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Mao Zedong (1893–1976)  

One of the founding 

members of the CCP. 

Often called ‘Chairman 

Mao’ referring to his role 

as CCP party chairman 

after 1943. Led the CCP 

to victory in the civil war 

against Chiang Kaishek’s 

Nationalist Party 

(Guomindang).

Jennifer Altehenger

China’s Cultural 
Revolution

Take a detailed look at 
China’s ‘10 years of chaos’ 
and its legacy AQA 2P   The transformation of China, 1936–1997

Edexcel paper 2 option 2E.1   Mao’s China, 1949–76

Edexcel paper 3   The making of modern China, 
1860–1997

OCR Y317   China and its rulers 1839–1989

Exam links 

Mao Zedong and his ‘Great Proletarian 
Cultural Revolution’ have gained 
international fame. In the People’s 

Republic of China today, the Cultural Revolution 
is officially described as the ‘10 years of chaos’. 
Officially beginning in 1966, the country descended 
into violent turmoil. Pushed to the brink of civil 
war, Mao’s last major mass campaign had profound 
social, cultural and economic consequences. These 
shaped China, its government and its citizens, for 
years after the chairman’s death in 1976.

What was the ‘Great Proletarian 
Cultural Revolution’?

Answering this question 
depends on perspective. Mao 

and his decisions were of 
central importance but, 
with a population of 
more than 700 million 
at the time, China’s 
citizens experienced 

the Cultural Revolution 
in many different ways. 

Age, locality, gender, class and political affiliation 
all mattered. National histories and elite-level events 
were important, but so were local and individual 
experiences.

In the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution, 
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leadership 
determined that the decade from 1966 to 1976 
should be considered as ‘10 years of chaos’. This was 
politically useful. It suggested that the experience had 
been an aberration and not linked to anything that 
happened before 1966 or after 1976. The labelling 
exercise also obscures a full picture of events: the 
Cultural Revolution went through different phases, 
not all of which were similarly tumultuous.
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Mao’s ‘little red 
book’ became 
an icon of the 
revolution
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People’s Republic of 

China   Founded on 

1 October 1949 by 

leaders of the Chinese 

Communist Party under 

Mao as a ‘people’s 

democratic dictatorship’.

Chinese Communist 

Party  Established in 

1921, following the May 

Fourth Movement and 

student protests against 

the Treaty of Versailles. 

Came to national power 

in 1949 after holding 

out for years in rural 

base areas and fighting 

the Guomindang under 

Chiang Kai-shek during 

the Chinese civil war.

Great Leap Forward  A 

utopian industrialisation 

drive between 1958 and 

1961 aimed to help the 

People’s Republic of 

China fast-track to 

socialism. It caused the 

worst man-made famine 

in Chinese history with an 

estimated death toll of 

some 30 million people.

Liu Shaoqi (1898–1969)  

Vice-chairman of the 

CCP and president of 

the People’s Republic of 

China. Leading figure 

in the CCP next to Mao. 

Purged during the 

Cultural Revolution and 

died in November 1969 

in prison. Posthumously 

rehabilitated in 1980.

Deng Xiaoping (1904–97)  

General secretary of the 

CCP and vice premier. 

He was purged and 

rehabilitated and then 

purged again during 

the Cultural Revolution. 

Became China’s most 

powerful party leader 

after Mao’s death.

Mao’s grasp for power
Mao had lost some of his power after the Great Leap 
Forward. In 1962, he withdrew from many of his 
political posts. Other party leaders, including Liu 
Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, began to work towards 
economic recovery. Yet Mao disagreed with many 
of their reform initiatives, worrying that China was 
taking the path of the Soviet Union under Nikita 
Khrushchev. Mao wanted more revolution, not more 
party bureaucracy.

An enlarged meeting of the politburo on 16 May  
1966 is often taken as the opening salvo of the 
Cultural Revolution. The official notification passed 
at the meeting legitimised the need for a Cultural 
Revolution. Only this could weed out those ‘elements’ 
within and outside of the party who had secret 
bourgeois and revisionist convictions. By June, 
big character posters and struggle sessions on the 
campuses of Beijing’s universities had set the Cultural 
Revolution in motion.

Except for senior officials, however, most people 
did not learn of the May notification until months 
or a year later. China’s rural population was still in 
the middle of the socialist education movement, an 
entirely different campaign. To many outside China’s 
capital, events in Beijing seemed like another localised 
campaign and nothing of national significance.

Red Guards smash the ‘Four Olds’
This impression soon changed when the fervour 
spread. Mao had targeted China’s youth and many 
readily responded. Red Guard groups formed across 
the country. Many of those who joined were born 
around 1949 when the People’s Republic of China 
was established. They grew up learning in school, at 
home, in movie theatres and in the books they read 
about the heroic fights of previous generations who 
had made CCP victory possible. Now they wanted 
to be revolutionaries as well. Free train travel for 
millions of young people allowed them to swarm 
to Beijing. Mao greeted them in several mass rallies.

By August 1966, Mao had called out the campaign 
to ‘Smash the Four Olds’. It attacked ‘old customs, 
old culture, old habits and old ideas’. What exactly 
‘old’ meant was not clear. Was it everything dated 

before 1949? Given that Mao had said that bourgeois 
elements and ideas were still rampant across party 
and society, this included people, ideas and culture 
produced after 1949, by those previously thought of 
as proponents of socialism. What had once seemed 
socialist now could be bourgeois.

Descent into violence
Red Guards violently struggled against their teachers, 
against party officials and against intellectuals whom 
they denounced as ‘black elements’, ‘monsters’, 
‘demons’ and ‘capitalist roaders’. Schools and 
universities descended into chaos. Local governments 
stopped functioning. Torture was widespread and 
many died.

Soon, competing Red Guard groups attacked each 
other for being insufficiently ‘red’. How red one was 
depended on different factors and on perspective: 
class label, family background, past actions…they 
could all matter. Waving and citing from their little 
red books (Quotations from Chairman Mao), people 
competed with each other to be most loyal to the 
‘great teacher, great leader, great supreme commander, 
great helmsman’, Mao Zedong.

‘Cleansing the class ranks’
By late 1967 even Mao worried that things were out 
of hand and sought to restore order. An estimated 
12 million urban young people were sent ‘up the 
mountains and down to the villages’ and told to 
learn from the peasants. Many were sent to suburban 
or rural areas around their hometowns where they 
helped with the arduous work of farming, provided 
‘barefoot’ medical support, and helped build schools. 
But Red Guards from cities such as Beijing, Tianjin or 
Shanghai, were sent far away to remote rural areas. 
The Red Guard generation became the generation 
of the ‘sent-down youth’. Some of them would later 
remember it as the most traumatising phase in  
their life.

Revolutionary committees were set up to tame 
the Red Guards and restore order. Called ‘rebels’, 
they were mostly factory workers, and many of them 
had suffered at the hands of Red Guards. They had 
the support of the People’s Liberation Army. Party 
leaders gave revolutionary committees orders to locate 
and weed out ‘bad people’. Individual revolutionary 
committees decided the criteria for identifying ‘bad 
people’ and this varied between localities because 
there was no single national definition.

Purges
The majority of people who died during 
the Cultural Revolution did not die 
at the hands of the Red Guards. They 

were victims of this violent attempt to 
restore order, which lasted until early 1969, 

and in some areas until as late as 1971. 
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Lin Biao (1907–71)  

Marshal in the People’s 

Liberation Army and 

Mao’s chosen successor 

and ‘closest-comrade-

in-arms’. Fell from grace 

after 1969 and died in a 

plane crash with his wife 

and son in 1971.

Hua Guofeng (1921–

2008)  Eventually Mao’s 

chosen successor. 

Deputy governor of 

Hunan province who 

was quickly promoted 

to membership in the 

Politburo. Only leader 

in China to hold the 

consecutive titles of 

state premier, chairman 

of the CCP, and chairman 

of the central military 

commission for a few 

years after 1976.

Jiang Qing (1914–91)  

Mao Zedong’s fourth 

wife and former 

Shanghai actress. 

Major advocate of the 

Cultural Revolution and 

eventually denounced as 

a member of the ‘Gang 

of Four’. Death sentence 

was commuted a few 

years after the trial. 

Committed suicide.

‘Gang of Four’  Label 

used in the aftermath of 

the Cultural Revolution 

to attack Jiang Qing, 

Mao’s wife, and her three 

closest colleagues. The 

term is attributed to Mao, 

who shortly before his 

death warned his wife 

that they should not 

form a ‘Gang of Four’.

In successive waves of purges across China’s many 
different provinces, thousands were detained, killed 
or committed suicide. By early 1969, cleansing had 
in some parts turned so violent that even the party 
leadership reproached committees telling them to 
calm things down. Moreover, it was in the more 
remote provinces of south, southwest and west China 
that violence was at its most brutal, and least reported.

The end, which was not the end
Mao’s personality cult was at its apex by 1968. Red 
Guards had been fervent supporters of the cult. 
Yet the cult was most useful during the restoration 
of ‘order’. Ritual study of Mao Zedong Thought 
became important to reasserting ideological control. 
Shrouded in secrecy, the Fourth National Party 
Congress convened in Beijing in April 1969. People’s 
Liberation Army General Lin Biao was officially 
enshrined as Mao’s successor.

The rise and fall of Lin Biao
Lin was a careful, sometimes even feeble, man. 
He had, however, cleverly promoted Mao’s cult of 
personality and the little red book. Lin proclaimed 
Mao’s words to be the ‘spiritual atom bomb’ that 
would make possible world revolution.

Lin Biao’s star rose quickly during the early years 
of the Cultural Revolution, and it fell just as quickly. 
Already in 1969, Mao had begun to distrust the 
political ambitions of his ‘closest comrade-in-arms’. 
At the same time, Mao worried about the possibility 
of impending war with the Soviet Union.

By 1971 Mao’s allies, long wary of Lin’s influence, 
presented Mao with evidence that Lin and his 
comrades were planning a coup. Lin’s wife and son, 
fearing arrest, convinced him to flee the country by 
plane late one night. The plane crashed above the 
Mongolian steppe, reportedly on its way to the Soviet 
Union, leaving no survivors.

Most people only learned of Lin Biao’s death 2 
months later. He was thoroughly discredited in a 
national propaganda campaign. Anyone labelled a 
supporter of Lin Biao, be it at national or local level, 
was purged.

Reaching out
A form of normality returned in the early 1970s. 
Plenty of people listened to illegal radio broadcasts 
and read banned books. Black markets thrived and 
schools and universities slowly resumed regular 
schedules. Top-level party purges continued, but 
many citizens across the country had by then grown 
accustomed to weathering the occasional political 
storm.

During these later years, China broadly engaged 
with the wider world. Many were surprised when the 
People’s Republic of China took over representation 
of China at the United Nations in October 1971. They 

were even more surprised when, in 1972, Mao sought 
rapprochement with the USA. This was confusing 
for the average Chinese citizen. Had they not, for 
decades, been taught that Americans were the worst 
kind of imperialists?

Contested memories
Mao died on 9 September 1976. On his deathbed, 
he chose Hua Guofeng as his successor. Hua was an 
unlikely candidate and did not enjoy wide support 
within the party apparatus. Within days, Hua and a 
small group of top leaders had Jiang Qing and her 
closest allies arrested and denounced as the ‘Gang 
of Four’.

Hua’s star quickly waned though. Within 2 years, 
Deng Xiaoping took over and initiated economic and 
some political reforms. These were passed at the Third 
Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee 
in December 1978. This meeting has since become 
synonymous with the end of the Mao era and the 
beginning of ‘reform and opening’. At the official end 
of the Cultural Revolution, Deng set China on a path 
to building ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’.

For ordinary citizens, the transition out of the 
Cultural Revolution was less smooth. In 1978, the 
party centre announced that people who had been 
arrested for alleged crimes in the previous 10 years 
could have their cases re-examined. ‘Unjust, false 
and wrong cases’ would be reopened. Plenty of 
people were rehabilitated, the verdicts against them 
overturned, or at least corrected. This did not work 
everywhere. Many local officials, worried that their 
own actions of previous years would come to light, 
stalled residents’ attempts to seek redress.

‘Gang of Four’ trial
CCP leadership took two important measures to deal 
with the heavy legacy of the Cultural Revolution. 
They staged a nationally televised trial of the ‘Gang 
of Four’ in late 1980. A major propaganda campaign 
accompanied the trial. It blamed the evils of the 
Cultural Revolution on the criminal acts of Jiang 
Qing and her colleagues.

This legitimised the continued rule of the CCP, the 
same party that had begun the Cultural Revolution. 
At local level, many people who had participated 
in the revolutionary committees were labelled as 
‘Gang of Four’ elements, accused of being part of 

• What was the Cultural Revolution?

• What was Mao Zedong’s role during the Cultural 
Revolution?

• What were the social effects of the Cultural 
Revolution?

Questions 
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Children deface the ‘Gang of Four’ 
in this propaganda poster
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Morning Sun — online documentary film and collection on the Cultural Revolution. 
Available at: www.morningsun.org.

Red Color News Soldier — a photographic exhibition of the Cultural Revolution. 
Available at: http://colornewssoldier.com.

Brown, J. and Johnson, M. (2015) Maoism at the Grassroots: Everyday Life in China’s 
Era of High Socialism, Harvard University Press.

Cheek, T. (ed.) (2010) A Critical Introduction to Mao, Cambridge University Press.

Cook, A. (ed.) (2014) Mao’s Little Red Book: A Global History, Cambridge  
University Press.

MacFarquhar, R. and Schoenhals, M. (2006) Mao’s Last Revolution, Harvard 
University Press.

Further reading 

Using this article  
in your exam

How could this article be useful in your exam?

 exam 
focus

Modern Chinese history has gained in popularity as the general public, especially in the West, have sought to 
know and understand more about how China has ‘converted’ from control under Mao to a (supposedly) more 
liberally administered state. Such interest is especially strong in schools and colleges, which is reflected in Chinese 
history taking a more prominent position in the specifications of all of the awarding bodies.

Jennifer Altehenger’s article is useful as it provides an up-to-date overview of the Chinese Cultural Revolution. 
It also makes two key analytical points: first, that the label ‘10 years of chaos’ is misleading and was used by 
Chinese politicians after 1976 to depict the events as an aberration. Second, that the impact of the revolution can 
be viewed differently according to whose perspective is focused on. Students should bear these points in mind 
when forming their own views about the consequences of the Cultural Revolution.

Jennifer Altehenger is a lecturer in contemporary 
Chinese history at King’s College, London and 
publishes widely on Mao and Chinese politics.

this conspiracy, and punished representatively. They 
became scapegoats in an attempt to re-write the past.

Writing Mao’s legacy
In June 1981, CCP leadership also issued the 
‘Resolution on certain questions in the history of our 
Party since the founding of the People’s Republic of 
China’. This document circulated widely and people 
read it in study groups. Mao was held responsible for 
the Cultural Revolution, but he was also credited with 
the accomplishments of the Chinese revolution at 
large. He was, in short, 30% wrong and 70% right.

Shaping history
Yet people’s memories were not so easily shaped. 
Together with the military crackdown on protesters 
in June 1989, the Cultural Revolution is the greatest 
trauma in the history of the CCP. It is not a taboo 
though, but much talked and written about. Very 
critical histories continue to be censored and are 
published outside of China. Some who participated 
in the violence of the Cultural Revolution have since 
apologised, but many have stayed silent. Many bear 
the weight of past experiences while they continue to 
live next to the families of those who wronged them 
or whom they wronged.

Former Red Guards, party members and 
intellectuals, mostly from China’s urban areas, speak 
and write most about the Cultural Revolution today. 
Their stories are heard and they shape history. The 
experiences of workers and rural residents are seldom 
heard, particularly outside of China. Without them, 
however, any history and memory of the Cultural 
Revolution is incomplete.

ModHis Rev 19i4 print.indd   5 17/02/2017   5:08 pm



6 Modern History Review  April 2017

Not having previous work experience could make securing a 
graduate-level job more difficult, concurs High Fliers Research (an 
organisation which carries out research into the graduate labour 
market).

Networking
Networking is another critical factor for history graduates considering 
entry into more ‘hidden’ sectors and roles, such as those within 
culture and heritage. Openings in smaller organisations can be 
more limited and vacancies not always openly advertised. A diligent 
approach to networking provides valuable opportunities for building 
and maintaining networks. For example, explore forums such as 
LinkedIn, work experience, voluntary work and attending employers’ 
events on campus.

Skills
History graduates have a range of transferable skills needed by an 
individual to make them ‘employable’. These typically include the 
following:

  ■ excellent written and communication skills
  ■ ability to assimilate and analyse large amounts of data
  ■ intellectual rigour and independence in presenting findings
  ■ ability to construct arguments and communicate findings
  ■ competent research skills
  ■ capability to work independently and as part of a team
  ■ proficiency to deliver work to agreed deadlines
  ■ capacity to solve problems, think creatively and approach issues 

with an open mind
  ■ knowledge and understanding of different factors that impact on 

individuals and groups in society
A 2014 article published on the TopUniversity website reports that 

history graduates have the ability to apply an analytical mind-set to 

History may be a non-vocational degree but it 
is much more than just an interesting course 
of study. Explore the options with our guide to 
post-history careers

What can I do with a degree in history? This is a question that is 
repeatedly asked by students and their families when deciding 

whether or not to study for a history degree. The good news is that 
history produces individuals who are well equipped with a multitude 
of skills, and are able to enter a diverse number of careers. Post-
history professional achievement is about a combination of factors, 
from degree classification and making informed career choices, to a 
professional curriculum vitae detailing work experience, volunteering 
and participation in extra-curricular activities.

Careers decisions
Most students start history degrees knowing they have a passion 
for the subject, but with little or no definite career ambitions. This is 
not a cause for concern as the duration of the course allows for the 
formation of career decisions. During your studies it is advisable to 
develop your understanding and thinking with regards to the career 
decision-making process. It is critical to think about what your interests 
are, consider what you are good at, what you enjoy doing and find 
out what different careers actually involve.

Careers advisors on campus are well placed to provide support 
and guidance. In addition, aim to carry out research on specific roles 
via websites such as www.prospects.ac.uk and talk to the many 
employers who visit universities about the job roles they offer to graduates.

Work experience
Undertaking work experience and volunteering during your degree 
can provide useful insights into jobs and opportunities to build 
networks in specific occupational sectors. In addition, work experience 
can form a vital component in CVs and in securing employment post 
study. Targetjobs (an HE careers, information and jobs website) says:

‘ Whatever your academic record, it’s essential that you 
demonstrate to recruiters that you’ve got the competencies 
or qualities the firm is looking for. Relate any skills you’ve 
developed during work experience or from your time at 
university to the role that’s on offer. ’

 next steps

What can I  
do with a  
degree in history
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With a history degree, a career 
in media might be an option…

…or perhaps a role in politics
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Further study

A sizable number of history graduates choose to go on to further 
study. Some decide to delve further into history and develop their 
expertise in themes they have found stimulating at degree level. 
Others find that history has provided them with a sound base for entry 
to postgraduate courses in teaching, law, journalism or accountancy 
to name but a few.

Conclusion
There is no definitive guide to careers for history graduates. The 
career prospects for history graduates are as wide and varied as one 
can imagine, from the more conventional such as research, teaching, 
culture and heritage to careers in areas such as law, finance, business 
and politics. Whatever your job aspirations or political persuasion, 
remember that a degree in history won’t hold you back.

all kinds of situations and challenges. These problem-solving and 
analytical skills are relevant in just about any industry which has a 
focus on current societies and future developments, particularly in the 
fields of business, politics and academia. Employers value the research, 
analytical teamwork and communication skills that are developed by 
history students throughout their degree.

David Nicolls’s 2011 study ‘The employment of history graduates’ 
concludes that ‘a truly remarkable number of history graduates have 
gone on to become the movers-and-shakers of modern Britain’. To 
illustrate this point we can note high-profile graduates such as Gordon 
Brown and George Osborne (politics), Anne Fine (author) and Michael 
Mansfield (barrister).

Jobs
Careers directly applicable to history graduates include teaching, 
research, archiving and heritage. As noted above, history graduates 
are also considered to be suitable for a variety of different careers 
given the transferrable skill sets they possess. Also note the fact that 
over 70% of employers in the UK do not specify degree disciplines 
for applicants on graduate training programmes according to The 
Association of Graduate Recruiters (2015). This means that history 
graduates can also consider less obvious careers, ranging from 
publishing and retail to accountancy and management consultancy. 
For example:

  ■ careers in politics — e.g. civil service, political research and 
campaigning (history graduates have knowledge of complex factors 
involved in political leadership and opposition which can be used for 
political development and change)

  ■ careers in media — e.g. journalism, radio, research (knowledge 
of history gives a cultural understanding and sensitivity and will also 
inform knowledge of current political and social issues)

  ■ careers in business, commerce as well as marketing, advertising 
and public relations (strong analytical and communication skills make 
history graduates a good match for communication-based roles)

  ■ careers in law (history graduates are highly valued within the legal 
profession due to strong skills in analytical and critical reasoning)

Millie Tissut is the senior careers consultant for history at The 
University of Warwick.

Higher Education Careers Service: www.hecsu.ac.uk.

Higher Education Statistics Agency: www.hesa.ac.uk.

High Fliers Research, The Graduate Market in 2016: www.highfliers.
co.uk.

Prospects: www.prospects.ac.uk.

Targetjobs: www.targetjobs.co.uk and see particularly: www.
tinyurl.com/h46kbf4.

Nicolls, D. ‘The employment of history graduates’: www.tinyurl.com/
zug6xba.

Topuniversities.com history guide: www.tinyurl.com/zn9b2n5.

Further reading 
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‘Munitionettes’ at work 
in a bullet factory, 1917
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zeppelin  A rigid airship, 

used by the Germans 

for bombing raids on 

Britain. 

Voluntary Aid 

Detachments  A 

volunteer movement 

providing nursing 

services, founded in 

1909. By 1914 there  

were over 2,500 VADs  

in Britain.

‘Munitionettes’ at work 

The First World War 
home front

Munitionettes, blackouts  
and ration books

Maggie Andrews

The First World War home front in Britain has 
been overshadowed both by the trenches of the 
Western Front, and the more familiar Second 

World War home front. Yet bombing, women’s war 
work, food shortages and rationing, associated with 
the Second World War, were all experienced for the 
first time in the First World War. The first mechanised 
war was also fought by the whole population in 
the fields and the factories, the workshops and the 
kitchens, not just by soldiers on battlefields.

The shelling of Whitby, Scarborough and 
Hartlepool on 16 December 1914 signalled that 
women and children in their homes were in danger 
from this new sort of conflict. Propaganda posters 
drew attention to the 78 women and children killed 
and 228 wounded by the German raid. From January 
1915, towns experienced bombing from zeppelins, 
which although replaced by Gotha planes in 1917, 
were a source of fascination and fear. Some parents 
took children into the streets to marvel at the huge 

Far from the trenches, experiences of the First World 
War in Britain varied by age, gender, class and location

AQA 1G   Challenge and transformation: Britain, 
c.1851–1964

AQA 2M   Wars and welfare: Britain in transformation, 
1906–1957

Edexcel paper 3 option 35.2   The British 
experience of warfare, c.1790–1918

OCR Y112   Britain 1900–1951

OCR Y141   Liberals, Conservatives and the rise of 
Labour 1846–1918

Exam links 

f lying airships. Others were traumatised by the 
experience. The blackout was introduced to make 
navigation difficult for enemy pilots. It was one of 
many measures used in the Second World War, but 
first introduced in the First World War.

Volunteering for war
Britain’s entry into the First World War was greeted 
with a range of reactions: excitement, patriotism, fear, 
dread, indifference and opposition. Only two days 
earlier a large crowd had gathered for a peace rally 
in Trafalgar Square addressed by the former Labour 
MP for West Ham South, Keir Hardie.

Male recruits
Men who were already regular or part-time soldiers 
were immediately mobilised for war. The effort to 
recruit a large volunteer army seeped into everyday 
activities wherever large numbers of men were 
located: football matches, music halls, workplaces, 
cinemas and pubs. Recently married and pregnant, 
Kitty Morter was on a night out at the Palace Theatre 
in Manchester with husband Percy when, she recalled, 
celebrity singer and male impersonator Vesta Tilley 
placed her hand on her husband’s shoulder and 
encouraged him to join up. He died on the Somme 
in 1916.

Female recruits
Volunteerism was not restricted to men. The domestic, 
homemaking and caring skills of women were also 
enlisted for the war effort, individually or through the 
18,000 charities set up to relieve distress and provide 
comfort to servicemen and their dependents. Some 
women became Voluntary Aid Detachments (VADs), 
nursing assistants helping out in the numerous 
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Minnie Pit mining 

disaster  An explosion 

at the Minnie Pit 

mine, Halmer End in 

Staffordshire on  

12 January 1918, killed 

155 men and boys from 

injuries caused by the 

explosion, roof falls 

or the inhalation of 

poisonous gases.

munitionettes  The 

nickname for the 

women working in 

factories producing arms 

and ammunition for the 

British forces.

convalescent homes for soldiers that sprang up in 
large houses, or going to help in war zones like Vera 
Brittain, writer of Testament of Youth (1933).

Those with family responsibilities rolled bandages, 
attended Red Cross first aid courses, sewed clothes 
and knitted for troops. ‘The great era of knitting’ set 
in and the mayoress of Worcester marshalled women 
to produce 3,000 pairs of mittens on 11 December 
1914, to equip local soldiers for winter. Women 
knitted, whether or not they had the requisite skills 
to do so, and the misshapen garments sent to the 
front were the butt of jokes and cartoons.

Women’s voluntary activities included, for 
example, providing rest and refreshment for over 
40,000 men in the forces at St Chad’s School Room, 
Stafford, during 1917 and 1918, or raising funds for 
the approximately 200,000 Belgian refugees who fled 
to Britain in autumn 1914 to avoid the fighting in 
their country. The refugees brought with them stories 
of German atrocities, which were followed by news 
of death and injuries to men at the front or traumatic 
stories written in letters to their loved ones, which 
were reproduced in local papers.

War industries
Fighting men required clothing, feeding and 
equipment. They needed boots and guns, helmets, 
motorbikes and ammunition. Some manufacturers 
were quick to shift their factories onto war production. 
Kidderminster carpet manufacturers, for example, 
made army blankets. As industry struggled to 
provide the output needed by the armed forces, the 
government took a more interventionist role. New 
munitions factories were built at sites including 
Gretna Green, Birmingham, Hereford and Worcester.

Migrants and children
Migrant workers from Ireland and Belgian refugees 
worked in munitions factories. In Birtley, County 
Durham, several thousand refugees, largely injured 
Belgian soldiers and their families, worked and lived 
in an area nicknamed Elizabethville, after the Belgian 
queen, Elizabeth of Bavaria. Youngsters also became 
an important source of labour. The school leaving age 
was 12 but those with a job in industry and agriculture 
were allowed to leave earlier. When the Minnie Pit 
mining disaster occurred in Staffordshire in January 
1918, 48 of the 155 who died, mostly from carbon 
monoxide poisoning, were under 17.

Women workers
War initially led to unemployment for women as 
luxury trades, such as millinery and dressmaking, 
were abandoned when propaganda suggested that to 
dress extravagantly in wartime was unpatriotic. On 
17 July 1914, Mrs Pankhurst, the suffragette leader of 
the Women’s Social and Political Union, organised the 
Women’s Right to Work march supported by the newly 
appointed minister of munitions David Lloyd George. 
The London Illustrated News reported: ‘thousands of 
women from all classes — aristocrats, professionals, 
workers in many forms of art and industry’ marched 
with banners demanding that the country ‘Mobilise 
Brains and Energy of Women’.

Dilution
Women’s involvement in paid work increased from 
approximately 4.9 million in 1914 to 6.2 million 
in 1918. However, women met some resistance. In 
engineering, a temporary wartime-only agreement 
between the government and the unions broke down 
skilled jobs into less-skilled processes that women 
could quickly learn, a practice known as dilution.

Munitionettes
Industries under government control or influence 
were most likely to employ women. They worked on 
trams and trains, in local and national government 
clerical work, in agriculture and munitions. The 
frequently photographed munitionettes became an 
iconic symbol of women’s contribution to conflict. 
One of the larger factories, HM Factory Gretna, 
employed 11,576 women, out of a total workforce 
of 16,642 in 1917 — many were teenagers. The work 
could be dangerous and girls were provided with 
welfare support and tight safety regulations that 
did not apply in other dangerous workplaces such 
as industrial laundries.

Servants
Despite these changes, domestic service remained the 
industry employing the largest number of women 
throughout the war, with over 1.25 million female 
servants even after half a million women left in 
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A significant proportion of men’s army pay was 
sent directly to their wives. This was sometimes 
supplemented by extra payments from men’s previous 
employers or charities. Administrative delays 
sometimes caused financial hardship, especially as 
women continued to provide menfolk in the army 
with food and other items. Sylvia Pankhurst, who 
worked in the East End, noted that ‘a poor neighbour 
of ours…got into debt to buy new underclothing for 
her husband when he went to camp’.

Care
Caring for and supporting men in the armed forces 
were considered women’s patriotic duty. A heavy 
traffic of letters was sent between Britain and the 
British forces in France and Belgium. In 1916 this 
amounted to 5,000,000 letters a week. This included 
letters from strangers, after the Manchester Evening 
News reported in December 1914 that: ‘many soldiers 
at the front had nobody to care for them, and nobody 
to write to them’. Some 90,000 ‘godmothers’ adopted 
lonely soldiers and regularly wrote letters and sent 
them gifts.

Food shortages
As the conflict progressed it increasingly interfered 
with daily life in the home in ways unimaginable to 
previous generations, as food became a weapon of 
war. In 1914 Britain relied heavily on food imports. 
For example nearly 80% of the country’s grain, an 
essential ingredient in bread, the staple food in the 
working-class diet, was imported from the USA. Two-
thirds of the sugar consumed in Britain came from the 
Austro-Hungarian empire. The outbreak of the First 
World War was initially met by panic buying, which 
was replaced by price rises and shortages. In an effort 
to consume less food, women were counselled to 
instruct their families to chew more, and encouraged 
to grow and eat more vegetables.

The intensification of naval warfare from 1916 
escalated food shortages, as blockades by both sides 
of the conflict prevented armies and populations 
getting the food they needed. Queuing for food was 
added to housewives’ other domestic tasks, although 
children were sometimes kept off school to take their 
mother’s place in the queue. By 1917, there were 
reports of margarine queues with 600 people waiting 
6 hours to obtain one tub of margarine. Provision 
and preparation of food was increasingly laborious 
for housewives and required a lot of ingenuity.

Food control committees were introduced in towns 
to prevent profiteering and in 1917 the Defence of the 
Realm Act forbade householders from throwing away 
edible food scraps, and enabled those who wasted 
bread to be fined. Bread could not be sold until it was 
at least 12 hours old when it was less digestible and 
easier to slice thinly. On 29 May 1917, a proclamation 
from King George V was read out in all churches, 

search of higher wages, shorter hours and more 
freedom with their time off-duty. Furthermore, the 
majority of women during the First World War were 
housewives, whose unpaid contribution to the war 
remains undervalued.

War in the home
Working-class women were exasperated by their 
wartime struggles to make ends meet.

Work and pay
In addition to looking after their own families, people 
also billeted soldiers from nearby training camps, 
Belgian refugees, lodgers or relations fleeing urban 
bombing. Many wives whose husbands had joined up 
took on new roles and responsibilities in family farms 
and businesses, gardens and households. Letters from 
servicemen reveal their anxiety at the strain placed 
on their wives by their absence. Writing from the 
front, one father of two from rural Worcestershire 
expressed his concern that he was no longer able to 
sharpen the kitchen knives or help his wife salt the 
pig when it had been killed.

• What were the most significant challenges and 
changes for women on the First World War home front?

• How and why does food become important in 
twentieth-century wars?

• Where people lived made a difference to their 
experience of life on the First World War home front. 
What influenced the home front in your area?

Questions 
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The causes, course and consequences of the First World War (especially with respect to Britain’s role) is a well-
established and well-worn topic in all the specifications offered by the awarding bodies. The beauty of the article 
by Maggie Andrews is that it is based on a consideration of the impact of the war on different groups (gender, 
age and class) and different places. The end result is the avoidance of gross generalisation and stereotyping which 
can often characterise student responses to questions on this topic. Note also how the author structures each 
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interesting, pertinent and detailed evidence. The end product is a well-structured and carefully developed overview.

which emphasised the importance of food to the 
nation’s war effort and exhorted citizens to reduce 
their consumption of bread and abstain from using 
flour in pastry. In 1918 rationing was introduced 
for fats, sugar and meat, and indeed butter, which 
continued to be rationed until 1920.

Peace
The Versailles Peace Treaty was signed on 28 June 1919. 
People’s experience of the conflict had varied greatly, 
shaped by where they lived, their age, class, gender 
and personal circumstances. Women’s employment 
returned speedily to pre-war levels as munitions 

factories closed. War had fractured families, displaced 
people, destroyed homes and ended lives.

Widows like Kitty Morter received pensions from 
the Ministry of Pensions created in 1916. Pension 
levels were, however, low: only 10/- (50p) a week 
for a young widow of an ordinary soldier, who was 
considered to need a smaller home as her husband 
was dead. Euphemistically named ‘unmarried wives’ 
did not necessarily receive support even if they had 
several children.

Twenty years later in September 1939, the Second 
World War began and rationing was speedily 
reintroduced. Parents, aware of the horrors of 
bombing, evacuated their children to the safety of 
the countryside, the blackout returned and women 
were at first encouraged and then in 1942 compelled 
to undertake war work once again.

Professor Maggie Andrews of the University 
of Worcester works and publishes on the 
First World War home front, acts as historical 
consultant for the Radio 4 drama series Home 
Front and participates in the Voices of War and 
Peace: WWI  Engagement Centre.
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Beat Kümin

In October 1517, Martin Luther attacked Church doctrine 
with a long list of charges. This iconic Reformation 
document is celebrated for its momentous reception and 
the fierce debates it has nurtured ever since

Martin Luther and 
the Reformation 
debates
The Ninety-Five Theses,  
500 years on
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OCR Y237   The German Reformation and the rule 
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salvation  Deliverance 

from sins and their 

consequences, allowing 

Christian souls access to 

heaven. 

indulgences  Grant of 

a reduction of time to 

be spent in Purgatory 

atoning for sins after 

death, typically issued by 

ecclesiastical authorities 

in return for pious acts 

but often merely for 

money.

justification  In theology, 

the act whereby God 

makes a person just, 

and also the change in 

a person’s condition 

when passing from the 

state of sin to that of 

righteousness.

Humanism  An 

intellectual movement 

around 1500 which 

engaged in the critique 

of key texts and the 

advancement of 

Christian values in this 

world.

therefore, was neither papal power nor human effort, 
but faith alone. Through his sacrifice on the cross, 
Jesus had taken away the sins of the world and the 
kingdom of heaven was open to those who believed 
in his redeeming passion as revealed in the Gospels 
(see Box 1).

Heretics and Humanists
As a coherent ‘package’ refined over several years, 
Luther’s theology of salvation was an impressive 
intellectual achievement. Nevertheless it built on 
late medieval foundations and interacted with other 
ideas of the period. By 1517, demands for reform had 
a long tradition: ‘heretics’ like Jan Hus had called 
for greater conformity with the Scriptures for well 
over a century. Similarly, the Humanist movement, 
spearheaded by the scholar Erasmus of Rotterdam, 
prepared the ground with fresh translations from 
Greek and Hebrew originals.

More generally, there was much discontent with the 
‘mechanic’ performance of religious rituals and the 
shortcomings of badly educated clergy. Lay people, 
from princes to parish congregations, had started to 
remodel the Church to their liking and the prospect 
of hearing the ‘pure Gospel’ struck a chord with 
widespread spiritual yearnings.

Luther’s role
Luther was the undoubted protagonist of the early 
Reformation. He was arguably Europe’s first ‘media 
event’, making unprecedented use of the new 
technology of print. Luther was an accomplished 
communicator, as comfortable preaching sermons 
as writing pamphlets, while equally attuned to the 
power of visual messages at a time of low literacy. He 
was able to astutely mould his message to different 
audiences and purposes.

Few academic works have ever had as much 
impact as Martin Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses. 
Luther disagreed with prevailing teachings 

on how souls could be saved, and advanced his 
critique in a series of ninety-five theses. Following the 
conventions of his time, he arranged for the theses 
to be scrutinised in a university disputation and, on 
31 October 1517, informed his ecclesiastical superior, 
the Archbishop of Mainz. (There is a popular story 
that he also nailed them to a church door, but this 
is less certain.)

The Lutheran affair
Apparently without Luther’s knowledge, the text fell 
into the hands of printers. Within a few months, the 
Holy Roman Empire — then stretching from the 
Baltic Sea to northern Italy — was gripped by the 
‘Lutheran affair’. Despite papal excommunication and 
an official ban, the ideas attracted a huge following, 
including knights and burghers as well as peasants.

From the 1520s, cities and entire territories adopted 
the new faith which gained imperial recognition in 
the Peace of Augsburg in 1555. Along the way, we 
find much enthusiasm and spiritual fervour, but 
also religious hatred, violent persecution and full-
scale civil wars. The movement, furthermore, soon 
fragmented and a host of Protestant denominations 
started to spread across the globe.

It is small wonder that observers have passed 
starkly diverging judgements on what we now know 
as the ‘Reformation’. The 500-year anniversary of their 
publication provides a timely opportunity to assess 
three of the most significant issues associated with 
the Ninety-Five Theses:

 ■ How important was Luther’s role in the division 
of Western Christendom?

 ■ Did his ideas have liberating or oppressive effects?
 ■ Why does this still matter to historians today?

The content
As a monk and theology professor at Wittenberg 
University in the German principality of Saxony, 
Luther dedicated much of his time to study of the 
Bible. Detailed reading of passages like the Psalms 
and St Paul’s letters to the Romans convinced him 
of some striking ideas.

The Theses proposed that the Pope played no part 
in the forgiveness of sins. They stated that salvation 
did not require ‘good works’ such as the frenetic 
accumulation of prayers, pilgrimages and charitable 
acts. The purchase of grants of pardon known as 
indulgences were equally unnecessary, contrary to 
the claims of fiery preachers like Johan Tetzel in 
their thinly-veiled attempts to raise more money for 
the Church.

Instead, according to the Theses, justification 
depended on God’s mercy, dispensed to true 
Christians in mysterious ways. What counted, 

Box 1 Excerpts from the
Ninety-Five Theses

‘Out of love for the truth and the desire to bring it 
to light, the following propositions will be discussed 
at Wittenberg, under the presidency of the Reverend 
Father Martin Luther…

6. The pope cannot remit any guilt, except by 
declaring that it has been remitted by God…

21. Therefore those preachers of indulgences are in 
error, who say that by the pope’s indulgences a man is 
freed from every penalty, and saved;…

37. Every true Christian, whether living or dead, has 
part in all the blessings of Christ and the Church; and 
this is granted him by God, even without letters of 
pardon.’

Excerpts from an online edition of Luther’s Ninety-
Five Theses (October 1517). Available in full at: www.
tinyurl.com/2jkg3.
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legendary. Traditional historiography interpreted it 
as a key moment in the emergence of the modern 
individual (prioritising personal conscience over 
collective obligations) and the articulation of German 
(anti-Roman) national feeling. In terms of gender 
relations, too, his marriage to former nun Katharina 
von Bora — who ran the couple’s economic affairs 
— contained elements of a more equal partnership 
between the sexes.

On the other hand, Luther remained fiercely 
intolerant of diverging religious views, slandering 
opponents in the vilest terms and, once early hopes 
of the conversion of Jews to the new faith had 
evaporated, explicitly called for the destruction of 
their synagogues (On the Jews and their Lies, 1543). 
Unlike erstwhile associates like Thomas Müntzer 
(who championed the violent establishment of a 
godly kingdom in the Peasants’ War of 1525), he also 
remained socially conservative, accepting political 
inequality as God-given and male superiority as 
natural, earning himself unflattering attributes 
like ‘princes’ servant’ or ‘patriarch’ among more 
progressive observers. In essence, Luther was about 
the freeing of souls rather than bodies.

Violent outcomes
Far from rallying Christians behind the evidence of 
the ‘pure’ Gospels, the Ninety-Five Theses triggered 
an avalanche of disagreements, as readers interpreted 
the Word of God in different ways. Principalities, 
local communities and families found themselves 
split right down the middle.

Given ubiquitous concerns about salvation, 
compromise was unthinkable and the crushing 
of false opinions was imperative. The Lutherans 

Network of support

Luther’s efforts were facilitated by an extensive 
support infrastructure at Wittenberg. This included 
the correspondence network of fellow theologians 
like Philipp Melanchthon and the woodcuts of gifted 
artists like Lucas Cranach the Elder.

Furthermore, others called for more radical 
transformations at the same time. Chief among 
them was the Swiss reformer Huldrych Zwingli, who 
put greater emphasis on the forging of a Christian 
society on Earth and strove to turn the city-state of 
Zurich into a new Jerusalem. Luther, therefore, ran a 
particularly accessible and effective campaign without 
‘causing’ the Reformation single-handedly.

Liberating or oppressing?
The Diet of Worms was an assembly of leading 
members of the Holy Roman Empire held in 1521 to 
discuss the ‘Lutheran affair’ and mounting critique 
of the Catholic Church. Following an interrogation 
of the reformer, Luther was declared a heretic and 
threatened with punishment in the Edict of Worms. 

How ‘liberating’ was the message? Well, Luther’s 
brave stance before the hostile powers of church and 
empire at the Diet of Worms in 1521 has become 

• Why did the ‘Lutheran affair’ cause such a stir in 
sixteenth-century Germany?

• Was Luther a medieval or modern man?

• What exactly is the Luther anniversary celebrating 
in 2017?

• How important are individuals in historical change?

Questions 
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More fundamentally, however, the Reformation 
introduced religious division as a principal driving 
force of European history. Even in more modern 
times, when freedom of religion is enshrined in liberal 
constitutions, there are plenty of examples — from 
the Troubles in Northern Ireland to the rise today of 
militant non-Christian movements across the Middle 
East — where religious division has shaped states and 
led to violent struggle.

Whatever their personal convictions, historians 
have plenty of reasons to mark this anniversary.  
The Ninety-Five Theses, over and above their 
theological content and immediate sixteenth-century 
context, illuminate key issues in the study of the past 
which still have plenty of resonance today.

soon founded a military alliance (the Schmalkaldic 
League) and confronted the Catholic Emperor on 
the battlefield. Religious motives then fed into 
international conflicts like the Thirty Years War of 
the early seventeenth century, resulting in the loss 
of up to 40% of the population in the worst-affected 
areas. Only very grudgingly, more by exhaustion than 
conviction, did Europeans realise that a reunification 
of Christendom would remain elusive.

Relevance today
To coincide with the five-hundredth anniversary, 
a surge of academic initiatives and celebrations in 
all places associated with his life testify to Luther’s 
enduring relevance. Several new biographies 
(including Lyndal Roper’s warts-and-all account 
Renegade and Prophet) have been published. Partly, 
this reflects the romantic appeal of a rebel figure 
overcoming mighty opposition. There is also the 
sheer institutional power of Lutheranism in present-
day Germany. For example, every other year, the 
evangelical Kirchentag gathering attracts tens of 
thousands of Church members.

Using this article  
in your exam

How could this article be useful in your exam?

 exam 
focus

Luther and the Reformation remains a popular topic at A-level. Beat Kümin’s article should prove invaluable to 
students who are being taught about Luther as it provides an in-depth analysis of the importance of the Ninety-
Five Theses. Professor Kümin highlights how the debate over the importance of the Theses has evolved and why 
the document is relevant to understanding religious divisions that exist in the present world. The article also flags 
up the recent publication of updated biographical material on Luther. This is a reminder to students to read as 
widely as possible and to be aware of how new interpretations of well-known figures from the past can still appear.

Cohn, H. J. (2014) ‘The long Reformation: Lutheran’, 
in Beat Kümin (ed.), The European World 1500–1800: 
An Introduction to Early Modern History, Routledge, 
pp.101–11.

‘Luther 2017: 500 Years of Reformation’, official 
anniversary website at: www.luther2017.de/en/

Roper, L. (2016) Martin Luther: Renegade and 
Prophet, Bodley Head.

Scott Dixon, C. (2012) Contesting the Reformation, 
Wiley-Blackwell.
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and editor of the textbook The European 
World: An Introduction to Early Modern 
History (2nd edn, 2014).
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 timeline

The February Revolution
The Russian Revolution is often thought 
to have begun in the streets of Petrograd. 
In the traditional interpretation of the 
events, women (in particular) began to 
demonstrate because of a shortage of 
bread. The demonstrations spread, so the 
interpretation goes, until groups of soldiers 
joined in and fired on the police. This 
started a mass mutiny in the garrison which 
soon forced the tsar to abdicate.

However, how could disturbances in one 
city bring down the autocracy in a week 
when it had survived much worse in 1905? 
Modern historical research has revealed that 
behind the scenes, Duma (parliamentary) 
politicians and the army general staff were 
decisive in forcing the tsar’s abdication. 
They thought they were nipping social 
revolution in the bud. Instead, they were 
starting a massive upheaval.

On the centenary of the Russian Revolution, 
we continue our series of articles focusing 
on the events of 1917

26–7 February  Group 
of Pavlovsky Guards 
fire on police and start 
a mutiny. Petrograd 
Soviet set up

Jan–Feb 1917 
Escalating series of 
worker demonstrations 
in Petrograd

2 March  Tsar abdicates. 
Provisional Government 
proclaimed in agreement 
with Soviet

18 June–30 June  
Russian military offensive 
begins and quickly turns 
into a serious defeat

23 July  Trotsky 
arrested (released 
4 September)

4 April  Lenin unveils 
his strategy in the 
April Theses

early July  ‘July Days’. 
Failed seizure of power 
by sailors of Kronstadt. 
Lenin withdraws to 
Finland. Kerensky 
becomes prime minister

Russia, 1917

1917

26–30 August  
Kornilov 
attempts to 
suppress the 
Petrograd Soviet 
but fails and is 
arrested
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From February to October
The revolution went through three main phases.

Revolution
After a brief moment of widespread euphoria following 
the abdication, the left began to set the agenda. Soviets 
were set up everywhere. In addition, local committees — 
peasant (parish) committees, factory committees, regimental 
committees and battleship committees — turned the formerly 
passive population into radical revolutionaries. Peasants refused 
to pay rents, workers demanded higher wages and soldiers and 
sailors refused to obey the authority of officers.

Counter-revolution
Alarmed by this, the Provisional Government (PG) and the 
property owners fought back. When an attempted coup led 
by Kronstadt sailors in July was a failure, the right began to 
assert its authority. This opened a second phase of counter-
revolution. This phase culminated in an attempted right-wing 
coup by the country’s leading general, Kornilov, in late summer.

Revolution
The coup’s failure showed the masses it was now or never 
when it came to achieving their objectives of land seizure, self-
government, better living standards and an end to the war.  
A wave of radicalisation, with land seizure by peasants 
in the forefront, swept the country from  
September on.

23 July  Trotsky 
arrested (released 
4 September)

Chris Read is a professor 
of Russian history at The 
University of Warwick.

The October Revolution
Why was it the Bolsheviks who came to the fore in this 
situation? In the first place, despite some hesitation in the 
leadership, they were more determined and confident in 
taking bold action to support Soviet power than any other 
party. The promises of the other two major forces on the 
left — the Socialist Revolutionaries and the Mensheviks 
— had been undermined by their participation in the PG 
which had delivered little to the masses.

As the popular movement gathered strength after 
September, so the Bolshevik leaders — who were 
reluctant to take radical steps despite a thunderous 
series of exhortations by Lenin from his safe house in 
Finland — edged towards taking power. In the event,  
the Military Revolutionary Committee of the Petrograd 

Soviet was the agency which overthrew the PG, not 
the Bolshevik party. However, with Lenin back in 
Petrograd, it was the Bolsheviks who quickly came 
to control the Soviets. Many of the supporters had 
expected Soviet power, not Bolshevik power.

31 August–5 September  
For first time, Bolshevik 
resolutions are passed 
by the Moscow and 
Petrograd Soviets

early October  
Bolshevik Central Committee 
puts armed uprising ‘on the 
agenda’. Petrograd Soviet 
sets up Military Revolutionary 
Committee (MRC) to defend 
the city in the event of a 
German attack

12 November  
Constituent Assembly 
elections begin. About 
40% of vote goes to 
Socialist Revolutionaries 
and 25% to Bolsheviks, 
10% to Liberals and 
right-wing parties

6 January 1918  
Constituent Assembly 
dispersed after one day

26–30 August  
Kornilov 
attempts to 
suppress the 
Petrograd Soviet 
but fails and is 
arrested

8–9 September  
Bolsheviks 
become leaders of 
Petrograd Soviet

Dates according to 
Russian calendar. 
For Western dates, 
add 13 days,  
e.g. 25 October =  
7 November.

24–6 October  Kerensky 
orders troops to control key 
points in Petrograd. MRC 
orders its forces to counter 
the PG troops. PG ministers 
arrested. Kerensky escapes 
to seek help. Soviet 
Government of Peoples’ 
Commissars (Sovnarkom) 
set up with Lenin as chair

Go online for a printable pdf of this 
centre spread (
co.uk/historyreviewextras

ModernHistoryReviewModernHistoryReviewModernHistoryReviewModernHistoryReview

20 November  
Bolsheviks overthrow 
the army general staff

1918
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neo-colonialism  The 

relationship between an 

ex-colony and a powerful 

country (e.g. the colony’s 

former colonial master), 

whereby, usually through 

economic might, the 

latter influences or 

controls the independent 

ex-colony’s political and 

economic decisions.

Spanish–American War  

The war by which the USA 

became a world power, 

relatively easily defeating 

the fading Spanish 

empire in a brief land 

and sea war in and off 

Cuba and the Philippines.

The Cuban Revolution 
in historical perspective
Antoni Kapcia

In 2014/15 there was an unexpected resumption 
of full diplomatic relations between Cuba and 
the USA. In April 2016 President Obama made a 

much-publicised visit to Cuba. All of this should serve 
to remind us of the curious longevity of the mutual 
hostility between these nations, including the 1962 
Cuban Missile Crisis. The US economic sanctions 
against Cuba are the longest of their kind in history. 
This article addresses why that hostility evolved and, 
more pertinently, why the Cuban system has managed 
to survive hostility and isolation for so long.

Before the revolution
Let’s go back, not just to the guerrilla-led rebellion 
of 1956–58, which produced ‘the Revolution’, but to 
Cuba’s colonial and neo-colonial roots. Part of any 
explanation of modern Cuba lies in Spain’s unusually 
prolonged colonial rule.

Colonialism and neo-colonialism
While most Spanish colonies gained independence 
in 1810–26, Cuba remained Spanish until 1898. 
That was essentially because Spain guaranteed 
Cuba’s sugar producers that it would protect both 
the slave trade and Cuban whites against any slave 
rebellion. Regional US–British rivalry also had an 
impact. Both America and Britain preferred a Spanish 
Cuba to the rival power’s control of the strategically 
located island. However, this prolonged colonialism 
generated repeated Cuban rebellions, with many 
former slaves increasingly seeing independence as a 
means of social liberation.

The last rebellion (1895–98) introduced a new 
dimension: US intervention (and the Spanish–
American War). In 1899, Spain ceded its remaining 

Why has Cuba’s unique political 
system survived for so long? Review 
the key events, from Cuba’s colonial 
history to the missile crisis and up to 
the present day

AQA 2R   The Cold War, c.1945–1991

Exam links 
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Fidel Castro led the  
26 July Movement, which 
defeated Batista’s army 
in 1958
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Platt Amendment  An 

amendment in the US 

Congress (proposed by 

Senator Orville Platt), 

which, once passed, 

was imposed on those 

drafting the new Cuban 

constitution. It legalised 

the US government’s 

power to influence the 

Cuban government’s 

financial decisions, have 

military bases in Cuba, 

and intervene militarily 

to quell civil unrest.

populism  A political 

phenomenon in post-

1930 Latin America, 

whereby popular 

leaders promised social 

and nationalist reform 

to urban supporters, 

averting the threat of 

revolution.

colonies to the USA, including Cuba under US military 
occupation. Then, on 20 May 1902, Washington 
granted Cuba independence, provided that the Cuban 
leaders accepted the Platt Amendment in their future 
constitution. The Amendment’s clauses effectively 
legalised further US neo-colonial (indirect) hold 
of Cuba, including military bases and the right to 
unilateral military intervention to quell unrest. 
Meanwhile, a parallel commercial treaty (1903) tied 
the Cuban economy to the US market.

Rising nationalism
Despite a short prosperity, growing resentment 
created a volatile undercurrent of nationalist dissent, 
producing a rebellion in 1933. That resulted first in 
authoritarian rule (under Fulgencio Batista), then a 
quasi-nationalist but corrupt populism, but also a 
new constitution in 1940. In 1934, the US government 
finally abrogated its Platt Amendment rights (although 
keeping Guantánamo Bay), but economic dependence 
continued through an annual sugar quota for the 
US market. In March 1952, Batista again seized 
power. Despite little initial opposition, a movement 
developed from 1953, eventually becoming the 26 
July Movement, under Fidel Castro.

The guerrilla rebellion
That movement’s growing popularity suggested 
perhaps a deeper discontent and radicalism. The 
1940 constitution (shaped by the 1933 rebels and 
a leftist alliance including Cuba’s Communist 
Party) was clearly influenced by socialism, with 
state responsibility for welfare, employment, 
nationalisation and land reform. That constitution 
now acquired symbolic importance, becoming the 

basis of the 26 July Movement’s programme, which 
emerged after a failed, but bloody, attack on the 
Moncada garrison in Santiago, in eastern Cuba, on 
26 July 1953.

The movement’s leaders, released in 1955 and 
exiled in Mexico, then led an invasion of eastern 
Cuba in December 1956. The 18 (of the original 82) 
who survived then began an increasingly successful 
guerrilla campaign in the nearby Sierra Maestra. In 
late 1958, a much-increased rebel force eventually 
defeated Batista’s army in a westward advance (under 
the Argentine rebel, Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara), entering 
Havana on 2 January 1959.

Radical reform and US opposition
The guerrillas, however, had become more radical 
since 1956, through contact with the peasantry, anger 
at US military support for Batista and the influence 
of Marxists like Guevara and Fidel Castro’s brother, 
Raúl. Now their vision of a ‘new Cuba’ was different. 
In May 1959, a land reform programme outlawed most 
large landholdings, distributing land to the landless, a 
measure much criticised by the US government. Urban 
tenants were also given ownership of their homes. 

Economic sanctions
In February 1960, seeking diversification from the 
traditional dependence on sugar and the US market, 
the Cuban leaders agreed with the Soviet Union to 
exchange oil for sugar. US government pressure on 
the American oil refineries in Cuba not to process the 
oil provoked a rapid escalation of mutual retaliations 
(including nationalisation of US property). In January 
1961, relations were broken, soon followed by the US 
economic sanctions.
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In October 1962, the 
Cuban Missile Crisis 
sparked worldwide fear 
of nuclear war
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July 26 Movement  Anti-

Batista rebels from 

1955, who invaded Cuba 

(1956) and took power in 

January 1959.

People’s Socialist Party  

The name taken by the 

Cuban Communist Party 

after 1944, when it was 

legalised. The party 

tended to follow closely 

the Soviet political line.

Invasion
By 1961, Washington saw the revolution as 
dangerously close to the Soviet Union, fearing that 
Cuba’s Communists (by then called the People’s 
Socialist Party, or PSP) were taking it over, since from 
1958 they had supported, and then collaborated with, 
the rebels. Hence, President Eisenhower directed the 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to train, finance 
and arm an invasion force, formed of émigré 
Cubans.

In January 1960 the incoming Kennedy 
administration approved the existing plans, but 
crucially deprived the invasion force of US air cover. 
The invasion materialised on 17–19 April 1961, at 
the Bay of Pigs on the southern Cuban coast. On 16 
April, at the funeral of those killed in a preliminary 
bombing raid, Fidel Castro unprecedentedly, and 
defiantly, referred to the revolution as socialist.

The invasion, however, was a total failure. The 
newly constituted regular Cuban army, alongside 
thousands of volunteers in the civilian militias and 
the nationwide network of volunteer street-level 
‘Committees for the Defence of the Revolution’, 
repelled the invaders, taking 1,202 prisoners of the 
nearly 1,400 who landed. Therefore, it became clear 
that the CIA’s prediction of massive support had 
seriously underestimated the revolution’s popularity, 

• Why did a powerful nationalism in Cuba shift from 
targeting Spain to seeing the USA as Cuba’s ‘problem’?

• How socialist was the radical tradition in pre-1959 
Cuba?

• Did the USA ‘lose’ Cuba between 1959 and 1961?

Questions 
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Following the crisis, the USA continued 
to maintain a naval base at Guantanamo 
Bay on Cuba’s southeast coast
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1868–78  First Cuban rebellion against Spain
1895–98  Final war of independence
1898 April–August  Spanish–American War
1902  Cuban independence (under the Platt 

Amendment)
1903  Commercial Treaty with the USA
1933  September  ‘100-day’ nationalist revolution
1934  Coup by Batista; end of the Platt   
  Amendment
1952 March  Batista’s second coup
1953 26 July   Attack on Santiago de Cuba’s
  Moncada garrison
1955 June  Amnesty and exile in Mexico for the  
  Moncada survivors
1956 December  Rebel expedition to eastern  
  Cuba and start of the guerrilla war
1959 2 January  Rebel troops take Havana
1959 April   Eisenhower approves CIA training of
  an invasion force of Cuban exiles
1959 May  Land reform in Cuba
1960 February  Cuban–Soviet trade agreement  
   (sugar for oil); US reduction of Cuba’s 

annual sugar quota; first economic sanctions
1961 January  Diplomatic relations broken
1961 15–19 April  Invasion of Cuba by the exile  
   force; bombing of airfields; landings on 

17–18 April; defeated by 19 April
1962 January  Organisation of American States  
   expels Cuba and supports the embargo
1962 March  Leadership quarrel between  
   ex-guerrilla rebels and Cuban Communists
1962 October  Cuban Missile Crisis

1868–78  First Cuban rebellion against Spain

Chronology 

which reflected a collective desire to defend the many 
benefits which Cubans had been given in 1959–61.

A turning point?
The Bay of Pigs changed everything.

Looking to Moscow
For the Cuban leadership, it confirmed their view 
of inevitable and perhaps permanent US hostility, 
leading them to approach Moscow for military 
help against any new invasion. That decision led 
inexorably towards the Missile Crisis, as Moscow 
policymakers, interpreting the Bay of Pigs failure as 
proof of Kennedy’s weakness, gambled on placing 
nuclear missiles in Cuba. The invasion’s failure also 
removed any residual possibility of a moderate liberal 
version of ‘the revolution’. Disillusioned moderates 
had participated in the US invasion project, and were 
tarred with the same brush, seen by many Cubans 
as seeking to reverse the popular post-1959 reforms.

Cuban emigrés in the US
For the US government, embarrassment led Robert 
Kennedy, the attorney general, to launch Operation 
Mongoose, funding subversion, counter-revolutionary 
rebels and sabotage inside Cuba to undermine 
and destabilise the Cuban system. This effectively 
legitimised the armed activist Cuban-American 
groups in Florida.

In addition, the 1961 failure discredited the 
Democratic Party among Cuban émigrés, who 
blamed the defeat on Kennedy’s removal of air 
cover. That alienation led the growing Cuban-
American community towards the Republican Party, 
later producing Cuban-American involvement in 
the Watergate scandal and President Reagan’s close 
links with the new Florida-based Cuban-American 
National Foundation, the powerful lobby whose 
activities ensured (and have continued to ensure) 
the longevity of the economic embargo.

Extended sanctions
Meanwhile, the US government sought to isolate Cuba 
by extending sanctions to the rest of the hemisphere. 
In January 1962, the Organisation of American 
States voted to expel Cuba from its ranks (because 
of its communism), leading all American countries 
except Canada and Mexico to join a collective 
embargo. Although western Europe did not follow 
suit, this isolation locked Cuba into a closer economic 
dependence on the Soviet-led socialist bloc.

Books and bombs
Thereafter, external and internal polarisation 
worsened. The Cuban leaders’ definition of socialism 
moved towards the Soviet brand of Marxism-
Leninism, while the wave of nationalisations in 
Cuba included all large private property and private 
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Catholic schools. This in turn forced even more 
(mostly white and middle-class) Cubans to leave 
Cuba, their abandoned properties being then used 
to house homeless families. As with the land reform 
of 1959, and the dramatically successful 1961 literacy 
campaign (reducing illiteracy from 23% to 3%), this 
measure cemented popular support for the revolution.

Although in March 1962 there was a falling-out 
between the ex-guerrillas and the PSP (marginalising 
the latter in governing circles), by October 1962 

polarisation was total and Cuba’s economic, 
ideological and military links with the Soviet Union 
were sufficient to set the scene for the whole episode 
which unravelled in the 13 days of the Missile Crisis. 
See Box 1.

A very Cuban communism
Once the dust had cleared from that crisis, the secret 
protocol negotiated between Moscow and Washington 
guaranteed the revolution’s survival, with the US 
promising not to invade, although keeping sanctions 
and permanent hostility in place. Meanwhile, now 
secure but resenting Cuba’s marginalisation during the 
negotiations, Cuba’s leaders began a decade of more 
radical changes, falling out publicly with an allegedly 
‘un-revolutionary’ Soviet Union and developing an 
unorthodox brand of communism. That was when 
the revolution captured the imagination of many in 
the world, also creating a depth of enduring loyalty, 
because many Cubans by then saw ‘the revolution’ as 
more of a long-delayed postcolonial nation-building 
project than a typical Communist regime.

22 Modern History Review  April 2017

Antoni Kapcia is professor of Latin American 
history and director of the Centre for Research 
on Cuba in the University of Nottingham. He has 
studied modern and contemporary Cuba since 
1971 and published several books and articles.

Box 1 The Cuban Missile Crisis

Soviet ballistic missiles were secretly installed on 
Cuba in the summer of 1962. When the missiles were 
discovered by a US spy plane, President Kennedy 
informed the world on 22 October of a US naval 
blockade around Cuba to prevent any further Soviet 
missiles from arriving. For 4 days the world held its 
breath while Soviet and US politicians, using third-
party channels of communication, sought a solution 
by which neither side would lose face. What finally 
emerged was a compromise (28 October) that, if the 
USA withdrew its missiles in Turkey (which it had 
already decided to do) and promised not to invade 
Cuba, the Soviet missiles would be withdrawn from 
Cuba. The blockade was duly lifted and the missiles 
dismantled.
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 exam skills

not be chronological, going 
through the period of each 
ruler, or just a list of dates.

Consider the following 
exam-type question on Russia 
from 1855 to 1964:

‘War was the main reason why the 
opponents of the tsars from 1855 to 1917 
were more successful than those who opposed the Communist 
regime from 1917 to 1964’ How far do you agree?

In answering this question you would need to consider a range 
of reasons that influenced the success of opposition (including war) 
and weigh up their relative importance. The plan will establish the 
themes you will use, but will also provide you with an outline of the 
argument you will follow.

Look carefully at the following plan for the question stated above.

Example plan
War
Russia’s lack of relative success during the Russo-Japanese War and 
the First World War seemed to spur on opposition. The Russian 
people thought they suffered unnecessary hardships. Nicholas II was 
blamed and discontent was easy to harness by opposition leaders. 
The Communists used war (the civil war, the Second World War and 
the Cold War) to combat opposition.

Economic change
The adverse impact of (slow) industrialisation on living and working 
conditions gave workers the incentive to rebel. Industrialisation and 
urbanisation also resulted in the politicisation of workers and a rise 
in working-class consciousness. This led to demands for social and 

Synthesis in the study of history is a process that involves piecing 
together strands of information that form the ‘whole picture’ of 

a long period of time. The strands are often thematic in nature (for 
example economic and social themes) and a long period of time is 
considered to be at least a century.

Planning the essay
Essays requiring synthesis should be approached thematically rather 
than chronologically, particularly if you want to reach the higher mark 
range. In answering such essay questions, you are required to make 
connections, comparisons and links between different elements of 
the period and aspects of the topic.

In the opening paragraph you should try to establish a line of 
argument that relates to the question. This should be developed in 
the main body of the essay before reaching an overall judgement. This 
is much easier to do if you approach the essay through a thematic 
structure. In your answer you will usually be asked to cover the 
whole period. Answers should look to establish patterns of change 
and continuity and similarity and difference over the entire 100-year 
period.

Given the large amount of material that you will have to handle it 
is very important that you spend time carefully unpacking the question 
and planning your answer. As the essay should adopt a thematic 
structure it makes sense if the plan follows the same format. It should 

How to write an essay 
that shows synthesis

All the A-level awarding bodies require 
students to answer questions that demand the 
synthesis of material over periods of 100 years 
or more. But what is synthesis?
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What role did defeat in the Russo-Japanese 
War play in Russia’s efforts in later years to 
combat opposition?

political change. However, collectivisation and the Five Year Plans were 
used as a ‘brake’ on dissent.

Social change
Some social reforms were deemed not to go far enough or did not 
have the positive impact expected (for example, the Emancipation 
Edict of 1861). Others, especially in the field of education, resulted 
in an expansion of the intelligentsia (leaders of opposition groups). 
Under the Communists, control, especially through purges, show 
trials, censorship and propaganda, were strongly asserted.

Political change
The tsars were autocrats but enacted some liberal policies which were 
exploited by opposition groups. The Communists moved towards 
totalitarian rule (especially under Stalin) and were mostly illiberal. Thus, 
success of opposition depended as much on how it was dealt with 
as the conditions that influenced its growth.

Conclusion

Clearly war had an important influence on the extent and success of 
opposition throughout the period although the impact it had varied 
from the tsars to the Communists. More significant was economic 
change as this created a greater consciousness among the Russian 
peoples for the need for reform. It was economic concerns that 
subsequently led to demands for social political change.

The plan does not simply list the reasons, but offers a comment 
about their importance and the conclusion offers a clear line of 
argument that has been supported in the previous paragraphs. 

Planning an answer will help you to focus on the actual question 
and to manage the large amount of knowledge you have, in this 
case about the influences on opposition to Russian rulers. It should 
prevent you writing all you know about the influences and stop you 
going through the period ruler by ruler. With this approach you are 
more likely to make comparisons across the whole period resulting 
in a good deal of synthesis.

The opening paragraph
Having planned your answer, you are in a position to write the crucial 
opening paragraph. In this you should set out your line of argument 
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The fact that Nicholas was able to disband the first two sittings of 
the Duma with ease illustrates his effectiveness as an autocrat.

A similar pattern occurs with respect to the Zemstva, which had 
been introduced by Alexander II. As the local councils gained what 
was considered to be too much power they were reined in through 
the introduction of Land Captains (1889). The Communists were 
probably even more effective at using a structured administration 
to maintain autocratic rule. They moved away from any semblance 
of democracy and introduced a centralised structure of government 
dominated by Lenin and leading Bolsheviks. Lenin used the 
All-Russian Congress of Soviets, the Central Executive Committee 
(CEC) and the Council of People’s Commissars (Sovnarkom) to 
govern — but Sovnarkom had to obey the CEC, which in turn 
was dominated by Lenin and close advisers. Stalin used a similar 
approach and similar institutions, although his 1936 constitution 
theoretically gave some increased representation to national 
minorities.

Writing a conclusion
A conclusion needs to make a judgement based on what you have 
already written and should be briefly supported so that it is not 
an assertion. It should not introduce new ideas — if they were 
important they should have been in the main body of the essay. It is 
also important not to offer a contrary argument to the one you have 
pursued throughout the rest of your essay. This will be avoided if you 
have planned and thought through your essay before you started 
writing. It might be that you are largely restating the view that you 
offered in the opening paragraph. In stronger answers there might be 
a slight variation to that judgement so that you confirm your original 
view, but suggest, with a brief example, that there were occasions 
when this view was not always correct.

If the question has a named factor, then you should give a supported 
judgement about that factor’s relative importance, explaining why it is 
or is not the most important and the role it played in the events you 
have discussed. If the question asks you to assess a range of issues, the 
conclusion should explain which you think was the most important, 
why, and give some brief support for your claim. Remember, a claim 
is simply an assertion unless there is some evidence to support it and 
will therefore not score highly.

and briefly refer to the issues you are going to cover in the main body 
of the essay. This will help you to remain focused on the question. 
In establishing your argument, it might be helpful to consider the 
following points:

  ■ What was the situation at the start of the period?
  ■ What was the situation at the end of the period?
  ■ Were there any parts of the period where there was considerable 

change or does the pattern remain the same throughout the period?
These questions will help you concentrate on the key elements 

being tested in units that cover long periods of time. 

Developing analysis and showing synthesis
The basic skills are the same as those you will have developed 
for essay writing in other history units. However, where there is 
significant emphasis on synthesis across the whole of a period then 
each paragraph needs to show how aspects of a central theme can 
be compared, contrasted and linked. It is helpful to use a synthesis-
based vocabulary when doing this (see Box 1).

Note that you do not need to make comparisons across the whole 
period in every paragraph, but the whole period will need to be 
covered in the essay.

Structuring your paragraphs
Each paragraph should start with a point (of argument) followed by 
explanation of that point that is well supported. Where appropriate 
the evidence used should be evaluated before a final sentence is 
included which reaches a judgement about the importance of the 
point and that links the paragraph to the one that follows. This 
approach would ensure that the final sentence of each paragraph links 
back to the actual question you are answering. If you can do this for 
each paragraph you will have a series of mini essays, each focused on 
a separate factor, which can be compared to reach a conclusion or 
judgement about the importance of the named factor in the question.

The following paragraphs provide an example of how this might 
look. It is part of an answer to the question:

‘The Communist leaders were more effective autocrats than the 
tsars in governing Russia from 1855 to 1964.’ How far do you agree?

Student answer

The structure of government under the tsars continued in a 
form that fitted with autocracy. All of the main institutions of 
government were answerable to the tsar. The Council of Ministers, 
the Imperial Council of State, the Committee of Ministers, the 
Senate and the Supreme Court were all controlled directly or 
indirectly by the tsar. Following significant changes with the 
introduction of the Duma in 1905, the tsar was consistent in 
ensuring that he maintained sole authority. Nicholas II introduced 
the Fundamental Laws of 1906 to clarify that ‘No new law can be 
legally binding without the approval of the Sovereign Emperor’.  

Andy Holland is an experienced history teacher

 

1 Read the student answer provided and make a list of all of the 
words and phrases used to produce synthesis.

2 How could the student answer be improved on so that synthesis 
is depicted in an even more obvious way?

Activities 

Box 1
Words and phrases for developing synthesis

• Compared to…/Contrasted to…

• Linked to…/Connected to…

• Flowed from…/Developed from…

• The main difference(s) between X and Y were…

• The main similarities between X and Y were…

• X was very similar to Y but differed considerably to Z

• There was a significant change from […] to […]

• There was significant continuity between […] and […]

• X built on the work of Y who in turn laid the foundation for Z to…
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 document

Sketch of Comintern leader Grigory Zinoviev, 
by Yury Annenkov

Four days before the general election in October 1924, the right-
wing Daily Mail published a letter supposedly from Comintern 

leader Grigory Zinoviev to the Communist Party of Great Britain (or 
‘British Communist Party’ as it is called in the letter). The Comintern 
was an organisation established by Lenin in 1919 to facilitate 
international revolution. British politics spun into a spiral of fear about 
an imminent uprising of workers who were acting on Moscow’s 
orders. The story was accompanied by headlines including ‘Civil war 
plot by socialists’ masters.’

Relationships prior to publication

In January 1924, Britain had its first Labour government, albeit 
a minority one. Newspaper placards read ‘Lenin dead (official), 
Ramsay MacDonald Premier’. Placing these two facts so closely 
together was apt, as the USSR played an important role in Labour’s 
political and ideological fortunes. However, the role was not always 
positive and Labour’s right-wing opponents used the Soviet Union as 
a stick with which to beat the party. For example, the Tories often 
portrayed Labour as little more than a Bolshevik party or a stooge of 
Moscow. Some Conservative members of the British establishment 
used Labour’s links with the Soviet Union in an attempt to damage 
Labour’s electoral fortunes.

There was already little trust between the two nations because of 
the difference in their ideologies, as well as Britain’s intervention in 
the Russian civil war. Although things had improved a little with the 
1921 and 1924 trade treaties, the Zinoviev letter set relations back.

The letter’s contents
The letter, dated 15 September 1924, was published on the Sunday 
before the general election and timed to cause maximum damage to 
Labour’s campaign. It also followed the Campbell case, which added 
to the Tories’ ammunition in the fight against Labour’s apparent pro-
Sovietism (see Box 1).

The letter included references to the Anglo-Soviet Treaty which was 
passing through Parliament at the time. The right feared that Labour 
was getting too close to the Kremlin — a Daily Mail headline declared 
that ‘Mr MacDonald would lend Russia our money’ — and White 
Russians and anti-Bolsheviks fought against the treaty’s conclusion.

A British Red Army
The letter refers to the ‘fierce campaign raised by the British 
bourgeoisie’ and ‘reactionary circles’ against the treaty. It declares 
that it is ‘indispensable to stir up the masses of the British proletariat’, 
whose position ‘can be improved only after a loan has been granted 
to the SSSR [the Russian abbreviation for the USSR].’ It also said that 
pro-Soviet Labour MPs should exert pressure on the government to 
ensure the treaty’s success.

The language is designed to strike fear into the heart of the 
establishment as it conjures up images of an ‘army of unemployed 
proletarians’ which could perhaps become part of the ‘communist 
military units’ mentioned in the letter. It was suggested that they could 

The Zinoviev letter

Box 1 The Campbell case

J. R. Campbell was the editor of the Workers’ Weekly and had 
published an article calling for British armed forces not to shoot 
workers during a strike or uprising. Ramsay MacDonald’s decision not 
to denounce Campbell reinforced opponents’ views that he was too 
close to communism.

Published just before the British general 
election of 1924, what was the impact of the 
Zinoviev letter?
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be led by ‘military specialists who have […] left the service and hold 
socialist views’. These specialists would become the ‘future directors 
of the British Red Army’.

Designs on India
Even more ominously, the letter makes it clear that ‘a settlement of 
relations between the two countries will assist in the revolutionising 
of the international and British proletariat’, as close links between 
British and Russian workers ‘will make it possible for us to extend 
and develop propaganda ideas […] in England and the colonies’. This 
last point was crucial, as London feared that Moscow had designs on 
India, the most important part of the British empire.

Authorship
It soon became clear that the letter was a forgery. After its publication, 
Zinoviev quickly issued a denial which pointed out that the word 
‘Third’ was incorrectly added when referring to the Executive 
Committee of the Communist International, that the signature was 
incorrect and that he was not even in Moscow when the letter was 
signed.

In some ways this did not matter. Many of the points made in the 
letter could easily have come from Zinoviev himself, as the language 
fits the type of rhetoric Communists used to denounce capitalism or 
the bourgeoisie. Therefore, although the source was fabricated, the 
message could still seem real enough.

However, the fact that somebody — possibly a member of the 
British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) — had forged a document and 
claimed it was from Moscow was significant. It showed the lengths 

Jonathan Davis is senior lecturer in Russian and modern 
European history at Anglia Ruskin University.

that powerful anti-Communists would go to, even if that meant 
challenging parliamentary democracy.

Consequences
Overall, the Zinoviev letter destabilised the 1924 treaty enough to 
make sure that it was not ratified (the government fell before it could 
do so). It also raised the spectre of communism in the British army and 
strengthened the fear that Moscow had designs on British interests 
abroad. The Conservatives, under Stanley Baldwin, won the election.

Labour was not voted out of power because of the Zinoviev 
letter. Indeed, it increased its vote by over a million, which suggests 
that the electorate were less concerned about the supposed threat 
of socialist revolution than the author of the letter had hoped. But 
MacDonald’s initial acceptance of the letter’s authenticity gave it a 
credibility it would not have had if he had rejected it as a forgery, 
or at least questioned its origins more critically. Instead, forces 
hostile to the USSR, and possibly to Labour, helped to create what 
Foreign Office historian Gill Bennett called ‘a most extraordinary and 
mysterious business’.

A copy of the Zinoviev letter, and a detailed analysis of its possible 
author can be found here: www.tinyurl.com/jaube6y.

Further reading 
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Human history, it is fair to say, has been 
largely shaped by the unfortunate and all too 
frequent occurrence of war. Yet some really 

quite extraordinary claims have been made about 
the transformative power of military conflict for the 
years 1560 to 1660, a period of dramatic change on 
the battlefields of Europe.

The idea that there was a ‘military revolution 
in early modern warfare’ at this time, one which 
fundamentally changed the conduct of war and 
the states and societies that fought them, was first 

The military 
revolution in early 
modern Europe, 
1560–1660
Alan James

Did military innovation change the political structures of 
Europe? Or is this ‘revolution’ simply a debate fabricated 
by historians?

OCR Y138/Y108   The early Stuarts and the origins 
of the Civil War 1603–1660

OCR Y307   Tudor foreign policy 1485–1603

OCR Y313   The ascendancy of France 1610–1715
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In naval conflicts, 
heavily armed galleons 
enabled Europeans to 
dominate the world
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Thirty Years War  Series 

of wars in Europe 

between 1618 and 1648, 

initially a war of religion 

between Protestant and 

Catholic European states 

but developed into a 

struggle for territory and 

power. It involved most 

of the states in Europe 

including England, 

France, Sweden, 

Denmark, Austria, Spain 

and Germany.

trace italienne  

Fortifications in the 

shape of a star designed 

to be more effective 

at resisting attacks by 

cannon. Initially used 

by Michelangelo for the 

defence of Florence but 

developed by the Italian 

architects Peruzzi and 

Scamozzi.

galleons  European 

multi-decked warships 

introduced in the first 

quarter of the sixteenth 

century.

proposed in 1955 by Professor Michael Roberts. 
Despite decades of subsequent debate, Roberts’ thesis 
continues to dominate the work of military historians 
and to shape our understanding of the origins of the 
modern state and of international relations even in 
the twenty-first century.

The thesis
Roberts’ logic has an elegant simplicity that makes 
it very attractive.

Infantry innovations
The large armies and the increased violence and 
devastation of the Thirty Years War (1618–48), 
Roberts claimed, were the direct result of certain 
innovations introduced by the Protestant Dutch and 
Swedish armies. Taking inspiration from ancient texts 
describing the way Roman armies were organised, 
they began arranging their infantry on the battlefield 
in long, thin lines a few men deep.

This arrangement meant that many men could 
fire at the enemy at once. What is more, a continuous 
volley of fire could, in theory, be maintained as these 
men were immediately replaced by those behind 
them and went to the back of the queue to begin the 
long process of reloading their weapon while waiting 
for their next turn to fire. At first, European armies 
needed ranks six or seven deep to make this difficult 
manoeuvre work, though with improvements in guns 
and training this was brought down in some cases 
to three by the mid-eighteenth century.

Along with the counter-march, as this was called, 
was an emphasis on light field artillery. This meant 
small, more mobile cannon — which could fire into 
defensive formations on the battlefield to break them 
up — and bold, sword-wielding cavalry charges.

Economic implications
All of this made war more mobile and offensive, 
making possible the pursuit of decisive victory. This, 
it was said, would spell the end of the use of large, 
cumbersome squares of men protected by forests of 
pikes and long, slow, often stalemated battles.

Greater offensive firepower not only increased the 
destructiveness and the scale of war. It also changed 
its very character, making it look decidedly modern 
in its ruthless pursuit of lethal efficiency. As Roberts 
put it, the unprecedented violence of the Thirty Years 
War showed that there was no longer any restraint: 
‘The last remaining qualms as to the religious and 
ethical legitimacy of war seem to have stilled. The 
road lay open, broad and straight, to the abyss of the 
twentieth century.’ In other words, a new brutality 
had been unleashed leading to inevitable further 
escalation and eventually to the abomination of the 
Second World War.

However, what made these changes in the way 
wars were fought truly revolutionary, according to 

Roberts, was the wider effect they had. War fought 
like this was also expensive. It required many more 
men, and well-drilled, disciplined men at that. 
The need to recruit, support and command ever 
larger armies put pressure on states to improve their 
tax-raising powers, administrative efficiency and 
domestic authority. From this emerged the strong, 
centralised and powerful states of modern Europe in 
place of the more informal, loose, personal authority 
of medieval monarchies.

The debate
Over the decades, the military revolution thesis has 
been the subject of a lot of scrutiny. Geoffrey Parker, 
in particular, has almost made the thesis his own 
by proposing that Michael Roberts had not gone far 
enough. In addition to the changes Roberts described, 
Parker suggested that important changes had actually 
occurred much earlier.

Defensive innovations
The introduction of heavy cannon in the late fifteenth 
and early sixteenth centuries meant that the tall 
thin walls of medieval castles could now be easily 
breached during a siege. This led, in response, to a 
new style of defensive fortification. The trace italienne 
is the name given to the now familiar, complex star-
shape design of early modern fortifications. These 
incorporated low, thick, earth-filled walls that could 
withstand heavy bombardment, and the distinctive 
design gave defenders clear sight on any attackers so 
that it was easier to return fire.

Though universally accepted as a far superior 
design, these fortifications were expensive to build. 
They tended to extend the time it took to conduct 
a siege, and they required more men to defend and 
far larger armies to attack. In other words, they 
contributed as much to the escalation of war and 
to the fiscal challenges faced by early states as the 
changes proposed by Roberts.

Naval innovations
Parker made a similar point about war at sea. The 
introduction of heavy guns at this time also 
affected the design of warships, which had 
to be built in a robust way in order to 
withstand gunfire and to cope with 
the recoil of their own guns.  They 
had to adopt a sleeker design, 
inspired by Mediterranean 
galleys, which were lower 
and therefore sturdier.

These warships, or 
galleons, had been a 
rather abrupt change, from 
what had essentially been 
elaborate troop transports 
to specialised weapons in 
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Hundred Years War  

Series of conflicts 

between the English and 

French lasting from 1337 

to 1453.

their own right. They bristled with guns along their 
broadsides, and it was their seaworthiness and ability 
to project power at sea which, Parker says, gave the 
Europeans the military advantage that allowed them 
by 1800 to be in a position to dominate the globe.

Other earlier innovations
Other moments of revolutionary change associated 
with specific military developments have been 
identified further back in medieval history. The 
longbow, for example, has been credited with 
introducing important change during the Hundred 
Years War (1337–1453). It has also been claimed 
that Europe witnessed a ‘gunpowder revolution’ at 
this time and a similarly momentous change in the 
rise of the use of infantry at the expense of cavalry.

Evolution, not revolution
The historian Jeremy Black, on the other hand, 
suggests that the only really revolutionary change 
worthy of the name came much later, in the eighteenth 
century, with the rise of truly massive land armies 
which only the well-developed states of the time were 
capable of raising.

It could be argued, therefore, that the concept of a 
military revolution is not really helpful in describing 
changes that occurred in many different ways over 
many centuries. It is perhaps better now to talk of 
military ‘evolution’, to borrow J. R. Hale’s phrase, or 
to see military change over the ages as a very slow 
process but one marked by a series of small, sudden 
steps. ‘Punctuated equilibrium’ is the phrase Clifford 
Rogers has borrowed from the world of biological 
sciences to describe this.

Despite all of this very considerable revision, 
however, the idea of a military revolution shows 
no sign of loosening its grip on the imagination of 
historians. This is largely because the criticisms it has 
received have tended to question only the specific 
innovation or the time or place that should be credited 
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Further reading Further reading

with revolutionary change. They do not challenge the 
basic conceptual logic behind the thesis itself. This 
assumes a constant, universal pursuit of maximum 
lethal power. In other words, the military revolution 
thesis is built on the assumption that technological 
or tactical innovation leads inevitably to escalation 
which, in turn, drives broader historical change.

Where do we go from here?
Much work has already been done to raise serious 
questions about the value of this logic.

Challenging the innovation idea
Historians have pointed out, for example, that the 
fabled Swedish army of King Gustavus Adolphus, 
though initially incredibly successful, was soon 
defeated by the supposedly old-fashioned Spanish 
army at the battle of Nördlingen in 1634. Clearly, any 
innovations they introduced could only have limited 
immediate impact because all sides were able to adapt.

Moreover, the counter-march, the light field 
artillery, the large disciplined armies, and all the 
other changes described by Roberts took many 
decades to become widespread and common features 
of war in Europe.

• Was there a military revolution in early modern 
warfare?  If so, when and where?

• Is the concept of a military revolution still relevant?

• How could our understanding of the relationship 
between war and broader social and political change 
improve?

Questions 
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Peace of Westphalia  

Peace treaties signed 

between May and 

October 1648 in the 

German cities of 

Osnabrück and Münster 

(part of Westphalia), 

ending the Thirty Years 

War and the Eighty Years 

War (between Spain and 

the Dutch Republic).

for dynastic or religious reasons, it is said. States 
would have to recognise each other’s sovereignty, 
and peace would only be maintained in the future 
by a balance of power.

Not only is there a startling lack of evidence for 
such claims, but it is worth asking whether it is even 
plausible to suggest that such momentous change 
could ever really be reduced to the effect of just a few 
operational changes in some of the armies that fought 
in the war. Surely, what we need to understand better 
is the combination of complex human emotions, fears 
and cultural assumptions that led people to feel that 
the stakes in this war were higher than normal and 
which drove people to extremes of violence and to 
military innovation in the first place.

Indeed perhaps the time has come to reverse the 
military revolution thesis. The way that war is fought 
in any given age needs to be studied not because 
it drives wider historical change but because it is 
a reflection or consequence of it. The effect of war 
on society needs to be replaced by a concern for the 
effect of society on war.

Challenging the centralised state idea

Even the effect of increasing costs and the complexity 
of war on the state has been questioned by the 
important work of David Parrott. He argues that 
strong, centralised, bureaucratic monarchies were not 
the inevitable consequence. The use of mercenaries 
was a common, acceptable feature of early modern 
armies, and many states did not cope with the 
challenge of directing ever larger armies. In some 
respects, they stepped back from the responsibility 
and relied on private finance and leadership to 
conduct wars. So, not only does the revolutionary 
effect of these changes seem to have been exaggerated, 
but so has the presumed effect on the modernisation 
of states.

Exaggerated claims for war and peace
There is no doubting that the Thirty Years War was 
an exceptional conflict, but perhaps the logic of the 
military revolution thesis is not the best way for 
historians to assess its significance. The same logic 
leads to greatly exaggerated claims about the impact 
of the Peace of Westphalia of 1648, which ended 
the Thirty Years War. Historians and social scientists 
alike routinely claim that the effect of the war was so 
profound that it led to changes in the very nature of 
international relations which were written into the 
terms of the peace. War would no longer be fought 

Alan James is a senior lecturer in the Department 
of War Studies at King’s College, London and the 
programme director of the MA in the history  
of war.
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 online sources

Functionality

Historians have numerous options for analysing the c. 200,000 
scanned pages of data, but need to find and extract the relevant data 
themselves in order to run statistical analyses. The scanned pages are 
searchable, which is helpful if you know exactly what you are looking 
for. For example, a search for ‘Leeds’ and ‘mortality’ produces 73 hits 
to explore, searching for ‘Newcastle’ and ‘marriage’ produces 106 hits.

Variables
Marriage, birth and death data are broken down by region (sometimes 
into even smaller units) but specific comparisons between regions, and 
over time, need to be done independently. Periodically the registrar 
general would look back over data for the past 5, 10 or 20 years, 
and produce an additional report commenting on the change in 
mortality rates for instance. Some annual reports include data from 
other European nations as comparisons.

There is a wealth of data on mortality, including information 
on various fatal diseases and age of death. Historians interested 
in medicine can use these statistics to explore infant and maternal 
morality, the spread and control of epidemics, and the growing 
interest in public health and sanitation.

Data collected on foreign nationals resident in the UK can be 
used to show the impact of immigration on society, while statistics 

Historical census data

Take a look at one UK and one US site  
offering extensive population data

Population census data is incredibly useful for historians since 
it provides chronological breadth. Some nations have more 

than two centuries’ worth of uninterrupted census information. 
Commercial companies, such as Ancestry.com, have digitised every 
page of many census registers and allow historians and genealogists to 
search for specific individuals, tracing family connections, occupations, 
migration and residency.

There is potential for wider and more generalised studies of the 
census however, utilising the vast array of statistics that were collected 
about wider populations, the economy and society. This article will 
concentrate on two national collections, one covering the UK (www.
histpop.org.uk) the other the USA (www.socialexplorer.com).

The Online Historical Population Reports website
British census data starts in 1801, and has continued every 10 years 
since. This website concentrates on published reports issued by the 
registrar general between 1837 and 1913. Importantly these were 
usually issued annually not decennially.
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highlighting the growth of populations in towns and cities help 
historians to map urbanisation as an important phenomenon in the 
nineteenth century.

Social Explorer (USA)
The US site operates in a completely different way, but is still capable 
of producing important statistics for historians.

Functionality
Instead of scanning documents, the site has input the data into a 
searchable form, allowing the user to search for precisely the data 
needed. It includes macro-population data (numbers of people, not 
individuals) for the entire USA from the first federal census in 1790 
through to 1960.

Variables
The data available for each year of the census differ. In 1790, for 
instance, the variables only relate to size of (white) family, white 
ethnicity, slaves and the size of slaveholdings. Selecting a variable 
brings up state-level information, and selecting a state can then bring 
up county-level data. It is therefore easy to compare different regions 
within the same census, and more than one variable can be selected 
at a time. It is slightly more complicated to compare the same variable 
(for instance the number of enslaved people) over several censuses. 
A separate record needs to be made by the researcher to do this, for 
example in an Excel spreadsheet.

Officials continually added new categories to the census. By 1860 
there are categories for numbers and types of farms, manufacturing 
industries and organised religion. Selecting ‘Annual value of products 

Tim Lockley is professor of early American history at The 
University of Warwick.

in manufacturing’ for 1860 immediately demonstrates the massive 
advantage that northern states had in manufacturing on the eve of 
the American civil war. New York, Pennsylvania and Massachusetts 
collectively produced $1 billion worth of manufactured goods, four 
times as much as the entire southern states.

Several census years allow detailed studies of immigration, allowing 
historians to trace the changing nature of European, Asian and Latin 
American migration to the USA. In the twentieth century, information 
was collected on education and literacy, on homes with electricity, 
fridges and even radios. Data on radio ownership neatly illustrates the 
wealth gap between the deep south and the north and west. Nearly 
every household had a radio in New York and California, compared 
to well under half in South Carolina and Mississippi.

Other content
The UK site contains many useful interpretive essays, highlighting 
interesting and relevant historical topics, and also explaining the 
methodology behind the collection of data. The US site has some  
limited information on methodology as well as links to other  
relevant sites.

These two sites are not the only ones with census information that 
is publicly available. Australia has some historical census information 
online (www.tinyurl.com/73rzt33) as does New Zealand (www.
tinyurl.com/gom4jsa), and for historians interested in the British 
empire these will be relevant and useful collections.
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was taken by mouth and did not require 
internal intervention by doctors. There 
was an overwhelming response to calls for 
volunteers to test the contraception in early 
clinical trials.

The pill was an immediate success after 
its introduction to the general public on  
4 December 1961. By July 1962 there were 
around 150,000 women using it, rising to 
480,000 women by 1964. However, this 
amounted to only 3% of women in the UK, 
compared with 8.2% in the USA and 21% in Australia.

The comparatively low level of UK use suggests that there was a 
considerable amount of medical resistance to prescribing the drug 
in the early days. In addition, the pill was only available for married 
women, and via paid prescriptions which made it prohibitively 
expensive for many young women. The journalist and Woman’s 
Hour presenter, Jenni Murray, recalled her early student days at the 
University of Hull, when young women would pass round cheap 
wedding rings bought from Woolworths so that they could claim they 
were married and eligible for a prescription of the birth-control pill. 
This remained the case until the mid-1970s when the Labour minister 
of health, Barbara Castle, announced that contraception would be 
made available freely to all who wanted it.

Benefits and impact
Although there have been repeated health scares and debates about 
the safety of the pill, the Royal College of GPs points to its benefits 
based on researching the health of 46,000 women taking the pill 
over the past 40 years. Apart from its effectiveness as a contraceptive 
(it has a 99% success rate) it also reduces the risk of cancer of the 
ovaries, uterus and colon. Women who have taken the pill are also 
less likely to die from cancer, heart disease or strokes.

Since the introduction of the pill, the number of pregnancies has 
fallen dramatically. Women are having children later in life, around 
45% of children are born to unmarried mothers, and there is a longer 
interval between the date of marriage and the birth of a couple’s first 
child. Therefore one of the main consequences of the introduction 
of the pill has been to separate sexual activity and reproduction. 
This has enabled women to take control of their own lives, and 
make decisions on their education, careers and lifestyles without the 
concern of unplanned or unwanted pregnancies. The sexual revolution 
inaugurated by the introduction of the pill may have started slowly 
but it has had far-reaching consequences.

Sarah Richardson is an associate professor of history at The 
University of Warwick.

The contraceptive pill
The contraceptive pill arrived in Britain in 1961. 
Did it herald the start of a sexual revolution or 
was it merely a ‘permissive moment’?

The pill was developed by the American biologist, Dr Gregory 
Pincus, and works by suppressing ovulation in women. It now 

comes in over 30 different forms and is used by 3.5 million women 
in Britain between the ages of 16 and 49 (around a quarter of the 
age group).

Liberated or controlled?
Historians, sociologists and health professionals have hotly debated 
whether the pill liberated young women or made them subject to 
greater control. Germaine Greer, for example, has argued that it is 
men who have benefited from the introduction of the pill, while for 
women withdrawal, condoms or chastity are far more preferable. The 
Labour MP for Halifax in the 1960s, Shirley Summerskill, tried to ban 
the drug, arguing that women were being used as guinea pigs. And 
the radical magazine, Spare Rib, ran articles questioning its safety.

Before the pill
Prior to the introduction of the pill, methods of contraception 
were rudimentary and largely unreliable. Condoms were expensive, 
ineffective and difficult to obtain. Early inter-uterine devices caused 
infections and even at times physical injuries to women. They had 
to be fitted by doctors, many of whom were unwilling to undertake 
the training necessary. Sexual health and prevention of pregnancies 
were still considered distasteful by many practitioners.

The novelist Margaret Drabble, a young married woman in the 
1960s, remembered the challenges of pre-pill contraceptive devices:

‘ The other methods were quite remarkably unreliable 
and fairly repulsive, and the people who worked in the 
clinics fitting them were rather unfriendly and punitive. 
By the time the pill was available I already had three 
children; I think I would have had a child a year if I hadn’t 
started taking it. So, yes, it made a very considerable  
difference to one’s life. You were able to make a choice, you 
were able to look after yourself, and I was pleased to do so. ’The difficulties of obtaining reliable contraception meant that the 

most common form continued to be withdrawal. This practice had a 
high failure rate and provided a less pleasurable experience for both 
men and women.

1960s and 1970s
The pill, then, was an ideal development given the social and sexual 
attitudes of the medical profession and the population at large. It 
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