomfort and difficulty in its ugliest, 
and the power of the writing takes the reader 
somewhere so deeply uncomfortable. Celie’s 
imprisonment in a life which she has no control 
over is terrifying, especially to a modern 
reader. It convinces the reader to assess their 
attitudes towards rape victims and young 
women forced into marriage, and feel empathy 
towards them.

difficulty and disgust in literary writing 
open our eyes to uncomfortable issues that we 
would not have otherwise considered or been 
exposed to, and enables us to question our 
preconception about these difficult matters. 
For example, Franz Kafka’s Metamorphosis tells 
the story of a young man Gregor, who collapses 
under the pressure to support himself and 
his whole family, and the immense societal 
expectation bestowed upon him. He overworks 
himself to such an incredible extent that he 

We all carry a deeply sinister 
craving to read disturbing 
and uncomfortable nature

Fresco of the Judgment of Solomon, Wallfahrtskirche, Frauenberg, Styria.
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“found himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic 
insect”. As a reader, we are drawn to this unusual and 
extraordinary image. In this example, discomfort is 
presented as a way in which Kafka can spread a social 
message that societal values are distorted. He conveys that 
families appear to love us but if we do not deliver to their 
expectations, they will reject us. Gregor gradually becomes 
an outcast in the home, and he is a burden to his family 
who must now look after him, in spite of great suffering. 
Kafka uses the giant insect to metaphorically represent the 
nasty and unfathomable repercussions of having too much 
weight placed on one’s back. Even the most hardworking 
of people cannot cope, and must learn when to stand up 
for themselves. Gregor, as an insect, is unimaginably 
repulsive. He frightens away even his own sister Greta 
who is disgusted by his abominable stench and grotesque 
figure. According to Kafka, “We ought to only read the 
kind of books that wound or stab us”. His intentions 
in Metamorphosis are evident: he aims to astound and 
unsettle the reader to such an extent that they realize the 
flaws in society. Without its deeply uncomfortable nature, 
we merely enjoy the story without being challenged. 
Through difficulty and discomfort, we are forced to 
comprehend the social flaws in society.

The difficulty and discomfort that 
induce moral awareness can also be 
found in family settings, and literature 
opens our eyes to the brutal reality 
that uncomfortable family situations 
are common and unimaginable to most. The Homecoming 
by Harold Pinter transforms the audience or reader into 
an intruder into the extraordinary household of Max and 
his sons. The Homecoming is a horribly unsettling play. It is 
an example of the uncomfortable oppression of a woman 
in an equally uncomfortable and dysfunctional family. 
The play unfolds to show the homecoming of Teddy and 
his wife Ruth, both literally and metaphorically. Power 
struggle is a key thematic concern in the play and old 
Max, his brother Sam and his three sons Lenny, Joey 
and Teddy all eventually become subject to the authority 
Ruth, Teddy’s wife, has to the point that they agree to 
the demands she makes at the end of the play such as 
“I’d need an awful lot. Otherwise I wouldn’t be content.” 
The power struggle is identified in the first scene where 
Lenny tells his father “Why don’t you shut up, you daft 
prat?” to which Max replies “don’t you talk to me like that. 
I’m warning you.” The combative nature of the characters 
and the conflict between these two dominant male figures 
suggests the power they will later expect to exert over the 
only woman, Ruth. Our initial premonition is that Ruth 
will be astounded by the way in which the family acts. 
Even before their first encounter she seems uncomfortable 
upon arrival at their house and leaves the house saying “I 
think I’ll have a breadth of air”.

However, when alone with Lenny in this unusual 
house it is Ruth who instigates the awkward sexual 
advance saying “If you take the glass…I’ll take you.” In 
this way, Ruth threatens the patriarchy in the house and 
the consequent power Lenny assumes he holds when he 
decides “You’ve consumed quite enough, in my opinion.” 
Ruth saying “Sit on my lap. Take a long cool sip” bewilders 

Lenny and he does not know how to react. Ruth hereby 
takes back and retains the power, and provides an 
interesting and disturbing violation of the world in which 
the family had existed before her arrival.

In fact, the strange dynamic of the family is never 
explained; the characters fluctuate between sour 
resentment and uncomfortable affection such as when 
Max says to Teddy “You want to kiss your old father? 
Want a cuddle with your old father?” This takes the reader 
somewhere deeply uncomfortable because it is such a 
sudden shift from the previous bitterness when Max 
called Teddy’s wife a “whore” and a “filthy scrubber off 
the streets”. The scene is awkward and made even more 
disturbing when Teddy announces “Come on, dad. I’m 
ready for the cuddle”. The bizarre behaviour of all the 
characters in this play is haunting and also exciting for an 
audience. There is a burning curiosity for the audience to 
see how the tension that builds throughout the play will 
be resolved. The play is uncomfortable throughout, and 
entirely overturns all knowledge of a conventional family 
household. Not only does this appeal to an expectant 
and restless audience but also evokes shock and sends 
shivers down the spine. Ruth is metaphorically coming 
home, as she returns to her own desires, and she breaks 

the convention of women to stay at 
home with her children. Pinter goes 
to uncomfortable lengths to illustrate 
Ruth breaking societal expectation 
to follow her personal ambition in 

the play. Towards the end of the play, when Ruth knows 
she is staying, she is comfortable and in control. Again, 
The Homecoming is evidence of good writing taking 
us somewhere uncomfortable, how it plays the role 
of entertainment and also shifts the way in which we 
perceive unusual situations.

George Orwell’s acclaimed Nineteen Eighty-Four is 
a deeply unsettling dystopian novel that illustrates a 
horrifying world in which deception and fabrication 
operate. Its prominence springs from its exploration 
of the severely flawed world it presents. The first line 
“It was a bright cold day in April and the clocks were 
striking thirteen” is immediately unsettling. Not only 
is a thirteenth hour on the clock a concept unheard of 
but the oxymoron “bright cold” is a technique Orwell 
employs to create tension, among various other metaphors, 
similes and symbolism littered throughout the book. The 
writing, replete with “newspeak”, is dark. The vague 
writing lacks emotion and is sinister because character 
emotion is only revealed through the dialogue, and even 
that is restricted. Orwell takes us to a horrifying world 
in which the Party watches your every move through 
telescreens, and thinking rebellious thoughts is considered 
“Thoughtcrime”. The protagonist, Winston Smith, lives in 
an increasingly sinister world and struggles to conform 
to the oppressive and restrictive society under the rule 
of the “Big Brother”. He realizes his desperation to rebel 
from the moment “His pen had slid voluptuously over 
the smooth paper, printing in large neat capitals: dOWN 
WITH BIG BROTHER”. Winston’s’ desire for rebellion is 
so overwhelming that it is disturbing and uncomfortable. 
He has been trapped and so tightly compressed that 

“Anything that hinted at corruption always filled him 
with a wild hope”. In fact, his violent thirst for rebellion 
emphasizes how inhuman the Party is. Winston finds Julia 
within the dark realms of the Party, but they meet each 
other on the outskirts of London, where the proletarians 
live. They share a loathing for the Big Brother, and a 
fervent sexual appetite. However, it is these acts of 
rebellion that result in the brutal torture Winston suffers 
at the end of the book, as part of the Party’s work to 
“cure” those who rebel. This world is so far from what is 
believable; he says to Julia “Listen. The more men you’ve 
had, the more I love you. do you understand that?” before 
continuing to declare that “I hate purity, I hate goodness!”

The extent of the Party’s overbearing control is so 
great that it makes one detest even the good things. This 
distorted conception of happiness due to the repressive 
environment makes the book so deeply uncomfortable, 
and therefore so moving. The reader eagerly follows 
the audacious and passionate journey of 
Winston, which culminates so horribly 
with Winston being captured and tortured 
by the Party into following them obligingly. 
The horrific ending shocks the reader into 
moral awareness. The reader thrives upon 
the difficulty and discomfort that they 
experience. This piece of literary writing 
moves the reader, but also enlightens them 
on the consequences of a world in which 
freedom is prohibited and seen as a threat. 
The powerful political message paired 
with the compelling and uncomfortable 
atmosphere that Orwell successfully 
creates is what makes Nineteen Eighty-Four 
such a powerful piece of literary writing. 
“One sheds one’s sickness in books.” d.H. 
Lawrence here offers the idea that books 
are therapeutic and comforting. Literature 
can often act as an outlet in which readers 
can forget their personal issues, and 
empathize with the characters instead. It is 
a release from daily struggles, and propels 
the idea that so many others are suffering 
too. discomfort in literature makes 
the books more relatable to the reader. 
Furthermore, quotidian scenes in literature 
are often amplified for dramatic purposes 
and it encourages the reader to see how life 
is far from perfect. Pain and suffering in 
literature helps people to understand and 
acknowledge the hardships and suffering 
in life, and realize that their suffering is 
often not as terrible in comparison.

All good writing takes us somewhere 
uncomfortable. This can be stated without 
doubt. It is in our nature to be easily bored 
and we crave more distortion and shock 
to satisfy and please us. Furthermore, 
reading uncomfortable and distressing 
literature can be seen as a social good; it 
allows us to understand humanity and 
identify issues within society. In addition, 

through good literary writing we subconsciously register 
disturbing messages in a stimulating way. It promotes 
particular morals and inspires others by enabling us 
to see the uncomfortable consequences of ignoring or 
opposing these morals. Rebecca Okin, writing for the 
Brown daily Herald, says “Immerse yourself in literary 
discomfort…Through this process, we improve our ability 
to empathize… we learn resilience”. Great literature is 
not only great literature but offers an insight into the 
minds of characters that have uncommon attributes, or 
unlikely situations as we “internalize their suffering”. 
This encourages us to empathize more appropriately and 
effectively with the raw pain they may suffer. She also 
comments “the intense feelings of distress associated with 
the power of these texts have bonded me with them”. Good 
writing takes us somewhere uncomfortable, as this is what 
is most memorable. More importantly, it facilitates a moral 
recognition of attitudes and expectation in society.

We learn resilience

Demonstration in Rome, by Michele (Wikimedia Commons)
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method which others must pursue after him.”
Yeats’ epic poem the Wanderings of Oisin is key to 

understanding his close bond with the country. The 
poem showcases a conversation between St Patrick, a 
catholic figure, and Oisin, a mythical hero, who discuss 
Oisin’s adventures on the island of faeries. The duality 
of including both Catholic and Celtic protagonists, side 
by side, creates a conflict between religious beliefs. This 
reflects Irish society at the time of its publication because 
both Catholicism and the Paganism associated with the 
Irish Revival coexisted. England’s occupation of Ireland 
was a key element in the revival of nationalism and 
Celtic roots. 19th Century anti-British campaigns were 
aimed at ridding the country of the British and forming 
an independent Ireland. Nationalism was idealised 
and romanticised as were Irish traditions, culture and 
literature. Thus, the poem reflects the duality of Irish 
identity at the time. Yeats’ reflection of current Irish 
society within his literature was well regarded.

In 1858, the Fenians were revived as a modern 
revolutionary organisation. The Fenians were in conflict 
with the Catholic church, which feared the contagiousness 
of political revolution and disapproved of their radical 
nat iona l i sm.  However, 
Yeats uses the term Fenian 
throughout his poem to refer 
to the ancient Fenians from 
Irish mythology. The word 
‘Fenian’ was emotionally 
charged in Ireland and 
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e 
country’s former strength. 
By employing it, Yeats only 
boosted his influence and relevance to modern society. 
Yeats refers to Irish republican and leading Fenian, John 
O’Leary’s, dislike of the Catholic church as an ‘old Fenian 
quarrel’. The ambiguity of the term ‘Fenian’, which could 
refer to the modern day, or hark back to prehistoric times, 
shows the constant conflict throughout Ireland’s history.

Yeats was born into a protestant family; his attitude 
towards organised religion was one of suspicion and he 
subsequently developed an interest in the mystical. This 
affords him some critical distance from the poem’s subject 
matter of Catholicism and Paganism. The conflict between 
religions is especially pertinent in the poem with the lines 
‘You slaves of god, He rules you with an iron rod, He holds you 
with an iron bond’. This clearly shows Oisin’s disregard 
of God as a cruel figure and his resentment at the sway 
held by the Catholic Church. He also highlights God’s 
weakness. ‘Not even your God could have thrown down that 
hall, Stabling His unloosed lightnings in their stall, He had sat 
down and sighed with cumbered heart, As though His hour 
were come.’ This is balanced by St Patrick’s remarks, ‘What 
place have Caolite and Conan, and Bran, Sceolan, Lomair?’. 
These names refer to figures in Irish myth and folklore. 
Yeats depicts the split between Catholicism and Paganism, 
which was a common contemporary theme. However, 
throughout the poem, there is a greater emphasis on the 
waning Celtic culture, perhaps suggesting Catholicism’s 
inevitable dominance due to Ireland’s long history of 
Catholicism.

The rapid popularisation and attention to the Irish 
literary revival also brought about exploitation. For 
example, in 1895, in a case that captured the public’s 
imagination, Michael Cleary threw urine at his wife, 
carried her before the fireplace, force fed her, hit her and 
eventually burnt her to death. When he was brought to 
court on the grounds of manslaughter, he claimed that 
his actions were justified, as his wife was a changeling 
and he wanted to get his real wife back. Michael Cleary 
claimed that, after the death of his wife, Bridget, he had 
seen her being taken to the Faery fort on a white horse. 
There is ambiguity when considering whether Michael 
Cleary really did believe in faeries or not. Nevertheless, 
his testimony lays claim to the fact that, even if he didn’t 
believe in faeries, there had been a recent upsurge in faery 
culture, causing him to take advantage of the trend and 
make, what he deemed, a plausible argument. In the end, 
Michael Cleary was sent to prison for 20 years, however, 
to this day the rhyme, ‘are you a witch or are you a faery 
or are you the wife of Michael Cleary’ remains within 
Irish culture. The rhyme’s mocking tone suggests that the 
burning of Bridget Cleary marks the point at which Irish 
Myth was being taken so seriously that it was being used 

as an alibi, demonstrating 
the impact the Revival had 
on society.

A common theme in Irish 
Myth is swans, symbolic of 
love and fidelity because 
of their custom of choosing 
a mate for life. In the Irish 
Myth, ‘The Wooing of Étaín’. 
Midir, pursues his love for 

Étaín, through many obstacles. The myth culminates 
when he is reunited with her and they transform into 
swans, who fly away together. Yeats references swans in 
his collection of poems, named The Wild Swans at Coole. 
Coole is where he, Lady Gregory and Edward Martyn met 
to discuss the founding of The Abbey Theatre. Therefore, 
the title, The Wild Swans at Coole, references ancient myth 
by the imagery of swans, however, Yeats brings the subject 
matter up to date by telling the reader where the Celtic 
Twilight was revived. The poems from this collection 
reveal his Irish nationalism. For example, ‘An Irish 
Airman Foresees his death’ discusses the role of Irish 
soldiers fighting for the UK during World War One, and 
the injustice they faced due to their nationality. The poem 
displays a patriotism towards Ireland as opposed to the 
force that the soldier was fighting for. It was viewed as a 
medium of propaganda that emphasised d.P. Moran’s ideal 
of and ‘Irish Ireland’ and anger at England’s control over 
the country. Thus, the Irish Literary Revival led to other 
forms of Irish Patriotism, rather than the obvious reference 
to the idealistic ancient Ireland as portrayed in myth.

Joyce, although shunning Yeats’ direct use of reference 
to myth, subtly references the myth The Children of Lir in 
his short story, Two Gallants. The titular characters of Two 
Gallants are Lenehan and Corley who walk down Nassau 
street and reflect on the melancholy atmosphere, created 
by the song Silent, O Moyle. This song deals with the story 
of The Children of Lir, recounting how Lir’s new wife turns 

The Irish Literary Revival
Athena Kent-Egan traces the development of the ‘Celtic Twilight’ from its roots in 
the mid-19th century. The Irish Literary Revival, though, only came to prominence 
at the turn of the 20th century, when literary figures, such as W.B. Yeats, popularised 
the movement. This coincided with the founding of the Irish Literary Theatre

This Revival occurred at a time when the Irish 
wanted to hark back to their roots and celebrate 
the strength and significance of their ancient glory 

days. Following the Great Famine (1845-51), the Irish 
were keen to separate their identity from that of the 
British. England had allowed Ireland to suffer and starve. 
The population had been decimated and millions had 
emigrated. This was a predominant cause of the rise in 
Irish nationalism which extended to the literary world. 
d. P. Moran’s book The Philosophy of Irish Ireland (1905) 
addresses qualities that the Irish population rose to fulfil 
at the end of the 19th Century, such as promoting the 
Gaelic language, being involved in the Roman Catholic 
church and playing exclusively Gaelic sports. This new-
found Irish nationalist approach stemmed from Ireland’s 
hatred of England, succinctly expressed by Lady Gregory, 
the influential aristocrat and author, as a ‘dislike and 
distrust of England’.

Lady Gregory’s affinity with Ireland and role as a 
prominent Irish nationalist lead her to popularise and 
revive the use of Gaelic language and imagery in her work. 
Her writing is particularly notable because she retells Irish 
myths in the Gaelic language rather than detracting from 
the original tales and employing the English language. 
Her works include Cuchulain of Muirthemne and Gods and 

Fighting Men. Yeats wrote the preface to the former and 
stated, “I think this book is the best that has come out 
of Ireland in my time.” Gregory’s profound influence on 
Yeats determined the course of his future work. The fact 
that she stays faithful to the original text established her 
role in the movement and introduced Gaelic literature to 
a wider audience. Gregory coined the term ‘Kiltartanese’ 
which refers to the use of English with Gaelic syntax. This 
term more commonly refers to Anglo-Irish literature, a 
style many Irish authors such as Wilde, Yeats and Joyce 
adopted.

Gregory’s retelling Irish myths and folktales led her 
to form the Irish Literary Theatre in 1899 in dublin along 
with the help of poet, Yeats and playwright, Edward 
Martyn. The Irish Literary Theatre is now referred to as 
The Abbey, which has since become the national theatre of 
Ireland. The theatre is central to the Irish Literary Revival 
because its founding aim was to promote ancient idealism 
by performing plays which re-enacted Gaelic myths 
and folktales. The Abbey wanted to engage with Irish 
society, by staging scenes from Ireland’s past. Leading 
playwrights, such as Yeats, Gregory, Seán O’Casey and 
Synge established their artistic reputation by presenting 
their work at the Abbey. However, as the national theatre 
of Ireland, The Abbey had to bear certain responsibilities. 
Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World, first performed 
at the Abbey in 1907, caused Irish nationalists to riot, as 
they saw the play as an insult to Ireland. They resented the 
fact that the play was spoken in English. Sinn Féin’s leader 
Arthur Griffith, stated it was ‘a vile and inhuman story 
told in the foulest language we have ever listened to from 
a public platform’. Rioters also claimed the play painted a 
sordid picture of Ireland.

Yeats was at the forefront of promoting the Irish literary 
revival, or as he referred to it the ‘Celtic Twilight’. He was 
influenced by the occult and mythology as well as his Irish 
political nationalism and support for the Fenians. Yeats 
argued that, ‘all folk literature, and all literature that keeps 
the folk tradition delights in unbounded and immortal 
things.’ James Joyce was equally influenced by the rise of 
Irish nationalism. It is significant that all his work is set 
in Ireland, despite the fact that as a self-exiled writer he 
was based in Continental Europe. This Irish setting is even 
more significant given the fact that Joyce shunned his Irish 
citizenship and retained a British passport. despite being 
influenced by the Irish Literary Revival, Joyce shunned 
his peers’ approach. He rejected Yeats’ romanticised 
view of Ireland and Paganism. Being a modernist, he 
scorned his contemporaries’ method of using ancient 
imagery and storylines. T.S Eliot commented “in using 
myth, in manipulating a continuous parallel between 
contemporaneity and antiquity, Mr Joyce is pursuing a 

The Irish Literary Revival …
inspired and continues to inspire 
Irish artists to make their national 
identity a key part of their work

W.B.Yeats, from the George Grantham Bain collection at the Library of Congress.
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How deeply ingrained is cultural identity?

I had tried to skin myself
in the waiting room, of my culture,
and soak new vocabulary into my bones.
Let the foreign grammar wash my face with acid
and the shades rise and rise until I was moon-pale
like all of you: my father was applying for asylum.

Flakes of ash-Shãm disappeared
into the bathroom sink, the curved domes against
a rose skyline hooked with birds swirling as I scrubbed
the memories away. If I looked presentable, to them, perhaps-
no. Today Syria’s history,
my history,
is spun on an Axis Of fear and headlines
and morphed into Evil. Enslaved in that
Sentence are camels’ backs, the gentle
rise of the sand dunes and the columns of
civilisation in Palmyra.
Palmyra, the word like a lemon,
a place grounded in time now condemned
by infant countries to be destroyed. It is easier for you to watch
it, History, be turned into black clouds of anger and hate
and just another news-story, than to do
anything to save it.

Before we left our home in damascus, we saw the sky stained
by smoke and blood, whilst our streets-
the same streets which were theatres for our skipping games-
were scarred. Scarred by the sight of my cousin’s small shoe
lying in the middle of the dust and chaos.
Inside, a smaller foot, and the smallest chance that anyone would care.
That anyone would see that slice of her and stop:
they had their own problems.

But I thought that if you held up a mirror
in that waiting room,
and did not see me, or my flashing thoughts,
but a British smile and British words,
then perhaps you would care.
Having fear as a second skin is not enough for you
to care about us. I have to be like you, too.

***

A land of sand and salt. We had never planned for the worst, because we never thought that the worst would happen to us. But a 
storm of violence and my brother bleeding through his Spiderman shirt onto our kitchen table, burning the wood with black streaks, 
pushed us on. Bandages. My mother’s tears to cleanse the wound of dust, my father’s education to save him. But no prayers. 
Somehow, my brother lived. Our father was a doctor after all. A square of his shoulder missing but yes, somehow, he lived. And so 
we left Damascus.

Our journey started with midnight negotiations. We would have sold our arms to get onto a dingy straight to Greece, but limbs have 
no currency anymore. They are scattered like so much roadkill. So we sold everything we owned instead: four tickets to Turkey. The 
country itself was not important. We had hoped that we would find humanity there, or even just the soundtrack of silence through 
the night, without the sting of shells.

It did not seem like a lot to ask.

So, darkness in a lorry with the smell of desperation and sweat. The whites of eyes: traitors. My mother smiling, although her 

the children of his late wife into swans. The song, Silent, 
O Moyle is told from the perspective of Lir’s daughter, 
Fionnuala, after having been transformed into a swan. Two 
Gallants displays Joyce’s dissatisfaction with contemporary 
Ireland. The title is ironic, as the characters are far from 
chivalrous and are in fact repulsive, both physically and 
with their corrupt morals. The phrase, ‘his harp too, 
heedless that her covering had fallen about her knees, 
seemed weary alike of the eyes of strangers and of her 
master’s hand’, describes the harp, the symbol of Ireland. 
The idea that the harpist is tired suggests Joyce’s theory 
that Irish Myths belong in the past. Therefore, he infers 
that the modern adaptations undermine the previous 
glory the myths once had. despite this, T.S Eliot noted 
“in using myth, in manipulating a continuous parallel 
between contemporaneity and antiquity, Mr Joyce is 
pursuing a method which others must pursue after him.”

The Irish Literary Revival marks a critical period in the 
history of Ireland, as it inspired and continues to inspire 
Irish artists to make their national identity a key part 
of their work. This idea is explored in Seamus Heaney’s 
poem Punishment where he links the ancient bog people 
to the contemporary conflict in Ireland. Although the 
poem begins with the discovery of an ancient Bog body, 
the relevance of the lines below to the recent Troubles is 
undeniable:

I who have stood dumb 
when your betraying sisters, 
cauled in tar, 
wept by the railings

The Children of Lir in Dublin’s Garden of Remembrance
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worries were stark and shining in the darkness. My brother and I did not complain, did not ask questions. Why we were struggling 
through the days to reach a country which did not want us? Countries which would allow us the honour of dying, not of wounds, but 
of disease and starvation. Instead, we kept our thoughts stuck behind our tongues and realised that this world was not constructed 
by our parents’ hands. The home that they had adorned with memories and art, the kitchen stacked with spices, was left with tears 
but not a second-glance. And just like that, in a few steps and the turning of a corner, we had left behind our whole world. Or maybe 
we hadn’t. Maybe we had left our reality the moment it was normal to see bundles of bodies in our living room, my father rushing to 
save them.

***

In Turkey we passed walls of white. White faces,
bodies rotting in the open road where they had crumpled
when they had tried to cross the border, but metallic
teeth had bitten into their organs and they had bled dry.
The government deny their role in this, but I did not see people shooting themselves.

Ahead: white tents
like the graves of a thousand soldiers.
We cling to each other but no longer speak. The stories
and the jokes and the pretence that this is alright has been
scraped away due to
a lifetime of walking into the sun and waiting to be burnt.
Why, when we reach the Islahiye camp, do the police not celebrate our
journey? We could have built our own city from the
number of miles we have walked and used them as bricks to defend us
from the sandstorms.

They smile at us with the barrel of guns.
It is a country torn: they allow some Syrians in,
(millions upon millions of toes curled in the mud,)
and others they turn away.

You are not allowed in here.
Is it because we are different? It is because we are different.
We are not made from the same bones as them, or crafted from thoughts
shaped by the same politics. For a country only founded
in 1923, my mother was not certain how righteous they can be.
But they have already made their own cultural mould, and with our Arabic,
we do not fit into it.
My father replied that a country can be as righteous as they
want, if they have the crown of peace.

***

There is no such thing as cultural identity,
someone said in the second hour of the boat journey.
This is because Europeans are the same.
They use geography as shields from questions
of humanity, they use it as a weapon to protect themselves
from international cries. They curl inwards
like woodlice, their shells guarding
them from the bite of reality.
We are that reality.
The French and the British, the Swedish and the Poles.
In their garbled languages they all say the same things
about the same people: that we are like wasps, swarming over
the picnic of their economy.

Do they think that we sail across waters,
the dark waves hungry for our last breaths,
for the thrill of seeing if our dingy will sink?

To see if my brother will be able to swim for
three hours before the rescue boats arrive, or
if he will drown from exhaustion first, water filling
his lungs whilst he sputters like the engine?

Do they think that my childhood dream was to leave
behind my city and the life that I had grown into-
that a postcard of Italy’s shores was stuck onto my walls and gazed
at with longing every day?

Will my father want to sit on the train with only a palmful
of pennies and a factory job, when his skills belong
in a hospital? He saved people’s lives, prying shrapnel from their
squirming muscles in our kitchen with tweezers and determination,
and now he is no longer trusted because his accent says
he did not grow up here. And so he does not belong here.

You are lucky.
You did not earn the right to live in your country.
You did not prove yourself more deserving of a world without violence than anybody else.
And yet you see me, blasted across your television screens, and decide that
I am a bandit.
I am a nuisance
to the scheme of your life. You say, turning away from my pleas,
that my family’s arrival to your shores alone
will topple your democracy.

Tara Sallaba

Refugee Crisis, Budapest, by Mstyslav Chernov, Wikimedia Commons CC BY-SA 4.0Syrian Refugees, Lesvos, Greece, by Ggia Wikimedia Commons CC BY-SA 4.0
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– HENRY MAYHEW (author of “London Labour and the 
London Poor”).13

The detailed, possibly massaged account, claimed 
he was caught cramming for the scholarship exams 
during a church service by a Master whose own nephew 
was competing in the same exams. The headmaster, dr 
Goodenough, gave him lines as a punishment. Mayhew 
ignored these and carried on studying for the exams, 
with success, rising from the bottom to the top of the 
scholarship list:

Such a feat had never been performed before. Before 
school broke up, the doctor called up Mayhew and asked 
for the lines. They were not forthcoming, and the same 
excuse as before was given. “Then I must flog you sir,” 
said Goodenough. ‘dr. Goodenough,’ said the boy, ‘you 
well know that I am not afraid of a 
flogging, for you have often flogged 
me, but this time I will not be 
flogged.’ What will you do then, sir? 
asked the astonished Head-master. 
‘This,’ said the boy; and taking his books under his arm, 
he ran down school.14

The school said he could return, minus the scholarship, 
an offer his father refused. Instead, he packed Mayhew off 
to India as a midshipman with the East India Company, 
a career he abandoned after one round trip to Calcutta, 
arriving back at the family home with just the shirt on his 
back and a tarantula in a jar.

Mayhew revealed a wilder side to his schooldays he 
returned to Westminster to visit Tothill Fields prison in 
1856, as part of his series The Great World of London. The 
prison had been built on the old Westminster school 
cricket grounds. In the juvenile wing he met boys, some 
under twelve years old, locked up for childish games. 
One eight-year-old had received a fourteen-day sentence, 
plus a flogging, for stealing plums from a garden. It was 
a bitter sight, children criminalised for the same larks 
as Westminster boys in his time, as he made clear in his 
characteristic style: 

Suppose you, or I, reader, had been consigned to 
such a place in our school-boy days, for those acts of 
thoughtlessness which none but fanatics would think of 
regarding as crime. Suppose we had had to spend fourteen 
days at picking oakum, in a prison, for every runaway 
knock we had given, or every stone we had thrown, or 
even for every act of petty dishonesty we had committed 
– what think you would have been the effect of such 
treatment on our after-lives? […]

13 Frederic Hale Forshall, Westminster School: Past and Present, 1884, p329-330
14 Frederic Hale Forshall, Westminster School: Past and Present, 1884, p329-330
15 The Criminal Prisons of London, Griffin and Bohn 1862, p.408
16 The Upper Rhine, Bogue, 1857, p.319
17 London Standard, Thursday 22 december 1887

For ourselves, we will frankly confess that at 
Westminster School, where we passed some seven years 
of our boyhood, such acts were daily perpetrated; and yet 
if the scholars had been sent to the House of Correction, 
instead of Cambridge or Oxford, to complete their 
education, the country would now have seen many of our 
playmates working among the convicts in the dock-yards, 
rather than lending dignity to the senate or honour to the 
bench.15

On his return from India, a brief, unhappy apprentice 
at his father’s law firm ended when he forgot to file some 
court papers for which the bailiffs arrested his father, who, 
on release, banished him from the family home. He threw 
himself in the radical world of London journalism, re-
joining forces with Thomas Mayhew and Gilbert à Becket 

to make a living. Thomas had a price 
on his head, as editor of the illegal 
and revolutionary paper, The Poor 
Man’s Guardian. Together the three 
of them collaborated on a stream 

of newspapers and magazines in the 1830s, including 
the highly successful Figaro in London, a radical, satirical 
precursor of Punch, which Mayhew went on to set up in 
1841, inaugurating one of the most successful magazines in 
history, that came to define Victorian culture and beyond.

Looking back on his education in Westminster, 
Mayhew’s chief lament was his lack of it,

We ourselves wasted seven of the best years of our life 
at Westminster School , where we were not even taught 
our own language, nor even writing nor reckoning, but 
bored to death simply with the dead tongues... [and were 
sent out into the world] ignorant...not only of the physical 
world about us, but of our own natures and our fellow-
creatures, as well as of all that was right, true, beautiful, or 
indeed noble in life.16

Yet, on his death, his old school’s obituary notice 
marked his passing kindly:

Henry Mayhew Esq, aged 74. Adm. Jan 14, 1822. One 
of the earliest contributors to Punch; Author of ‘London 
Labour and the London Poor’ and other works.17

There was, as one might expect, no mention that he 
left school by simply running away, an early sign of a 
rebellious nature that would shape his eventful life.

London Vagabond: The life of Henry Mayhew is available 
on Amazon only. More details are available at www.
londonlabourlondonpoor.com.

Henry Mayhew and 
Westminster School
Chris Anderson sketches the remarkable life of an OW

1 Leicester Chronicle, Saturday 6 August 1887
2 W. H. Auden ‘An Inquisitive Old Party’, The New Yorker, 24 February 1968, p121-133
3 Henry Mayhew, German Life and Manners, vol 2, p.553. 1865
4 Arthur William à Beckett, The à Becketts of Punch, p15, 1903
5 German Life and Manners, Vol 2, 1864, p.65
6 Fife Herald, Thursday 20 November 1856
7 Arthur William à Beckett, The À Becketts of Punch, p15
8 M.H. Spielmann, The History of Punch p.181 1895
9 Athol Mayhew, A Jorum of Punch, 1895, p 5
10 Lancaster Gazette, Saturday 10 August 1861
11 Men of the Time, 1856, p.541
12 Quoted in Bertrand Taithe, The Essential Mayhew, p.3

When Henry Mayhew died in 1887 one 
newspaper noted: ‘The chief impression created 
in the public mind by the announcement of 

the death of Henry Mayhew, was one of surprise that 
he should still be alive’.1 Forty years had passed since 
his London Labour and the London Poor had gripped 
the country. A unique, exhaustive exploration of the 
London street folk, it had influenced contemporary 
writers, Charles dickens among them. A pioneering 
work of social science, criminology and oral history, 
over a century ahead of its time, within a few years of 
his death it was all but forgotten, along with Mayhew 
himself. It was only after the Second World War, when 
much of Mayhew’s London lay smouldering, that his 
work began to regain recognition. By 1968, reviewing a 
full reprint of London Labour, 
W.H. Auden hailed it as ‘a book 
in which one can browse for 
a lifetime without exhausting 
its treasures.’2 It now features 
widely on academic curriculum, and endures as a time 
capsule of Victorian London, inspiring television, film 
and literature. Terry Pratchett dedicated his last novel, 
Dodger, to Mayhew, in which he even features as a 
character. Yet, the man himself has continued to remain a 
mystery. Until now.

Mayhew was just nine years old when he enrolled 
at Westminster School, along with his 12 year old 
brother Arthur. Their eldest brother Thomas was there 
already. Their father, a solicitor coming up in the world, 
had particularly high hopes for the young Henry who, 
Mayhew later recalled:

was intended by his father, who thought law the finest 
thing in the world, to have been the Lord Chancellor 
of England; and he well remembers to this day how, 
when he was thought to be something of a quick boy at 
Westminster School, his parents would talk to him of the 
glory of being the first legal dignitary in the kingdom.3

His father was to be disappointed. Westminster was 
an edgier place then than now. Beside Parliament and 
the Abbey, it was fringed by open fields, meadows and 
the devil’s Acre, one of London’s roughest slums, where 
outlaws claimed sanctuary under the Abbey’s ancient 

laws. The Westminster boys were allowed a large degree 
of self-governance, free to argue over the running of 
the school and set their own rules. School life could be 
brutal too, contemporaries claiming that ‘the bullying at 
Westminster was world renowned’.4 Boys were caned for 
anything and everything, from running away to being late 
for classes. Mayhew received his share of the floggings. 
A bookish boy, he was a natural target for bullies. He 
recalled rowing on the Thames in ‘a six-oared cutter’, 
while shunning more boisterous games.,56

In a foretaste of his future, journalism was his most 
notable activity at Westminster. Early on, he formed 
a partnership with Gilbert Abbot à Beckett , the two 
becoming ‘great friends’.7 At Westminster they planned 
their first magazine, The Cerebrus, which was so libellous 

that à Beckett’s father, another 
lawyer, paid the printers not 
to publish it.8 Fuming at this 
‘unwarrantable interference with 
their journalistic spirit’ the boys 

absconded. They walked to Edinburgh where another 
of the Mayhew brothers, Edward , was manager of the 
Edinburgh Theatre.9 Hearing out their offer to write for 
his theatre, Edward gently explained he had no need of 
them when he could put on Shakespeare any day for free, 
and packed them off on a boat back to London, each with 
a new pair of boots.10 No doubt, their return to school was 
marked by the customary flogging.

Mayhew later stated that he had run away twice from 
school, and been pardoned both times.11 He could not have 
been happy there, and his situation would have worsened 
with the departure of both his older brothers; in 1825, 
the thirteen year-old Alfred enlisted with the East India 
Company as a military cadet and left for Madras. Thomas 
left two years later, in January 1827, enrolling as a law 
student at Lincoln’s Inn. Mayhew did not last much longer, 
saying later how he “rebelled against the discipline in 
force…and ran away.”12 The official school history, in 1884, 
gave another version:

In 1827 there left Westminster School , under 
remarkable circumstances, a boy whose name will never 
perish so long as commiseration and solicitude shall be felt 
for the poverty-stricken and criminal classes of England 

School life could be brutalMayhew revealed a wilder side
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The First Rough Draft of History
Libby Stubbs, Archives Assistant, probes the relationship between 
archives and history and shows how Russell Barker (OW) made a 
remarkable contribution both to the school’s history and the OdNB

The newspapers and press cuttings held by the 
school archive are as intimidating as they are 
fascinating. Thus far, approximately half of the 

cuttings have been catalogued, and the associated Excel 
Spreadsheet already bears witness to over a thousand 
entries. Beyond the sheer scale of the collection, several 
problems complicate matters further. Many of the 
clippings are either undated or detached from their 
original source. In some cases, there is neither date, 
source, nor any viable context, meaning that several 
articles’ relevance to Westminster School will remain 
a mystery until time permits the necessary research. 
Occasionally, whole magazines have been placed within 
the collection without any explanation whatsoever, and 
it is necessary to trawl through not only articles, but also 
the often-copious obituaries in an attempt to identify a 
link with Westminster. 

A further layer of complication results from the 
school’s propensity for binding newspaper cuttings into 
hardback books. While this Antiquarian impulse was 
limited to the turn of the 20th century, it has resulted in 
the creation of numerous booklets, all brimming with 
information that has been organised according to varying 
degrees of logic. These booklets are somewhat of a double-
edged sword. discovering one can provide important 
contextual information for clippings that previously 
went unidentified, but in doing so may undermine hours 
of work. That, thankfully, is not the case with the 1886 
Edition of The English Illustrated Magazine, from which 
several articles have been preserved in bound form.

The English Illustrated Magazine

These bound articles appear to have been published by 
Westminster School in conjunction with Macmillan 

& Co., and the booklet itself includes the full contents 
page from the original publication, as well as a list of 
contributors, artists and engravers. While copies of the 
full magazine are available online via the Hathi Trust, 
only four of the articles have been preserved within the 
school’s collection. Of the articles that have been saved, 
three are instalments of serialised stories: ‘Marzio’s 
Crucifix’ by F. Marion Crawford, ‘A Secret Inheritance’ 
by B.L. Farjeon, and ‘A Visit in a dutch Country-
House’ by May Crommelin. The fourth article, and 
here the pertinence of the collection is revealed, is titled 
‘Westminster School’, and was written by G.F. Russell 
Barker, with illustrations by Herbert Railton.

The article covers the history of the school, from its 
earliest semi-mythological foundation (including the 
accounts of Abbot Ingulphus, who claimed to attend the 
school under Edward the Confessor) up until the 1800s. 
The piece reviews Westminster’s history chronologically, 
discussing not only Head Masters, but also curriculum, 
notable students, pupil numbers, and local geography. 
Complete with twelve illustrations, the article spans 
fifteen pages, and cites copiously from sources such as 
Robert South (1634-1716), William Cowper (1731-1800), and 
George Colman the Younger (1762-1836). Considering the 
obvious love and care that went into the creation of such 
a substantial article, it will come as no surprise that the 
author, G.F. Russell Barker, was an O.W. himself.

G.F. Russell Barker

George Fisher Russell Barker was born on 30th 
October 1848, and he joined Westminster School in 

January 1862. Although originally admitted as a Town 
Boy (non-scholar), he became a Queen’s Scholar the 
following year, remaining as such until he left the school 
in 1867. He was elected to Trinity College Cambridge, 
completing his Bachelor of Arts in 1871. Barker studied 
law, and after a period of meandering, decided to fully 
pursue a career in that field. He completed his Masters 
in 1874 and was called to bar in 1876. He practised as a 
conveyancer for the rest of his career, although we do not 
know any exactitudes beyond this. 

However, Barker also had a rich interest in historical 
writing. As a result, despite his stringent and at times 
stressful career, he was able to publish numerous pieces 
of historical research. He contributed over 300 articles 
to the Oxford dictionary of National Biographies and 
later became a crucial compiler for the first Record of 
Old Westminsters, as well as publishing ‘A Memoir of 
Richard Busby’ in 1895. Barker balanced his passion for 
biographical research with his legal career throughout his 
life, before passing away on 7th January 1927. 

Although Barker’s dedication to Westminster could 
never be questioned – at least going by his work on the 
Record of Old Westminsters – the closing paragraph of his 
article for The English Illustrated Magazine perhaps best 
sums up his relationship with the school:

Few schools, if any, can boast of such an illustrious roll 
of alumni as Westminster can show. She has been the 
nursing mother of scores of statesmen, lawyers, soldiers, 
poets, divines, and other celebrated men in every walk 
of life. No school can possibly boast of nobler traditions 
or more sacred associations, an in taking our farewell of

“ – the schoolboy spot
We ne’er forget, though there we are forgot”

The English Illustrated Magazine
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such as ‘Smith’ or ‘Carpenter’.
Even in popular culture, we are 

preoccupied with genealogy. J.K. 
Rowling often plays with ancestry 
in her narratives. In the Harry Potter 
world, Rowling simultaneously subverts 
our assumptions about inheritance, 
u nder m i n i ng t hose c harac ters 
preoccupied with purity of blood, whilst 
endowing many of her protagonists 
with a complex web of distinguished 
antecedents. Meanwhile, on television, 
millions are anticipating the revelation 
of Jon Snow’s parentage as competing 
dynasties battle it out in Game of Thrones.

As a society where the majority 
claim to support greater equality, 
our excessive concern with ancestry, 

particularly if that ancestry is illustrious, is worrying. It 
is disconcerting to think that the shapes of our lives are 
predetermined by small portions of dNA shared with 
distant relations we have never met. The desire to feel 
connected with ones forebears often results in individuals 
mistaking shared experiences and coincidences as 
evidence of inherited characteristics. When interviewed 
about his ancestor, Thomas Cromwell, danny dyer noted a 
number of similarities: ‘He came from a slum, I come from 
a slum; Cromwell left the country at 14, I started acting at 
14; He was a self-taught lawyer. I’m a self-taught actor…
Cromwell wrote his last letter to Henry VIII begging for 
his life, on July 24, which is my birthday.’

This cherry-picking approach to the past – very 
few celebrities find themselves identifying with their 
ancestors’ less appealing traits– is concerning. Ben Affleck, 
who featured on the American show Finding Your Roots, 
lobbied producers to omit ‘embarrassing’ details about his 
slave-owning ancestors.

More alarming is the short leap it takes to 
go from the idea that an individuals’ positive 
qualities derive from their distant ancestry 
to a sense that those with eminent ancestors 
are entitled to higher status. That so many 
in positions of influence in our society come 
from distinguished families is evidence 
of how entrenched privilege is, and not a 
justification of it.

However, I can see the draw of wanting to 
learn about one’s ancestry. Not out of a self-
obsessed and misguided notion that learning 
about your ancestors helps you to better 
understand your own character. At its best, 
family history can be a means of uncovering 
the lost stories of ordinary people, a window 
into social history, rather than annals of 

kings and queens.
Perhaps the most striking element of genealogy is 

the inverted tree shape, which suggests that hundreds 
of ancestors culminate in a single individual. One of the 
unanticipated positives of dNA genealogy, is that it has 
led people to reach out to others who share their genetic 
material and form new friendships. Remembering that we 
are all connected to one another is no bad thing.

Genealogy
Elizabeth Wells considers the fascination with family trees

A fter pornography, the most-visited category 
of websites on the internet are dedicated to 
genealogy, the hobby of tracing one’s family 

history. Who Do You Think You Are?, a television show in 
which celebrities investigate their ancestors, is one of 
the BBC’s most popular documentaries – with 15 series 
and episodes regularly clocking six million views. Its 
success has stretched abroad too, with 17 international 
adaptations. There has even been a spin-off series, 
following the discovery, on the show, that working-
class EastEnders star, danny dyer, is descended from 
Edward III. Danny Dyer’s 
Right Royal Family sees the 
actor investigating his noble 
ancestry and learning more 
about how they lived.

People are also turning 
to science to learn more 
about their family’s past. 
The personal genetic testing 
company, 23 and Me which 
of fe r s  a nce s t r y-r e l ate d 
in format ion f rom dNA 
analysis has been used by 
over 5 million people. The 
data provided is not without 
flaws. Historically, biomedical 
research has focused on 
participants of European 
descent, and as the majority 
of 23 and Me’s users have 
unmixed European ancestry, 
the company cannot provide 
the same level of granularity 
in its reports to customers of 
Asian or African descent.

As an archivist, I encounter 
many individuals who are 
researching family history. 
But despite, or perhaps 
because of, its popularity, 
a lot of archivists and 
profe s s ion a l  h i s tor ia n s 
treat these ‘hobbyists’ with 
disdain. On my first visit to an 
archive as part of post-GCSE 
work experience, my mentor 
sneeringly muttered ‘ancestor 
worshippers’ as we passed a 
group of family historians. At 
a party recently, some fellow 
archivists declared that they 
felt genealogists should be 
banned from using archives, 
or at the very least charged 
exorbitant fees. ‘They’re just a 

bunch of bored, solipsistic, baby boomers sucking the life 
out of the young…as usual!’ my friend declared.

The situation is awkward for me as I harbour a guilty 
secret - my parents are both keen amateur genealogists. 
They have spent years gradually unravelling their, and 
therefore my, ancestry, painstakingly going back to the 
16th and 17th centuries along some lines. Soon after I got 
engaged, three years ago, my father began researching 
my fiancé, Tom’s, family history. Tom was horrified by 
this intrusion, but my father felt he had struck gold. 
With his own forbearers, the research process had been 

slow and laborious, checking 
through parish registers 
and regularly hitting dead 
ends as he uncovered poorly 
doc u mented,  resolute ly 
middling-sorts of ancestor. 
With my husband’s family, a 
few hours googling enabled 
him to draw up a family tree 
connecting him via direct 
descent to royal families 
across Europe along with 
connections to well-known 
historical figures like Jane 
Austen and El Cid. I was 
stuck in the middle, trying 
to mediate between my 
father’s enthusiasm and Tom’s 
embarrassment. And what did 
I think about it? I’m still trying 
to decide.

There is no denying that 
we live in a society where 
hereditary privilege continues 
to exert not only significant 
influence, but also fascination. 
As a constitutional monarchy, 
with hereditary peers sitting 
in the House of Lords, our 
democracy is still influenced 
by those born into power. 
Nor is hereditary privilege 
the preserve of Conservatives; 
on the left new dynasties 
are being formed - four 
generations of the Benn family 
have been Labour politicians. 
A recent study found that 
those living in England with 
Norman surnames, likely 
descended from the victors 
of the 1066 invasion, are 
generally wealthier with 
longer life-expectancies than 
those with artisanal surnames 

Genealogists should be 
banned from using archives

[A] cherry-picking 
approach to the past

The family tree of Sirius Black, Harry Potter’s Godfather.

Hereditary Peers presided over by the Queen at the State Opening of Parliament.

Matters of pedigree, recorded in ‘The lineages and histories of the great houses of 
the seven kingdoms’ permeate the plot of Game of Thrones

Danny Dyer dressed as one of his noble ancestors
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Law and Social Media
David Edwards-Ker considers the tensions between regulation, responsibility 
and public safety in the digital environment and what role the law may have

1 Zuckerberg, M. Personal interview. (2009, May).
2 Wu, P. Impossible to Regulate: Social Media, Terrorists, and the Role for the U.N. (Chicago Journal of International Law. 2015). Vol. 16: No. 1, Article 11.

In the 16th century, the first printing presses 
transformed Martin Luther’s Ninety-five Theses into 
the first ‘viral post’ – with unforeseeably seismic 

consequences. In the 21st century, unregulated social 
media enables everyone to become their own free, 
global, instantaneous printing press – with potential 
consequences so profoundly undesirable that some 
regulation is needed. As Zuckerberg hoped in 2009, 
unfettered global interconnectivity 
has made “a really big change in 
the world”1, but total liberty within 
this ‘marketplace of ideas’ is now 
a discredited ideal. Zuckerberg’s 
utopian vision will morph into a 
quasi-dystopian reality unless three 
areas are addressed effectively. Firstly, social media is 
threatening democracy through micro-targeting users 
and allowing the dissemination of fake news. Secondly, 
social media is threatening public safety and harmony, 

because it can be exploited by terrorist groups, abusers, 
and hate speech provocateurs. Thirdly, social media 
sites (which derive most of their income from the private 
data provided by their users) are not giving adequate 
privacy to user data. These three areas require regulatory 
responses but, because there is no international consensus 
on a common approach, each country (or political bloc) 
must decide what regulation, or threat of regulation, 

is most effective for it. They will 
have to strike a balance between 
the conflicting concerns outlined 
below, whilst accepting that no 
domestic regulations can be globally 
‘effective’ because of the difficulty of 
enforcing them beyond frontiers. A 

supranational body such as the UN can, nevertheless, be 
of use in coordinating and facilitating different countries’ 
regulatory efforts.2

Social media threatens democracy: initiatives such as 

Facebook’s Building a Better News Feed for You3 narrow the 
scope of political exposure online, reinforce existing views 
and build resistance to differing ideas. Through micro-
targeting, social media sites sort users into like-minded 
groups, amplify their views in echo chambers, and 
thereby develop a closed and uninformed political psyche. 
Sunstein comments: “We are living in different political 
universes – something like science fiction’s parallel 
worlds”4, in a prison of our own design, trapped in self-
insulation. However, excessive regulation or censorship 
also threatens democracy so, to avoid this, Sunstein 
proposes an “architecture of serendipity”5, in which sites 
would expose users to randomly selected political posts 
to help them form unbiased views. This proposal would 
counteract growing political 
fragmentation and polarisation 
by  promot i ng  i n for me d 
democracy. Three attempts in 
line with this proposal have 
been made: PolitEcho (showing 
news feed bias), The New York 
Times’ site Right and Left: Partisan Writings You Shouldn’t 
Miss (exposing readers to alternative viewpoints), and 
Facebook’s reworking of its newsfeed (offering pages such 
as Related Articles).

dissemination of fake news is another threat to 
democracy and, if it hasn’t already swung elections, its 
potential to do so is clear. For example, Internet Research 
Agency, a pro-Kremlin troll factory with 80 employees and 
a monthly budget of $1.25 million, aimed to undermine 
the 2016 US Presidential Election. This threat will 
increase exponentially once AI-driven ‘fake videos’ hit 
the mainstream – as they are poised to do. University of 
Washington researchers have generated a highly realistic 
video of Obama ‘talking’ about terrorism.6 This technology, 
only in its infancy, will make it even more difficult to 
distinguish between fake and real news – a horrifying 
prospect. Moreover, criminalising the dissemination of 
fake news runs the risk of curtailing freedom of speech. 
The Malaysian Government’s March 2018 proposal to 
introduce a maximum 10-year jail sentence for anyone 
peddling fake news has alarmed activists; they warn 
that this could stifle reports on alleged government 
misconduct. Trying to keep platforms sufficiently secure 
from malign disseminators (by, for example, developing 
algorithms that remove fake news) will be a never-ending 
and expensive arms race. However, if social media sites 
do not make sufficient efforts then, in the interests of 
democracy, the law should require them to do so.

Social media can threaten public safety and harmony. 
For example, 90% of organised online terrorism uses 
social media7 both as a global recruitment, publicity 
and proselytising tool, and for covert communication 
via encrypted and/or self-deleting messages. However, 

3 See: https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2016/06/building-a-better-news-feed-for-you/
4 Sunstein, C. #Republic: Divided Democracy in the Age of Social Media. (Princeton University Press. 2017). p.3.
5 Sunstein. op. cit. p.5.
6 See: http://www.washington.edu/news/2017/07/11/lip-syncing-obama-new-tools-turn-audio-clips-into-realistic-video/
7 Weimann, G. Terrorist Groups Recruiting Through Social Media. (CBC News. 2012, January).
8 See: http://www.ichrp.org/en/article_19_udhr
9 Netzwerkdurchsetzungsgesetz. (2017, June).
10 See: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-technology-revealed-to-help-fight-terrorist-content-online

the protection given by Article 19 (right to freedom 
of expression) of the Universal declaration of Human 
Rights8 complicates the task of websites and regulators 
in deciding which (‘bad’) content should be deleted. Each 
country must balance its particular need to reduce hateful, 
dangerous, or extremist content against the universal 
requirement to protect individual freedom of expression. 
Germany, possibly acting as global precursor, passed a 
pioneering law9 prohibiting online hate speech, extremism 
and neo-Nazism. Since coming into force on January 1st 
2018, this law has been very effective; officials received 
only 5% of the predicted complaints about sites failing to 
delete posts. On March 1st 2018, the EU Commission took 
a softer approach; it gave Facebook, YouTube and Twitter 

three months to show that they 
are removing harmful content 
within an hour of notification, 
or face legislation forcing them 
to do so. AI, which threatens to 
hugely sophisticate fake news, 
could be used very effectively to 

counter cyber terrorism; the Home Office recently tested 
a mechanism that detected 94% of ISIS propaganda, and 
removed it with a 99.995% success rate.10 The dark web, the 
easy availability of internet anonymity, the impenetrability 
of sites (such as Telegram) where messages are encrypted 
and self-deleting, and the difficulty of enforceability 
beyond frontiers, preclude any initiatives from being 
totally effective. Nevertheless, effective mainstream 
regulation to preserve public safety and harmony should 
still be achievable by initiatives such as those described 
above.

Social networks such as Facebook, Instagram and 
Twitter all process user data to generate advertising 
revenue. Such data is the nucleus of their lucrative 
business models, and users typically grant these sites a 
license to use their data freely. Billions of users have thus 
accepted the receipt of micro-targeted advertisements 
as the price of being able to use these sites for free. It is 
accordingly unsurprising that these sites have hitherto 
attached little importance to preserving the privacy of 
this data, and have had little incentive to be transparent 
about how they process, and third parties can access, such 
data. Facebook’s porous privacy policy led to Cambridge 
Analytica obtaining detailed data from 50+ million 
users, possibly influencing the Brexit vote and the 2016 
US Presidential Election. It is now apparent that social 
media sites collect non-users’ data to create a ‘shadow 
profile’ without their consent. It would therefore be naïve 
to assume that social media sites will put society’s need 
for privacy ahead of their own desire to generate profit 
and so self-regulation is unlikely to be effective without 
legislation in this area.

In 2012, Obama’s proposed Consumer Privacy Bill 

Social media is 
threatening democracy

A supranational convention 
… is a quixotic dream
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of Rights was blocked by fiery opposition, mainly from 
the US online industry. Possibly because this industry 
has less influence in Europe, the EU has introduced the 
General data Protection Regulation (GdPR) which will 
come into force on 25th May 2018. This legislation is set 
to be the most comprehensive privacy regulation in the 
world, and aims to make individual users the masters 
of their own private data. Careful analysis of the GdPR 
reveals that it could break the quasi-monopoly of power 
that some transnational social 
media and online search sites 
currently enjoy. Two key GdPR 
articles are Article 15 (Right 
to data Portability), whereby 
a data subject can transmit 
their data to another controller, 
and Article 18 (Right to be Forgotten), whereby a data 
subject can have the data controller erase, cease further 
dissemination of, and potentially halt processing of, their 
personal data.11 Users are only valuable to social media 
sites if they can process their data, and if users move and/
or erase their data, this life-blood drains away. Such sites 
will thus have to make more of an effort to keep users, and 
may decide that semi-covert tracking by shadow profiling 

11 See: https://www.eugdpr.org/key-changes.html
12 McChrystal, S. It Takes a Network (Foreign Policy. 2009, February)
13 Hill, R. The New International Telecommunication Regulations and the Internet (Springer-Verlag GmbH. 2014). p.129.

without consent is too unpopular and/or illegal to be 
worth continuing. Furthermore, a new fine of up to 4% of 
global annual turnover of a company transgressing the 
GdPR should be highly effective in making social media 
sites comply with this necessary legislation.

When describing the fight against al-Qaeda, General 
Stanley McChrystal said: “it takes a network to defeat 
a network”.12 The comment could also apply to the 
challenges posed by social media, because global issues 

should ideally receive a global 
response. As the foremost 
international legal body, the UN 
would be a suitable choice to 
frame a common supranational 
approach, and in 2012 it hosted 
the World Conference of 

International Communications. The nonbinding Final 
Acts recognised that “all governments should have equal 
responsibility…for ensuring the stability, security and 
continuity of the existing [and future] Internet.”13 However, 
only 89 out of 144 countries signed these Acts, with the 
US, Canada, the UK, France and Germany declining to 
do so, thus demonstrating the UN’s inability to pass an 
efficacious supranational convention for the foreseeable 

future. There is little chance that the US and Russia will 
soon agree on the same ‘effective’ regulation of social 
media, with the former conscious of the need to protect 
freedom of expression, and the latter prepared to erode 
free speech rights (by, for example, banning Telegram 
on 13th April 2018) when the status quo is threatened. A 
supranational convention enforced by the UN is a quixotic 
dream, but the UN could still be a useful identifier of 
abuses, researcher into effective methods of regulating 

social media, and catalyst for international harmonisation 
– a trend that is already occurring, with Argentina, New 
Zealand, Israel, and Colombia having already adopted the 
EU’s GdPR approach.

In conclusion, the law can effectively regulate 
social media but, to avoid overly damaging welcome 
connectivity, should only do so when these sites cannot 
self-regulate effectively. To preserve democracy, social 
media sites should both break the mould of self-insulation 
and political polarisation through a restructuring of 
how online politics is presented, and reduce fake news 
(probably through algorithms). To preserve public safety 
and harmony, social media sites should again self-
regulate by immediately removing offensive or dangerous 
material (possibly through the use of AI). In the two 
aforementioned areas, the interests of governments, 
users and sites are aligned because sites derive little or no 
revenue from anti-democratic, terrorist-inspired or hateful 
content, which could attract governmental regulation, 
drive away users and tarnish their brand. Sites are well 
aware of the need to keep themselves ‘clean’; Facebook 
has promised 20,000 content moderators by 2019. In these 
two areas, (costly) self-regulation should accordingly be 
tried initially, with regulation only being introduced if 
the sites’ efforts are insufficiently effective. On the other 
hand, private data is best protected through laws such 
as the GdPR because social media sites have given no 
convincing indication of prioritising societal needs of data 
privacy and transparency over their revenue – and can 
never be expected to. In all three cases, given the lack of 
international consensus, each country will have to decide 
what threats or regulations (if any) are most ‘effective’ for 
it, and multiple responses are thus likely. The UN could 
play an important role by providing research and by acting 
as a diplomatic catalyst for international cooperation and 
consensus. The emergence of a more connected world in 
1517 led to over 100 years of warfare. The emergence of a 
hyper-connected world some 500 years later could lead to 
greater peace and understanding – but only if regulators 
strike the right balance between preserving the global 
freedom and connectivity afforded by social media and 
reducing the dangers that such hugely popular and free-
to-use benefits inevitably entail.

This entry won the Trinity College Cambridge Law Prize
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What my Grandmother told me
Sophia Sergeeva recounts a favourite Russian fairy tale from her childhood

My cockroach told me once, that  long, long 
ago  when people hadn’t yet mastered the art 
of laying train tracks on the right path, railway 

lines wandered all over the place: twirling around 
buildings, running in and out of people’s homes, leading 
to cliffs, pits and abysses. Unsurprisingly, a train got lost. 
Legend has it that if one looks carefully, one might see 
the ghost train charge past their train station at midnight, 
headlight glaring, windows gleaming, leaving behind it 
the beginning of tomorrow.

One day, I was leaving the Kingdom of IX to visit the 
beautiful and rather more fertile Land of EV, which was 
roughly a forty minute ride from where I lived. It was 
quite late, the streets were empty and quiet. I was to wait 
for my train to EV at the station. I waited. I waited for half 
an hour, an hour, two hours, when finally, I saw a glow in 
the distance.

Like an stray demon,  the train approached swiftly, 
headlight glaring, windows gleaming.

It arrived at the station, grinding 
to a halt, brakes whining before the 
doors opened in front of me. Without 
giving it any thought, I hopped on, 
and the doors slammed behind me. 
I looked around. The passengers 
stared back at me, beastly grins on 
their bony faces, eaten away by time 
itself. Then the laughter began. With mocking smiles, the 
passengers would let out mindless shrieks of laughter, evil 
laughter, laughter of madmen. Their eyes, worn away by 
the centuries that had passed, observed me with a distant 
glare. Their whole bodies taunted me,  but their eyes 
mourned me. I was terrified. Suddenly, I understood that I 
had taken the ghost train.

The passengers pushed me slowly towards the front 
of the train. They seemed wretchedly old, their limbs 
sometimes even breaking off at the slightest tension, their 
cheeks sullen, their stare the stare of a dead body. As I 
arrived at the front of the train, the driver welcomed me 
in. His body looked as old as anybody’s on the train but 
his glance was young, and his face composed, serious. As 
I stepped into the cabin, I noticed that the front glass was 
covered in spider webs, but even these were so old that 
they would turn to dust at my touch. The driver requested 
that I ask him a question that he had never heard before, 
informing me that if I do, he will drive me directly to 
where I wanted to go. Of course, as in any story, I was to 
have only three attempts at satisfying this order: “but if 
you don’t, you are to travel here with us until the end of 
time”, he warned.

So terrified by then that I was trembling violently, I 
asked him how many stars there were in the sky. Without 
giving it a second’s thought, the driver spat out this 
astronomical number. I asked how many bones there were 
in a dog’s body (mind you, I directly regretted that, after 
realising that if he had been asked the question about the 

stars many times, this should have been a pretty common 
question as well), and he just threw another number at me. 
Holding on to the railings for support, as I had started to 
feel ill, I searched desperately for questions that I didn’t 
know the answer to. As I tried to think, this idea slipped 
into my head, an idea so bizarre that it made me question 
my sanity; and I found myself muttering: “Why don’t 
cockroaches live under train seats?”.

The driver thought for a moment; turned to me and 
congratulated me, announcing that he’d never heard this 
question before, and asking where I’d like him to drive me. 
Relieved, I told him that my wish was to go for a sojourn 
to the Land of EV.

As we rode, I heard the operator whispering to me:
“do you even know who cockroaches are?”
“I think you mean do you even know what cockroaches 

are.”, I corrected him. “They’re these tiny disgusting black 
insects… Why?” I looked at him as he shook his head. “No, 
I meant who.” he replied.

“You see, long, long ago, when 
people hadn’t yet mastered the art of 
laying train tracks on the right path 
and when railway lines wandered 
all over the pace; twirling around 
buildings, running in and out of 
people’s homes, leading to cliffs, pits 
and abysses; there were only very 

few people, and with the people lived cockroaches. But 
these cockroaches were white and fluffy, slightly larger 
than a cat and slightly smaller than a dog. They had these 
small, pointy noses and a tiny tuft of fur at the tips of their 
tails. They were kind and benevolent, they understood 
everything anybody would say but they just couldn’t 
speak. And they lived along with the people, in a one to 
one cockroach to human ratio. They ate at the same tables; 
the mother and father cockroaches would sit with the 
mother and father of the family and as each child would 
show up, so would a baby cockroach, slightly smaller than 
puppy and slightly larger than a kitten, so white and so 
fluffy, kind and benevolent, and that could understand 
everything but that just couldn’t speak. Humans would 
tell them “bring me this”, or “give me a hug”, and the 
cockroaches would happily obey.

Now naturally the humans had a king and, naturally, 
this king had a daughter. And, as you may have guessed, 
this daughter of his was a princess. She was quite a lonely 
princess, because there were only very few people, and 
also because she lived in a stupidly big and empty castle 
that had been constructed for her on her 6th  birthday. 
She would skip around the empty halls and chomp 
on chocolates that were sent to her by her father. A tiny 
little royal cockroach would follow her around, radiating 
kindness and benevolence, and being its usual fluffy, 
adorable self. As the princess got older, she would find less 
and less joy in skipping around halls and stuffing herself 
with her father’s chocolates, expressing more and more 

interest in getting married (which is, of course, an intrinsic 
property of princesses as they come off age). Choosing a 
suitable partner was not a difficult task because there were 
so few people to choose from and, very soon, the princess 
and the newly emerged ‘love of her life’ began courting.

Soon, their wedding was being organised. Flower-
picking became a large-scale industry, ribbons were 
being hung all over the princess’s stupidly large castle, 
and because there were only very few people, invitations 
were sent round to every single human and every single 
cockroach, who were to be assembled in the great town 
hall on the day of the marriage. As the day approached, 
everybody became more and more excited. People 
helped each other more, carrying bags for the elderly 
and explaining advanced cockroach social structures to 
keen schoolchildren; the whole wide world seemed like 
one big family.

But, naturally, along with the King and the princess, 
the humans also had a sorcerer. This sorcerer of theirs 
was very moody and very old. His name was Eh. He 
lived in a tall, thin, dark tower on the tallest mountain at 
the edge of the earth. He had a cockroach too, who, not 
unlike any other cockroach, was white and fluffy, kind 
and benevolent - everything Eh wasn’t. He hadn’t left 
this refuge in the past two centuries, and although bats 
kept flying in and out of the tower’s windows, bringing 
frogs, weeds, and insects to Eh for food and spells, and 
his cockroach would occasionally come and visit his 
cockroach friend; the people weren’t entirely sure he was 
still alive and were definitely too afraid to go up the tower 
and check. And because the Eh hadn’t appeared in public 
for so long, the King had forgotten to invite him and the 
wizard was furious about this.

On the day of the wedding, Eh’s cockroach was getting 
ready for the wedding ceremony, all covered in tiny little 
ribbons and bells, especially white and especially fluffy, 
slightly smaller than a dog and slightly larger than a cat, 
with a small pointy nose and tiny little tuft of fur at the 
tip of his tail; he could understand everything, but he just 
couldn’t speak. He would trot happily around the tower, 
gathering a ribbon here and there, tying it around his tiny 
paws or ears. As he ambled past Eh’s Spellroom, he saw 
a flash of lightning and heard a crack of thunder coming 
from inside. The cockroach jumped and tensed up at the 
end of the corridor. Then, listening carefully, he heard the 
sorcerer chanting a bewitchment in his deep, monotonous 
voice. His pointy nose twitching with fear, his tail with 
the tiny little tuft of fur at the tip tucked between his legs, 
so kind and so benevolent, and so very very scared, he 
listened to Eh’s horrible incantation: he was casting 
a spell to turn anybody who kissed the princess 
on the day of her wedding into thousands of 
disgusting, repulsive little black creatures. 
Now this white fluffy little cockroach 
understood everything, and he 
needed to speak.

Terri f ied, the cockroach 
scurried towards the town hall. 
Everybody was sitting down, 
and the bells were ringing, 
anticipating the wedding 

kiss. So white and so fluffy, still covered in ribbons and 
little golden bells, he charged into the town hall, and into 
the spotlight, crying “Mimimimimi”, trying to convey 
what he just couldn’t speak of. He tugged at the princess’s 
dress with his paws, pulling her away from her suitor. 
Gently, she kicked him off, and the ceremony was about 
to begin. The cockroach, not giving up, in all his whiteness 
and fluffiness, slightly larger than a cat and slightly 
smaller than a dog, so kind and so benevolent, squeezed 
in between the princess and her spouse. By now, the royal 
guards were walking towards him, the hall was full of 
whispers, people saying that Eh’s cockroach had come to 
ruin the wedding. In a last effort to save the fiancé, the 
white and fluffy little cockroach jumped into the air, up to 
the princess’s face and licked her gently on the nose.

Instantly, his whole body spilled into thousands of 
disgusting, repulsive little black creatures.

Centuries passed. People gradually mastered the art of 
laying train tracks on the right paths. The white and fluffy 
cockroaches, as it is customary for everything kind and 
benevolent, died out or evolved into something less so. 
All that remained from that time were these disgusting 
black insects and humans. Cockroaches still live along 
with the people, and still eat at the same tables. They 
still understand absolutely everything, and they still 
can’t speak. What Eh’s poor little cockroach hadn’t heard, 
however, was that the one cursed with this spell could 
once again become himself, if he was to be kissed once 
again.”

The ghost train arrived at the platform of the Land of 
EV, and I left, bewildered. And as the train set off, taking 
with it the last seconds of yesterday and laying down the 
foundations of tomorrow, I concluded that if anybody 
wants a friend like these cockroaches, something kind 
and benevolent, that would understand, but that just 
couldn’t speak, all they had to do was to kiss thousands 
upon thousands of cockroaches. Who knows, if you try, 
a miracle might happen and you might be left with this 
creature, slightly smaller than a dog and slightly larger 
than a cat, with a pointy nose and a tiny little tuft of fur 
at the tip of their tail; and if it doesn’t happen, give it 
enough time and enough kisses, you’ll 
start believing that you 
have such a friend 
anyway.

The passengers would 
let out mindless 

shrieks of laughter
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The impact of 
the Colonial 
Raj on India

Viren Shetty discusses the impact of colonialism on India 
and assesses whether the legacy is a positive one

1 Acemoglu, d. & Robinson, J. (2012). Why Nations Fail. New York City: Crown.
2 https://yougov.co.uk/news/2014/07/26/britain-proud-its-empire/

A pologist views of the British Empire tend 
barely to get heard in contemporary society. 
Simply, this is because India was, in the words 
of daron Acemoglu and James A. Robinson, 

an ‘extractive colony,’1 subjugated for the betterment of 

British citizens. However, the above statement tempers 
the view of colonialists, arguing that India was left better 
off as a result of being colonised, even though this was 
not the primary aim of colonisers. While a recent YouGov 
survey shows that 49% of Britons agree,2 historical 

consensus is divided between emotive Indian nationalist 
historians, writing within the framework of postcolonial 
narratives and those who see empire as a positive force, 
a group constituted typically of white English historians. 
The empire itself left India with a very British legacy: 
both in its institutions, its infrastructure and in its 
political unity. However, the imposition of British values 
and structures neglected the wealth of existing systems 
and traditions, thus fracturing Indian society. It can 
be argued that this lack of cultural understanding and 
the priority of effective rule, particularly post-mutiny, 
was as oppressive as the economic exploitation and the 
repressive legislation together which left India poorer, 
weaker and more divided in 1947 than it had been in the 
17th Century.

The deindustrialisation of India and economic 
exploitation of the Raj left the country in a worse economic 
position than that in which the country had been in under 
the Mughal empire. In 1600, 
Britain was producing just 1.8% 
of the world’s GdP, while India 
accounted for 23%. By 1940, 
after nearly two centuries of 
Raj, Britain accounted for nearly 
10% of world GdP, while India 
had been reduced to less than 
4% - that of a struggling third-
world country.3 The British 
both used India as a source of 
raw materials, spices, and exotic goods to sell at home 
and across the rest of the empire for a fortune, but also 
as a market for British goods. Some historians, such as 
Emma Griffin, argue that higher wages in Britain led 
to more efficient technological advancements at home, 
which was eventually able to undercut Indian industries, 
such as textile manufacturers, fairly according to liberal 
economic principles.4 Others, such as Shashi Tharoor, 
argue that the British systematically destroyed the 
Indian textile industry, citing the widely regarded myth 
propagated by a 1772 account by William Bolts which 
claimed that British merchants cut off the thumbs of 
Indian textile workers.5 A more nuanced view is provided 
by Prasannan Parthasarathi, who provides evidence that 
wages among textile workers in South India and Bengal 
actually exceeded that of their counterparts in Britain, 
adding weight to the argument that the evident collapse 
of the textile industry, among others, was in fact caused 
by the colonialist monopolisation of industry and not by 
free market competition.6 This deindustrialisation was 
paralleled by unprecedented levels of industrial growth 
in Britain, where raw materials were imported by mills 

3 Tharoor, S. (2016). Inglorious Empire. p.216.
4 Griffin, E. (2010). A short history of the British Industrial Revolution. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. pp.157-185
5 Tharoor, Inglorious Empire, p.6
6 Parthasarathi, P. (2011). Why Europe Grew Rich and Asia did Not: Global Economic divergence 1600-1850. Cambridge University Press pp.38-45
7 Tharoor, Inglorious Empire, p.22
8 Thompson, M. (2018): India’s Economic Growth Jumps to 7.7%. CNN. Retrieved From https://money.cnn.com/2018/05/31/news/economy/india-

economy-gdp-7-7-growth/index.html (Accessed 20/07/18)
9 James, Raj, p.645
10 Thakur, K. (2013). BRITISH COLONIAL EXPLOITATION OF INdIA ANd GLOBALIZATION. Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, 74, 405-415. 

Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/44158840
11 Andrabi, T., & Kuehlwein, M. (2010). Railways and Price Convergence in British India. The Journal of Economic History,70(2), 351-377. Retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40836693

and factories, from which goods for export were sold back 
to India. By flooding the Indian market, the legacy of the 
Raj was one of economic dependency, with the Indian 
economy suffering far behind in development terms. 
Moreover, high levels of taxation, after Pitt’s India Act 
in 1784, placed a drain on the Indian economy, valued at 
£4,187,922,732 in the 19th Century by William digby.7 The 
Land tax ignored the historic rights of Bengali Zamindars, 
whose estates were sold off by auction to be taxed, and the 
agricultural tax, levied at almost half the gross product, 
left many small families with less food than was sufficient 
to feed their children. Extracting income from Indians in 
this way and funding the lavish lifestyle of colonialists 
left India with a much smaller economy in 1947. While 
some cite years of stagnation in the post-independence 
years as proof that India could not develop without the 
aid of a Western power, its position as the world’s fastest 
growing economy (7.7% p.a.) now and more general rapid 

growth since the opening of 
the economy in 1991 shows the 
economic regression the country 
aced during the era of the Raj 
and the early post-independence 
years. The exploitation of this 
potential and India’s stunted 
growth left it considerably worse 
off in 1947.8

However, the British are 
credited with leaving impressive 

infrastructure in India, much of which had provided the 
basis for systems in place today. The ‘communications 
infrastructure’ included over 40,000 miles of railway, 
which, having been expanded and developed further, 
gave inland farmers and manufacturers the possibility 
of export, after Independence. Lawrence James points 
to the cast iron railway bridge across the Yamuna at 
Agra as a ‘severely utilitarian bridge,’ serving the Indian 
populous in a much more effective way than the opulent 
grandeur of the Mughals did.9 However it is clear that 
the utility of almost all infrastructure was aimed to aid 
British exports and company trade, rather than any sort of 
altruistic measure meant for the greater good of the Indian 
populous.10 The squalid conditions of third class among 
the few passenger trains coupled with the monopoly the 
British had on Indian exports are evidence for this lack of 
goodwill on the behalf of the colonialists. Moreover, even 
though the railways were credited for price convergence in 
India, leading to it’s economic unification, the British never 
used the railways to effectively prevent localised famines, 
such as the Orissa Famine of 1886 or the Bengal Famine 
of 1943.11 despite the lack of benefits reaped by Indians 

(India Mutiny) The 78th Highlanders at the taking of Sucunderabagh, by Orlando Norie.

The colonial government’s 
priority was always the 

health of Europeans
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during the Raj, the railways have remained a government 
monopoly after independence, employing 1.6 million 
Indians and transporting 25 million every day. While 
Tharoor argues that India could have easily developed 
railways extraneously to a colonial government, it is well 
acknowledged that the British obsession with railways, 
seen during the railway mania of the 1840s, accelerated 
their development. Per similar principles, Sir Arthur 
Cotton’s dam across the Godavari irrigated 1.5 million 
acres of previously infertile land. While the motivation 
here was to extract more resources for export, the lasting 
legacy of the dam was the ability to farm on a large scale to 
feed a growing population. Therefore, despite examples of 
excessive grandeur at the expense of the Indian taxpayer, 
such as the Gateway to India or the Viceroy’s House, it was 
in British interests to embark on infrastructure projects 
whose utility persisted post-independence.

The utility of other forms of infrastructure for Indians, 
such as the health and education systems and the armed 
forces, has been more disputed than that of physical 
infrastructure. In fact, Sheldon Watts argues that in 
providing a system of canals, rapid British planning and 
construction failed to put in place drainage measures, a 
consequence of which was increased levels of malaria.12 
Failing to put into practice the 
findings of IMS officer Ronald 
Ross, the British continued to 
neglect mosquitos as the root of the 
malaria epidemic, with the problem 
only being properly tackled in the 
1950s by the Indian government. 
Watts describes Curzon’s health 
policy as a waste and expensive, 
with the only improvements to 
the health system occurring after 
the Motagu-Chelmsford reforms 
of the 1920s and the devolution of 
powers to Indians in their local 
areas.13 The colonial government’s 
priority was always the health 
of Europeans in India. However, 
unlike other aspects analysed, 
where the condition of native 
Indians declined over time, the 
provision of healthcare to Indians 
improved owing to the introduction 
of vaccinations by Lord Elphinstone 
in the 19th Century hailed as a 
major turning point.14 However, 
one cannot credit the British for 
all medicinal progress in India, 
neglecting developed traditional 
medicine and when public health 
and sanitation was very low on 
the priority lists of colonialists, 

12 Watts, Sheldon. “British development Policies and Malaria in India 1897-c. 1929.” Past & Present, no. 165, 1999, pp. 141–181. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.
org/stable/651287.

13 Ibid
14 Haarrison, M. “Public Health and Medicine in British India: An Assessment of the British Contribution”. Retrieved from https://pdfs.

semanticscholar.org/bc7b/49774183d5b55e9dcfeac690d9417955f112.pdf
15 Evans, S. “Macaulay’s Minute Revised: Colonial Language Policy in Nineteenth Century India” Taylor and Francis Online, https://www.tandfonline.

com/doi/abs/10.1080/01434630208666469

with segregation between Europeans and Indians for 
health purposes being imposed. The same argument 
can be applied to the Indian National Army, a tool of 
oppression during the 18th and 19th Centuries, with 
Indians pit to fight other Indians on behalf of the British, 
such as the 2100 Indian sepoys who fought on behalf of 
Robert Clive at the Battle of Plassey in 1757. While British 
command enforced discipline and European methods and 
technology far superior to that of Mughal counterparts, 
the second largest army in the world today developed 
and modernised in the wake of independence in the wake 
of threats to its border. [Ironically, the army’s greatest 
threat, its neighbour Pakistan, exists primarily due to 
the divide and conquer policy deployed by the British.] 
A utilitarian doctrine, in a crude form, was also adhered 
to in the Raj’s provision of education, which was a tool of 
subjugation rather than liberation. Macaulay in his famous 
minute stressed the need to create a class of anglicised 
Indians to act as intermediaries between the British and 
their indigenous subjects.15 While this was the aim, the 
unintended effects of British policies, such as that which 
allowed upper class Indians (such as Gandhi, Nehru and 
Jinnah) to study in Britain, were such that they created 
a class of Indians aware of their oppression and able to 

lead the independence campaign. In this respect, and in 
the imposition of English in India as its administrative 
language, yet unifying a country of over 200 discrete 
languages, the Education system was a positive legacy. 
This is demonstrated by the fact that today’s schooling 
in India, after a large expansion in provision post-
independence is based upon its colonial predecessor. 
These three examples show that infrastructure was 
primarily intended to improve the wealth and condition 
of the British, and while some elements of them remained 
in post-independence India, they required long-term 
investment to reach the quality of such systems in Britain 
and the west.

Apologists for empire often cite British liberalism 
as a key legacy of colonialism: ideas which, according 
to them, implicitly or explicitly, needed to be imposed 
upon a civilisation vastly inferior to their own. James 
argues that the thirst for freedom and democracy present 
amongst Indians after 1947 is evidence of this, referring 
to the bitter opposition 
to I ndi ra Ga nd h i’s 
personal rule.16 Moreover, 
India’s thriving free 
press is often attributed 
to the Raj, whose own 
publications, such as 
The Calcutta Gazette 
(1784) and The Madras 
Courier (1788), were said to have inspired the founding 
of Indian-run newspapers, some of which are still in 
print today, such as The Hindu (1878).17 The philosopher, 
John Stuart Mill, who was employed by the East India 
Company and wrote about the importance of liberty, cited 
a need for the British to ‘civilise’ India, deeming tolerant 
imperialism as suitable doctrine for the uncivilised East, 
in contrast with purer liberalism for the West.18 This 
evident hypocrisy from arguably the greatest liberal 
thinker of the time, who failed to recognise the unfamiliar 
yet complex civilisation with which he was confronted, 
can be seen as evidence for the narrow mindedness of 
such ‘liberal’ imperialists. While radicalism at home was 
demanding greater parliamentary representation in the 
1820s, it took until the Montagu-Chelmsford reforms 
of 1916 for even a tokenistic form of self-government to 
take hold in India, shattering the illusion that the British 
gave Indians democracy directly. Furthermore, a series 
of repressive pieces of legislation (The Censorship of the 
Press Act (1799) and The Vernacular Press Act (1878)), 
while not fully enforced, showed the motives of British 
legislators, far from encouraging a free press, to be rooted 
in a desire to control the population. However, while 
Tharoor vehemently argues that you cannot credit the 
British, after 200 years of oppression, for Indians seizing 
democracy in 1947, it is clear that the British did manage 

16 James, Raj, p.644
17 Tharoor, Inglorious Empire, pp.81-83
18 Tunick, M. (2006). Tolerant Imperialism: John Stuart Mill's defense of British Rule in India. The Review of Politics, 68(4), 586-611. Retrieved from http://

www.jstor.org/stable/20452826
19 Ibid, p.37
20 Rajan, M. S. “The Impact of British Rule in India.” Journal of Contemporary History, vol. 4, no. 1, 1969, pp. 89–102. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/

stable/259793.
21 Ibid

to impart their philosophies of democracy and liberty 
on an Indian society inadvertently, as native democratic 
government was a key demand of freedom fighters. That 
is not to say that Indian society could not have followed 
a trajectory towards democracy without needing to be 
colonised, much like other independent nations, for liberal 
philosophy implemented by the Raj was far from the 
classical liberalism popular at home.

The British are also credited with both unifying India 
politically and providing them with the Parliamentary 
system of democracy. On the topic of the former, it is 
true that the British were the first rulers who were able 
to subjugate the entire sub-continent in its entirety in 
some form or another. However, the system of princely 
states, such as Mysore or Kashmir, with loyalties to 
the British and who paid the British revenue for their 
protection, shows that the British did not rule the whole 
of India uniformly. It was not until September 1948, over 
a year after independence and an invasion of the city 

of Hyderabad by the 
Indian Army that the 
Nizam there acceded 
to the union and India 
was politically united. 
H o w e v e r,  T h a r o o r 
argues that it would 
have been possible 
for an Indian ruler to 

have conducted the same unification as had been seen 
before, citing the Mughal Empire and the Maratha 
Confederacy as examples.19 But Tharoor, choosing to 
delve into counterfactuals, fails to account for weaknesses 
in both empires and their failures to penetrate the South 
of India, which only superior European armies were 
able to defeat. It was only a post-colonial south, which 
shared the experience of oppression with their northern 
neighbours, that was able to, albeit reluctantly, accept rule 
from delhi. Therefore, we can conclude that the British 
were able to unify India into a more cohesive global 
entity, able to compete as a global superpower today. 
The Westminster Model was also adopted by India and, 
in Macaulay’s words, was an example of Indians, having 
tasted the delights of British institutions, demanded 
them for themselves.20 However, political scientist 
Arend Lijphart argues that the majoritarian system suits 
homogenous societies: pluralist societies, such as India, 
are much more suited to the consensus model, with 
an executive separate from the legislature with close 
to equal powers. Many in India have questioned the 
suitability of the Westminster model, since a committee 
was formed in 1968 to discuss the matter up until the 
present day.21 However, the adaptation of the Westminster 
model, incorporating federalism to take into account the 
pluralism of Indian states, is an example of the Indians A traditional handloom weaver in Vellore, Tamil Nadu.

Many in India have questioned the 
suitability of the Westminster model

80 81

FEATURE FEATURE

CAMDEN

Feature



taking a British institution, given to them in a meagre 
form by the Montagu-Chelmsford reforms and adapting 
it for their betterment post-independence. Therefore, while 
the British lay the foundations for political unity and the 
Indian model of democracy, it was the leaders of a newly 
independent India who were able to take advantage of the 
shared experience of colonialism to draft a constitution for 
a democratic India.

The ‘divide and conquer’ 
strategy pursued by the British 
however, left Indian society 
with deep caste and religious 
divisions, leaving it politically 
united in one sense but also 
divided into two (eventually 
three) nations. The caste system is often regarded as 
an entrenched system within the Hindu religion. It is 
also argued that Christian missionaries, in particular 
the protestant missionaries sent after the reforms of the 
Charter Act of 1813, encouraged Indians to rid themselves 
of their castes by converting.22 They are also credited 
with the ban on the practice of sati (the ritual burning of 
widows on the funeral pyre of their deceased husband) 
in 1829, followed by a royal decree in 1861. These are both 
cited as examples of the British modernising a previously 
backward tradition. However, the role of enlightened 
Hindu opinion in these reforms, figures, such as Ram 
Mohan Roy, in implementing legislative changes (such as 
the sati ban) across India is often omitted.23 Moreover, the 
crude British interpretation of the Caste system - confusing 
varna and jati with their own highly stratified class system 
- and the ethnographic censuses of the 19th Century that 
formalised and nationalised documentation of castes and 
those attached to them.24 This consolidation of the caste 
system by the British left India with deeply entrenched 
caste divides, a bitter lower caste and eventually the 
contentious issue of affirmative action.

Contrastingly, historical consensus supports the 
argument that the British exacerbated religious divides 
in India, particularly after the 1857 Indian mutiny, which 
saw the Hindu and Muslim populations joining together 
in support of the last Mughal emperor. The spree of 
vengeance killings by the British targeted Muslims 
in particular, because of the role jihadists played in 
spearheading the Mutiny. By treating the two religions 
separately, William dalrymple argues that the seeds of 
tolerance and religious pluralism present in the Mughal 
court, with emperors such as the infamous Akbar taking 
a Hindu bride, had been destroyed, weakening native 
India.25 Tharoor adds that Curzon’s attempt to divide 
Bengal on religious lines in 1905, coupled with blatant 
British support for the Muslim League over the Hindu 
dominated, yet still secular, Congress, giving Jinnah an 
effective veto over important national issues, are examples 
of this policy throughout the early 20th Century.26 British 

22 Bugge, H. (1998). Christianity and Caste in XIXth Century South India: The different Social Policies of British and Non-British Christian 
Missions. Archives De Sciences Sociales Des Religions,43(103), 87-97. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/30114757

23 Sharma, A., Ray, A., Hejib, A. and Young, K. (2001). Sati: Historical and Phenomenological Essays. delhi: Motilal Banarsidass.
24 SAMARENdRA, P. (2011). Census in Colonial India and the Birth of Caste. Economic and Political Weekly, 46(33), 51-58. Retrieved from http://www.

jstor.org/stable/23017849
25 dalyrymple, W. (2006). The Last Mughal: The Fall Of A dynasty, delhi, 1857. London: Bloomsbury.
26 Tharoor, Inglorious Empire, pp.106-107

policy, pitting Hindus and Muslims against each other not 
only led to increased levels of rioting near independence 
but culminated in the Partition of India. While there 
is little agreement as to whether or not this was a good 
thing for India, it is clear that the animosity between the 
two nations, after four wars and the persistent Kashmir 
issue, as well as religious conflict in India today (with 

the rise of Hindu Nationalism 
in the political mainstream), has 
its roots in the actions/inaction 
of the British and their rapid 
exit from India in ’47. In all, 
therefore, it can be concluded that 
the British ‘divide and policy’ 
strategy did more to exacerbate 

existing divisions than it did curb them.
In conclusion, the positive impact of the British, who 

failed to integrate themselves into Indian Society, was 
largely physical: leaving roads, canals, railways and 
buildings, as well as some of the institutions key to a 
fully functioning nation (the parliament, the armed 
forces and the education system). However, it was up to 
post-independence governments to expand provision to 
all Indians and adapt colonial institutions according to 
complex cultural and social structures. Moreover, the 
change in the attitude of colonialists in the 19th century, 
post-mutiny, led to a more brutal rule, with economic 
subjugation and efficient, oppressive rule replacing the 
bilateral exchange of goods and ideas of the earlier period. 
For the lack of cultural understanding and empathy with 
the local population led to the British pursuing the divide 
and conquer strategy and the destruction of local industry. 
It was this crude interpretation of utilitarian philosophy, 
where policy aimed to increase the happiness of the British 
people, neglecting that of Indians, which unites imperial 
policy. Therefore, while the Raj bettered India in some 
respects inadvertently and unified the country against 
a common enemy, the detrimental, oppressive nature of 
much of British colonial policy and its lack of concern for 
the state of Indians means it is impossible to conclude that 
India benefited from colonialism overall.
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for their own sake, riding roughshod over established 
leagues and clubs, allowing the first-class game to wither 
as the T20 calf is fattened, the ECB – er – ACB had it 
coming. And there’s no right of reply when everyone is 
sacked or resigns.

His sources are unsparing in their comments. One 
support staffer says cricketers know ‘something’ of cricket, 
but a lot about movies. A consultant advises CA will 
provide ‘an evening’s entertainment that also happens 
to have a cricket match involved.’ Haigh is at his pithiest 
when discussing the ‘War for Talent’ which the board 
will wage to win the next generation. When they appoint 
Lehmann coach, ‘suddenly the national team seemed in 
need of hornier hands.’ The stress a national female player 
suffers when answering her AMS app – essentially the 
digital son of homeworkgate, but supposed to help her 
mental health – is the tragic irony in this play.

At the death of Philip Hughes we looked down under 
for leadership – and found it – but perhaps that was 
when the Aussies asked themselves why they watched 
cricket and realised they didn’t need to. As for the tearful 
sandpaper reprobates themselves, Haigh identifies the 
‘leadership group’ who misled Bancroft. He absolves 
S.A. of having provoked anything like the response they 
received. AB de Villiers receives special credit. But before 
condemning the villain Warner, Haigh remains a sensitive 
judge. And for all his disavowals of cricket politics, he 
looks forward to the season’s club cricket as keenly as ever.

‘Numbers’ Leamon is England’s data analyst. His 
novel ‘The Test’ gives us the hero ‘Mac’, a proven batsman 
out of form, the vice-captain pressed into leading the 
side, against Australia at Lord’s in the decider. Add in a 
romantic melodrama and I can see your eyes glazing over, 

but wait. Predictable or not (and it isn’t actually), Leamon 
rises above pro-speak and genuinely interests us in the 
characters of a modern dressing room.

does he avoid libelling Cooky, Rooty and the rest? This 
proves easy for Leamon, who taught English at Tonbridge 
before following Andy Flower into the England set-up. The 
literary allusions are worn lightly, and anyone who has 
read Jonathan Smith’s books, or those of his irrepressible 
son Ed, will see their influences. If a little sentimental, The 
Test is a lovely book of family, relationships, team spirit 
and living the dream.

If literature and philosophy move you, seek out On 
Cricket, a collection of essays by Mike Brearley. Whereas 
his On Form (2017) argued that a player – in sport, 
music or any walk of life, should explore conscious and 
unconscious ways to achieve their potential, and that 
this will invariably be a struggle, On Cricket is liberated 
from this completely. There is surprisingly little unity of 
argument; instead we have characters (both period and 
contemporary), sketched with sensitive insight and wry 
humour. Add in some autobiography (which he’s always 
avoided) and musings on parenthood, race, religion and 
heroism. What unites these? The conclusion is in the title.

The chapter unpacking CLR James’s ‘what do they 
know of cricket, who only cricket know’, warns of over-
coaching. A bowler knows nothing of the match situation 
because he can only think about his wrist-position. That 
he might be dozing at fine-leg is not considered. Brearley 
argues that to ‘know’ cricket is to apply technique without 
being burdened by it. We are given every opportunity to 
free up the mind, even at 400-odd pages, for one can dip in 
and out as one likes.

To those questioning whether our creaking shelves 
need it, Simon Wilde gives us not history but ‘England, the 
Biography’, i.e. the people whose careers combine to form 
the national team. It is what Andrew Strauss was driving 
at when he invited all the former Test players he could 
find, and it is at that dinner where we begin.

On each page there is a gem of an anecdote, or 
something for your next cricket quiz. So who am I? The 
only player to have played for both Ashes sides, I left 
the Aussie XI on the morning of the Lord’s Test when 
WG Grace ‘kidnapped’ me to play for Gloucestershire at 
the Oval. Quite how this happened remains a mystery, 
although he was probably bribed. His life would get much 
worse. Tragically, after losing his wife and two children, 
he died 12 years later in a Melbourne asylum.

Lord Hawke gets it in the neck both for selection 
clangers (MacLaren: ‘My God, look what they’ve sent 
me!’) and an air of unaccountable arrogance. ‘Pray God, no 
professional shall ever captain England!’ he shouts from 
his Yorkshire ivory tower. There’s plenty of knockabout 
fun here. And the revelations keep coming. Wilde is 
remarkably consistent, never indulgent and only faintly 
partisan. He will satisfy specialist or new reader alike. 
‘England, the Biography’ is my cricket book of the year.

Cricket Books of 2018
Joseph Ireland shares his enthusiasm for Cricket reflections and analysis

On Cricket by Mike Brearley (2018, Constable) ****

Crossing the Line by Gideon Haigh (2018, Slattery 
Media Group) ****

Arlott, Swanton and the Soul of English Cricket by david 
Kynaston and Stephen Fay (2018, Bloomsbury) ***

The Test by Nathan Leamon (2018, Constable) ****

Pushing the Boundaries by derek Pringle (2018, Hodder 
and Stoughton) *****

Democracy’s XI by Rajdeep Sardesai (2017, Juggernaut 
Books) ***

England, the Biography by Simon Wilde (2018, Simon 
and Schuster) *****

Democracy’s XI, included as a bonus to accompany 
last year’s series between England and India, 
is his dream India XI, from the author’s father 

dilip to the modern day. He has a news presenter’s brand 
of well-connected warmth, and seeks to tell the story 
of modern India. We begin with a capitulation to the 
great West Indies side of ’62, when skipper Contractor is 
hospitalised by Griffith. The charismatic ‘Tiger’ Pataudi, 
who had lost an eye the year before in a car accident, 
succeeds him aged 21. His Bollywood lifestyle is laid bare, 
and he clearly had the common touch. But our tour-guide 
to Pataudi Palace would never prove he was democratic.

Mihir Bose’s ‘History of Indian Cricket’ is better on 
Pataudi’s subsequent rivalry with Wadekar, but here 
we have the reaction to victories in W.I. in 1971 (d. N. 
Sardesai 212 at Kingston, against apparently ‘popatwadi’ 
bowling) and over Illingworth’s England at the Oval. Back 
home Rajdeep is 6, celebrating the festival of Ganesh with 
an extra splash at Chowpatty Beach, as they down the 
elephant.

Kohli, the latest galactico after Tendulkar and dhoni, 
strides the cricketing world peerlessly. But a celebrity 
appreciation, as opposed to a cricketing one, soon tires. 
Corruption barely features, except in Azhar’s case. History 
gives his portraits of Gavaskar and Kapil more weight. As 
for the cantankerous Bedi (as in Brearley’s book below), his 
bowling manifests his character.

The d’Oliveira affair and the Packer crisis are just a 
couple of the scandals given full airing in ‘Arlott, Swanton 
and the Soul of English Cricket.’ To draw their different 
backgrounds is easy enough, and their characters jump off 
the page: Arlott aloof, prickly, romantic; escaping personal 
tragedy into feverish journalism, and alcohol. What would 
he who slept indifferently through some Sunday League 
TV duties have made of T20? Meanwhile, Swanton is the 
pompous stentor. A true professional, he seems to have 
invented the close-of-play summary, even if listening to it 

felt like a condescending spider crawling in your ear. But 
on the main issues it transpires that there is no discernible 
division between them after all, and cricket is fortunate 
to have had two articulate voices speak its conscience. 
Nobody seems to do the same now.

A confession – I’m a big Pringle fan. I remember little 
of his cricket, except him wobbling in to frustrate the ’91 
West Indies tourists and having his big toe stood upon 
when celebrating a wicket in the 91-92 World Cup. He was 
my newspaper correspondent of choice, like Sky’s Bob 
Willis but off a shorter run. His ‘Cricket in the Eighties’, 
is a decade of great cricketers, large personalities and 
glamorous parties. He tells the big matches briefly, but in 
vivid detail.

The stories include procuring ‘Billy’s Big Banana’ 
to play on the Lord’s dressing room TV behind the – 
apparently oblivious - chairman PBH May. To say that 
he ‘drank for England’, following Botham’s hearty lead, 
seems self-deprecating when we read of his early deeds as 
a Cambridge Blue. He pulled one into the crowd to reach a 
Varsity Match 100, and broke a tile on the old grandstand. 
He feels no need to opine on the contemporary game, as 
the reader so often endures in this genre. He would have 
been a great force in the era of T20, but never says so, and 
tells his stories free of rancour. My only quibble is over 
the minimalist statistical appendix, which was unable to 
confirm that his first class batting and bowling averages 
were identical (28.26, as you didn’t ask).

Crossing the Line rattles along, opening up Cricket 
Australia in gruesome detail. Haigh argues that Cape 
Town 2018 was the consequence of hubris at the board’s 
Jolimont Street HQ. He takes aim at 2014 onwards. 
Controlling, centralised, with money and power pursued 
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Abby Thyananthan  is in the Remove.

Elizabeth Wells  is the Archivist at Westminster.
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