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The revolution
The revolution began in October 1918 when the 
German navy was ordered out from Wilhelmshaven 
on what was basically a suicide mission. Sailors, 
already disgruntled because of their poor conditions, 
refused to obey, took command of the ships and 
raised red flags. The mission was abandoned and the 
ships returned to their home port of Kiel, where the 
ringleaders were arrested.

In early November, the uprising in Kiel spread to 
citizens when the sailors marched into the centre 
of this established socialist stronghold. From there 
it spread to surrounding towns and cities with 
astonishing speed, and by 9 November power was 
in the hands of the Workers’ and Soldiers’ Councils 
(Räte) all over Germany. A republic was declared, 
and perhaps fearing the same fate as the Russian 
Tsar, the Kaiser fled, toppling the imperial regime 
in a relatively bloodless process.

Later, violence did emerge when parliamentary 
democrats used troops to quell those who wanted 
a Soviet-style Räte Republic, and Germany saw 
conditions approaching civil war. This was the context 
for the uprising of January 1919 during which leading 
revolutionary theorists and Spartacus leaders Rosa 

The November 
Revolution in 
Germany, 1918–19

Ingrid Sharp

The events in Germany at the end of the First World War 
are not well known in the UK. This article documents 
the revolution which led Kaiser Wilhelm II to abdicate

There are several reasons why the war with 
Germany came to an end when it did, one 
of the main factors being military defeat — 

German troops were in no position to fight on in 
autumn 1918. What is less often discussed is how it 
ended, namely with a revolutionary uprising that 
overthrew the monarchy and ushered in a series of 
socialist experiments in direct democracy that were 
violently suppressed during 1919.

AQA 1L   The quest for political stability: Germany, 
1871–1991

AQA 2O   Democracy and Nazism: Germany,  
1918–1945

Edexcel paper 1, option 1G   Germany and West 
Germany, 1918–89

Edexcel paper 3, option 37.2   Germany,  
1871–1990: united, divided and reunited

OCR Y251/Y221   Democracy and dictatorships in 
Germany 1919–1963

OCR Y314   The challenge of German nationalism 
1789–1919

Exam links 
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Karl Liebknecht  (1871–

1919) German socialist 

and partner of Rosa 

Luxemburg. Opposed 

German participation 

in the First World War. 

Founder of the KPD 

on 1 January 1919. 

On 9 November 1918, 

he proclaimed a Free 

Socialist Republic of 

Germany in Berlin and 

led an uprising named 

after Spartacus, the 

leader of a Roman 

rebellion of slaves. The 

uprising was suppressed 

and Liebknecht and 

Luxemburg were killed 

on 15 January 1919, 

becoming martyr figures 

of the German left.

SPD  German Social-

Democratic Party. The 

SPD was the leading 

Marxist party in the 

world before 1914. 

Leader, Karl Kautsky, 

was considered to be 

the spiritual successor 

of Marx and Engels. 

However, it split 

over supporting the 

German war effort 

in 1914 and became 

a more moderate, 

reformist rather than 

revolutionary party.

KPD  German Communist 

Party. The KPD was 

founded in 1919 

in imitation of the 

Bolsheviks in Russia. 

It became the largest 

communist party outside 

Russia and played 

a major role in the 

Comintern — the Third 

International — set up in 

Moscow in 1919.

Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht were killed, and 
for the violent suppression of revolutionary council 
control in German towns and cities that left more 
than 2,000 dead by March 1919.

Revolutionary context
Although sparked by the naval uprising, the German 
revolution was carried out largely by a disgruntled 
populace who had endured 4 years of intense 
deprivation due to the allied blockade preventing 
food and raw materials reaching Germany. The 
civilian population were hungry to the point of 
malnutrition, vulnerable to the diseases of poverty 
and exhaustion. Between 1914 and 1918, deaths from 
tuberculosis rose by two thirds, deaths among women 
from pneumonia doubled, and between 500,000 and 
1 million people died of hunger.

Food was a major issue in German cities, and 
the wartime economy was plagued by industrial 
strikes and ‘bread riots’ as women queued for food 
of diminishing quality and spiralling prices. The 
sense of social injustice caused by unequal access 
to food caused widespread unrest and fuelled the 
revolutionary context that enabled the uprising to 
spread so rapidly with very little initial leadership by 
socialist parties, showing the extent to which ordinary 
German people were heartily sick of the war. With 
the majority of men in the armed forces, women 
were major players in this unrest as they were most 
directly affected by the food shortages, long working 
hours and harsh living conditions.

Women in the German Revolution
Until very recently, the German Revolution of 1918 
has been viewed as an exclusively male affair and, 
apart from Rosa Luxemburg, the historical figures that 
have emerged as revolutionary leaders were generally 
male. But there are also accounts by women in which 
they present themselves as active participants in the 
revolutionary events with clear goals for the new 
social order that it would bring in. These women 
certainly did not see themselves as onlookers to a 
male spectacle.

For many socialist, pacifist or feminist women 
the revolution was seen as a chance to realise long-
term political or social goals, not least the dream of 
the kind of social and political equality symbolised 
by female suffrage. Universal suffrage for both men 
and women over the age of 20 came about because 
of the revolution, making the German franchise one 
of the freest and most democratic in the developed 
world. British women over the age of 30 had gained 
the vote in January 1918, but French women were 
not enfranchised until after the Second World War.

Women who had campaigned for peace during 
the war welcomed the revolution as it swept away 
the imperialist regime that they held responsible 
for the war and opened the way to a more peaceful 

democratic social order. Imperial rule was replaced 
with participatory democracy, allowing the interim 
government to sue for peace and the Armistice to 
begin on 11 November 1918.

Fundamental differences
Even within the group of politically engaged 
revolutionary women there were fundamental 
differences over the form of the new state, the limits 
to democracy and whether revolutionary violence 
could ever be justified, as well as whether the issues 
of peace and class war trumped women’s concerns. 
Most revolutionary women were members of socialist 
parties: the SPD (or MSPD), the majority social 
democratic party that had supported German war 
aims; the USPD or independent social democratic 
party that had split from the SPD in 1917 over its 
support for the war; and the Spartacus League (later 
KPD or Communist Party) led by Rosa Luxemburg 
and Karl Liebknecht.

The best-known women in the KPD were 
Luxemburg, and the leader of the socialist women’s 
movement and editor of the socialist women’s journal 
Die Gleichheit, Clara Zetkin. Trade unionist Toni 
Sender, who played a leading role in Frankfurt, 
belonged to the USPD until 1922, when she rejoined 
the SPD. In general, the socialist women distanced 
themselves from middle-class feminists, but there was 
overlap and some shared goals during the revolution.

Rosa Luxemburg
The outstanding revolutionary theorist and the 
best-known of these women was undoubtedly Rosa 
Luxemburg. Fluent in four languages, Luxemburg 
was born in Russian-controlled Poland, and from 
a young age had dedicated her fierce intelligence 
and passionate conviction to the socialist cause. 
In Germany in the late nineteenth century, the 
Socialist party (SPD) enjoyed mass popular support 
and was the strongest elected party. From her arrival 
in Berlin in 1898, Luxemburg was an outstanding 
figure in German socialist circles and contributed 
considerably to the development of socialist economic 
and revolutionary theory.

Socialism had very strong international links and 
was ideologically opposed to wars for territorial and 
commercial gain, in which the working classes were 
inevitably the losers, and Luxemburg too was utterly 
opposed to war. In 1913 she called for resistance to 
conscription at an SPD rally: ‘If they expect us to turn 
murderous weapons against our brothers in France 
or elsewhere, we will shout: “We will not do that!”’ 
For this she was sentenced to a year’s imprisonment 
for ‘incitement to disobedience against authority’.

The Spartacus League
During the war, military censorship made it even 
more difficult to express opposition to the war. In 
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A Spartacist poster, 
encouraging the 
destruction of the old 
order
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Friedrich Ebert  (1871–

1925) First president 

of Germany (1919–25). 

Ebert was head of 

the SPD and led the 

struggle to get the party 

to support German 

participation in the First 

World War. Responsible 

for using extreme force 

to crush the Spartacist 

uprising. 

Freikorps  Descended 

from a long line of 

German mercenaries, by 

1919 the Freikorps were 

volunteer paramilitaries, 

largely formed from 

German war veterans, 

with a nationalist 

orientation. They 

attacked socialists and 

leftists on grounds that 

they were unpatriotic. 

In the 1920s many had 

drifted into the Nazi 

movement.

August 1914, despite its internationalist, anti-war 
position, the SPD voted almost unanimously for 
war credits, with only Karl Liebknecht opposing the 
motion. This betrayal is described in vivid terms in 
Luxemburg’s 1915 ‘Junius’ pamphlet, which ends with 
a warning to the SPD that they would have to stand 
aside ‘to make room for people capable of dealing 
with a new world’.

In February 1916, Liebknecht and Luxemburg 
formed an underground political organisation 
called the Spartacus League (Spartakusbund), which 
published the Spartacus Letters (Spartakusbriefe), illegal 
newssheets aimed at stirring up resistance to the 
war.  In May 1916, they organised a mass anti-war 
rally in Berlin that attracted 10,000 people, but this 
led to their arrest and imprisonment. Liebknecht was 
released in October 1918 under a general amnesty, 
but Luxemburg remained in prison until 9 November 
1918.

Immediately on her release, Luxemburg was in 
the thick of revolutionary organising. As Spartacus 
leader and editor of its newspaper the Rote Fahne (Red 
Flag), she tried to shape the revolution towards direct 
democracy led by the workers and away from violence 
as a means of achieving progress. Her programme 
was set out in the Rote Fahne of December 1918 
‘What does the Spartacus League want?’, which called 
for the overthrow of capitalism, claiming that only 
international socialism offered any hope of restoring 
peace, order and prosperity to a broken world. She 
called for nationalisation of utilities and transport, 

confiscation of private property, the reorganising of 
labour into collectives and fair distribution of food. 
Despite Luxemburg’s heartfelt opposition to violence 
and support for direct democracy, the programme 
advocated an armed proletariat and ended with a 
call to violence against enemies of the revolution: 
‘thumbs on their eyes and knees to their breasts’.

The Spartacists were a small minority within 
the socialist groups, and there was little popular 
support for their radical programme. Working with 
the councils, Chancellor Friedrich Ebert of the 
SPD had managed to secure their support for the 
proposed elections to a national assembly planned 
for January 1919. On 5 January 1919, thousands of 
Berliners came onto the streets to protest against 
the dismissal of their popular chief of police, Emil 
Eichhorn. Against Luxemburg’s better judgement, 
the Spartacists attempted to turn this into an armed 
insurrection aimed at wresting control from the SPD 
and pushing forward with their revolutionary goals. 
Predictably, the small group were unable to withstand 
the combined power of government forces backed by 
all the resources of the state and armed paramilitary 
Freikorps groups, and the uprising was soon crushed.

Violence
The polarisation of the revolutionary period 
contributed to an increased culture of violence 
encouraged and stirred up by the reactionary press, 
who were open in their loathing of the Spartacists. The 
disproportionately brutal response to the Spartacus 
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against proletarian women, whose participation in 
the revolution appeared to place them outside any 
claim to the protection of men or the state. Beaten 
with rifle butts, shot at close range, Luxemburg’s 
body was dumped in Berlin’s Landwehr canal, only 
resurfacing 6 months later. The government publicly 
denied any role in the killings, placing the blame for 
the violence squarely with the Spartacists, who ‘had 
brought their fate upon themselves’.

uprising marked a new phase in the revolution 
and signalled government willingness to suppress 
opposition by killing its own people.

The violence was also gendered: although 
Liebknecht was a hate figure, Luxemburg as a 
Jewish woman attracted particular vilification. On 
the night of 15–16 January 1919, first Liebknecht 
and then Luxemburg were taken from their Berlin 
hotel and killed. Liebknecht was driven into the 
wooded Tiergarten park and shot out of sight of 
witnesses, his unidentified corpse later deposited at 
a morgue, but Luxemburg was struck down in the 
hotel lobby in public view. Her brutal killing reflected 
an increased willingness to use extreme violence 

Ingrid Sharp is professor of German cultural and 
gender history at the University of Leeds. She is 
currently working on an AHRC-funded project on 
women’s role in the German Revolution.

Using this article  
in your exam

How could this article be useful in your exam?

 exam 
focus

The history of Germany from 1918 to 1945 is covered by all the major awarding bodies and is probably still 
the most popular choice of study topic for many teachers and students. However, as Ingrid Sharp points out, 
many aspects of this period of German history are often glossed over, especially the November Revolution of 
1918–19. You should read this article very carefully as the author is adept at showing how important the role 
of Rosa Luxemburg and the Spartacus League were in influencing postwar German politics. By looking at the 
revolution from the point of view of gender, a different perspective from the ‘usual’ is provided (that is, the one 
that emphasises the importance of ‘great men’ in shaping the coming of the German republic and new system 
of government).
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Take your A-level work to the next level 
by getting more from library resources

Most sixth-form students will be familiar with their school or 
college library. But there is a wealth of further excellent library 

resources out there — many close to home. Using a research library 
may appear intimidating but will help improve your A-level essays and 
projects as well as preparing you for university study.

Types of libraries
The best place to start is your own school or college library. Your 
librarian will have a lot of contacts and ideas to help you make the 
most out of using other libraries and resources.

Next, your local library may not offer the latest texts or the widest 
range of material but will be part of a network of libraries across the 
country and will be able to order in resources from other sites for 
you to use. It will also allow you access to some subscription-only 
online resources such as the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 
or Ancestry.co.uk.

Further and higher education colleges and universities are likely 
to have a greater and more specialised offer. Most allow access to 
school and college students during university vacation periods (which 

are longer than school holidays) on the production of a valid ID card 
or letter from your school.

For the more adventurous, the three national libraries offer access 
to unique and specialised collections: the British Library in London, the 
National Library of Scotland in Edinburgh, and the National Library 
of Wales in Aberystwyth. All three are ‘legal deposit libraries’, which 
means that under legislation that has been in place since 1662, they 
receive a copy of every single UK print publication. All three allow 
access to students aged between 16 and 18 but the British Library 
and National Library of Scotland need proof that you cannot obtain 
the information elsewhere, and that it is needed for a specific project 
or essay.

Before you visit
To get the most out of any library, it is best to do some initial 
exploration online before you get there. Check out the library website 
and find out in advance about practicalities such as location, opening 
hours and whether you need identification documents to get a 
reader’s ticket.

Most libraries also have online catalogues so you can do some 
preliminary searching before you arrive. If you are looking for a specific 
text, then copac.jisc.ac.uk brings together the catalogues of around 
90 major UK and Irish libraries and can be used to find the nearest 

 next steps

Using a research library
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Online library catalogues can 
be daunting — take some time 
to figure out how they work
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Searching by subject and keyword

The subject field of a catalogue record contains only the words or 
phrases used by the cataloguer when assigning a subject heading. 
This means you need to be aware of the classification schemes used 
(see above). Unless you type in the exact terms the cataloguer used 
you won’t find the book by searching the subject field. If you choose 
too generic a term you get the opposite problem and are swamped 
with results. For example, if you search for Shakespeare you are 
likely to get thousands of resources returned. Most catalogues have 
the option to refine results, so you could perhaps look for the most 
recent books published by choosing a publication date after 2000.

Keyword searching is more general (a little like internet searching) 
and includes any information about the item which may have been 
entered by the cataloguer. This is not the full text of the book, nor 
is it an abstract (summary) of the book but rather a short paragraph 
containing information the cataloguer thought would be helpful to 
a user.

It is often best to use a combination of keyword searching and 
subject-field searching to make a comprehensive search of the library 
catalogue.

Summary
Although using large national, city, college or university libraries may 
appear daunting, there are lots of resources (online and when you 
visit) to help you with your research. You will find a visit to a research 
library well worth the effort involved.

copy to you. Many specialist libraries offer online ‘tours’ of 
their resources and research and reference guides to ensure 
you make the most of their collections. You may also be able 
to book a face-to-face tour or an opportunity to chat with the 
reference librarians who can offer expert advice.

Library classification schemes
Annoyingly, there is no one standard classification scheme in UK 
libraries. The most common schemes in place are the Universal 
Decimal Classification (UDC), the Dewey Decimal Classification and 
the Library of Congress Classification. So, E. P. Thompson’s Making 
of the English Working-Class is catalogued under 331 THO for the 
UDC system; 305.562 THO for Dewey Decimal; and HD8388.T47 for 
the Library of Congress. Other libraries may have their own versions. 
However, the aim of each system is to place books covering the same 
subject on the same shelf. This is very helpful for research purposes. 
Even if the book you want is not on the library shelf, by browsing 
around that area you may find a wealth of other relevant resources. 
Be aware though that oversize books, reference materials, pamphlets, 
DVDs and other resources may be located in other parts of the library.

Using the online catalogue
Long gone are the days of card catalogues where readers had to skim 
through thousands of cards to find the relevant resource. However, 
using an online catalogue can be equally overwhelming if you don’t 
understand how it works. Most catalogues are searchable by author, 
title, classification code, subject and keyword.

Searching by author, title or classification code
If you know the author and/or title of the book you want, then 
they are the best search categories. If the author’s surname is very 
common, then it helps to know their first name or initials and to 
combine the search with keywords from the title. Once you have 
found the title you will get the full publication details necessary for 
referencing and bibliographic purposes. You will also be given the 
book’s location, which in big university libraries can be important as 
they may spread over several floors. The result will also contain the 
book’s classification code. By searching for books with the same code, 
you will find many more related resources.

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

Box 1 Top tips for effective library research

1 Know your library: check out opening hours, access and 
borrowing rights, the catalogue and library specialisms online before 
you visit.

2 Get to grips with different classification schemes and online 
catalogues. Frustratingly, there are many different systems in place.

3 Learn key searching tips. If your book is written by someone 
with a common surname, add their initial or first name to limit your 
results, e.g. Smith, Richard.

4 Limit your search further by refining your results by date, 
publisher, resource, etc.

5 If you are conducting a title search DO NOT include the words 
‘the’, ‘a’ or ‘an’ at the beginning of the title.

6 Learn how to use the Boolean operators: AND, OR, NOT to help 
with your catalogue searching.
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The Red Fort, Delhi, a Mughal residence 
for nearly 200 years
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East India Company   

A privately owned 

joint-stock company 

founded in 1600 to 

trade with ‘the East’. It 

came to exert increasing 

governmental control 

over expanding parts of 

India until its role was 

taken over by the British 

government in 1858. 

See article by Ellen Filor 

in MODERN HISTORY REVIEW 

Vol. 20, No. 1, p. 24.

The Mughal empire
Nandini Chatterjee

The Mughal empire, which stretched across 
the Indian subcontinent up to present-
day Afghanistan between the sixteenth 

and eighteenth centuries, was one of the greatest 
empires of the early modern world. The English 
word ‘mogul’, indicating unlimited power and 
grandeur, derives from British encounters with that 
empire. In fact, the British empire in India built on 
Mughal foundations to a much greater extent than 
is commonly acknowledged.

Central Asian origins
The Mughal empire was established in 1526, when a 
Central Asian warrior-prince called Babur invaded 
India and captured Delhi. Babur was the harried 
ruler of a petty principality called Farghana in 
present-day Afghanistan. But he was proud of his 
formidable ancestry — he was a direct descendant 
of the conqueror Timur, known to Europeans as 
Tamerlane, and claimed descent on his mother’s side 
from Genghis Khan. The dynasty, which referred to 
itself as ‘Timurid,’ never forgot this family heritage.

Cultural synthesis
Babur felt himself famously out of place in his new 
homeland, complaining about the people, the climate 
and the food. Within two generations, however, the 
Mughal emperors not only became completely at 
home in India, but sponsored a brilliant composite 
courtly culture, including elements from India, Iran, 
Central Asia and further afield.

An important factor in that process was the 
politically astute marriages undertaken by the third 
Mughal emperor, Akbar. Inheriting the throne when 
barely in his teens, Akbar defeated a host of enemies, 
ranging from his own cousins to Hindu Rajput 

This article explores the cultural, social and military 
complexities of the Mughal empire, and considers 
its impact on British interests in the region

Go online for exercises on the Mughal 
empire (www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
historyreviewextras)

ModernHistoryReviewExtras
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In the 1580s, Mughal 
emperor Akbar hosted 
multi-faith debates for 
political ends
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princes determined to defend their desert kingdoms. 
(Rajput was a Hindu Indian warrior group.) Akbar’s 
greatness, however, lay in turning his enemies into 
his courtiers and relatives. He married a series 
of Rajput princesses and offered their fathers and 
brothers leading positions in his increasingly multi-
ethnic court, tying the Mughal dynasty closely to the 
indigenous military elites of India.

Being a Mughal noble
Many Mughal nobles were members of defeated royal 
dynasties, others were from humbler backgrounds: 
soldiers, administrators, writers and singers who had 
managed to catch the eye of the emperor, or found 
a powerful noble who could recommend them. 
The Mughal emperors viewed all their nobles as 
employees, and called them mansabdars: a word which 
literally means ‘position-holder’. Mansabdars held 
their positions at the emperor’s discretion and were 
paid in proportion to their services, at least in theory. 
Mughal nobles included Persians, Central Asians, 
Afghans and Indians, both Muslim and Hindu.

Abul Fazl, the chief courtier of Emperor Akbar, 
described in the Ain-i Akbari (Rules of Akbar) — 
a manual for the administration of the empire — 
how the mansabdars were selected, ranked and paid. 
Abul Fazl also composed imperial directives to such 
nobles, instructing them on how to behave: what to 
read, whom to socialise with and even how much 
to eat and drink.

The Mughal model of aristocratic comportment 
was so influential and persistent that even when 
Mughal power faded in the eighteenth century, many 
Europeans including British men in India aspired to 
become ‘White Mughals’. They dressed and held court 
like Mughal nobles, wrote Persian letters, acquired 
Persian-language personal seals, and married or 
lived with Indian women in traditional Mughal-
style households.

Language, literature and culture
At the core of Mughal cultural influence was a 
cosmopolitan courtly culture centred around the 
use of Persian language. Although Babur spoke a 
variant of Turkish, like most Central Asian princes of 
the time, he and his descendants, and consequently 
their courtiers, were fluent in Persian, the language 
of high literary culture and administration across an 
extensive swathe of Eurasia.

Emperor Akbar sponsored huge projects of 
translating sacred and secular Indian books written 
in the ancient Indian language, Sanskrit, to Persian. 
Persian-writing authors, including Indians, also 
produced many original works in a range of subjects. 

It was through these Persian-language books that the 
British would later begin to access Indian history, 
culture and law.

This became possible because over time, a small 
but significant number of East India Company 
employees learnt to read and write Persian up to a 
very high standard. Some of them became profound 
admirers of the literary treasures of the Persian-
writing world, which included Mughal India.
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Mughal recruitment centred around certain 
geographic and ethnic nodes, stretched along an 
arc from central to northwestern India. These were 
also the very same people who eventually signed up 
to the English East India Company’s service, when 
it began to develop an army of its own. As Mughal 
power and ability to pay declined in the eighteenth 
century, the company became a much more attractive 
employer, and eventually went on to create the largest 
standing army in the world, consisting predominantly 
of Indian soldiers.

Unlike the Mughal army, however, the company’s 
army was directly recruited, i.e. not via nobles. Also, 
despite their frequent use of gunpowder weapons, the 
Mughals paid their musketeers poorly, and accorded 
lower status to them. The classic Mughal soldier was 
a horseman using swords, daggers, lances and bow 
and arrow. In contrast, the well-drilled, gun-bearing 
foot-soldier became the strength of the company’s 
army. After the decline of Mughal power, the company 
leased out this Indian army to various regional 
powers, also using it to conquer vast territories all 
over the subcontinent and beyond.

Europeans in Mughal India
The East India Company arrived at this position 
of dominance through a long process involving 
competition with several European and Indian 
powers. Europeans had arrived in India before 
the Mughals. In the early sixteenth century, the 
Portuguese had established a sea-based empire, 
headquartered in Goa, in western India, and harassed 
all traders in the Indian Ocean through a piracy and 
protection racket. The land-oriented Mughals took 
relatively little interest in these activities.

But in the 1580s, Emperor Akbar invited Jesuit 
missionaries in Goa to his court, to participate in 
multi-religious debates involving Muslim, Hindu, 

Persian continued to be the language of record-
keeping, coinage and court proceedings in the early 
days of the British empire in India. English only 
gradually replaced Persian as the language of higher 
education, business and administration in India from 
the mid-nineteenth century.

War and soldiers
It was in the realm of warfare that Mughal legacy was 
both most significant and most abruptly discontinued. 
The Mughal emperors maintained a large personal 
guard of mounted horsemen and musket-bearing 
foot soldiers, recruited and paid directly by the 
central treasury.

The bulk of the Mughal army, however, was 
supplied by the mansabdars, who hired and equipped 
horsemen, frequently recruiting from specific ethnic 
groups with which they had a close relationship (not 
exclusively their own). Pay was disbursed to the 
mansabdars by the imperial treasury and through tax-
collection rights, in order to enable them to maintain 
such armies.

Box 1 Key figures

Babur  Founder of the Mughal Empire in India. Ruled 
1526–1530.

Akbar (the Great)  Babur’s grandson. Ruled  
1556–1605. He strengthened the empire and 
elaborated its structures; known for his religious 
open-mindedness.

Abul Fazl  Chief courtier, biographer and personal 
friend of Emperor Akbar. Author of Ain-i Akbari (Rules 
of Akbar).

Sir Thomas Roe  English ambassador to the court of 
emperor Jahangir, Akbar’s son, who ruled 1605–27.

Aurangzeb  The sixth and last major Mughal 
emperor. Ruled 1658–1707, a controversial figure for 
his religious policies.

Shivaji  Maratha warlord and empire-builder from 
western India.
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would never ‘descend to article or bynde himselfe 
reciprocally to any prince upon terms of equality…’.

And this, indeed, remained the case during the 
reigns of the next two emperors. Emperor Shah Jahan 
(who built the magnificent Taj Mahal as a tomb for his 
beloved wife) was decidedly less fond of Europeans. 
His son, emperor Aurangzeb, worked hard to project 
a reputation of Islamic orthodoxy, which was partly 
a political move. Surprisingly, however, it was during 
this orthodox emperor’s reign that the English East 
India Company made the first advances towards 
gaining tax-exemptions and trading privileges within 
the Mughal empire.

From trade to conspiracy to empire
In 1664, Shivaji, an ambitious Maratha warlord from 
western India, attacked and sacked Surat, the most 
important port of the Mughal empire. The English 
traders were the only ones to put up a serious fight, 
entrenched in their fortified warehouse. When this 
news reached emperor Aurangzeb, he rewarded them 
with an order for the reduction of customs duties.

From around this time, however, rebellious 
warrior-groups, less amenable to being recruited by 
the Mughals, started to become a serious problem. 
Shivaji, and the Maratha empire he and his successors 
created, was only the most prominent of such rebels 
and state-builders. By the early eighteenth century, 
and especially after Aurangzeb died in in 1707, even 
the governors of Mughal provinces joined the tide of 
setting up their own kingdoms.

Always on the lookout for the best tax deals, the 
East India Company began meddling in the politics of 
these regional states, and in 1757, ended up defeating 
the ruler of one such major regional state — Bengal 
— and placing a puppet king on the throne. This was 
the beginning of the end for the Mughal empire, but 
not of Mughal influence. A hundred years later, in 
1857, the Indian soldiers of the East India Company 
mutinied, and made a ferocious but doomed effort to 
restore the Mughal emperor to real power. In 1858, 
the British Crown dismissed the company, exiled 
the last Mughal emperor and assumed charge of the 
empire of India.

Jain and Zoroastrian religious scholars. Although the 
Jesuits hoped to thereby convert the emperor, Akbar 
used them to undermine the authority of Muslim 
religious scholars, and thus gain full spiritual as well 
as political authority within his empire.

In 1600, a group of English merchants formed 
the East India Company, which received a charter 
from Queen Elizabeth I. These merchants bought 
various products, most importantly, valuable 
textiles produced in India, for re-selling in Europe. 
They set up ‘factories’, or warehouses for storing 
their merchandise, in various Indian coastal cities, 
beginning with Surat on the western coast. Soon, they 
also began to approach the Mughal imperial court 
for trading privileges over other European rivals.

Sir Thomas Roe
In 1615, an impoverished nobleman called Sir 
Thomas Roe was appointed ambassador to the 
Mughal court by the King James I, his lavish expenses 
borne by the company. With the aim of negotiating 
a treaty between the Mughals and the English, 
Sir Thomas Roe followed the imperial camp for 
more than 4 years. However, he eventually left his 
mission unaccomplished, frustrated by intricate court 
politics, cultural differences and his own lack of 
linguistic and social skills. His journal, published 
posthumously, provides a rich, if not entirely reliable 
account of the imperial court under Emperor Jahangir,  
Akbar’s son.

Although Roe wanted an international treaty, the 
Mughals had never heard of such a thing. Roe had 
to be content with some generic orders from the 
benevolent but uninterested emperor Jahangir, and 
supplementary orders from the crown-prince, later 
emperor Shah Jahan. Roe crossly commented that the 
Mughal emperor was an ‘overgrown eliphant’ who 

Nandini Chatterjee is senior lecturer in imperial/
colonial history at the University of Exeter. She 
publishes regularly on the Mughal and British 
empires.

1526  Babur invades India and conquers Delhi

1556  Babur’s grandson Akbar is crowned emperor

1600  English East India Company chartered

1605  Jahangir becomes emperor

1615  Sir Thomas Roe reaches Jahangir’s court

1628  Shah Jahan becomes emperor

1658  Aurangzeb becomes emperor

1664  Shivaji sacks Surat

1707  Aurangzeb dies

1710–11  The governor of Bengal province stops 
sending revenue to the Mughal emperor

1757  The East India Company defeats the Nawab 
(governor-turned-ruler) of Bengal

1857  Rebellion of the East India Company’s troops

1858  British Crown takes over the East India 
Company’s territories in India

Chronology 

Richards, J. F. (1993) The Mughal Empire, Cambridge.

British Library, ‘Memoirs of Babur’: www.tinyurl.
com/ydb9frem.

V&A Museum, ‘Mughal Empire’: www.tinyurl.com/
yd9cdm55.

Further reading Further reading
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on their validity and reliability regardless of whether they might be 
classified as primary or secondary. Besides, the classification can be 
quite difficult to apply to some sources (the Bible being a prime 
example).

What types of questions are asked about them?
The types of questions found on exam papers mainly take the form 
of those presented in Table 1. You will notice that the questions have 
key features in common:

  ■ They all demand an assessment of the validity (or reliability) of 
the sources. Historical sources are said to have ‘strength’ if they are 
valid, i.e. if they are relevant to the topic being researched and if they 
can be validated (seen to make sense). This is linked to reliability. If 
sources are reliable then they are considered to be trustworthy, i.e. 
they are speaking the ‘truth’. The more reliable a source, the stronger 
its utility (usefulness).

  ■ They either directly or indirectly require a judgement about the 
relative importance of the sources (that is, a view supported by source 
content and contextual knowledge about which source is most useful 
as evidence about a specified historical issue).

  ■ They ask for use to be made of the content of sources and 
contextual knowledge in the evaluation of the worth of the sources.

This column considers how you might best 
tackle exam questions on contemporary sources

Answering questions on sources has been an integral part of AS 
and A-level exams for some time. However, over the last few 

years there has been a change to source-based questions that have 
a clearer focus on evaluation of the utility of sources. There has also 
been a move towards differentiating between tasks connected to 
the analysis of contemporary (or primary) and secondary sources (or 
interpretations).

What is a contemporary source?
A contemporary source is one that belongs to the period you are 
studying. That is why it is also referred to as a ‘first-hand account’ 
(or primary source). It will have been produced by people who were 
alive during the period under scrutiny and who may have acted as 
‘eye-witnesses’ to what was happening.

A trap you might fall into is one that claims primary sources are 
more valid and reliable than secondary sources. This is not always 
true. All historical sources, whatever their nature, are prone to the 
same fallibilities. They all have strengths and limitations which impact 

 exam skills

Answering questions 
on primary sources
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Box 1
Source 1: Extract from Peel’s resignation speech

Sir, I now close the observations which it has been my duty to 
address to the House, thanking them sincerely for the favour with 
which they have listened to me in performing this last act of my 
official career. Within a few hours, probably, that power which I 
have held for a period of 5 years will be surrendered into the hands 
of another — without repining — without complaint on my part — 
with a more lively recollection of the support and confidence I have 
received during several years, than of the opposition which during a 
recent period I have encountered. 

In relinquishing power, I shall leave a name, severely censured I 
fear by many who, on public grounds, deeply regret the severance 
of party ties — deeply regret that severance, not from interested 
or personal motives, but from the firm conviction that fidelity to 
party engagements — the existence and maintenance of a great 
party — constitutes a powerful instrument of government: I shall 
surrender power severely censured also, by others who, from no 
interested motive, adhere to the principle of protection, considering 
the maintenance of it to be essential to the welfare and interests of 
the country: I shall leave a name execrated by every monopolist who, 
from less honourable motives, clamours for protection because it 
conduces to his own individual benefit; but it may be that I shall leave 
a name sometimes remembered with expressions of good will in the 
abodes of those whose lot it is to labour, and to earn their daily bread 
by the sweat of their brow, when they shall recruit their exhausted 
strength with abundant and untaxed food, the sweeter because it is 
no longer leavened by a sense of injustice.

Source: Part of Robert Peel’s resignation speech to the House of Commons, June 
1846

A note on bias
You might view questions about sources as an opportunity to explore 
the concept of bias. Bias means offering a one-sided or prejudiced 
perspective. Nearly all contemporary sources could be classified as 
being biased. Therefore, the term is not especially helpful in  
evaluating sources. It is far better to consider what sources tell us 
about the attitudes, beliefs, ideals and views of people at the time 
that is being studied and how this influences the value that we attach 
to sources.

Assessment requirements
To successfully address the assessment requirements, you need to 
consider the following source focus points and be able to answer 
the associated questions:

  ■ Contextual knowledge How much depth and breadth of 
knowledge is required?

  ■ Provenance (origins) What type of source? Who produced the 
source? When/where/how was the source produced?

Table 1 Questions about contemporary sources

Question type Features

Why is Source X valuable to the 
historian for an enquiry into… 
Explain your answer using the 
source, information given about 
it and your own knowledge of 
the historical context.

Explanation
Assessment of validity of one 
source
Utilisation of content
Utilisation of contextual knowledge

How much weight do you give 
the evidence of Source X for an 
enquiry into… 
Explain your answer using the 
source, information given about 
it and your own knowledge of 
the historical context.

As above

With reference to these sources 
and your understanding of the 
historical context, which of these 
two sources is more valuable in 
explaining X?

Explanation
Assessment of validity of two 
sources
Utilisation of content
Utilisation of contextual knowledge

How far could the historian 
make use of sources X and Y 
together to investigate… 
Explain your answer using the 
sources, information given about 
them and your own knowledge 
of the historical context.

Explanation
Assessment of validity of two 
sources
Judgement about relative 
importance of two sources
Utilisation of content
Utilisation of contextual knowledge

Use your knowledge of X, to 
assess how useful source Y is as 
evidence for Z. 

Assessment of validity of two 
sources

Using these three sources in 
their historical context, assess 
how far they support the view 
that X.

Assessment of validity of three 
sources
Utilisation of content
Utilisation of contextual knowledge

  ■ Motive Why was the source produced?
  ■ Tone What is the nature of the language used in the source, e.g. 

official/non-official; formal/informal; emotional/non-emotional?
  ■ Content How much of the source is fact, opinion or judgement? 

(Note that fact + opinion = judgement.)
  ■ Argument What is the point of view being expressed in the 

source?
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 Once these focus-point questions are understood they can be 
applied to sources, individually and in pairs/groups to provide a 
platform for the evaluation of validity and reliability. Furthermore, 
once validity and reliability have been established, overall conclusions 
can be drawn about which sources can be seen to be the most/least 
convincing in providing evidence about an historical event or figure.

Table 2 Point of analysis template

Point for analysis Information

Contextual 
knowledge

‘the House’ refers to the House of Commons
Peel’s 5-year career-second ministry (1841–46)
‘principle of protection’ — the debate over the 
Corn Laws and free trade more generally
‘welfare and interest of the country’ — the 
party vs nation debate

Provenance Record of parliamentary speech
Peel
June 1846
House of Commons
Recorder

Motive To explain why Peel had resigned from office
To express concerns over the direction of the 
Conservative Party

Tone Official
Formal
Some emotion: regret, disappointment, anger

Content Much about party divisions and Peel’s stance on 
protectionism

Argument The need to move towards free trade was 
essential for the welfare of people

Other The source is only an extract from the full record 
of the speech

Box 2
Source 2: Disraeli’s attack on Peel

Last week the debate in the House of Commons came to a close at 
last, wound up by a speech of Disraeli’s, very clever, in which he 
hacked and mangled Peel with the most unsparing severity, and 
positively tortured his victim. It was a miserable and degrading 
spectacle. The whole mass of the Protectionists cheered him with 
vociferous delight, making the roof ring again, and when Peel spoke, 
they screamed and hooted at him in the most brutal manner. When 
he vindicated himself, and talked of honour and conscience, they 
assailed him with shouts of derision and gestures of contempt[...]
They hunt him like a fox, and they are eager to run him down and kill 
him in the open, and they are full of exultation at thinking they have 
nearly accomplished this object.

Source: Greville, B. (1885) The Greville Memoirs, Longman

Table 2 gives an indication of how this might be used to analyse 
a source on Robert Peel and his view on protectionism in 1846 (see 
also the article by Richard Gaunt on p.24 for context of Peel and the 
Corn Laws). Some illustrative content has been provided in Box 1.

Activity
Consider the following exam-type question:

With reference to these sources and your understanding of the 
historical context, which of the two sources is more valuable in 
explaining whether divisions in the Conservative Party in 1846 were 
due to Robert Peel’s character.

To begin, complete a copy of Table 2 for the source presented in 
Box 2. Then compare the content of the tables for Sources 1 and 2, 
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linking this to what you think are the relative strengths and limitations 
of the sources as evidence of Peel’s role in causing a split in the 
Conservative Party. Make a record of your observations and follow 
this up by making an overall judgement about the relative importance 
of the sources (use Box 3 as a guideline).

Conclusion
Successful answers to exam questions on contemporary sources can 
be achieved by a methodical and rigorous approach to evaluation as 
suggested in this column. You should take particular note of how a 
balance between the use of contextual and content-based knowledge 
and skills of analysis needs to be gained if answers are going to reach 
the highest grade levels.

Andy Holland is an experienced history teacher.

Box 3
Sample overall judgement

Source 1 appears to be the most valuable source in informing us 
about X as it…

Although it displays some limitations, in particular X, these are 
outweighed by…

Source 2 shows some validity and reliability as evidence about X but 
is not as convincing an explanation as Source 1. This is due mainly to 
the fact that it…
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Class
The first histories of the movement were written by Chartists themselves, 
for example Robert Gammage’s History of the Chartist Movement, 
published in 1854. These emphasised class tensions between the 
working-class activists and the middle-class who had benefited from 
political reform but wanted to exclude those lower down the social scale.

The importance of Chartism to the development of class 
consciousness was echoed by twentieth-century (often Marxist) 
commentators. However, in the 1980s and 1990s historians such 
as Gareth Stedman Jones and Patrick Joyce, analysing the language 
of Chartism, started to discount the primacy of class and argue the 
movement should be explained in terms of politics rather than class 
conflict.

Today, historians usually adopt a more nuanced view of the political, 
cultural and linguistic dimensions of class rather than defining it solely in 
economic terms. As such, most recognise class still has a part to play in 
understanding Chartism.
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 timeline

1838 May 
People’s Charter published. It 
consisted of six points:

  ■ universal adult male suffrage
  ■ secret ballot
  ■ no property qualifications for MPs
  ■ payment of MPs
  ■ equal-sized constituencies
  ■ annual parliaments

1839 July 
Bull Ring Riots in Birmingham

1840 January 
Sheffield Rising

1842 May 
Commons reject second 
Chartist petition

1836 June 
London Working Men’s 
Association founded

1839 May 
Rebecca Riots in Wales

1839 November 
Commons rejects first national 
petition; many Chartists 
imprisoned; Newport Rising

1840 July 
National Charter Association 
founded

The Chartist movement is one of the most 
important working-class political movements in 
British history. Here, we explore the differing 
approaches that historians have taken to Chartism Chartism

Commons reject second 

1843 March 
Feargus O’Connor and other 
Chartist leaders go on trial. 
They are acquitted of main 
charges

1840 July
National Charter Association 

1842 August–September 
Plug Plots

1830 1835 1840 1845
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Gender
The role of women in the Chartist campaigns has offered 
historians early examples of female political activism. 
Feminist historians, such as Dorothy Thompson, writing in 
the 1970s, presented a relatively pessimistic view of the 
role of women suggesting they were marginalised by male 
protestors and performed auxiliary duties such as making 
tea, fund-raising and collecting signatures. More recent 
writers, for example Malcolm Chase and Anna Clark, have 
taken a more positive view, seeing female participation as 
fundamental to shaping the movement. Female Chartists 
took part in violent uprisings and strikes as well as acting 
as lecturers and running associated organisations such as 
Chartist temperance and religious groups.

Culture
As political and gender historians have developed a richer 
and more sophisticated understanding of Chartism, they 
have uncovered its contribution to the development of 
a new and dynamic form of political culture and shed 
light on the everyday lives of ordinary working-class men, 
women and children. Alongside the petitions, rallies and 
industrial action were concerts, Sunday schools, dances 
and lecture tours. Working-class homes were decorated 
with prints from the Chartist newspaper, the Northern 
Star, which published poetry and short stories alongside 
political speeches and pamphlets.

17www.hoddereducation.co.uk/historyreview

Chartism

1843 March 
Feargus O’Connor and other 
Chartist leaders go on trial. 
They are acquitted of main 
charges

1843 March
Feargus O’Connor and other 
Chartist leaders go on trial. 
They are acquitted of main 

1847 July 
O’Connor elected MP 
for Nottingham, the 
only Chartist to sit in the 
Commons

1858 February 
Last National Chartist 
ConventionFeargus O’Connor and other 

Chartist leaders go on trial. 
They are acquitted of main 

1847 July
O’Connor elected MP 
for Nottingham, the 
only Chartist to sit in the 
Commons

1848 May 
Third national petition 
presented but laughed out 
of Commons; widespread 
Chartist unrest, large 
number of arrests and 
leaders imprisoned

1842 August–September 
Plug Plots
1842 August–September
Plug Plots

1845 April 
O’Connor launches Chartist 
Land Cooperative Society

1842 August–September 1845 April
O’Connor launches Chartist 
Land Cooperative Society

1848 February 
Mass meeting at Kennington 
Common, London
Mass meeting at Kennington 
Common, London

1855 August 
Death of O’Connor
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 online sources

The collection

The department holds the UK’s national collection of prints and 
drawings. The collection focuses on the Western world (other parts of 
the world being represented by other departments) from the fifteenth 
century onwards. This includes around 2 million prints and 50,000 
drawings, alongside items as diverse as playing cards and fans. The 
collection also houses a large reference library to assist with the study 
of the material. It is therefore one of the most significant collections 
of its type in the world.

The British Museum  
    Department of 
Prints and Drawings

Historians often use visual sources in their work. 
One of the key repositories for these is the British 
Museum’s Department of Prints and Drawings, 
which has an excellent online catalogue

This column explores the kinds of sources held by the British 
Museum’s Department of Prints and Drawings, and looks at 

some of the practical and historical issues that you need to bear in 
mind when using them.
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reproduction, such as what is on the margins or the reverse. More 
fundamentally, you get a sense of the artwork as a material object: 
you appreciate its scale, the materials employed, and the way that 
people at the time would have encountered it.

Having said that, researching the material online has key advantages 
— apart from the obvious that the material can be viewed from 
anywhere in the world and it protects the originals from excessive 
handling. The database is searchable by keyword, speeding up the 
research process and allowing the researcher to find things they may 
not otherwise have found. Given that many searches will result in a 
huge number of hits, the website allows researchers to limit searches 
by period and a range of other specific fields.

A key advantage of researching eighteenth-century satirical 
prints online is that the Stephens and George catalogue has been 
reproduced in the item descriptions. As well as taking you straight 
to this vital information, it also allows you to search their curatorial 
descriptions by keyword, so it is a great way to find a representation of 
an obscure individual, event or material article. Finally, the site allows 
researchers to download high resolution copies of the digital images, 
so you can use them in your own work. The collection is therefore a 
real asset for projects and presentations.

It is possible to visit the collection in person. Most users nowadays, 
however, will encounter the collection via the British Museum’s 
excellent online collection: www.tinyurl.com/qet7ffg. Most of the 
department’s holdings have been digitised, and even items that 
haven’t give detailed curatorial information.

The Department of Prints and Drawings was founded in 1808 and 
was largely based on the collections of some key Georgian antiquarians 
such as Sir Hans Sloane. The collection has been continually added to 
since that time and, from the later nineteenth century, the collection 
was properly catalogued and subjected to scholarly study. Highlights 
from the collection include works by old masters such as Leonardo 
da Vinci and Michaelangelo, prints by Dürer and Goya, sketches by 
Henry Moore and visual works by William Blake.

The satirical print
Historians of modern Britain probably know the department best 
for its collection of cartoons. It has the best collection of Georgian 
satirical prints in the world as well as the work of many Victorian print 
artists, such as the Punch cartoonist John Tenniel. The key reference 
work for Georgian prints is based on the collection: Catalogue of 
Political and Personal Satires Preserved in the Department of Prints 
and Drawings in the British Museum (1870–1954), edited by Frederic 
George Stephens and Dorothy George. This multi-volume work is a 
treasure trove of information about the prints themselves and the 
contemporary issues that they comment upon, and when historians 
use Georgian prints they often give the ‘British Museum Satires’ 
number as a standard reference.

Historians of the eighteenth century often use satirical prints in 
an illustrative way in books and articles. This is possibly because 
caricatures comment directly on the issues of the day, and historians 
often regard them as an accessible medium that reflected public 
opinion. Recent scholars of prints, however, have shown that prints 
may not have been so accessible at the time: they were not produced 
cheaply or in large numbers, although if you lived in London you might 
have had the opportunity to peruse them in print-shop windows. 
Nor did they provide an impartial commentary on events: artists 
were often in the pay of politicians, or in some cases were politicians 
themselves.

Caricature started as an elite hobby, learned by gentlemen on 
the Grand Tour to Italy, but became a sophisticated commercial art 
form in the hands of artists such as William Hogarth, James Gillray 
and Thomas Rowlandson. ‘Caricatura’ involves exaggerating aspects 
of personal appearance to say something telling about their subject. 
It is a very complex medium, so historians should not assume that 
just because a source is visual, it was accessible to the illiterate. 
Satirical prints employed a complex visual language, full of symbols 
and references, and often quite a lot of text. Georgians learned to 
communicate and commentate on events using this hybrid visual form: 
there are arguably parallels with today’s world of internet memes 
and social media, which similarly employ a highly referential, visual 
form of knowledge.

Using the collection
Since many of the works are very valuable and fragile, viewing them 
in person must be done with great care and under the supervision of 
the specialist staff. There is much to be gained by viewing the originals 
rather than a reproduction. You get a better sense of the colour and 
detail of the works, as well as details that may not be visible on a 

Matthew McCormack is professor of history at the University of 
Northampton. He has published widely on eighteenth-century 
Britain, including Embodying the Militia in Georgian England 
(2015).
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Soldiers patrol the streets of London 
on the tenth day of the General Strike

1.5 million other workers. This dwarfed the miners’ 
strikes of 1912, as well as the later one of 1984, and 
represented the biggest stoppage ever to confront the 
British economy. It affected virtually every aspect of 
life. Transport, food supplies, schools, the newspaper 
press — all were disrupted and the country found 
itself in uncharted waters.

Historical interpretations of this extraordinary 
event have largely focused on what it can tell us 
about the political culture and social relations of 
interwar Britain. Could it ever have escalated into 
a British counterpart to the Russian Revolution? It 
certainly represented the high watermark of ‘direct 
action’ by the labour movement. Readers of the 
anti-socialist press could be forgiven for viewing 
the strike as the moment when class antagonism 
— between trade-unionised, manual workers and 
salaried, middle-class property owners — looked set 
to become class war.

For nine days in May 1926 Britain experienced 
its only general strike. On 4 May, over  
1 million miners went on strike in a dispute 

with mine owners over wages and working hours. 
As the Trades Union Congress galvanised support 
from other industries, the miners were joined by over  

Did the General Strike of 1926 ever threaten to transform 
into revolution? How did politicians and the public respond 
when over 1 million workers abandoned their roles?

Geraint Thomas
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Soldiers patrol the streets of London 
on the tenth day of the General Strike

The disruption of postwar recovery?
Conservatives
Nearly 8 years on from the Armistice, and after four 
general elections, it was perhaps inevitable that the 
strike would generate commentary about the condition 
of Britain in the turbulent years since the war. The 
Conservative government argued that the strike, 
quite apart from posing a threat to constitutional 
order, posed a threat to economic recovery. Such 
claims, commonplace in the speeches of government 
ministers, asserted that the rehabilitation of the 
British economy had finally been underway following 
the loss of export markets during the war. Speaking 
at a public meeting in Hornsey a month after the 
strike, Churchill opened his speech with the following 
remarks:

‘ With the spring of this year we had good reason 
to think that the corner was turned. The first 
signs of prosperity began to return to our trade; 
orders began to increase; business was ready to 
expand; the pound sterling looked the dollar in 
the face; unemployment for the first time for 
7 years dropped below a million. That was the 
position in April last. Then came the disasters…

 ’The anti-socialist press echoed this message. The 
Daily Express, for example, declared on the eve of the 
strike that a large-scale industrial stoppage would 
mean ‘a dagger-thrust at the trade recovery of the 
country and a deadly blow to the prosperity of every 
working man’s home.’

Labour
Because the Labour party leadership under Ramsay 
MacDonald distanced itself from the TUC’s decision 
to strike, it is too frequently concluded that the 
two party leaderships occupied a similar position. 
Insofar as they declared themselves constitutionalists 
opposed to direct action, this is true. But this did 
not stop Labour developing its own public discourse 
on the question of postwar recovery. Whereas the 
government lamented a disrupted recovery, Labour 
posed the question: what recovery?

The politicians’ response
Despite its preparations to mitigate the effects of 
a major strike, the government undoubtedly felt 
intimidated by the scale of what occurred. The 
decision of newspaper print-workers to strike denied 
the Conservative government a vital propaganda tool 
and forced it hastily to establish its own broadsheet, 
The British Gazette, under the editorship of the most 
belligerent anti-socialist in the cabinet, the chancellor 
of the exchequer, Winston Churchill.

Churchill and other Conservatives were not alone 
in fearing where the strike might lead. Many trade 
unionist leaders, including Ernest Bevin, who 
would serve in Churchill’s wartime cabinet, sought 
a negotiated settlement to the miners’ dispute and 
remained anxious to protect collective bargaining, 
rather than direct action, as the cornerstone of 
industrial relations.

The public’s response
Alternatively, is the main significance to be found 
in the constitutional instincts of the British people, 
whose conduct brought the strike to a swift and 
peaceful conclusion? While violence and rioting 
occurred, these were by no means prominent features 
of the strike. In fact, many testimonies emphasise 
the spirit of humour and community cooperation 
that marked the public’s everyday experiences of 
the strike. These included the cheerful exploits of 
volunteers who stepped in as emergency transport 
workers and the charitable efforts by non-strikers on 
behalf of strikers and their families. Meanwhile for 
the young men who volunteered their services, many 
of them public-school and university educated, the 
strike represented an opportunity to serve a ‘patriotic’ 
cause and thereby requite the guilt felt at having 
failed to fight alongside the generation of 1914–18.

A postwar event
The General Strike was significant in another 
important way, so far neglected by historians. The 
strike was a crucial political moment that caused 
politicians to reflect on the economic and social 
health of the nation since the end of war in 1918. The 
strike contributed to a growing public consciousness 
of living in ‘postwar Britain’, as both main parties 
constructed commentaries on people’s experience 
since 1918 and offered competing visions of future 
reconstruction. In doing so, the strike generated a 
powerful temporal framework for some of the most 
important debates in politics in the late 1920s. The 
consequences became apparent with Labour’s return 
to government in 1929, but also — ultimately — with 
Labour’s famous vision of postwar reconstruction 
in 1945.
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According to Labour, the strike signified not a 
revolutionary moment but an understandable response 
to a ‘recovery’ that proved all too elusive to the wage-
earning majority. Within the mining industry, Labour 
argued, only the owners had benefited from recovery. 
This was probably inaccurate, given that profits from 
trade were down, but this hardly mattered. Labour 
traded on social memories of wartime profiteering 
to argue that in peace as in war the mine owners, 
together with their industrialist and financier friends, 
were withholding the rewards rightfully due to those 
who had served in the trenches and now manned the 
postwar economy. The avaricious mine owner came 
to embody, as one Labour leaflet put it, an economy 
that rewarded ‘the millionaires not the millions’.

Memories of wartime
It was not only Labour that used the memories and 
language of war. Across the political divide, politicians 
and newspaper editors invoked memories of wartime 
service to valorise the motives of the common striker. 
Conservatives frequently commented that the strike 
was the result of a misplaced loyalty to union leaders 
by workers whose sense of deferential and comradely 
loyalty was forged with patriotic intent during the 
war. But it was Labour that did most to entrench and 
define a ‘postwar’ political consciousness in the years 
following the strike.

Shaping public expectations of the 
‘postwar’
Conservatives
In October 1926, the Conservatives met in 
Scarborough for their annual conference, at which 
the main subject of discussion was trade union law. 
In his closing speech, Stanley Baldwin committed 
the government to outlawing sympathetic striking 
and requiring union members to contract-into, rather 
than contract-out of, the system for paying union 
subscriptions to the Labour party. This resulted in 
the famous Trade Disputes Act of 1927 (repealed by 
the Attlee government in 1946).

Normally ignored, however, is Baldwin’s other 
main theme: ‘The last months through which we 
have passed’, he said, ‘have postponed for some 
time…any prospect of ameliorative legislation which 
requires money. It means a slowing down of such 
progress as would have been easy had the strike 
not taken place.’ Already the platform on which the 
Conservative leadership would fight the next general 
election was taking shape. The emphasis was to be 
on constitutional values. Social reform — in the 
sense of a legislative programme for the future — 
was side-lined.

Labour
If, according to the government, hopes of social 
reform had been dashed by the strike, Labour by 
contrast set out to establish postwar reconstruction 
as a central plank of its appeal to the country. 
A delegate at the 1926 conference noted that the 
doubling of voter turnout since the armistice signified 
a ‘reaction against war and the disillusionment of 
the years of peace’. Soon Labour was cultivating 
such disillusionment in its ongoing bid to shape 
public perceptions of life in Britain since the war. 
In The Citizen, a monthly pamphlet established in 
the late 1920s, it articulated a popular grievance 
against the private profits accrued during the war and 
contrasted this ill-gotten wealth, enjoyed by a few, 
with the modest sums spent by postwar Conservative 
governments on education, housing, pensions and 
public health.

The ultimate statement of how Labour sought 
to instil a critical reading of postwar developments 
appeared in 1928, in the form of the policy document, 
‘Labour and the nation’. It remains one of the party’s 
most ambitious self-portrayals. The first section 
assessed the work of governments since the war:

‘ With one short interval of 8 months, 
Conservatives, or Conservatives and Liberals in 
coalition… have governed Great Britain since the 
day when they hailed, with outward enthusiasm 
and inward terror, the dawn of the new era of 
social justice which, as both of them so often 
and so eloquently explained, the return of peace 
was to usher in. ’The charge was not simply of inertia, 

misgovernment or vested interests, but of ‘betrayal’ 
— betrayal of the generation who fought in the war. 
The document describes how different demographic 

Box 1 Key figures

Stanley Baldwin  Prime minister during the General 
Strike, a businessman who led the Conservative party 
through the difficult and turbulent interwar years.

William Beveridge  an economist and social 
reformer whose 1942 report laid out a blueprint for 
the foundation of the welfare state.

Ernest Bevin  General secretary of the Transport and 
General Workers’ Union, 1922–45 who became minister 
for Labour in the wartime coalition government.

Ramsay MacDonald  Moderate leader of the 
Labour party and the first Labour prime minister.

• How close was Britain to revolution in 1926?

• What was the electoral impact of the General Strike?

• How important was the strike in shaping interwar 
and postwar economic policies?

Questions 

Attlee government  

Refers to the postwar 

Labour governments 

(1945–51) which carried 

out radical policies for a 

National Health Service, 

free universal education 

to university level and 

nationalisation of key 

industries.
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Using this article  
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How could this article be useful in your exam?

 exam 
focus

Geraint Thomas’s article is noteworthy in showing how contemporary sources can be integrated into a relatively 
short essay-type article to support arguments. Students are often reluctant to do this with their own essays but 
you should reflect on the fact that the interpretation, analysis and evaluation of contemporary sources are the 
‘bread-and-butter’ work of historians. The article, like the one on Germany 1918–19, also stands out by viewing 
the topic from different angles. In this instance, the General Strike of 1926 is partly viewed as a ‘window’ into the 
economic and social welfare of the people rather than just in terms of its political significance. This perspective 
is not one that appears in the standard textbooks and you are encouraged to ‘think outside the box’ more when 
studying the topic.

this, it is notable that Labour’s success also rested 
on the unprecedented inroads it made into ‘middle-
class’ provincial and metropolitan suburban seats, 
as well as county constituencies. In doing so, the 
party was building on the substantial gains made in 
municipal elections in the immediate aftermath of 
the strike in 1926 and throughout 1927–28, just as 
the rhetoric of betrayal and reconstruction came to 
dominate Labour’s appeals to working- and middle-
class voters alike.

Second, although the 1931 election consigned 
Labour to opposition for almost a decade, the idea of 
postwar reconstruction as defined by Labour remained 
influential. Indeed, following the economic crises of 
1929 and 1931, the Conservative-dominated National 
Government adopted the rhetoric of economic and 
social reconstruction to frame its response to the 
problems of unemployment and industrial distress. 
Ultimately, though, it was the experience of another 
world war that brought postwar reconstruction back 
into prime focus. And so, when voters went to the 
polls in 1945, they had in mind not a newly-minted 
concept of reconstruction dependent on Attlee and 
Beveridge for its definition, but a historical conception 
of a reconstruction long overdue.

Geraint Thomas is a lecturer in modern British 
history at the University of York.

TUC History Online: www.tinyurl.com/ybn9ranw.

Laybourn, K. (1993) The General Strike of 1926, 
Manchester University Press.

Further reading Further reading

National Government  

Technically a coalition 

government from 1931 

to 1935, it was formed 

of Conservatives, part of 

the Labour Party (which 

split over the issue of 

cutting public spending), 

and a number of 

Liberal groups. Though 

the prime minister, 

Ramsay MacDonald, 

was originally from 

the Labour Party, the 

majority of its members 

and supporters were 

Conservatives.

groups and institutions had their interests betrayed: 
the unemployed, organised labour, industry, children, 
local government and, significantly, the ratepayer. 
The latter was a crucial category of voter covering 
non-manual workers, property-owners, and business 
people. Clearly, Labour intended the language of 
‘betrayal’ to resonate beyond the party’s mining and 
industrial heartland.

The bulk of ‘Labour and the nation’ sets outs 
policy pledges by which postwar reconstruction could 
finally be accomplished. These include a living wage, a 
national insurance scheme to cover medical treatment 
and unemployment, industrial development boards, 
redistributive tax schemes, a public education system 
from nursery to university, and the nationalisation of 
land, minerals, transport and credit. These policies 
would remain in circulation in British political 
debates for the next generation, some implemented 
by the National Government in the 1930s and many 
by Labour itself after 1945.

Conclusion
The General Strike played an important role in 
defining public consciousness of a ‘postwar’ paradigm 
in popular politics. Labour, as we have seen, took 
the lead in this process — with two far-reaching 
consequences.

First, the claim that British society had been 
betrayed by its governments since the war formed 
a centrepiece of the Labour campaign at the 1929 
general election. Labour returned to government 
with 136 more seats (including 73 won for the first 
time) and almost 3 million more votes than in 1924. 
While the extension of the franchise to women over 
21 years of age (in 1928) might partly account for 
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Richard A. Gaunt

There were few more controversial acts of 
parliament during the nineteenth century 
than the Corn Laws. Governments had been 

regulating the price and supply of corn since the 
late-1600s, but the terms of the 1815 Corn Law were 
regarded as particularly severe.

The 1815 Corn Law
The end of the Napoleonic Wars with France and 
the return to peacetime conditions meant that the 
Tory government of Lord Liverpool (1812–27) was 
presented with a variety of problems. One of the most 
serious was the demand from landowners and farmers 
for economic protection. They wished to ensure that 
the prosperity which they had enjoyed during the 
wars, when foreign competition was limited, would 
continue after peace was restored. Though farmers 
were worried about their profits, they argued that 
the ‘special burdens’ which landowners had to meet, 
in terms of contributing to local taxes and the poor 
rate, provided additional reasons for protecting them.

Following the recommendation of a House of 
Commons committee, the 1815 Corn Law imposed 
an absolute ban on imports of foreign-grown corn 
until the price of domestically grown corn reached 
80 shillings per quarter hundredweight. There were 
serious riots in London during the passage of the bill 
and, during the next 30 years, the price of 80 shillings 
a quarter was rarely achieved.

Arguments for free trade
The Corn Laws became symbolic of the continuing 
power of the aristocracy in the face of the rise of 

The Corn Laws dominated early nineteenth century 
British history but the political crisis which led to their 
repeal in 1846 had wide-ranging consequences

Sir Robert Peel  
and the repeal 
of the Corn Laws
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Napoleonic Wars  The 

wars fought during the 

period 1803–15 between 

Britain and its European 

allies and France under 

Emperor Napoleon 

Bonaparte.

quarter hundredweight  

The measurement  

used for corn. One 

quarter was equivalent 

to 28 pounds or  

13 kilograms.
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new industrial interests. Manufacturers argued that, 
by restricting competition and artificially inflating 
prices, the Corn Laws kept bread prices high. By 
contrast, farmers argued that manufacturers were 
only interested in repealing the Corn Laws in order 
to lower the wages they had to pay their workers.

During the 1820s and 1830s, the arguments in 
favour of free trade gradually gained wider support. 
However, even those who argued for the benefits of 
competition and against monopolies regarded the 
Corn Laws as an exceptional case. In 1822, Liverpool’s 
government revised the 1815 Corn Law, so that 
foreign-grown corn could be imported, at different 
rates of duty, when domestic-grown corn reached 
between 70 and 80 shillings per quarter hundredweight.

A more significant change came with the 1828 
Corn Law, introduced by the Duke of Wellington’s 
Tory government (1828–30). This introduced a sliding 
scale, which set out the amount of duty to be paid 
by foreign-grown corn when domestic-grown corn 
reached between 52 and 74 shillings per quarter. 
The amount of duty paid by foreign-grown corn 
decreased by one shilling for every shilling that the 
price of domestically grown corn rose.

The Whigs in Government (1830–41)
The fall of Wellington’s government in 1830 
brought the Whig party to power. The Whigs were 
an aristocratic, landed party, who were committed 
to upholding agricultural interests. There were some 
notable free traders in high office, including Charles 
Poulett Thomson, who served as president of the 
Board of Trade from 1834–39. However, while Whig 

budgets successively reduced or repealed tariffs on 
a range of goods, including tobacco, newspapers, 
candles, glass and cotton, the Corn Laws were largely 
left alone.

The Anti-Corn Law League
Britain experienced a severe economic depression 
and high rates of unemployment between 1837 and 
1843 which increased financial pressures on the 
Whig government. They were also committed to a 
series of costly overseas campaigns, including wars 
in Afghanistan and China (1839–42). In the midst 
of these troubles, a new pressure group, the Anti-
Corn Law League, was formed in Manchester in the 
winter of 1838 to campaign for the repeal of the 
Corn Laws. Led by energetic manufacturers such as 
Richard Cobden, and powerful, persuasive speakers 
such as John Bright, the League built a formidable 
organisational network over the course of the next 
decade. Cobden and Bright were elected as MPs to 
campaign in parliament, while the League’s petitions, 
meetings and publications quickly spread across the 
country.

The 1841 general election
The Whigs were forced to call a general election in the 
summer of 1841 after the Conservative opposition 
passed a motion of no confidence in the government. 
The Corn Laws featured prominently in the election 
because the Whigs promised to replace the sliding scale 
with a fixed duty of 8 shillings on the importation 
of foreign corn. They were influenced by the report 
of a Parliamentary Select Committee on import 

repeal  To abolish or 

remove (for example, an 

act of parliament or a 

duty or tariff).

free trade  The reduction 

or repeal of duties paid 

on imports and exports.

monopolies  Restricting 

competition for goods or 

services.

tariffs and duties  The 

amount of tax paid, in 

addition to the purchase 

price of an item, in 

order to import it into 

or or export it out of the 

country.

Parliamentary Select 

Committee  Cross-party 

committees which 

investigate a subject 

or topic in depth, with 

the assistance of expert 

witnesses. Their reports 

influence government 

policy and legislation.
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duties published the year before. By contrast, the 
Conservatives, under Sir Robert Peel, seized upon the 
issue to attack the government. During the election, 
the Conservatives pledged themselves to defend 
the Corn Laws. The Conservatives gained seats in 
counties and small boroughs, where agricultural 
interests were strong, and returned to power with a 
majority of 76 seats.

Peel in power (1841–46)
Though Peel led a party committed to the defence of 
agricultural protection, his own instincts were much 
more favourable towards free trade. He had sat in the 
governments which passed the 1822 and 1828 Corn 
Laws and now sought to revise the duties on corn still 
further. In the 1842 budget, which Peel introduced to 
the House of Commons, he lowered the rate of duty 
payable on a range of imported raw materials and 
manufactured goods. He also modified the sliding 
scale on corn, by reducing the maximum duty payable 
to 20 shillings. Coming so quickly after the election, 
the measure stunned Conservative MPs and the Duke 
of Buckingham resigned from the cabinet in protest.

Peel’s priority during his administration was to 
improve economic conditions by making the cost 
of everyday articles much cheaper to purchase. He 
had been persuaded by the arguments of free traders 
that the loss of money resulting from lower tariffs 
would be compensated for by the increased amount 
of goods purchased. Peel also introduced an income 
tax, payable by wealthier individuals, to ensure the 
government had a guaranteed source of income.

Peel and repeal
Historians are still divided about whether Peel would 
have gradually repealed the Corn Laws, had he been 
given time to do so. Many Conservative MPs and 
members of the House of Lords always suspected 
that this was his real intention. For example, on  
13 March 1845, Peel asked his colleague Sidney 
Herbert to defend the Corn Laws, after a speech 
by Cobden in the House of Commons, because he 
did not feel able to do so himself. Later, after the 
repeal of the Corn Laws had passed, Peel told Prince 
Albert that it had been his intention to bring his 
supporters around to repeal, by gradually reducing 
the duties payable on corn. He believed it was no 
longer economically necessary or politically possible 
to maintain the Corn Laws intact.

The autumn crisis
However, it was the sudden and unexpected failure 
of the Irish potato crop, in the autumn of 1845, 
which brought matters to an early crisis. By October, 
it was clear that potato blight had ruined the Irish 
potato crop, and that the English corn harvest would 
be poor. Over the course of the next 2 months, in 
correspondence with his cabinet colleagues, Peel 
began to outline his plans for opening the ports to 
foreign-grown produce, suspend the Corn Laws and 
recall parliament to meet the crisis. Scientists had 
already been dispatched on fact-finding missions, 
while £150,000 was invested in American maize 
(nicknamed ‘Peel’s brimstone’) to help relieve the 
distress.

Although Peel is often accused of running his 
government without consideration for the opinions of 
his party, his attempt to convince his colleagues of the 
seriousness of the crisis and the necessity for repeal 
suggest otherwise. However, in December, when it 
became apparent that he could not command the full 
support of his cabinet, Peel offered his resignation 
to Queen Victoria.

Resignation and return
The Whigs had already taken some of the initiative 
away from Peel. On 22 November 1845, Lord John 
Russell, the Whig leader in the House of Commons, 
issued a letter from Edinburgh announcing his 
commitment to the repeal of the Corn Laws. Despite 
this, the Whigs failed in their attempt to form a 

• What were the arguments in favour of repealing the 
Corn Laws?

• Were landowners justified in arguing for 
agricultural protection?

• How important was the Anti-Corn Law League in 
achieving repeal?

• Was Peel correct to pursue repeal in 1846?

Questions 

ModHis Rev 20i4 print.indd   26 19/02/2018   8:29 am



27www.hoddereducation.co.uk/historyreview

election. Some of Peel’s supporters appreciated the 
last point and either resigned from parliament or 
fought new elections on a policy of repeal.

The final reading of the repeal bill passed the 
House of Commons on 15 May 1846 with a majority 
of 98. It passed the House of Lords, after less angry 
debates, on the evening of Thursday 25 June 1846. 
The same evening, the Conservative government was 
defeated on a separate measure and Peel resigned 
office 4 days later. In his resignation speech, Peel 
acknowledged Cobden as the man who, above all 
others, had secured the repeal of the Corn Laws. 
However, in a much-quoted speech, Peel stated that 
his own name would be remembered by those whose 
‘lot it is to labour, and to earn their daily bread by 
the sweat of their brow, when they shall recruit their 
exhausted strength with abundant and untaxed food, 
the sweeter because it is no longer leavened by a 
sense of injustice’. Peel’s self-congratulation at the 
repeal of the Corn Laws was not shared by the vast 
majority of Conservatives who faced a lengthy period 
in opposition. It was nearly 30 years before a stable 
Conservative government took office in Britain again.

stable government and the queen recalled Peel, who 
immediately pledged himself to push a repeal bill 
through Parliament, whatever the consequences. 
Peel’s popularity with the queen and Prince Albert 
was demonstrated when the prince subsequently 
attended the House of Commons to watch the debates.

Repeal and resignation
Once Peel was returned to office, he regarded his 
priority as ensuring a stable government for the 
queen, rather than convincing his followers of the 
wisdom of repeal. His own political career, and the 
future of the Conservative Party, became matters of 
secondary importance to him.

On 27 January 1846, Peel announced his plan 
for a 3-year reduction in tariffs, until the Corn Laws 
were abolished on 1 February 1849. A nominal duty 
of 1 shilling per quarter hundredweight continued 
to be paid, for registration purposes, until it was 
abolished in 1869. By way of compensation, Peel 
introduced a range of measures to help relieve the 
‘special burdens’ on landowners and to encourage 
investment in agriculture.

While Peel could be assured of substantial support 
from the Whigs for his measures, the debates over 
the repeal bill exposed the full scale of the divisions 
in the Conservative Party. Peel was charged with 
inconsistency and betrayal by his own backbenchers. 
Chief among his critics were Lord George Bentinck, 
the younger son of a duke, and Benjamin Disraeli, the 
novelist and politician. They gave voice to the anger 
and disgust which many Conservatives felt. They 
attacked Peel for ignoring his 1842 Corn Law, which 
had not been tested in a crisis, and of exaggerating the 
extent of the problems in Ireland, which repeal would 
do little to solve. They also accused him of dishonesty, 
after pledging to defend the Corn Laws at the 1841 

Richard A. Gaunt is associate professor in British 
history at the University of Nottingham and the 
author of Sir Robert Peel. The Life and Legacy 
(2010).

Çelikkol, A. ‘On the repeal of the Corn Laws, 1846’: 
www.tinyurl.com/y8xtboyu.

Howe, A. ‘Free trade and the repeal of the Corn Laws’: 
www.tinyurl.com/ydxfy27y.

Further reading Further reading

Using this article  
in your exam

How could this article be useful in your exam?

 exam 
focus
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The Long Telegram
What was the core message of Kennan’s 
telegram? How does this compare with the way 
that message was popularised in the USA?

In 1944–45, as the Second World War ground to its end, no one 
knew what the postwar world would look like. At one extreme, 

the generally good relations between President Roosevelt and Stalin 
suggested there might be a continuation of the Grand Alliance 
which had won the war. At the other extreme there were fears that, 
as the two giant armies converged on Germany from east and west, 
they might blunder into each other and, by accident or design, start 
fighting each other.

George Kennan
At the centre of these colossal uncertainties and now-nuclear risks, 
stood one of the most accomplished Russian experts in the history of 
US diplomacy, George Kennan. He had been closely observing Soviet 
foreign policy since its origins around 1920. From his vantage point he 
formulated a set of principles he believed would be necessary to deal 
with the USSR and encapsulated them in a 5,500-word message sent 
from the Moscow embassy to the State Department in Washington 
on 22 February 1946. It became known as the Long Telegram and 
was a crucial factor in the emergence of the Cold War.

Content of the Long Telegram

What did it say? Essentially, Kennan argued — in language which 
often reflected its abbreviated telegram format — that the Soviet 
Union would use all official and informal channels to extend its power 
and prestige: ‘At bottom of Kremlin’s neurotic view of world affairs 
is traditional and instinctive Russian sense of insecurity.’ In Kennan’s 
view, agents of Soviet power would include, obviously, communist 
parties abroad and sympathisers in front organisations such as 
peace movements but also, more surprisingly given the atheistic 
foundations of the Soviet state, the Russian Orthodox church and the 
tsarist-era philosophy of Panslavism. In other words, it would provide 
a challenge to US power at all levels. ‘In summary,’ Kennan wrote, 
‘we have here a political force committed fanatically to the belief that 
with US there can be no permanent modus vivendi.’

The telegram itself argued that the chief weapon in combating 
Soviet influence was self-confidence and prosperity: ‘Much depends 
on health and vigor of our own society. World communism is like 
malignant parasite which feeds only on diseased tissue.’ There was little 
reference in the telegram to military confrontation. His observation 
in the telegram that the Soviet government was ‘Impervious to logic 
of reason, and it is highly sensitive to logic of force’ did not mean 
it only responded to military strength, as the more gung-ho cold 
warriors interpreted it. The spheres of competition, Kennan argued, 
would be domestic and foreign policy, economic success and cultural 
and political superiority.

Kennan saw no reason for panic. ‘Gauged against Western World 
as a whole, Soviets are still by far the weaker force.’ ‘All Soviet 
propaganda beyond Soviet security sphere is basically negative and 
destructive. It should therefore be relatively easy to combat it by any 
intelligent and really constructive program.’ He even pointed out 
that the Soviet state was not fully secure. Future succession disputes 
might tear the system apart as the Lenin succession had done. In fact, 

Box 1 Key figure

George Kennan (1904–2006)  In his earlier years, up to the 1960s, 
Kennan was a leading US diplomat and government advisor specialising 
in Russia and the USSR. In his later life, he became a prolific prize-
winning author and academic analyst of US foreign policy.
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‘containment’ of communism. This was adopted by the growing 
American National Security Agency as the basis of what has been 
called the national security state, accompanied by a massive increase 
in what President Eisenhower, who was critical of the emergence 
of the national security state, memorably described in 1961 as the 
military-industrial complex. Kennan’s ideas became the basis of 
the ideology of the Cold War — an expansionist USSR facing an 
heroic USA.

Impact
Ironically, Kennan himself spent much of the rest of his long life 
arguing he did not mean the USA had to become militarised and the 
conflict be carried out via an arms race. As a conservative liberal he 
feared the influence of a large military. Nor did he encourage excessive 
US self-righteousness, he later claimed. However, like many ideas, the 
social take-up of Kennan’s views made them vastly different from 
those of their originator.

Kennan’s conclusion was fairly upbeat: ‘If not provoked by forces of 
intolerance and subversion “capitalist” world of today is quite capable 
of living at peace with itself and with Russia.’ ‘For those reasons I 
think we may approach calmly and with good heart problem of how 
to deal with Russia.’

Mr X
What did the telegram mean? After further analysis Kennan, writing 
under the pseudonym ‘Mr X’, produced an article recommending 
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Christopher Read is professor of Russian history at The 
University of Warwick.

The full text of the Long Telegram is available in the National Security 
Agency archives at: www.tinyurl.com/yb5ebcag.

The full text of ‘The Sources of Soviet Conduct’ by Mr X, Foreign 
Affairs July 1947, is available at: www.tinyurl.com/y7wt84n8.

Further reading Box 2 Key terms

Grand Alliance  The name given to the alliance of USSR, USA, 
UK and France which defeated Nazi Germany. It began in 1941 and 
ended in 1945/6.

front organisations  Social organisations, usually of the left, 
devoted to peace, social equality etc. which, though not formally 
communist, are said by critics to be under indirect communist control.

Panslavism  A movement and philosophy developed in the 
nineteenth century which proposed the unification of all Slavic 
peoples in one state or federation.

military-industrial complex  A term popularised by President 
Eisenhower in his ‘farewell address’ at the end of his presidency. The 
phrase refers to the ever-closer links of industry and the production 
of armaments producing a powerful network uniting the Pentagon 
and large corporations into a joint lobby exerting disproportionate 
influence on government decisions.
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The Haight–Ashbury district of San 
Francisco, California, maintaining 
the 1960s counterculture aesthetic
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Joanna Freer

What happened to the counterculture at the end of 
the 1960s? Find out how the counterculture formed, 
the pressures it came under as it grew, and one way 
in which it lived on in the decades that followed

The US counterculture  
of the 1960s
A story of defeat and survival

The 1960s was a time of social unrest in the USA. 
Young people in particular were protesting a 
range of political and cultural issues.

The emergence of youth protest, early 
1960s
Political protest
One of the earliest groups to form was the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). SNCC 

was founded in 1960 and soon became a large 
organisation working in several states. Members 
protested about segregation in public spaces by 
conducting sit-ins, helped to register black voters in 
southern states, and took part in protest marches. 
Along with other civil rights groups, the pressure that 
the SNCC put on the US government contributed to 
the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act that outlawed 
many forms of discrimination on the basis of colour, 
religion, sex or national origin.

Cultural protest
The early part of the decade also saw a rise in more 
cultural expressions of youth’s dissatisfaction with the 
status quo. Some young people were inspired by the 
novels, poetry and non-conformist ways of living of 
the writers of the so-called Beat generation of the late 
1950s and early 1960s, which included Jack Kerouac, 
Allen Ginsberg and William Burroughs. They were 
called ‘Beatniks’ by the news media and they rebelled 
against tradition and social rules.

As well as rebelling, young people in this era were 
looking for a deeper meaning in life. When it emerged 
in the early 1960s, the psychedelic movement was 
about finding spiritual meaning through taking 
hallucinogenic drugs. The movement began with the 
experiments of Dr Timothy Leary, a Harvard professor 

AQA 1K   The making of a superpower: USA, 1865–
1975

Edexcel paper 1, option 1F   In search of the 
American dream: the USA c.1917–96

Edexcel paper 2, option 2H.2   The USA,1955–92: 
conformity and challenge

Edexcel paper 3, option 39.1   Civil rights and race 
relations in the USA, 1850–2009

OCR Y319   Civil rights in the USA 1865–1992

Exam links 

segregation  The 

practice of enforcing 

the separation of whites 

and African-Americans 

in housing, education, 

employment and many 

other spheres of life.

sit-in  A form of protest 

in which protestors 

occupy a public space, 

business or institution 

by sitting down and 

refusing to move.
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Hippie counterculture
Another factor in the growth of the counterculture 
in the late 1960s was the attraction of ever more 
people to alternative, ‘hippie’ culture. San Francisco, 
and particularly its Haight-Ashbury district, was a 
place where hippies from across the USA converged. 
A key year was 1967. The year began with a ‘Human 
Be-In’ held in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park where 
people watched bands like The Grateful Dead and 
Jefferson Airplane, and major counterculture figures 
like Timothy Leary and Allen Ginsberg took to the 
stage. Tens of thousands of hippies flocked to San 
Francisco over the summer of 1967, which became 
known as the Summer of Love. Many attended the 
nearby Monterey International Pop Music Festival, 
one of the first of its kind to be held in the USA.

Pressures on the counterculture
Violence
Problems began to afflict the counterculture as it 
grew larger. On the political side, the main problem 
was an increase in violence. When it came to civil 
rights, many people felt that changes to the law (like 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act) didn’t go far enough to 
improve the lives of African-Americans and that a 
more militant approach was needed. New groups like 
the Black Panther Party (founded in 1966) organised 
community support programmes in towns and cities, 
but also carried guns and engaged in shootouts 
with the police who they felt were attacking their 
communities. Older groups like the SNCC also 
became open to more violent tactics. In 1969, the 
SNCC changed its name from the ‘Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee’ to the ‘Student National 
Coordinating Committee’ to reflect this.

who initially tried to use psychedelic substances 
to improve the psychological state of prisoners and 
reduce their likelihood of reoffending on release from 
prison. A later experiment on theological students 
at the university led to a rise in curiosity about the 
spiritual possibilities of such drugs. Leary was fired 
from Harvard in 1963 but he set up a foundation in 
which to continue his experiments. The International 
Federation for Internal Freedom, as it was called, 
became a commune that attracted young people 
eager to try the psychedelic experience offered by 
drugs like LSD.

The growth of the counterculture
In the mid- to late part of the decade the counterculture 
grew and began to attract significant numbers of young 
people. It is important to remember, however, that 
the counterculture never involved more than quite 
a small proportion of society — there were always 
more people who believed strongly in traditional, 
conservative values in this era.

The Vietnam war
One reason why more people were getting involved 
in political protests was the development of the 
anti-Vietnam war movement. From 1965, President 
Lyndon B. Johnson’s government sent increasing 
numbers of US troops to fight (and die) in Vietnam. 
Footage of the war seen on television and a lack of 
US progress led many to question the morality of it. 
Protests were widespread and took various forms. The 
biggest single protest occurred in October 1967 when 
100,000 people, including student radicals, hippies 
and other groups, held a rally in Washington DC  
and marched on the Pentagon.

civil rights  The rights 

afforded under the 

law to citizens. African-

Americans were 

often excluded from 

these protections and 

freedoms, and protested 

this in the 1950s and 

1960s civil-rights 

movement.

psychedelic/

hallucinogenic  Describes 

a drug that produces 

hallucinations.

a radical  A person who 

calls for fundamental 

and substantial change 

in society.
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The hippie 
counterculture 
promoted hedonism, 
protest and new 
identity politics
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at the time), but Timothy Leary had been firm about 
the need to take these drugs in controlled conditions 
to make the experience as safe as possible. As the 
counterculture movement grew, however, drug use 
became more widespread and less controlled. In 
1965 and 1966 the author Ken Kesey and his group 
of ‘Merry Pranksters’ organised a number of ‘Acid 
Tests’ in California. At these parties, LSD was freely 
available and often put into a punch that people 
would drink unaware of its contents. The aim of these 
events was no longer to gain spiritual understanding 
or revolutionise society but simply to have fun 
(hedonism).

Drugs and violence came together in events like the 
murders carried out in August 1969 by the members 
of a hippie cult led by Charles Manson.

The counterculture’s legacy
After the Manson murders, it seemed that the 
hippie counterculture was over. It had lost its moral 
legitimacy. Important political groups including 
the SNCC and the Black Panther Party had also 
fragmented or disbanded by the early 1970s, partly 
because of government crackdowns.

Yet it is unclear exactly when, or whether, the 
counterculture ‘ended’. Certain groups collapsed and 
hippies no longer massed in San Francisco in such 
numbers. But the degree to which the ideals and 
values of the counterculture, as well as their protest 
tactics, persisted into the 1970s and beyond has been 
the topic of much scholarly debate.

Case study: identity politics
One important legacy of the 1960s counterculture 
could be said to be the identity politics of the next 
two decades.

Gender and sexuality
The women’s movement had, in part, grown directly 
out of the experience of women in organisations 
where all too often men were the leaders and women 
the secretaries. Comprising a wide variety of feminist 
perspectives on the kind of social change needed to 
promote female equality, the women’s movement had 
a huge impact on attitudes in the USA throughout 

In 1968 both political protestors and hippies took 
part in anti-Vietnam war demonstrations in Chicago, 
where the Democratic Party was holding a convention. 
Although the intention was to hold peaceful protests, 
the demonstration eventually descended into a riot 
as police beat protestors and protestors retaliated 
against police, leaving many injured. The use of 
violence by members of the counterculture can be 
understood as the result of feelings of frustration 
and injustice as the authorities tried to protect the 
social order. However, for protestors violence was 
ultimately self-defeating; it made it easier for the 
media to demonise counterculture groups and turn 
public opinion against them.

Hedonism
The early psychedelic movement had promoted the 
use of psychedelic drugs like LSD (which were legal 

• What do you understand about the relationship 
between cultural expression and political protest in 
the 1960s? In what ways did the cultural and the 
political overlap?

• What were some of the reasons why the 
counterculture struggled to sustain itself when it 
became a mass movement?

• To what extent are the ideals, values and lessons 
of the 1960s counterculture still relevant to young 
people in the twenty-first century?

Questions 

hedonism  The self-

indulgent pursuit of 

pleasure.

Manson murders  A 

chain of high-profile 

murders committed in 

California by a ‘hippie’ 

group based on an 

isolated ranch in the 

desert. The film actress 

Sharon Tate was the 

most widely known 

victim. The cult’s leader, 

Charles Manson, died in 

prison on 19 November 

2017 at the age of 83.
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organisation whose most well-known action was 
the occupation of Alcatraz Island in San Francisco 
bay from 1969 to 1971. This protest highlighted the 
question of the rights of US citizens to ‘occupy’ land 
previously possessed by Native American tribes.

Conclusion
The ‘identity politics’ of the era immediately 
following the 1960s has a lot in common with the 
counterculture. Like the counterculture, it involved 
both moderates (people who wanted gradual changes 
to the law) and radicals (people who wanted to 
completely revolutionise society). It too included 
attempts to create change through cultural and 
artistic expression, as well as through direct protest. 
Identity politics is just one of several ways in which 
the counterculture of the 1960s lived on into the late 
twentieth century and beyond.

the 1970s and into the 1980s. It won several changes 
to the law in favour of women, including banning 
gender discrimination in education, fairer divorce 
laws and legalising abortion.

Another particularly significant political identity 
movement was the gay liberation movement. A major 
starting point for this movement was an uprising at 
the Stonewall Inn in New York in June 1969, in which 
the gay community stood up against the regular police 
raids that targeted them. Following this, activist 
groups sprang up and fought for gay rights. Like the 
women’s movement, the gay liberation movement 
was influential on both public attitudes and the law. 
Persisting through the 1970s, it gained new impetus 
in the 1980s following the AIDS epidemic, and has 
fed into contemporary LGBTQ+ activism.

Race
Identity politics also includes movements for equal 
rights on the basis of racial identity. For African-
Americans, major civil-rights gains had been made 
in the 1960s, and, as mentioned earlier, the more 
militant groups had dissolved by the early 1970s. 
The black-arts movement, however, had a little more 
staying power. It consisted of artists, writers and 
musicians who celebrated their power to express 
themselves politically through art and challenge the 
white mainstream. Although it lost its impetus around 
1975, the black-arts movement helped bring into 
being more recent forms of black artistic expression 
like hip hop.

Native Americans were also protesting racial 
discrimination and mistreatment in the counterculture 
era. The American Indian Movement was a national 
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The recent tragic and untimely death of the US rap artist Lil’ Peep should remind us of the link between music 
and youth subcultures, the hedonistic use of drugs and the wider economic and social changes that are occurring. 
This has strong echoes of the US counterculture of the 1960s. It would be an interesting exercise to chart patterns 
of change and continuity between the 1960s and the present with respect to popular culture.

Joanna Freer’s article raises some important questions about the significance of 1960s US counterculture and 
the extent to which it was determined by identity politics. How does this analysis help us understand present 
popular cultural developments in the USA? How far did the counterculture of the 1960s provide a base for later 
countercultural events? Is the USA still in a period of counterculture? These are the kinds of questions that emerge 
from this engaging article on social and cultural change in the USA in the 1960s.

identity politics  The 

grouping of political 

activity around an 

issue of identity such as 

gender, sexuality or race.
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considerable control over what was allowed into the home, including 
lighting technologies. So, in order to be successful, electricity needed 
a broader appeal. Women like Alice Gordon, whose husband was 
an electrical engineer, sought to change other women’s attitudes 
by promoting decorative styles of lampshades to make electric light 
pleasing to the eye.

Class
By the end of the nineteenth century, the electric lightbulb was 
becoming quite a fashionable technology among the upper class. Yet 
domestic servants encountering electricity in their employers’ homes 
often viewed it with suspicion or even fear. After all, its workings were 
invisible, and more mysterious than gaslight. Many rumours circulated 
of injury and death to servants caused by accidents with electricity. 
Although often exaggerated at the time, a few such accidents had 
undeniably been responsible for the deaths of workers while they 
were installing or maintaining electrical systems.

Gas companies, competing with electrical companies, exploited the 
fear generated by such accidents. They highlighted how dangerous 
and unpredictable electric shocks could be, contrasting this with the 
more familiar and reliable systems of gas lighting. After all, gas leaks 
were easier to detect than faulty electric wiring.

One electrical engineer, Robert Hammond, noted that his new 
female servant, upon finding out that the house had electricity, 
‘begged to be allowed to leave’ fearing that some night she would 
be blown into the street. To counter this fear, promoters of electricity 
like Hammond often held public demonstrations to prove how electric 
lights could not explode dangerously as gas lamps often did.

The National Grid
By the end of the First World War it would have been unusual to 
have lived in a house lit entirely by electricity. But when a house was 
wired for electric light, it was also possible to use other electrical 
appliances such as irons, heaters and radios. Demand for labour-
saving devices like electric vacuum cleaners and washing machines 
grew in the 1920s, particularly as fewer women were willing to work 
as household servants.

Around the UK, electricity was supplied by a multitude of separate 
systems which served their local region. However, during the First 
World War it had become clear that munitions factories needed an 
interconnected electricity supply that could survive if the local power 
station was bombed.

In 1926, work began on the construction of a ‘National Grid’ which 
linked all the regions together. By the time the Second World War 
began this grid had been completed, so it was much more common 
to have electric lighting and electric power in the home. By 1948, 
when the electricity supply system was nationalised, it was normal 
for homes to benefit from electricity day and night.

The electric 
lightbulb

Why do lights in our homes have shades? 
Why were servants initially afraid of 
electric lighting? Find the answers with 
our guide to lightbulbs in the home

Who invented the electric light bulb: Thomas Edison in the USA, 
or Joseph Swan in Britain? The story of how electric light came 

into our daily lives is often told as a battle between these and other 
inventors, attempting to promote their different electrical systems.

However, the process of accepting electricity into the home 
involved a much broader, more diverse cast of characters. Their 
responses to the new technology often depended on gender or class.

Before the bulb
In 1879, when the first practical lightbulbs were invented separately by 
Joseph Swan and Thomas Edison, many middle-class homes in towns 
and cities had gas lighting. This would have been too expensive for 
working-class people; their main forms of domestic lighting were oil 
lamps, paraffin and candles. As all these involved producing a flame, 
accidental fires were quite common.

So why wasn’t the electric lightbulb immediately seen as the 
obvious choice for illuminating the home? Because it was more 
expensive than gaslight, less reliable, and less pleasant to look at.

Gender
In the 1880s, the lightbulb appealed quite differently to men and 
women. For many men, its dazzling brilliance in the home represented 
a triumph of science and engineering. As such it was something to 
be proudly displayed, without covers or shades, as an exciting new 
piece of technology. 

But some found the bright, unwavering glare of the new lights 
uncomfortable — especially in contrast to the soft, flickering flames of 
candles, oil lamps and gas lights. In particular, many women thought 
the glare from electric lightbulbs was too harsh, and preferred to 
shade them. One advocate of electric lighting, Alice Gordon, often 
heard ladies complain to her about unshaded lamps: ‘I never will have 
the electric light in my house as it gives me a headache whenever 
I dine by it.’

Due to the distinct gender roles in this period, household 
management was very much the woman’s domain. Women had 

Professor Graeme Gooday and Dr Michael Kay are historians of 
science and technology at the University of Leeds. This piece is 
based on Gooday’s book Domesticating Electricity.
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