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Oftentimes when people think about conflict within the realm of politics, they immediately 

focus on the ongoing battles between Republicans and Democrats in Washington; however, the 

most consequential discord that decided the 2016 Election was, in actuality, between urban and 

rural voters in the Upper Midwest. With the spotlight of the 2020 Election focused on the 

battleground states of Michigan and Wisconsin, we have to look back four years to understand 

why these two states, which had voted Republican for the first time since 1988 and 1984, surprised 

the nation and decided the election.1 The story of these two states’ defiant acts is a story of their 

populace and how the rural-urban divide had reached a point of climax. President Trump appealed 

to rural counties throughout the country, but his ability to get through to rural voters in the Upper 

Midwest proved to be the decisive factor in the election. The susceptibility of rural Midwestern 

voters to become true undecided voters in 2016 materialized through a combination of factors that 

focused on the emerging division between rural and urban Midwesterners, which ultimately 

decided the election. 

The “why” behind the President’s victory is, of course, a complicated question to answer; 

however, it becomes clearer when we further investigate what Katherine Cramer calls “rural 

resentment.” Through her study and focus of people living throughout different parts of Wisconsin, 

Cramer discovered two common themes: “a significant rural-versus-urban divide and the powerful 

role of resentment.”2 She goes on to further this form of resentment by saying “disagreements 

about basic political principles can be rooted in something even more fundamental: ideas about 

who gets what, who has power, what people are like, and who is to blame.”3 The focal point for 

Upper Midwest voters seemingly shifted from partisan politics to a pushback of the societal norms 

 
1 “Michigan Presidential Election Voting History,” 270toWin, 2020, https://www.270towin.com/states/Michigan. 
2 Katherine Cramer, The Politics of Resentment: Rural Consciousness in Wisconsin and the Rise of Scott Walker, 
(The University of Chicago Press, 2016), 5. 
3 Cramer, The Politics of Resentment, 5. 
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which those living in rural areas felt favored urban parts of the state. The bottom line became this: 

“what might seem to be a central debate about the appropriate role of government might at base 

be something else: resentment toward our fellow citizens.”4 

This type of division speaks directly to the rhetoric that has plagued the cohesiveness of 

the American public for generations. Even before the modern era of partisan discord, there was 

disunity and discord that shrouded the positive, connective virtues of our nation. The 

aforementioned type of divisive rhetoric may seem commonplace at the end of a presidential 

administration that thrived off of negative magniloquence, but it is surprising to see it come from 

the American people even before obstruction and absurdity became the backbone of daily 

American political news. A distinction between the urban and rural populations must be made to 

understand why the electoral outcomes of each state were so dramatically affected by their divide. 

First, we need to define what urban and rural areas are. For perspective, “the U.S. Census Bureau 

identifies two different kinds of urban areas: ‘Urbanized clusters’ with 2,500 to 49,999 residents, 

and ‘urbanized areas’ with populations of 50,000 or more. All non-urbanized land area — any 

place that isn't part of a city or town of at least 2,500 people — is considered rural.”5 Wisconsin 

has a rural population of around 1.5 million. Despite this being a large number in proportion to the 

overall state population, it is shrinking. At the time of the 2016 Election, 40 of the 72 counties in 

Wisconsin had a smaller population than it had during the 2012 Election.6 The shrinking rural 

counties coupled with Wisconsin’s record 70% urban population created a culture shift that divided 

 
4 Ibid. 
5 Malia Jones, “Putting Rural Wisconsin on the Map: Understanding Rural-Urban Divides Requires a Complex 
Spectrum of Definitions,” Wiscontext, November, 2016, https://www.wiscontext.org/putting-rural-wisconsin-map. 
6 Todd D. Milewski, “Wisconsin Population Trends Show Urban Areas Growing, Rural Areas Shrinking,” The Cap 
Times, March, 2016. https://madison.com/ct/news/data/wisconsin-population-trends-show-urban-areas-growing-
rural-areas-shrinking/article_96978d1b-31c0-5def-8715-efde4e3700aa.html.  
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urban and rural people further. This contributes to Cramer’s idea of “rural consciousness,” which 

she defines as: 

an identity as a rural person that… includes a sense that decision makers routinely ignore 
rural places and fail to give rural communities their fair share of resources, as well as a 
sense that rural folks are fundamentally different from urbanites in terms of lifestyles, 
values, and work ethic. Rural consciousness signals an identification with rural people and 
rural places and denotes a multifaceted resentment against cities.7 

 
This is a dramatic development Cramer points out, one that speaks volumes when we 

contextualize it in terms of the 2016 Election. Secretary Hillary Clinton was the first presidential 

nominee since Richard Nixon in 1972 to not visit the state of Wisconsin even one time during the 

campaign circuit.8 This feeds directly into the idea that “decision makers routinely ignore rural 

places” and contributed to the growing disdain the rural population held towards those in urban 

ones. Couple Clinton’s lack of presence with President Trump’s persistence in the state, 

continually making trips to rural areas, and the idea that rural voters are ignored was realized.  

President Trump’s visits and rallies have shown to be a successful way of mobilizing and 

exciting his voting base; however, it would be naive to think that this was the only factor in rural 

voters shifting partisan lines. With urban areas seemingly guaranteed to vote Democratic (with 

Milwaukee and Madison having a 300,000-vote difference in favor of Clinton) rural areas could 

possibly have used the Republican ticket as a means of rebellion against the wishes of urban 

residents. Cramer overwhelmingly found that rural residents identified less with political parties 

in favor of an identification “rooted in place and class.”9 With individual likeness more focused 

on where they were from, it is not difficult to imagine their shift in political preference being based 

 
7 Cramer, The Politics of Resentment, 5-6. 
8 Ibid, 27. 
9 Ibid, 6. 
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in their contention with urban voters. Abandoning hypotheticals for a moment, it is important to 

look at the statistics we have from the 2016 Election. 

 For reference, Hillary Clinton won 12 counties in Wisconsin (down significantly from 

President Obama’s 36 carried counties in 2012) as compared to President Trump’s edge in 60 

counties. As a matter of fact, Secretary Clinton as victorious in the two most populous counties in 

the entire state; Dane (which encompasses Madison) and Milwaukee counties gave her ~ 500,000, 

or 36%, of her eventual vote total of just under 1.4 million votes.10 In Michigan, Clinton won only 

8 counties as opposed to Trump’s 75. Yet, she was victorious in the two most populous counties 

with the cities of Ann Arbor and Detroit accounting for 38% of her total vote count in the state.11 

Of the 12 most populous counties in the state, of which, all are (sub)urban areas, Clinton won 7 of 

the 12, whereas President Trump was victorious in 70 of the remaining 71 rural counties. This is 

a staggering statistic for a state that had been dominated by the Democratic Party for the previous 

thirty years. President Obama won Michigan by 9.5 percentage points in 2012; however, when we 

look at the voting statistics of each county closer, we see that all 83 counties, without exception, 

saw an increase in Republican leaning as compared to 2008 voter turnout.12 Despite the vast 

differences between President Obama in 2012 and Secretary Clinton in 2016, the most evident 

being that the latter was victorious in the state, both candidates experienced a decline in percentage 

point performance. This signals a larger issue than simply Clinton ignoring the region or her being 

an unpreferred candidate.  

 
10 “2016 Wisconsin Results,” The New York Times, August, 2017, 
https://www.nytimes.com/elections/2016/results/wisconsin.  
11 National Election Pool, “Michigan Presidential Election Results,” The New York Times, 2020, 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/11/03/us/elections/results-michigan-president.html. 
12 Ibid. 
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Suggesting that President Trump’s success in these states is completely personal and void 

of political or economic influence is not the intention of this argument; “instead, the results are 

perceptions of who is getting what and who deserves it, and these notions are affected by 

perceptions of cultural and lifestyle differences.” 13 The behavioral and lifestyle differences, “in a 

politics of resentment, [are] intertwined [with] economic considerations [regarding] social and 

cultural considerations in the interpretations of the world they make with one another.”14 The main 

idea here is this: “perhaps issues are secondary to identities.”15 Politics of resentment take into 

account partisan expectations but are more concerned with the differences at a personal and 

cultural level. As the entire globe becomes more urbanized, so does the United States, and the 

creation of a dynamic, diversified culture that differs from the small-town feel of the rural 

Midwest. Culture clashes have long been the root of political and social tension across the history 

of the US, and President Trump’s seemingly revolutionary campaign appealed to the rhetoric that 

glorified and venerated a callback to the values which many Americans in small towns yearned to 

reclaim. 

Cramer’s ethnographic inquiry was made up of her interactions with rural residents at 

places like gas stations, diners, and churches, with the majority of her conversations being with 

older white males. In fact, Wisconsin is 87%, and Michigan is ~80% white as of 2019, which was 

a primary reason why diversification and urbanization were an expansive root in the growing 

cultural and lifestyle differences between rural and urban voters.16 Milwaukee is only 43% white 

and Detroit is only 14% white, which is a stark contrast to the rest of the states’ diversity statistics.17 

 
13 Cramer, The Politics of Resentment, 7. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 “Quick Facts: Michigan,” United States Census Bureau, 2019, https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/MI. 
17 Ibid. 
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It is no coincidence that the heavily dominating white population of the rural counties had an issue 

with the diversified populations of urban counties. The “deep resentment” for these people was 

rooted in the idea that “no one was listening to their own ideas about how things should be done 

or what needed attention.”18 This, compounded with the idea that “the big decisions that regulated 

and affected their lives were made far away in the cities,” fueled the growth in resentment.19  

As previously mentioned, the issues are not solely rooted in cultural differences, but also 

encompass a political and economic division. To be clear, the political and economic differences 

do not drive the resentment, but they help to bolster it. In this vein specifically, Cramer shows that 

rural residents “believed that Madison sucked in all of their taxpayer dollars and spent them on 

itself or Milwaukee, not on their own communities” and that “they were struggling to make ends 

meet, and yet all the money seemed to be going to the cities.”20 Despite this belief, the poverty rate 

in rural counties was basically equivalent to what it was in urban areas; the United States 

Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service found that the poverty rate in rural areas 

in Wisconsin was at 11% of the population, while it was at 11.1% of the urban population.21 This 

directly contradicts the idea that poverty and ways of life were astronomically different between 

the two groups of people. A prevailing rhetoric within rural residents is that “city folks called 

people like them ignorant racists who could not figure out their own interests. To them, urban 

types just did not get small-town life — what people in those places value, the way they live, and 

the challenges they face.”22 Rural citizens of Wisconsin and Michigan do live very different lives 

 
18 Katherine Cramer, “How rural resentment helps explain the surprising victory of Donald Trump,” The 
Washington Post, November 13, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2016/11/13/how-
rural-resentment-helps-explain-the-surprising-victory-of-donald-trump/. 
19 Cramer, “How rural resentment helps explain the surprising victory of Donald Trump,” 2020. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Timothy M. Smeeding, and Katherine A. Thornton, Wisconsin Poverty Report: Progress Against Poverty Stalls in 
2016, (Institute for Research on Poverty University of Wisconsin–Madison, June 2018). 
22 Cramer, “How rural resentment helps explain the surprising victory of Donald Trump,” 2020. 
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than that of urban residents; however, the feelings of being misunderstood and taken advantage of 

are common to the rural residents, regardless of political affiliation. This is not to discount the 

feelings or ideas of these people, but rather to point out that the feelings and experiences of the 

people they resented were actually very similar to their own. According to the Pew Research 

Agency’s polling during the summer of 2016, 69% of rural voters were concerned about the 

difficulty of finding jobs in their community, as opposed to urban voters’ 45% concern. While 

both urban and rural residents carry similar concerns, it shows that going into the Election of 2016, 

rural voters were far more concerned about jobs and the idea that decisions were being made 

without their consent or opinion. Again, this points to the success of President Trump’s campaign 

and how his appeal to this set of beliefs (through frequent visits, large rallies, targeted advertising, 

etc.) vaulted him into the White House. 

Moreover, we can compare President Trump’s performance in these areas with those of 

past Republican nominees to further develop the claim that this cultural resentment is only partially 

supported by political and economic ideology. It is easy to look at the raw statistics of the 

Democratic performances of President Obama and Secretary Clinton and reach a certain verdict; 

however, it is also important to view President Trump’s performance in historical context as well 

in light of the concept of rural resentment. As compared to Mitt Romney’s showing in Wisconsin 

in 2012, President Trump gained 6 percentage points, but also underperformed in certain 

Conservative strongholds like the Milwaukee suburbs.23 This also alludes to the rural resentment 

and the ideological and cultural divide because it shows that the suburbs which are located closer 

 
23 Malia Jones, “How and Where Trump Won Wisconsin in 2016: Lower Voter Turnout and Community Size 
Defined the Presidential Vote,” Wiscontext, November 2016. https://www.wiscontext.org/how-and-where-trump-
won-wisconsin-2016. 
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to the cities are not as disconnected as the far away rural counties are, and do not share the 

resentment that the latter mentioned counties hold for urban areas.  

Despite the outlying underperformance of President Trump in a couple of counties, his 

attempts to appeal to the people of Wisconsin and Michigan were largely successful. He visited 

the two states over ten times in the final few months before the election, whereas Secretary Clinton 

never travelled to Wisconsin and went to Michigan only three times total. Trump’s national appeal 

to working-class voters was the main driving force behind his victory, and this proved true in the 

two battleground Midwestern states. The small towns of America bought into President Trump’s 

campaign and ideology of bringing America back to prominence, resulting in 62% of national rural 

counties voting in favor of the eventual President.24 These small towns across the nation may be 

vastly different in their demographic makeup and may have entirely different political, cultural 

and social priorities; however, exactly like it was in Michigan and Wisconsin, these people were 

all brought together using rhetoric focused on returning their counties and state to an idealized 

version of the past. 

This idea is rooted in the notions of social identities and is bolstered by political 

expectations. That being said, “not all social categories [or identifiers] are relevant to politics, but 

it does not take much for [them] to have an impact on the formation of preferences regarding the 

distribution of resources— an issue at the heart of politics.”25 This is when group formations occur, 

and the division of groups is accentuated in the public forum. As it pertained to the main issues of 

Wisconsinites, allocation of resources, especially the disparity when compared to urban 

developments, became the social issue that formed their common identity. Cramer used basic 

 
24 Rich Morin, “Behind Trump’s win in rural white America: Women joined men in backing him,”  
Pew Research Center, November, 2016, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/11/17/behind-trumps-win-in-
rural-white-america-women-joined-men-in-backing-him/.  
25 Cramer, The Politics of Resentment, 8. 
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psychology to back up this claim, stating that “when people feel unsure and insecure about the 

amount of money available to go around, the situation is ripe for a politics of resentment. People 

are especially likely to rely on their group identities in situations of uncertainty.”26 President 

Trump came directly into play here because resentment is the easiest and most socially acceptable 

form of public expression when a person or group feels slighted. This, in turn, is easily manipulated 

as a political tool to gain support and backing of an ideal system (i.e., “making America great 

again”). Cramer adds, 

a politics of resentment arises from the way social identities, the emotion of resentment, 
and economic insecurity interact. In a politics of resentment, resentment toward fellow 
citizens is front and center. People understand their circumstances as the fault of guilty and 
less deserving social groups, not as the product of broad social, economic, and political 
forces.27 

 
Thus, instead of seeing their current economic and social standing as a result of the politicians and 

their decisions themselves, resentment creeps in and instead shifts perceived blame onto those who 

are different from them and are the supposed beneficiaries of what they are being slighted. 

The rural residents of the Midwest saw their misfortune and struggle as a direct result of 

the urban areas taking their resources and making the decisions that would have a direct impact on 

their lives for them. Instead of looking at the political deficiencies of those they have elected during 

the past few decades that developed their strife, they chose to aim their disapproval at their fellow 

countrymen; specifically, those who seemingly abided by an entirely different lifestyle from them. 

This recurring theme presents itself despite the aforementioned 11% poverty rate being a 

connective statistic that highlights the shared struggle amongst Midwesterners, rural and urban. 

 It is abundantly clear now that self-identification is at the very heart of Midwestern rural 

resentment. What Cramer refers to as “social class identity” defines the scope of their opinions 

 
26 Cramer, The Politics of Resentment, 9. 
27 Ibid. 
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and frames their political placement.28 Some may look in hindsight at President Trump’s 

administration and see a lack of competence combined with a lack of remorse for their actions. 

But it is vital to remember that different opinions and different rhetorical strategies can resonate 

with one group of voters and entirely miss others. This was precisely the case with rural voters in 

Michigan and Wisconsin. During Cramer’s interactions with the people of this region, she noticed 

that “many of the things that were turning people off from Trump were things that … weren’t 

registering with people [in rural Wisconsin].” 29 This included, but was not limited to, the Access 

Hollywood tape scandal and the “Trump University” scandal. Despite President Trump’s 

numerous personal missteps, his campaign was able to maneuver past these faults and still reach a 

base of voters that possibly did not fully pay attention to, or care about his scandals. The agenda 

of candidate Trump was similar to the desired outcomes of Midwestern citizens, specifically, “the 

notions of shaking things up, ‘draining the swamp’ of Washington, D.C.—those are really things 

that [the rural people of Wisconsin would] say.”30 For a group of people that do not identify as 

intrinsically political, supporting a candidate like President Trump was their way of showing their 

disdain for their perceived slights when it came to decision making that would affect their daily 

lives. With a historical trend that was already drifting Republican, it only seemed as if it was a 

matter of time before this pushback occurred. 

 Another interesting point to think about is the idea of race and how it relates to rural 

resentment towards urban areas like Milwaukee, Madison and Detroit. As with almost every other 

historical development that the United States has dealt with, race played a part in the decision for 

a rural “uprising,” of sorts. Think back to the statistics given earlier about diversity demographics 

 
28 Ibid. 
29 Sommer Mathis, “The Reality of Rural Resentment,” Bloomberg CityLab, November 2016, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-11-15/the-role-of-rural-resentment-in-trump-s-victory. 
30 Ibid. 
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in urban vs. rural areas: rural parts of the Midwest were 80% white, whereas Milwaukee was only 

43% and Detroit was only 14% white. That means, in parts of Michigan, there was an outlook that 

the 80% of whites in rural areas were being taken advantage of by the 86% minorities in the cities. 

Even if race was not a factor, it would be ignorant to not acknowledge this as a particular place of 

possible tension. Cramer, in her interactions, acknowledged this as a possible outcome, saying: 

Politics as usual, for them, is something for other people, not for them. And part of it is 
resenting urban elites who look down on them. And also it is partly a perception that what 
government does is suck in taxpayer dollars to support these social programs that go to 
undeserving “others.” Their stereotypes of who’s receiving social welfare benefits are 
illegal immigrants and people of color. They don’t think about say, workman’s comp, or 
mortgage interest tax deductions as social programs.31 
 

This type of rhetoric is something that is both politically and socially dangerous and leads to certain 

acts of rebellion that can either take the form of violent protest, or political strong-arming. Rural 

Wisconsinites saw education, taxes and public funding as something that not only benefited urban 

communities more than them, but also as a direct result of their increased participation in the form 

of higher taxes.32 Creating divisive narratives invites racism to become an impactful developer of 

one’s opinions. If you are already looking to create distinctions between yourself and the urban 

population, it is only a matter of time before a candidate who fosters this kind of divide (i.e., 

President Trump) is able to mobilize you in support of himself and through capitalization on 

existing racist ideologies in rural areas, in addition to the rural-urban divide. 

 How long can this type of narrative be successful? Well, one can look at the 2020 Election 

and try to discern some truths from the data we have. In Wisconsin, President Biden won two 

additional counties that President Trump won four years earlier.33 The vote count in an additional 

 
31 Ibid. 
32 Cramer, “How rural resentment helps explain the surprising victory of Donald Trump,” 2020. 
33 National Election Pool, “Wisconsin Presidential Election Results,” The New York Times, 2020, 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/11/03/us/elections/results-wisconsin-president.html.   
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seven rural counties was not only closer than it was in 2016, but was within a thousand votes.34 

With voter turnout increased throughout the country, there were an additional 320,000 votes across 

the state, of which, 92% of black voters chose Biden and 52% of white voters state-wide chose 

Trump.35 President Biden also had the highest percentage of votes in Waukesha County, a 

Conservative stronghold, since 1976.36 In Michigan, President Biden carried two additional 

counties that the President had previously won, and narrowed his defeat in nine other counties to 

less than a thousand votes.37 Here as well, 93% of black voters chose Biden, while 55% of white 

voters chose Trump. The former President’s triumph in 2016 was by a margin of 0.3% over 

Secretary Clinton, whereas President Biden defeated the incumbent by a margin of 2.8 percentage 

points.38 The successes experienced by the Biden campaign compared to the previous election 

could speak to a number of possibilities; the preference of Biden to Clinton, the numerous 

controversies of President Trump, or even a slight shift in general ideology. The election’s 

closeness and lack of shifting back to the Democratic dominance of prior elections shows that rural 

resentment is still a prevalent theoretical basis for these voters and will be something to continue 

to monitor going forward.  

The Democratic victory is a positive development for those who were fearful that the 

results in 2016 were the beginning of Michigan and Wisconsin turning into Republican-leaning 

states. With all of this being said, the results in 2020 may be misleading. Undeniably, President 

Biden was the victor and successfully mobilized his voting base (particularly, college-aged voters, 

garnering 61% of the 12-29 vote), as well as the mail-in and early voting strategies; however, 

 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
36 David Leip, “Dave Leip’s Atlas of the U.S. Presidential Elections,” USElectionAtlas, 2020, 
https://uselectionatlas.org/RESULTS/. 
37 “Michigan Presidential Election Results,” The New York Times, 2020.  
38 Ibid. 
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despite the Democratic trends we saw this past November, there were also some continuing trends 

that clearly show rural resentment is not a relic of 2016. For example, President Trump defeated 

Secretary Clinton in Wisconsin by 0.77%, whereas President Biden won by 0.63% over Trump.39 

Both elections were virtual ties and begs the question: did the COVID-19 Pandemic and Biden’s 

successful mobilization of mail-in and early voting push him over the edge? The answer, 

seemingly, is yes and without the pandemic, we will never know if the president would have 

carried Wisconsin. The fact that the black and white vote was, once again, divided, and shows no 

sign of evening out, clears a path for rural resentment to continue to be fostered. Now that President 

Biden has won, and the (sub)urban areas pushed him to victory, will we see increased tension 

within the state between rural and urban groups? How will the Republican Party respond to this 

loss, and will it choose a different strategy of mobilization or continue the divisive rhetoric of 

President Trump? These questions, and many more, will be on full display in the coming four 

years, and beyond. 

The 2020 Election was the culmination of a variety of storylines that defined and decided 

the election, vaulting Joe Biden into the presidency. In the midst of an unprecedented pandemic, 

Biden’s campaign mobilized alternative methods of voting to triumph against a sitting president - 

a difficult task in the annals of history. Michigan and Wisconsin still clearly have issues of rural 

resentment, and it is clear that they will continue to be battleground states moving forward. Now 

that a new administration has taken power in Washington, some Americans may see a greater sense 

of hope that our ability to come together despite our differences will be seen through. Regardless 

of whether or not we agree with the results of an election, every presidential succession has the 

ability to offer the American people a heightened sense of hope. Hope that we will continue to 

 
39 “Wisconsin Presidential Election Results,” The New York Times, 2020. 
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improve on our faults and that the issues that plague our nation will be fought against. For the 

people of the Midwest, this hope has taken the form of shifting their state’s presidential decision 

in recent elections; however, it will be President Biden’s task, and all those who govern afterwards, 

to help mend the differences that divide us as a people. 
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Introduction 

The sky above has been the subject of deep intrigue since the beginning of humanity. 

Curiosity in celestial objects was just the start of the never-ending search for understanding life. 

People tracked the rising and setting of the sun, they studied the paths of the planets, they created 

mathematical calculations to predict an eclipse, and developed countless theories about the shape 

of the earth and universe. It seems to be a part of human nature to assign meaning to things, so 

trying to find meaning in the movements of celestial objects should be expected. Astrology is often 

seen as taboo, many people arguing that the location of the sun at your birth has no effect on your 

personality or future and that astronomy is the only true study of the sky. But until the Early 

Modern Era, Astrology and Astronomy were viewed as one, a complete science. Although the 

practices differed between cultures and with time, the study of the stars was both mathematical 

and based in belief.  

I was inspired to write this paper as a recap of a course I took in Tübingen titled “A Global 

History of Astrology”; taught by Dr. Sky Michael Johnston. This paper is based on the sources 

used in that class and follows the same general structure and order of the course, as that seems to 

be the most cohesive way to approach the subject. By the end of this paper, we should have an 

idea of the trends in astrological practices over the last few millennia and between different 

cultures and societies. 
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Mesopotamia 1 2 

While today astronomy and astrology are considered to be separate, they started long ago 

as one and the same. The ancient Mesopotamians began observing the skies and studying them as 

far back as 5000 BCE and records show that the concept of astrological significance came into 

effect at least in 2300 BCE, if not earlier. The civilization was massive and thus religion varied 

from town to town, but when put all together scholars have been able to determine much of 

Babylonian astrology and astronomy.  

In Babylonian religion the three highest gods were Anu, Enlil, and Ea, who were each 

associated with heaven, earth, and water respectively. Cosmic entities, such as the Sun, Moon, 

Venus, and constellations were linked with the many other deities of their religion. During the 

2300 BCE Akkadian rule, a growth of interest began in omens concerned with the astrological 

significance the positions and appearance of Venus. Each of these events with Venus were given 

astrological interpretations relating to outcomes of war, famine, disease, kings, and nations. It was 

believed that the deities were capable of determining what happens in human matters such as love 

and war through the celestial behavior of the planets that were associated with them. Religion and 

astrology went hand in hand at this point in time. In other words, astrology truly started out with 

the association of gods with planets and then predicting events based on the position of the planets. 

Later in time, this connection of religion to astrology was lost, changing the idea of astrology to 

one of predicting human behavior solely based on the sky.  

 

1 John North, “Mesopotamia”, in Cosmos: An Illustrated History of Astrology and Cosmology, (University of Chicago 
Press, 2008), 36-66.  

2 Hungerm Herrmann and David Pingree, “MUL.APIN”, in Astral Sciences in Mesopotamia, (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 
57-82. 
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The development of star lists, the precursor to star maps, came about sometime around 

1000 BCE in Mesopotamia. Star lists connected the passage of the months with heliacal risings of 

stars, the most famous of these are the clay tablets known as the MUL.APIN, which date back 

roughly to the seventh century BCE. The MUL.APIN tablets contain Babylonian astronomical 

knowledge and celestial omens, including lists of secondary stars and names of constellations. 

The MUL.APIN gave the gods who were associated with each constellation and the 

constellation’s name. Different from the modern zodiac, Babylonian constellations were listed in 

the path of the moon and the sky was divided into eighteen parts. It was not until around 500 BCE 

that they began dividing their zodiac into twelve signs of equal length. What is fascinating about 

the star lists is that some of the original names for the constellations have passed down to today, 

specifically the Bull, the Lion, and the Scorpion. The MUL.APIN show that in that time, people 

were trying to predict future planetary positions based on past patterns.  

The concept of horoscopes came from Mesopotamia as well. Horoscopes are defined as an 

arrangement of the heavens at a significant moment and their concept took over from the idea of 

omens, creating a new style of divination. This was cause for more systematic observation of 

planetary phenomena that continued on without interruption until the late Seleucid times. These 

recordings of the planets were used increasingly to aid prediction.  

Like language, astrology is a concept that developed in a few different parts of the world 

on its own. But the strongest foundation for modern astrology comes predominantly from 

Mesopotamia. Throughout history the content and use of astrology has changed because of trends 

in culture and the development of astronomy, but there are some specifics from the very beginning 

that are still around in modern astrology.  



22 

The Ancient Mediterranean 3 4 5    “It’s all super trippy to think about. Like, woah...” ~Dr. Johnston 

As Dr. Johnston eloquently put it, theories of cosmology during the times of Aristotle and 

later Ptolemy were complicated and frankly quite ‘trippy’. attempting to dissect Aristotle’s words 

during class was a daunting task and in the end was so complex that our brains hurt.  

In Aristotelean cosmology the world was seen as eternal and time as circular. Aristotle’s 

view was that since circular motion is eternal, the motion of the earth must also be eternal. Time 

would repeat itself in a never-ending cycle of beginning, middle, and end, in which time is always 

and never all three concepts at once. In his idea of the cosmos, the earth was within a sphere of 

imperfection where everything is in flux while the heavens were another sphere where everything 

is perfect and without fault. Stars and the planets were celestial objects in this sphere of perfection 

and the human soul was of the heavens; thus, the motions of the cosmos affected the soul through 

their connection. This belief was the foundation of astrology in the Mediterranean, but scholars 

debate whether it truly began in Greece or actually much earlier in Mesopotamia.  

This was the world view for centuries and continued to be so during the time of Ptolemy. 

In his book Tetrabiblos, Ptolemy argues in favor of astrology, providing the reader with his 

reasoning for why it is a feasible practice and offers examples of its uses in daily life. It is 

immediately clear he supports astrology when he states, “it is so evident that most events of a 

 

3 Aristotle, Selections, in Physics. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1957), 228. 

4 Ptolemy, “I1 Introduction,” “I.2 That Knowledge by Astronomical means is Attainable and How Far,” “I.3 That It 
Is also Beneficial,” in Tetrabiblos, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980).  

5 Nicholas Campion, “The Possible Survival of Babylonian Astrology in the Fifth Century CE: A Discussion of 
Historical Sources,” in Horoscopes and Public Spheres: Essays on the History of Astrology. (Berlin: Walter de Gruter, 
2005), 69-92. 
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general nature draw their causes from the enveloping heavens”.6  He goes on in the following 

pages to describe how the sun, moon, planets, and fixed stars bring about many complicated 

changes. Some of these changes are tides and seasons, but others are influences on humans and 

other aspects of nature.  

Ptolemy then goes into the art of the trade and how many people are turned off of astrology 

because of error and fake practitioners. He talks about the error and inability to accurately predict 

that is common for people who have no practice in the art. Those who have been incorrectly 

instructed on the matter will make mistakes that lead to improper predictions or the belief that it 

was a “lucky guess”. He admits though that mistakes may still occur, not at the fault of the 

astrologer but because of the great magnitude of the profession and the conjectural nature of it. 

Predictions will also sometimes fail because the planets will never align back to the same exact 

configuration during a person’s lifetime. These predictions are based on birth charts that are 

specific to the location of birth. Still common today, birth charts are a way to make predictions 

that are specific to an individual.  

Astrology is not to be used for knowing everything. Ptolemy suggests that the best thing to 

do with a prediction is accept that not all answers will be full; one should appreciate what has been 

provided as an answer. It is a tool that cannot gain wealth and riches within its power. Rather, 

astrological forecast gives a full view of things human and divine, something Ptolemy says is the 

most conductive to well-being. Astrology’s purpose, in this case, is for gaining an understanding 

of life. He believes that people who fault and condemn it have no regard for its importance and 

greater advantages.  

 
6 Ptolemy, “I-1 Introduction,” in Tetrabiblos. 5. 
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Another factor of astrology that he mentions is that not everything is a result of a natural 

pre-disposition. Although he does say that humans have an unchangeable destiny because of the 

movement of heavenly bodies eternally performed in accordance with a divine, humans behave 

based on a natural tendency that is determined by their horoscope. Ptolemy compares astrology to 

medicine. He explains that when someone is sick, they may choose to use a remedy to cure their 

illness. While the illness is the work of nature, the remedy is stronger than nature and can oppose 

natural forces. Here, he is attempting to show that while nature/astrology has shown someone their 

natural course in life, the person can choose to work against nature and provide their own 

“remedies”. Additionally, Ptolemy points out that astrology is nature and while the heavens are 

perfect, nature itself can change. Predictions may be altered but one must continue to believe their 

astrologer’s work. When the primary natures are concerned, Ptolemy says that “all future events 

are inevitable and inescapable” and the authority of predictions should always be welcomed.  

Scholars have noticed that Babylonian ideas of astrology made their way into astrological 

practices during the late roman empire. The reading consulted on this topic focused on sources that 

referenced astrology during the fifth century CE. These texts contained horoscopes that supposedly 

should have aided two separate men in their rebellions against the Eastern Roman emperor Zeno. 

These unsuccessful rebellions took place first in 475 and then in 484 CE by generals Basiliscus 

and Leontius respectively. Both leaders had corresponded with astrologers who used horoscopes 

and astrological charts to determine when a revolt would be most successful, even planning out 

the exact moment of their supposed coronation, in the assumption that their revolt would succeed. 

Prior to both revolts, charts had been consulted and given positive readings with specific points to 

back up why they would be successful. However, after the failures, astrologers went back to the 

charts and reanalyzed them to find reasons why the revolts were unsuccessful. In a way it is as 
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though the astrologers were picking and choosing the “good stuff” in their favor and then coming 

back with the negative parts of the reading after being blamed for false advertising in order to save 

themselves. In addition to the horoscopes, the astrologers used eclipses as signs that were bad 

indications for emperor Zeno, meaning the revolts should have, in their minds, worked.  

One way that Babylonian eclipse astrology found its way into the late classical world was 

through a set of texts adapted in Egypt around the sixth or fifth centuries BCE and then paraphrased 

into work by Greek astrologer Hephastion. The argument against Babylonian astrology having 

made its way into the late roman period is that while the Babylonians practiced observational 

astrology through watching the skies, Hellenistic astrology of Greece used charts and tables, things 

that led to horoscopic charts like those used when planning the revolts. Over time, there came to 

be an overlap between the practices of both civilizations and Babylonian astrology lived on 

through high intellectual academies, especially that of the Platonic Academy.  

 

East Asia 7 

 Tracing the roots of traditions and practices is often a very difficult and, in some cases, 

impossible task. Because of a lack of written sources, whether that means items were left 

undocumented or the works somehow vanished, astrological trends throughout Asia are difficult 

to track. Compared to Western European astrological practices throughout the ages, Asian 

astrology has a much smaller amount of documentation to help scholars put together a 

comprehensive history. For the most part, it is hard to trace what Western practices may have 

shaped those in Eastern Asian, however there are a few instances where influence can be assumed. 

 

7 John North, “China and Japan,” in Cosmos: An Illustrated History of Astrology and Cosmology, (University of 
Chicago Press, 2008), 134-160.  
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It seems that, based on ancient sources that have survived, Chinese astrology developed on its own 

through Chinese schools of thought and philosophy without influence from the West. It was not 

until after they had established their own astrological systems that their contact with the West grew 

and their practices were incorporated in Chinese traditions.  

 

China 

 The Chinese have carefully studied the cosmos since as early as 1500 BCE, since astrology 

was considered an important form of ancient Chinese fortune-telling. It was believed that celestial 

events were tied to the destiny of the emperor and that their behavior corresponded to the politics 

of the ruler. Their observation of the skies was primarily concerned with the constellations located 

around the northern celestial pole and celestial equator; western astrology has always differed by 

focusing on constellations located on the horizon. The stars around the northern celestial pole 

would not rise and set such as those by the horizon, allowing the Chinese to position celestial 

objects in opposition of the sun’s location when the sun was set. Thus, the Chinese could 

consistently and accurately pinpoint certain stars.  

 An important astrological development created by the Chinese was a systematic division 

of the sky called hsiu or xiu (referred to as Lunar Mansions in the West). The approximate date of 

its creation is a subject of debate, as Nicholas Campion argues for an origin around 400 BCE while 

John North claims it was developed sometime between 1500 and 600 BCE. There are 28 hsiu 

(sections of the sky), each one a section of the equator. By following the moon’s path through the 

hsiu, the Chinese created a lunar calendar and a form of a lunar zodiac and horoscopy used for 

divination. Unfortunately, the foundation of this concept and what may have been the influence in 

Chinese astrology is still unknown to scholars and a subject of debate.  
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 During the late Zhou and then following Qin dynasties, approximately 300 — 250 BCE, a 

new school of thought was being created by unifying the many different schools of Chinese 

philosophy from the previous centuries into one. This new, single system was known as the Yin 

and Yang school of thought. In this system there is one principle that guides the universe, known 

as the Tao. The Tao is divided into two opposing forces and states of existence- the Yin and Yang.  

All opposites can be reduced to this, such as light and darkness, the sun and moon, the cold and 

heat, night and day, and so forth. Then, through this polarity, yin-yang principles create five phases 

or elements known as wu-xing. The wu-xing can be traced back to the third and fourth centuries 

BCE and explain all phenomena. The elements are wood, fire, earth, metal, and water, each ebbing 

and flowing through each other and changing life on earth. The overall idea in this doctrine is that 

all things are related to each other and dynamically change through interplay. 

 Because of the belief that the cosmos was connected to the emperor and his future, there 

were imperial astronomers and astrologers who observed the planets, the weather, and other 

seemingly celestial events. A major part of their work was creating calendar systems as tools for 

prognostications and noting observations. These calendars, symbolic of the dynastic powers, 

encompassed solar and lunar observations, star tables, and planetary records. By studying the past 

calendars, the astronomers and astrologers were able to calculate and predict potential 

cosmological events, such as an eclipse. Additionally, modern scholars can track developments in 

astronomical theories by examining the surviving calendars.  

 Star maps are another old tradition from China that developed out of fortune-telling. 

Certain regions of the stars were associated with specific regions of the earth. So similar to the 

hsiu, events in those regions of the sky would be seen as predictions. Events ranged from solar 

halos and sunspots to aurora borealis and comets. Along with these maps were three star-
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catalogues which date back to the fourth century BCE. When combined, the three lists included 

1,464 stars in total. These stars were then divided into groups called “chairs” of which there were 

284. (This concept should not be confused with the western idea of constellations which are groups 

of stars interpreted as patterns or images). These chairs were listed by name and included the 

number of stars within them, the positions of the lesser stars in relation to the ‘chief star’ of the 

chair, and contained the coordinates of that chief star. While these maps were important for the 

later development of astronomical studies of celestial motions, their original purpose was tied to 

astrological practices in ancient China. 

 

Japan 

 The Japanese regarded celestial bodies as deities but otherwise practiced nothing of an 

astrological nature until the arrival of Chinese texts in the eighth century of the common era. Early 

Japanese astrological texts drew upon these Chinese practices which made their way to Japan 

through Korea. A rise in Buddhism in Japan, which called for a need to practice astrology, led to 

this growth of astrological practices. One such practice was making predictions of an individual’s 

fate and personality based on the position of the Moon at birth. As explained earlier, a form of 

Chinese astrology developed out of Yin-Yang philosophy. This concept spread to Japan and was 

incorporated in their study of the skies and astrological divination. Little else of astrological nature 

seems to have made any impact in Japanese society until the arrival of Jesuit missionary Francis 

Xavier in the sixteenth century, who used the cosmos as a means for converting people to 

Christianity.   
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South Asia 8 

The Rigveda, composed between 1500 and 1000 BCE, is the oldest text of the Vedic 

religion. The Vedic religion was the source of modern Hinduism and contained a strong connection 

between the cosmos and the divine. The text gave rise to an idea in India that the world is inhabited 

by a “world soul”, personifying the earth and its properties along with those of other celestial 

objects. While there is no evidence in the Rigveda of mathematical approaches to cosmological 

study, there is evidence of contact with Mesopotamia. Scholars have determined this by tracing 

statements in the Vedic texts back to statements in the ancient Babylonian star catalogues known 

today as the MUL.APIN. 

 Similar to the Hsiu of Chinese astrology, the people of India developed a system of 27 or 

28 stars (or groups of stars) that marked the moon’s passage through the sky. Each of these groups, 

called Naksatras was associated with a different deity. The difference between the Naksatras and 

the Hsiu is that the Naksatras were subdivisions of a twelve-month, lunar based zodiac. The zodiac 

were used for astrological interpretation, functioning similarly to what we are familiar with today 

with interpretation based on the relationships between the planets and their location in the zodiac 

signs. The similarity between the Indian and Hellenistic zodiac suggests that Greek astrological 

practices had made their way to India and been interwoven with Indian astrology; a theory that is 

supported by Sanskrit translations of Greek astrological works. Interestingly, the Greeks had 

created their own modified versions of Babylonian methods of studying the cosmos which then in 

turn were shared with India through trade.  Thus, Indian horoscopic astrology has its roots in Greek 

changes to early Babylonian cosmology.  

 
8 John North, “Indian and Persian Astronomy,” in Cosmos: An Illustrated History of Astrology and Cosmology, 
(University of Chicago Press, 2008), 171-188. 
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 Understanding the formats of Indian and Persian calendars from the first and second 

millennia BCE can be tricky due to the complexity of period relations. But the basic format of the 

yearly calendar that was developed by the mid- to late first millennium BCE is similar to the 

modern Gregorian calendar system used today. The year was divided into twelve months of 30 

tithis (lunar days) and weeks were divided into seven days. A period of 1,860 tithis was equated 

to five years, and 25 years were equated with 310 synodic months. A synodic month is the name 

for one cycle of the moon’s phases. The seven weekdays were associated each with one of the 

traditional planets — the Moon, Mercury, Venus, the Sun, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn. Shrines to 

the planets were often part of Buddhist and Hindu temples where astrologers could be found 

performing priest-like duties. The purpose of these calendars was to track astrological trends and 

predict the timing of major life events. While seemingly mundane, these calendar systems played 

a key role in astrological divination in the Indian subcontinent starting as early as the first 

millennium BCE.  

 

Islamic Societies 9 10 

During the Islamic Golden Age, which began in the 830s in Baghdad, the Arab world 

discovered, translated, and distributed astrological and astronomical works from the Hellenistic 

period. Islamic astrology had its roots in this study of Greek texts and Muslim scientists paid close 

attention to the work of Ptolemy. A particular role known as the munajjim was given to someone 

 
9  Stephen P Blake, “Introduction,” in Time in Early Modern Islam, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 
1-20. 

10 Eva Orthmann, “Circular Motions: Private Pleasures and public Prognostication in the Narratives of the Mughal 
Emperor Akbar,” in Horoscopes and Public Spheres: Essays on the History of Astrology, (Berlin: Walter de Gruter, 
2005), 101-114..  
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who had extensively trained himself in this astronomy and astrology. The munaijim was 

responsible for charting and interpreting the movements of the heavenly bodies, as well as using 

the sun and moon to determine proper times for daily prayers and when the month of Ramadan 

would occur. An astrologer’s job was to predict and interpret the influence of the heavenly bodies 

on the earth and individuals. The munajjim would draw up horoscopes in the same fashion as 

brought about by the Greeks and the twelve houses were even the same as those in Greek astrology 

and provided the same goal of being interpreted for future predictions.  

The astrology in the early modern Islamic world was separated into four parts. The first 

was general astrology which was predictions of nature and politics based on the horoscope of the 

first day of the year. It also included predictions of how celestial events in the year will impact 

states, regions, and religions. The second part was genethlialogy which was the predicting of 

significant events in the lives of individuals using their natal chart. These would be events such as 

marriage, disease, and death. The third part was election and choice astrology. This part related to 

the use of a horoscope to determine when to best undertake a certain activity. The last and fourth 

part was called interrogation astrology. In this case horoscopes would be cast when a certain 

question was asked about decisions to make and thus would reveal a response. Astrology played 

an important role in Islamic society which is shown in the next part regarding the Mughal Empire.  

The Mughal Empire is said to have made extensive use of astrological advice and 

predictions, with astrologers being present from the moment an emperor was born and providing 

him with advice throughout his life. At the birth of an emperor, astrologers would pay attention to 

the exact moment they were born in order to calculate the exact positions of the ascendant (the 

zodiac sign present on the eastern horizon at the time of birth) and of the planets. With this 

information they would compute future astronomical data and astronomical predictions. Large, 
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extensive books called zāyche were produced in which the computation tables and calculations lie. 

At the core of the books was a beautifully decorated copy of the nativity (birth chart). The smaller 

half of the book, after the calculations, were the astrological prognostications. In the case of Abū 

I-Fazl’s work on Emperor Akbar’s birth, there are no calculation tables, only an astrological 

interpretation of the constellation figures at Akbar’s birth. He includes four different horoscopes 

and provides much interpretation of them. The main interest in drawing up Akbar’s horoscopes 

was not to provide astral positions and astrological houses, rather they were used to create a “link 

between the new-born and supernatural forces which act with the help of stars”11 and to prove that 

the emperor was privileged.  

The four horoscope figures included in Abū I-Fazl’s book differ in their predictions and 

content. But notably, the zodiac are comparable to the ones seen today and in past astronomy. The 

names of the constellations are what we use today: Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, Taurus, Sagittarius, 

Capricorn, Gemini, Aquarius. There are more today but these are the names provided in the 

horoscopes of Akbar’s birth. Prognostications were developed in accordance with the horoscopes, 

each horoscope providing their own interpretations. The predictions range from the emperor’s 

future endeavors and conquests, to his marriage and riches, and from his later policies to his 

thoughts on religion. What is important to note is that many of the predictions were vague. The 

benefit of vagueness in astrology is it leaves room for later reinterpretation. If things do not go the 

way the prophecy foretells, a vague prediction can offer alternative interpretations. This alteration 

in prediction has been seen frequently during the history of astrology and will continue to be a trait 

of the field.  

 

 
11 Orthmann, “Circular Motions,” in Horoscopes and Public Spheres: Essays on the History of Astrology, 110.  
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The European Renaissance and Reformation 12 13 14 15 

Renaissance Court Astrology of Italy  

In Renaissance Italy, a majority of people believed that their celestial bodies exerted an 

influence on Earth and this influence could be interpreted by a professional astrologer. A group of 

these people went as far as to believe that the configuration of the skies could be interpreted for 

when to best perform an action. The principles of astrology were applied consistently in many 

areas of political and civic life, including war and travel. For example, certain military events were 

to occur at a specific moment determined by astrologers. Even the Duke of Milan had astrological 

counseling. This is not to say that all people were in favor of astrology. There were of course many 

skeptics and the most consumers of astrology were Renaissance elites.  

Astrologers would write annual prognostications and general forecasts, namely for the 

weather, harvest, and conflict outcomes. They would however be frequently consulted and provide 

highly personalized advi'ce to their clients. Client-astrologer relationships varied, some being 

permanent while other being very occasional. As with any field of practice, the occupation of 

astrology was a spectrum of highly renown practitioners to locals. Consulting multiple astrologers 

was normal and a way to “test” if their predictions were comparable. Astrology’s place in society 

was fairly strong, which can be shown in the amount of court astrologers present throughout the 

 

12 Monica Azzolini, “Introduction,” in The Duke and the Star: Astrology and politics in Renaissance Milan, 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2013), 1-20. 

13 Andreas Osiander, “Preface,” in De Revolutionibus erbium coelestium, (1543). 

14 Charlotte Methuen, “The German Reformation and the Mathematization of the Created World,” in Theology and 
Science, no. 9, (2011), 35-44.  

15 Günther Oestmann, “J.W.A. Pfaff and the Rediscovery of Astrology in the Age of Romanticism,” in Horoscopes 
and Public Spheres: Essays on the History of Astrology, (Berlin: Walter de Gruter, 2005), 241-257.  
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Renaissance and its place as part of university curriculums, including the practice and teaching of 

astrological medicine.  

There were two prominent types of court astrology: medical and political. In medical 

astrology, the idea was that the influence of the stars related to the state of health of a patient. It 

was generally believed that the heavenly bodies influenced human affairs and the state of the 

human body, a theory that goes back to Greeks and Babylonians. Different parts of the body were 

associated with different signs of the zodiac and planets, while remedies such as bloodletting and 

purging were calculated based on the position of the planets and moon in various signs of the 

zodiac. Treatment of patients were formulated after consulting things such as a patient’s birth 

chart, a chart created when they fell ill, and the position of the stars at different stages in the 

disease’s progression. Although not all physicians would practice the fundamental principles of 

astrological medicine, it still played a large roll in Italian university curriculums during the 

Renaissance.  

Political astrology, on the other hand, was the application of astrology and astrological 

practices by rulers and political figures to advance political agendas. All techniques of applying 

astrology required casting and interpreting the skies. Astrologers would cast charts and predictions 

of Renaissance elite, using them to prove to the public that astrology’s predictive value was real. 

Politicians of all forms would consult astrologers for advice in political proceedings and decisions. 

It is clear that astrology had its many uses during the Renaissance in Italy. Its history in this context 

may often be overlooked in favor of new thinking and scholarship of that era, but astrology’s 

presence was prominent and found its way into most parts of society.  

 

Scientific Advances and Pfaff’s Rediscovery of Astrology  
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With the Renaissance and Reformation came a big change in the world of mathematics and 

science. New technologies and developments in math led to the increasing accuracy of astronomy. 

Mathematicians saw math as a key to unravel the universe and understand God’s work and the 

divine, using math as a theological tool. Slowly, math was used to overcome the Aristotelian view 

of the world, a breakthrough that truly took place when Johannes Kepler took Copernicus’s theory 

of a heliocentric system and used it as a base for all of his work.  

Isaac Newton used Kepler’s work to explain the planetary orbits using gravity, starting a 

wave of astronomical advances. The divide between astrology and astronomy was evident and 

astrology quickly lost its place in society and in science. A century after astrology truly lost its 

validity, a natural scientist in Germany by the name of Johannes Pfaff attempted to bring astrology 

back to relevance. Pfaff was a professor of astronomy and used his position to try and spread ideas 

of astrology. In his most notable work, titled Astrologie, Pfaff uses astrological charts and diagrams 

to claim the legitimacy of astrology. He argues in its favor, quoting Ptolemy and showing 

horoscopes of emperors to prove its accuracy. A notable feature in Pfaff’s work is his inclusion of 

the zodiac which have been consistent throughout astrology’s history. Despite his best efforts, 

Pfaff lost most credibility in his field due to the criticism of his peers. He spent the rest of his life 

teaching and writing about it, but his attempt at bringing astrology back into society failed in the 

end. In the age of science and discovery, astrology lost its home.  
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The Modern West 16 17 

In an interesting turn of events, astrology found itself a new home during the Weimar 

Republic through none other than the field of Psychology. During this time, a rise in occult 

practices brought along with it a rise in astrology. Practitioners argued that there was a divide 

between the two, stating that astrology was an experiential science or Erfahrungswissenschaft in 

German. Author Oscar Schmitz wrote a major astrological text titled Der Geist der Astrology 

which combined horoscope readings of famous Germans with the discussion of the Great War in 

terms of astrology. Additionally, he included technical information about the practice of it although 

the main purpose of his book was for interested parties, not for researchers of astrology. He argued 

that one must first experience the use of astrology before judging it due to its experiential nature. 

Schmitz shares his personal story and encounters with astrology for readers to see that experience 

is key to understanding astrology. He even brings it into the equation of religion, saying that 

astrology is a way to read the language of God through celestial signs and his will becomes one 

with God’s. Many others offered their views and interpretation of astrology, some even providing 

statistical data of chart elements an attempt to give astrology a scientific respectability.  

Psychologist Dr. Olga von Ungern-Sternberg attached astrology to a psychoanalytic way 

of practice. She used Jung’s theory of archetypes to support her theories of astrological affinities. 

She said that the positions of the planets at birth reflect the possible expressions of character in a 

person. Other astrologers and doctors continued in this line of study, with even Jung himself 

mixing the two fields of astrology and psychology. Astrology during the Weimar Republic was 

 

16 Jennifer Lynn Zahrt, “Oscar Schmitz and Narratives of Astrological Experience,” in The Astrological Imaginary in 
Early Twentieth-Century German Culture, PhD Dissertation, (UC Berkeley, 2012), 10-40. 

17 Nicolas Campion, “Introduction: A Million Dollar Business?” in Astrology and Popular Religion in the Modern 
West: Prophecy, Cosmology and the New Age Movement, (New York: Routledge, 2012), 1-11. 
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focused much more on the individual scale. While in the past it had been used by and for political 

leaders, in the modern age it was about each individual person and their experience with the matter. 

For this reason, it makes sense that the idea was combined with concepts in psychology, for both 

deal with a person’s mind and being.  

Astrology is seen in a different light today. While it is practiced by many individuals for 

their own reasons, it has also become a form of a media-based business. Astrologers provide 

horoscopes on television, in newspaper columns, and run businesses both online and in-person 

where they provide readings. Skeptics are very common, claiming it is a form of scientific 

ignorance and unreliable. They back their claims with examples of false predictions and find its 

survival into modern society to be problematic. What can be said to it is this: astrology has found 

itself a new home in the modern world amongst people in all parts of society. At this time, it is fair 

to say that if people choose to act based on the alignment of the stars, why not? Many people act 

based on religious beliefs, so the trust that others put in astrology differs very little. Although little 

to no scientific evidence can prove that astrology is accurate, it is up to the individual to decide if 

they wish to use it for themselves. 

 

Conclusion and Future Exploration on the Topic 

What makes astrology so fascinating is that it has been present through most of human 

history. While science developed and astrology changed as it passed between civilizations, the 

idea that the cosmos can predict human nature and behavior has been consistent since its 

conception. As I said before, the sky has always been a matter of interest to humans and it seems 

only natural that we would try to find meaning in planetary movements and celestial motions.   
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In the future, I hope to expand upon this paper and delve further into the research. Because 

the astrological history that I cover in this paper is primarily focused on Europe, Mesopotamia, 

and Asia, the future research that I want to conduct would include studying Indigenous astrological 

practices in North and South America, Africa, and Australia. Additionally, I would go much deeper 

into the research, writing a comprehensive history of the subject matter that includes diagrams, 

charts, and other tools used in astrological practices through the millennia. I believe that a lot can 

be gained from the history of astrology, whether it is an understanding of how astrology has 

brought us to our modern science or an appreciation of humanity’s attempt to make sense of the 

world. 
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On the opening page of Edward V. Gulick’s biography on the life of Dr. Peter Parker, he 

defined him as “a nineteenth-century pioneer in the contact between the West and East, a hardline 

religious expansionist, a daring and gifted surgeon of wide clinical experience, and a cosmopolitan 

well known to our great-grandfathers but now almost entirely forgotten”1 Written by Gulick in 

1973 on behalf of the Harvard Studies in American-East Asian Relations, this definition represents 

a rather embellished and adorned view of the life of Peter Parker that omits the type of person he 

was and his character. Born into the nineteenth century, Peter Parker was by all accounts the son 

of New England farmers who wanted to find out what it was that he wanted to do with his life, and 

then, after his discovery of purpose, struggled to overcome the challenges of commitment. But no 

character assessments of Peter Parker are advantageous without an understanding of how religion 

impacted and shaped his life. As this essay will explore, the religion of Parker’s life shaped not 

only his profession, which would be the work of a foreign Christian missionary in China, but how 

he viewed the world, his own character through critical self-examinations, and other people around 

him, such as those who were non-Christians. So, in contrast to the definition of Peter Parker given 

by Edward V. Gulick, the humanized picture of Peter Parker shows that from a young age, Parker 

was filled with misgivings and deep critical self-examinations of character, but he ultimately 

latched onto a sense of self-driven purpose shaped from the influence of his religion.  

 The early life of Peter Parker was transformative for him in shaping both his character and 

his deep connection to religion. In relevant background, Parker was born in Framingham, MA on 

June 18th, 1804. In a childhood that was dominated by a nineteenth-century agrarian lifestyle, his 

early years would be split between work on the farm with his father Nathaniel Parker and the 

development of a devotion to his religion. In describing the history of religion in his own family, 

 
1 Gulick, Edward Vose. Peter Parker and the Opening of China. (Harvard University Press, 1973), viii.  
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Peter Parker wrote that “my grandparents on my father’s side were Peter and Ruth Parker, who 

were professors of religion.”2 This is significant as it explains why the practice of religion in his 

life at an early age, influenced by his family, was so strict in manner. Moreover, the strictness of 

religion in his life left Parker with no deep connection to it: “Prayer and preaching had no delights 

for me; they were seemingly unmeaning services; usually there was nothing in sermons that gave 

me pleasure but their close.”3 This quotation from Parker’s journals portrays the image of a young 

boy who is mostly uninterested and incurious with any aspect of religion in his life. However, this 

disinterest would not last, as it was his accounts of early education that show a shift in his thoughts 

on religion. An important event of his journal that sticks out is telling of his education on the Ten 

Commandments: “An incident at school which made an indelible impression on my mind when, 

as nearly as I can recollect, I was not more than six or seven years old. My attention was arrested 

by the remarks of my pious instructor upon the Ten Commandments.”4 After Parker described how 

his professor lectured the students on the seriousness of sins, he found that “the interrogation filled 

my soul with dread.”5 Thus is the emergence of a young man who came from a family of strict 

religious practice and had no interest in it, and who, in turn, started to develop deep emotional 

feelings on what religion and the act of sin means in his life.  

  The small step that Peter Parker took on the path of religion from his lesson on the Ten 

Commandments quickly turned into a deep dive in personal character questioning which, with 

profound effect, led Parker to question his own life. In essence, this is Parker’s first major turning 

point as he noted in his journal that “I passed the first fourteen years of my life in a state of 

 
2 Stevens, George Barker, and William Fisher Markwick, The Life, Letters, and Journals of the Rev. and Hon. Peter 
Parker, M.D., Missionary, Physician, Diplomatis,. (Kessinger Publishing, 1896), 5. 
3 Stevens and Markwick, The Life, Letters, and Journals, 6. 
4 Ibid, 7. 
5 Ibid. 
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carelessness and indifference, at the expiration of which I was brought by the goodness of God to 

a solemn pause.”6 As seen in these lines, religion served as an awakening for Parker, and the 

turning point, which he described as ‘a solemn pause,’ would be soon repeated in his journal entries 

to come: “soon after this solemn pause, I became more apprehensive that all was not right; and the 

more I investigated the matter, the more this suspicion was deepened. Moderate convictions of sin 

also set in; and these grew deeper, the more I reflected.”7 Self-reflection on the convictions of sin 

became an integral part of his character development in his teenage years. This self-reflection was 

felt by Parker to the extreme and left him with dark thoughts on the meaning of his own life: “Thus 

was I troubled with these unwelcome thoughts occasionally for the most of a year, becoming more 

and more intense the oftener they returned; and they would frequently extort the ejaculation, Oh, 

that I had never been born!”8 The despair and dark feelings Parker noted in his journal seem to 

peak in intensity from this previous line, but are reproached once he opened up to his parents on 

his inner turmoil. 

 In a small magnification of the young Peter Parker in this time period, we can read how he 

described his daily routine and initial desires to give us a deeper insight into how he truly felt. 

Parker’s journals provide a deconstruction of his everyday life down to core themes of how he felt 

at the day’s close and how he viewed his purpose from there on out: “At night, when I retired to 

rest, the transactions of the day preceding would pass in review before my mind, and in everything, 

I found that I came short of duty. I would then seek forgiveness and pray for another day of trial.”9 

In this summarization of a day, we begin to see that he keeps falling short of his own expectations 

of himself. In his daily trials of character, he concluded “I had not canceled any of my past offenses 

 
6 Ibid, 8. 
7  Ibid. 
8  Ibid, 9. 
9  Ibid, 10. 
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but had been adding sin to sin.”10 His daily trials of character progress a cycle where he becomes 

more and more troubled, which comes to a pivotal moment where he finally opened up to his 

family. Parker wrote that while “engaged at work in the field with my father, wishing every 

moment an opportunity to unbosom my feelings to him.”11 Parker then finally lays bare the 

thoughts that have been circulating in his head for quite some time. This following interaction of 

journaled dialogue between Parker and his father depicts the intensity and somber of his thoughts: 

“‘The world was not made in a minute.’ ‘True,’ said my father, ‘but we must leave it in a minute.’ 

Bursting into tears, I exclaimed: ‘Oh that I were prepared to leave it, and I should not care how 

soon.’”12 Before Parker received transformative advice from his mother, he then asked his ultimate 

question to his father which was “what shall I do to be saved?”13 Parker wrote that “I did not ask 

the question because I had ever heard it before, but because it expressed the whole desire of my 

soul.”14 From his initial influences of religion in school to his restless daily trials of self-criticism, 

this moment was Parker coming to full grips with his inner demons.  

 Another subsequent turning point in the early life of Peter Parker comes with his mother, 

shortly after his previous conversation with his father, whom he described sets him at peace and 

onto a path to find his inner purpose. In a judge of his writings, it can be seen that Parker was 

suffering from a state of non-diagnosed depression. By living in a strict, nineteenth-century 

agrarian society, it can be assumed that his feelings were suppressed under the weight of family 

expectations of a sinless life to which Parker even contemplated death as a means of escape. This 

is shown as he later wrote in his journals “Indeed, I had secret longings to depart.”15 In a 

 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid, 11. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid, 13. 
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conversation with his parents, Parker’s mother is the one who instructed him on how to deal with 

his troubled thoughts: “She pointed me to the Saviour of sinners and directed me how to go to him 

as a poor, unworthy creature; as an empty vessel desiring to be filled with his grace.”16 Parker 

accepted this instruction to empty himself of his feelings as he wrote, “I felt helpless and undone; 

that I was indeed an empty vessel as it respected goodness.”17 The notion of what an ‘empty vessel’ 

meant to Parker is important to discuss because through the instruction by his mother he was 

symbolically given an allowance to let go of all his troubling feelings and find inner peace. 

Following this conversation, Parker fell asleep and awoke to a feeling of rebirth: “I fell asleep and 

was sensible of nothing more till I awoke next morning when my first sensations were those of 

great nearness to God, and the Saviour seemed to me in reality . . . I felt I was not mistaken; my 

sins were forgiven and my distress was gone.”18 This is by far the most important turning point in 

Parker’s early life as he finally moved on from his state of depression and onto a path where he 

began to find his inner purpose.  

 From this event, Parker began to develop a strong interest in devoting his life to Christianity 

and in becoming a missionary. The pivotal moment that Parker experienced from opening up to 

both of his parents and accepting the advice of his mother had a transformative effect on his writing 

to come. Following his rejuvenation, Parker began to profess a newfound idea on what his life 

could be. Having already been significantly taken with Christianity, Parker latched upon it and 

found himself “willing to acquiesce in the will of god.”19 This simply can be interpreted as 

following a life devoted to God and Christian teachings. Upon a deadly encounter with the measles, 

which makes Parker very sick and close to death, he bursted from the pages of his writing with a 

 
16 Ibid, 11. 
17 Ibid, 12. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid, 13. 



47 

newfound sense of purpose: “At length, I recovered and felt, as I never had before, a desire to 

profess Christ before the world, and to enjoy the privileges of the church.”20 It can be inferred that 

Parker’s derived meaning in the church’s privileges were to be living in the graces of God, but, 

more importantly, this quotation is the first direct manifestation of Parker’s desire to become a 

missionary. We can see that there is great motivation in Parker to profess Christianity before the 

world and to help others be as connected to God as he is. From a young man who not long before 

was questioning his life, he would now go on to enter into a covenant at sixteen years old on April 

15th, 1820 and would completely set his life towards the direction of missionary work.21  

 Parker’s interest in missionary work became more refined and deepened over the years as 

he also began to take interest in expanding his education. Parker made little mention of his early 

education as a young boy, but upon feeling a new purpose in becoming a missionary, Parker saw 

that continuing education would help to advance himself in the future. While he went on to become 

a graduate of both Yale Divinity School and the Yale School of Medicine in 1834, it was originally 

very challenging for him to conceive a secondary education given his family’s moderate 

socioeconomic status. This is a key part to understanding who Parker is because the circumstances 

of his childhood, such coming from a family of little wealth, have a monumental impact on shaping 

his own character as he becomes a very humble and gracious person over time. Although Parker’s 

father “could no way furnish the necessary means for education” he also told Parker that “it would 

be the first desire of his heart to give {him} a liberal education.”22 Parker eventually found other 

means such as sponsorships to begin his college education, but this instance of a close-knit family 

 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid, 14. 
22 Ibid, 16. 
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bound by love and parental support showed an interesting and humanized side of him that makes 

his humility all the more real.  

 For Parker, the purpose of becoming a missionary was to not only lead a life in the example 

of God but to help people by converting them to Christianity. As stated previously, Parker saw that 

the experience of a devotion to God was grounded in humility: “it is not the most polished 

workmen in the ministry whose labors God blesses most; but the most humble and faithful; and I 

felt very humble, and a determination to be faithful to the end.”23 This added an important 

dimension to his missionary work as it moved it away from being seen just in the context of 

accomplishments to being seen through the context of his core character principles. These 

character principles are that of humility and honor, which Parker puts at a high premium in his life. 

However, in creating a full picture of his life to offset the standard and benign view of missionaries 

as prophets of God, Parker was still just a young boy seeking adventure and risk in his life. In 

examining the most crucial of all questions in his former years, the question of whether he should 

go on to become a domestic or foreign missionary, Parker saw opportunity as a deciding motive: 

“There are far more who are disposed to become missionaries to the North American Indians or to 

go and settle in the great Western vale, than there are to go to foreign lands.”24 Now, a sense of 

adventure and risk doesn’t jump off the page as it would with say the characters who encompass 

adventure novels today, but for a very humble and grounded young man, this is a very adventurous 

statement to make and represents all the possibilities of glory and opportunity that awaited him in 

a foreign land. Framing Parker in this light adds an important humanistic element to his character. 

 The question to become either a domestic or foreign missionary was all consuming for 

Parker and proved difficult to answer throughout his senior year at college. Upon reading the 

 
23 Ibid, 17. 
24 Ibid, 48. 
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recently written memoirs of Levi Parsons, the first American missionary to Egypt and Asia Minor, 

Parker was inspired by the missionary work to be done in China. This is shown as he would write 

“I think I have the same kind of interest, for I have ever regarded China as a missionary field of 

the first importance.”25 For Parker, the missionary work to be done in China was not only 

captivating because it was in a new country, or that he may gain grand recognition in venturing 

there, but because of the non-Christians who lived there as he wrote “why may I not turn my 

attention toward these perishing millions of men?”26 However, Parker was not boundless, and 

simply could not live his life in a foreign land without any consequences. He was still a man tightly 

bound to his family, and who during his senior year at college had experienced a great loss with 

the passing of his father, which made the question “Is it my duty and privilege to become a foreign 

missionary”27 all the more tense and fraught. In these journals, Parker reflects on questions of 

critical self-examination.  

 
1. What are my qualifications as it regards to natural and acquired ability and piety? 

 2. What are my feelings upon the subject?  
 3. Why prefer a foreign to a domestic mission?  
 4. What are my motives? By what am I actuated? What was it at first; what is it now?28  
 

In reflection of Parker’s questions, any thought of Parker being a man destined for this role or that 

his eventual purpose was bestowed through divine purpose is foolhardy. The question of whether 

to leave his life behind and go off to an unknown land was more or less the same intense question 

young and adventurous college students face today when deciding to attend an international 

college; however, for Parker this was more mysterious as there was little information available in 

 
25 Ibid, 43. 
26 Ibid, 44. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
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his time on foreign lands. At this time, Parker did make clear that there was no doubt in his mind 

whether he should pursue a career dedicated to God, as he described his path ahead to be steered 

by the “unavoidable activity of a missionary life.”29  

 Parker ultimately does commit himself to become a foreign missionary primarily for what 

he believed was the betterment of non-Christians. In a direct answer to his own question “why 

should I prefer a foreign to a domestic mission,”30 Parker described that it was the condition of the 

people in this land that prompted his journey: “The condition of the heathen in foreign lands is 

more wretched than in this country; their rites and idolatry more cruel and brutalizing.”31 In this 

quotation, Parker carried himself as a man above these people, and we see another side of his 

character which, through his studies of the missionary field, has instilled in himself a paternalistic, 

and denigrating view of non-Christians in foreign lands. It was on October 12th, 1831, that Parker 

finally put his desires into formal writing and wrote to the American Board of Commissioners for 

Foreign Missions, requesting to become a foreign missionary. In this letter, he showed great 

humility in admitting his once inability to commit to becoming a foreign missionary: “Whether it 

is my duty and privilege to become a foreign missionary is a question which has long and deeply 

interested my heart.”32Also in this letter, Parker mildly expressed that “my attention has been 

particularly directed to China and Smyrna, as fields peculiarly inviting to missionary labor.”33 

From this we still see that the idea of where to travel for missionary work is still up in the air, as 

Parker’s main interest overall is people and not a specific place.  

 
29 Ibid, 45. 
30 Ibid, 47. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid, 54. 
33 Ibid, 55. 



51 

 In the closing years at Yale, we see a matured Parker beginning to bear the heavy 

responsibilities of both his present and his future. As stated throughout this essay, Parker was still 

just a young kid balancing extreme ambition for his future with heavy responsibilities in his 

present. While studying at both Yale Medical School and Yale Divinity School, Parker would 

often find himself subdued by both his sheer workload and the ambitions of his future.  

I am at times almost ready to sink under the weight of responsibilities that my contemplated 
course of life involves. How great, how numerous, the qualifications indispensable to a 
missionary in China! A sound theology, a thorough education, and a very practical 
knowledge of medicine and surgery.34 
 

Although this side of Parker is interesting, he is without doubt a locomotive charging on a straight 

course at this point in time. This was pushed even further as on June 1st, 1834, the American Board 

accepted his request, and at a Presbyterian Church in New York, Parker was publicly dedicated as 

a foreign missionary to China.35 From the Prudential Committee of the American Board, Parker 

was sent a letter of clear instructions on his duties in the foreign land that also offered a forewarning 

for the future: “The character of a physician, or of a man of science, respectable as they are, or 

useful as they may be in evangelizing China – you will never suffer to supersede or interfere with 

your character of a teacher of religion.”36 This is a direct instruction from the American Board to 

not let his medical practices get in the way of his missionary work. This instruction is also a 

precursor to when Parker will be later terminated by the American Board in the late 1840s because 

his medical practice overextended his role as a missionary. Aside from this event, there were 

 
34 Ibid, 59. 
35 Ibid, 82. 

36 “Instructions of the Prudential Committee of the Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions to the Rev. Peter 
Parker, M.D.” Cushing/Whitney Medical Library: Digital Library.  
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however a few interesting circumstances that arose before his departure worthy of mention in a 

conversation on the humanism of his character.  

 Two note-worthy encounters Parker faced before departing for China in 1834 were 

breaking the news to his family and coming to terms with the risks of the mission in a letter to his 

sister Harriet. Upon telling his family that he had fully intended on venturing to China as a foreign 

missionary, he recorded that “My mother and sister Catherine wept when I expressed to them my 

desire, but I trust they were tears, not of grief, but such as the circumstances were calculated to 

produce.”37At the end of the day, we again see that Parker is still just a young man who is leaving 

his family to venture into a land unknown. Yet, he withholds any personal emotions in these 

entries, as his vision to become a missionary is nothing but focused and clear. Much like Parker, 

his family desired for him to go and save these non-Christians as he wrote that his sister Catherine, 

who initially was hesitant in his leaving, became supportive as “when she thought of the perishing 

heathen, and of the hope that I might do them good, she would say, Go!”38 This shows that Parker’s 

belief in devoting his life to God was grounded in a shared family belief of helping others. His 

truly ultimate dream that he professed in his writing was that “wherever I may be, to live and labor 

for this great cause, the conversion of this whole world to God.”39 This dream, more than anything, 

is why Parker set out to become a missionary, and is a culmination of his religious beliefs. The 

second note-worthy event which arises before Parker’s departure is the letter he wrote to his sister 

Harriet on April 13th, 1834. With two months left before his recorded departure, Parker wrote to 

Harriet that “The vessel arrived in the harbor of New York yesterday in which I expected to be 

borne to the land from which I may never return.”40 This is by far Parker’s most genuine, and 

 
37 Stevens and Markwick, The Life, Letters, and Journals, 52. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid, 72. 
40 Ibid, 78. 
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honest reflection of the risk posed by the work of a foreign missionary. Although Peter Parker - 

the recent graduate of Yale - carried himself in these later writings as steadfast, and confident, he 

was also honest with himself that this may be a job from which he never returns.  

 In a conclusion of the character of Peter Parker before he sets sail on the Morrison to 

Canton, China, there is a point in his writing where he poetically comes full circle with his 

emotions. His farewell address is rich with wonderful prose, a sense of immediate adventure and 

excitement, as well as a deep humility and service, as he wrote “I know that I am still an 

unprofitable servant – I am only doing my duty.”41  However, this is not the close I wish to make 

on a discussion of his character. The close I wish to make comes two years prior on April 1, 1832 

in which he wrote a journal entry that encompasses how his chosen path created for him a complete 

inner reversal on how he once viewed his life.  

I have been quite prostrated as to strength, and in a sinking frame of mind. Have had some 
distressing apprehensions that I might soon follow my friends who have but recently 
entered the eternal world. I say distressing, not that I fear to die. If I know myself, I am not 
afraid to pass the ‘darksome way,’ since I have a humble hope it will conduct me to light 
and life eternal; but that my plans should be left unexecuted and my prospects of preaching 
the gospel to the heathen should thus be forever blasted.42  
 

In this quotation, Parker made clear that he is fearful of a premature death, as it would inhibit him 

from being able to carry out his work for the future. In recollection, these are the thoughts of the 

same man who once questioned the very purpose of existence. This is also the same man who 

openly confessed to his parents his willingness to depart from the earth, not long before he wrote 

this previous passage. His purpose was not divinely given, nor was it clear to Parker on what he 

should do with his life, nor how much he would be able to achieve. This is not a mere stock image 

of a Christian missionary who was born to spread the word of God, but instead this is a human 

 
41 “Farewell Address before Leaving for China, 1834.” Greenstone Digital Library Software. 
42 Stevens and Markwick, The Life, Letters, and Journals, 61. 
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story. Peter Parker was able to pull his soul up from the dark depths of despair and depression to 

become a man of great confidence, humility, integrity and character. This is the humanism of Peter 

Parker.  
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The British Empire was known for its vast networks of trading and colonial enterprises.  

The history of Britain is inextricably linked to the history of the British Empire. During the decades 

that the Empire existed, Britain proved itself to be a world power.  With this status as a world 

power came prestige and a sense of superiority.  One might think that Britons would feel highly 

connected to their Empire that marked them as powerful and influential, however Britons usually 

downplay the Empire and its history. This is not necessarily evidence of Britons experiencing 

denial or regret for their days of imperialism. The Britons’ anticlimactic response towards the 

Empire comes from a series of circumstances that led them to focus more on domestic issues, vote 

for parties that did not address imperialism, and be apathetic to the little amount of information on 

the status of the Empire that was provided. The structure of imperialism employed throughout the 

Empire, the political parties and party system in place in Britain, and public indifference toward 

imperial policy all led to the relatively smooth decolonization of the Empire. 

 From the beginning of the acquisition of colonies, mainland Britain was not entirely 

connected to the larger Empire.  Most of the early colonies were acquired through small groups or 

private enterprise companies.1  Because the colonies were the result of national initiatives and the 

average Briton had little involvement in the Empire at large, the colonies were “marginal to the 

mainstream[s] of British society in nearly every way.”2  For most people, their lives, philosophies, 

and value-systems were predominantly based on domestic considerations with little influence 

coming from the Empire.3  The decolonization of the British Empire was not interpreted by most 

Britons as an event that drastically changed their lives.  Britons cared more about domestic issues, 

like jobs or wages, than the state of the Empire.  Historians John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson’s 

 
1 Bernard Porter, The Absent-Minded Imperialists: Empire, Society, and Culture in Britain (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004), 16. 
2 Porter, The Absent-Minded Imperialists, 16. 
3 Ibid, 227. 
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concept of “the flag follows trade” explains how private enterprises and small groups initiated the 

imperial project, rather than the British government itself.4 The government followed trading 

networks between Britain and other territories in order to provide protection.  If “trade followed 

the flag” there might have been a stronger resistance to decolonization because Britons would have 

seen the Empire as a part of their country.  The trading networks that were established throughout 

the Empire in many cases continued after decolonization.  This helped the British government, 

mostly the Conservative Party, carryout decolonization without enduring much backlash.   

 British control over their colonial administrators’ colonial administrations helped the 

country largely avoid domestic controversy regarding decolonization. The British government 

“could count on obedience to its instructions, even in areas of considerable settler influence.”5  

Decolonization was a complex and emotional process that had the potential to cause rebellions, 

power struggles, and settler-colonial fights.  British domestic politics were more relaxed because 

the government had control over their administrators and did not have to worry about fights or 

uprisings.  The British government also had strong control over information from the colonies into 

mainland Britain.  Many Britons were unaware of the activities happening in the colonies because 

they were not reported on. The central purpose of the British colonial policy was “to guide the 

colonial territories to responsible self-government within the Commonwealth in conditions that 

ensure the people concerned both a fair standard of living and freedom from oppression from any 

quarter.”6  The emphasis on self-government and indirect rule allowed Britain to politically 

distance itself from the colony, as to not anger the colonized peoples. Domestically, the policy of 

indirect rule had the effect of making only the administrators and soldiers feel connected to the 

 
4 John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson, "The Imperialism of Free Trade" (The Economic History Review, 1953), 14. 
5 Miles Kahler, Decolonization in Britain and France: The Domestic Consequences of International Relations 
(Princeton University Press, 1984), 339. 
6 Kahler, Decolonization in Britain and France, 343. 
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Empire.  If there was direct rule, Britons might have been more connected to the Empire because 

they may have heard about fights or even deaths within the Empire that would cause them to rally 

around the Empire.  The well-defined organizational tasks assigned to administrators in colonies 

smoothed the process of decolonization by emphasizing bureaucracy rather than politics.   

 The Conservative Party held power from 1951 to 1964 and oversaw a large portion of the 

decolonization of the Empire.  However, ironically, it was the Conservative Party which initially 

pushed a nationalist and imperialist ideology for the creation and expansion of the Empire.  There 

were the two main political parties in Britain during the period of decolonization: Conservative 

and Labour.  The bipolarity of the British political system was an asset during decolonization 

because Britons did not have a wide variety of choices when it came to political identification.  

Though the Labour Party was initially the only one to advocate for the self-governance and 

independence of colonies, the Conservative Party experienced a “wind of change.”7   

On 3 February 1960, Prime Minister Harold Macmillan gave a speech in Cape Town to the 

Parliament of South Africa.  In this famous speech, Macmillan announced that the Conservative 

Party would no longer block the initiatives of the Labour Party in relation to decolonization.  The 

speech was monumental for those who were pushing black nationalism in Africa.  Macmillan, the 

leader of the party known for its connection to imperialism, stated that Britain's colonies would be 

given independence under majority rule.  Macmillan stated that Britain could not stand with the 

South African Apartheid that was blocking the way for African nationalism.  According to Frank 

Myers, this speech marked “a decisive change in the direction that British policy, especially the 

policy of the British Conservative Party, had followed in Africa for more than one hundred years.”8  

 
7 Ibid, 144. 
8 Frank Myers, "Harold Macmillan's ‘Winds of Change’ Speech: A Case Study in the Rhetoric of Policy Change," 
(Rhetoric and Public Affairs, 2000), 558.  
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This speech angered South African Prime Minister Henrik Verwoerd, who believed that South 

Africa was an example of white men bringing civilization to the black men in Africa.9  Macmillan 

attempted to please the members of the Nationalist Party in South Africa’s Parliament and 

prevented alienating members of his own party when saying, “you are sprung from Europe, the 

home of nationalism and here in Africa you have yourselves created a new nation.”10  Macmillan 

is emphasizing the uniqueness of Britain and its ability to spread the achievements of Western 

civilization, including knowledge, productivity, and education to those in Africa.  This part of the 

speech plays into the mindset of some Conservatives about the superiority of Britain and the 

importance of imperialism while also signaling to black nationalists in Africa that the time of 

decolonization has begun.   

Domestically, the speech led to the creation of the Monday Club, which was a conservative 

group of parliamentarians who thought Macmillan’s government was too far left.11  According to 

Miles Kahler, this group was “not dominated by M.P.’s and remained primarily an extra-

parliamentary organization.”12  The Monday Club’s influence was, therefore, insignificant and 

merely marked a failed attempt at opposing Macmillan’s policies.  The unity of the influential 

leaders in the Conservative Party helped manage vocal dissent in Parliament and eased the process 

of decolonization.  These elites began to feel the pressure of decolonization weighing down on 

them and decided that it was best to align with a new Conservative agenda in order to bring a 

stronger opposition to the Labour Party. 

The British Conservatives largely followed the new direction of the Conservative Party 

according to Macmillan.  This move towards decolonization did not have a serious impact on the 

 
9 Myers, "Harold Macmillan's "Winds of Change" Speech,” 558.  
10 Ibid.  
11 Kahler, Decolonization in Britain and France, 148. 
12 Ibid. 
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Conservative Party because of the incentive structure and ideology of the British parties system.13  

According to William Schneider, incentives “may be tangible or intangible and include any valued 

benefit, service, or opportunity in exchange for which an individual is willing to contribute time, 

effort, or resources to an organization.”14  For example, as an incentive for fueling policies of 

imperialism, the Conservative Party offered its members prestige, natural resources flowing into 

the country, and economic improvements.  In order to gain participation, parties used purposive 

incentives and identity incentives.  Purposive incentives can be defined as suprapersonal goals that 

are aimed to be accomplished by the organization and are flexible so that at least a part of the goal 

is fulfilled.15  The overarching goal for the Conservative Party during the height of the Empire 

included staying a world power.  Identity incentives are the ability to identify with a value system 

that is a part of an organization, such as a political party.16  The identity of the members of the 

Conservative Party made them a unified group that would rather adapt to the new policies of 

decolonization rather than allow their party to lose an election. 

Incentives can be controlled by political parties and adjusted in order to attract votes and 

support from voters.  The Conservative Party used incentives “to quell dissent, to ‘decolonize’ the 

party with as little disruption or loss of membership and votes as possible.”17  The Conservative 

Party described their decolonizing efforts in Africa as a partnership between Britain and their 

colonies.  This partnership or “multiracialism” was promoted by the British government as 

evidence of the gentler form of decolonization that was meant to contrast with France’s harsher 

and in many ways unsuccessful process of decolonization.18   

 
13 Ibid, 65. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
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In the case of Kenya, decolonization did not produce domestic controversy because the 

public lacked accurate information.  The Mau Mau ‘Emergency’ of the 1950s witnessed the deaths 

of an estimated 20,000 to 100,000 individuals.19  In addition, one thousand individuals were killed 

before their trial and hundreds of thousands were held in horrible detention camps.20  At the time, 

this information was kept from Britons, or “overshadowed by press concentration on the more 

comprehensible evils of the Mau Mau” since ‘savagery’ was expected of Africans.21  In addition 

to the apparent ease of decolonization due to lack of information, there was feigning interest on 

behalf of domestic Britons.  Initially the Empire promoted the idea of ‘common citizenship’ where 

the people within the old Empire would continue to be united.22  However, it soon became clear 

that the Britons did not feel like they had common interests with even the members of the old 

‘white dominions.’23  The Commonwealth no longer seemed relevant to Britons, which was a blow 

to the remaining British imperialists. 

Macmillan’s speech officially marked the decolonization of the Empire, which would be 

facilitated by the Conservative Party.  Albert Hirschman’s framework of exit, voice, and loyalty, 

“enables the nature of the party system to be added as an important determinant of the incentives 

used by a party.”24  Hirschman’s framework of exit, or inadequate participation, can help identify 

the power of the Conservative Party during decolonization.  Failure for party leaders, in the opinion 

of Hirschman, is having “few followers or inactive ones.”25  In the British Conservative Party, “the 

ideologically committed could find no other political home within a polarized political system; 

 
19 Bernard Porter, The Lions Share: A Short History of British Imperialism, 1850-1995 (London: Longman, 2012), 
269. 
20 Porter, The Lions Share, 269. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Kahler, Decolonization in Britain and France, 65. 
25 Ibid, 66. 
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defection would, in any case, have risked bringing to power a Labour government whose colonial 

policies were even less acceptable.”26  The top members of the Conservative Party were effective 

in quelling the dissent within the lower echelons of their party.  Though some Conservative 

members may have disagreed with certain policies of the party, the lack of an alternative party 

forced the disagreeable members to go along with the government’s decisions and actions.  Kahler 

writes that the success of the Conservative Party,  

in navigating public opinion on decolonization is evident by the fact that those M.P.'s who 

entered Parliament in 1950 or before were predominantly Empire supporters; beginning in 

1951, the proportions begin to shift, and by 1955, the Europeans outnumbered the Empire 

contingent by nearly two to one.27   

 

The importance of this shift in support for decolonization in the Conservative Party was not met 

by resistance from Conservative British voters.28  From an examination of the class system in 

Britain, it is clear that on most levels of society, decolonization was given little attention. 

The class system in Britain clarifies how Britons viewed decolonization.  Stephen Howe 

argues that, “as for public opinion, the data on which we might base any conclusions are almost 

wholly absent and will remain so, for the overwhelming fact about British public perceptions of 

colonial issues during decolonization, as earlier, was that of sheer ignorance.”29  This belief that 

the British public was mentally blocked from issues involving the Empire goes back to Bernard 

Porter’s claim regarding the lack of Britons involved in Empire decisions.  Some Britons found it 

 
26 Ibid, 356. 
27 Ibid, 134. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Stephen Howe, Anticolonialism in British Politics: The Left and the End of Empire, 1918-1964 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2007), 20. 
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helpful to rationalize decolonization as evidence of their success in ‘trusteeship.’30  The myth of 

trusteeship was that the British were there to teach the colonies how to rule and govern themselves.  

Imperialists justified that allowing self-governance was evidence of their successful teachings.  

Apart from the small group who relied on these myths, many people did not think much about 

decolonization after the initial shock.  The lack of public opinion is clear because “no party or 

political group ever thought even half-seriously of restoring the empire, except for very fringe 

right-wing organisations like the League of Empire Loyalists and the National Front.”31   

For those who did care about the fall of the Empire, sadness and discontent for 

decolonization was generally expressed in private.  With the exceptions of correspondence in The 

Times and the debates sparked by a documentary series on the British Empire, Britons cared very 

little about decolonization.32  There were however a small group of imperial zealots in Britain that 

came from the upper and upper-middle classes.  These people were the “most obvious imperialists” 

because they were “long acquainted with ruling others and . . . believed that they had the right to 

others.”33  British public schools produced “a stream of high-minded, confident, and dedicated 

young imperialists to shoulder the ‘white man’s burden’ of ruling people who could not rule 

themselves.”34  These people were a very small minority in Britain and were not a vocal group 

during decolonization.35  The small group of imperialists were living in a country filled with middle 

class and lower-class people that were apathetic on the subject of the Empire and were unlikely to 

pay attention to the out-of-touch upper-classes complaints of decolonization. 

 
30 Porter. The Absent-Minded Imperialists, 256. 
31 Ibid, 277. 
32 Ibid, 278. 
33 Ibid, 228. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
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The middling class of Britain can be described as “those beneath the public-school-

educated elite, from professional people and medium-sized capitalists down to small shopkeepers, 

schoolteachers, and clerks.”36  These people engaged with the Empire by reading the Daily Mail 

(which had a conservative-leaning), going to museums and shows that depicted colonial conquests, 

and school textbooks about the power of England.37  The middle classes had been interested in the 

Empire and certainly proud of it.  However, after the Second World War it was difficult to keep 

up the enthusiasm for the Empire.  Post-war issues such as tariff reform, peasant proprietorship, 

and South African confederation were not of any interest to the middle class.38  Therefore, when 

the policies of the British government marked a turn to decolonization, the middle classes did not 

have strong reactions.39  The Empire was something that the middle class interacted with when it 

was presented to them in the newspaper or museums, but not something they necessarily sought 

to have a connection with.   

The lower-class people in Britain were not concerned with the state of the Empire because 

they viewed domestic issues such as wages and housing as more important than the far away 

colonies of the Empire.  Most working people stayed in their hometowns or villages throughout 

the course of their lives.40  Exceptions to this were working families moving from “the depressed 

rural areas to the thriving but hellish new industrial sites, or to disappear abroad.”41  The political 

issues of concern to the working class were wages, working conditions, combination, 

unemployment, and poor relief.42  These issues were all encompassing for the working class, 

 
36  Ibid, 223. 
37  Ibid, 234. 
38  Ibid. 
39  Ibid. 
40  Ibid, 123. 
41  Ibid. 
42  Ibid, 124. 
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therefore preventing them from getting involved with politics involving the “great outer world.”43  

The poor conditions of the schools for the working class and the “narrowness and toil” of their 

work lives did not leave them much time to think beyond their next meal.44  This was helpful for 

the political parties because they were able to maintain support throughout the time of 

decolonization without fear of losing voters.  Political parties pushed policies that addressed 

domestic issues in order to attract the attention of the lower classes during decolonization. 

Despite the massive change in world politics, the decolonization of the British Empire resulted in 

little domestic controversy.  The distance between mainland Britain and the colonies, indirect rule, 

and the little amount of information left out of the colonies without the government knowing about 

it contributed to a peaceful decolonization.  This allowed the British government to make this 

transition without having to appeal or appease to an unruly country.  In addition, the Conservative 

Party was able to successfully lead most of the decolonization by emphasizing domestic policies 

and having elites threaten dissenters by asserting that any vocalization of discontent could help 

Labour win elections.  The Conservative Party also skillfully incentivized their members and 

adapted their ideology to maintain their participation.  The class structure of Briton shows how 

little the British cared about the downfall of the Empire. Though the British Empire impacted 

numerous countries and helped shape partnerships and trading networks seen today, the 

decolonization of the British Empire did not produce domestic controversy.  

 
43  Ibid. 
44  Ibid, 123. 
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The cholera epidemic of 1910 became the stage for ever-evolving political tensions in 

India. Cholera was a widespread disease that predominantly affected India’s working class and 

was able to flourish due to the country's tropical climate, poverty, and unclean drinking water. The 

1910 epidemic exposed the strained relations between India and the British Crown, ultimately 

resulting in a push for Indian sovereignty, as it was the perfect situation to instigate a re-evaluation 

of the British presence in India. Up until this notable outbreak, Britain had involved India for its 

vast resources and goods. With the earlier establishment of trading companies, the Crown was able 

to benefit economically and maintain the dominance of the Indian ocean and their established 

trading networks.  

Accounts in rival newspapers that covered the world's cholera outbreak in 1910 revealed 

the political tensions brought about by the pandemic, as the two sides blamed one another for the 

spread of the deadly disease. The Times of India, which was generally a pro-British paper but 

sometimes featured stories with anti-imperialist sentiments, chronicled the British involvement in 

India, mainly taking the point of view that Britain was never interested in helping rebuild India or 

improving its conditions, and that Britain maintained control of India purely for economic gain. It 

should be noted that British writers mainly wrote for their audience back home. However, once 

officials were brought into a new life in India, they were often portraying their new neighbors as 

barbaric relative to life back in Britain.  

On the contrary, the Bombay Gazette, a notoriously pro-British and expansionist paper 

since its origin in the 1800s, was determined to direct the blame to India for the origin of the spread 

of the bacteria. As the outbreak worsened, the British worked rapidly to deal with the spread of 

cholera, all while they were dealing with conflict in India. Britain later became supportive of India 

when other nations would try to attack, through words and writing, the Indian nation for “causing” 
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this devastating plague. The British government's focus on innovation and distribution of vaccines, 

and improvement of living conditions, did offer hope for two parties to come together. 

 However, the British used the media to continue to portray their perceived superiority in 

social and scientific fields and decided to rule in their best interest. India would break free from 

the British in 1947, but 37 years previous there was an actionable opportunity to address public 

health and for the Crown to take responsibility, which would have been an advancement towards 

alleviating India’s poverty. However, contentious accounts of the epidemic by competing interests 

hindered the prospect of the two powers reconciling, but once deaths reached an all-time high, the 

two opposing sides had no other option than to work with one another, and to call themselves or 

the other out when appropriate.   

Media records serve as a lens for past events, but also reveal how superpowers pushed an 

agenda. Historian Daniel Headrick’s article “A Double-Edged Sword: Communications and 

Imperial Control in British India,” which focuses on the role of British media in furthering political 

agendas, dives into the Newspapers Act of 1908. Headrick explores the resulting complete control 

by the Crown: “A few British-owned newspapers protested, but most ceased criticizing the 

government’s policies and became mouthpieces for the bureaucracy. Indian newspapers, however, 

were hard hit; by 1919, 350 presses and 300 newspapers were fined and 200 presses and 130 

newspapers prevented from starting up.”1  

In Headrick’s view, by promoting a consensus view of what was seen as truth, Britain only 

divided itself. Pro-Indian papers were being censored purely for the reason that Britain didn’t want 

a rebellion—which would ensue decades later. Further, the idea of nationalism in a British-

influenced India would be put to question by Indian media, and therefore Britain found a reason 

 
1 Headrick, “A Double-Edged Sword: Communications and Imperial Control in British India,” 61.  
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to suppress Indian papers. Using legislation allowed for the British to have the upper-hand; they 

controlled what was being written as well as what was printed for their audience back home and 

in India. The fear of a rebellion occurring, at this point, was not a credible worry. Therefore, the 

Crown was able to push its agenda and monitor or block any contrasting claims to its rulership.  

The British used media as an instrument to relay an ongoing narrative about their 

superiority, as noted by Headrick. Papers were, for the most part, directly under the reins of the 

Crown. However, the telegraph, which became the dominant form of mass communication, also 

enabled Britain to dominate the war over information in India. “A strike by telegraphy employees,” 

Headrick notes, “quickly spread by telegraph throughout India and Burma in the spring of 1908, 

threatened the “nervous system” of the Indian Empire. It only ended when the government granted 

concessions to its European and Eurasian signals but dismissed many temporary and underpaid 

Indian peons and clerks, thereby hardening community identities.”2 

It quickly became common knowledge that extreme censorship was being practiced, 

especially after the passage of the Indian Press Law of 1910. The law would not allow a publication 

to print news if the content portrayed the Crown in a negative light; it was feared these types of 

communication would provoke Indians to question the British presence. The total control of the 

circulation of the news by the British was crucial in tamping down Indian efforts at independence, 

but once complete censorship became widely known, Indians would only be further pressed to 

advocate for breaking away from British rule. The message from the Indians was clear: they 

wanted a corrupt power out of their nation, and passage of this legislation was only further proof 

that the British had plenty to hide. 

 
2 Ibid, 60-61. 
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The rapidly passed legislation allowed the Crown to hinder any possible threat of slander, 

or negative takes, against them. However, the oversight of the Crown sometimes faltered, given 

the number of Indian nationals working in the British government, and sometimes negative press 

was able to be released to the public. This then allowed a new audience of people from India to 

decide how they felt on the matters of Britain's imperialism endeavors. Headrick points out: “But 

what made nationalism possible in such a vast and culturally diverse land was the new 

communications media: the postal system, the railroads, the telegraph, the printing press, and the 

telephone. The increasing ability of Indians to acquire and disseminate ideas and information, 

using the very media of communication that the British had introduced, did not make British rule 

permanent, but undermined it instead.”3  

The rapid modernization of communication systems and transportation only intensified the 

effect the British worried about. The Crown constantly attempted to show other worldwide nations 

the progress they were making in India, and to advance the narrative that Britain was developing 

a nation of empty land and extreme poverty. However, the telegraph allowed for widespread 

information to be distributed around India and circulated to a nation needing answers. Perhaps this 

is why, when the cholera pandemic occurred, British newspapers that were pro-Crown had sudden 

shifts in their writing and viewpoints, knowing audiences were receiving information from a wider 

variety of sources.  

To better understand this relationship requires understanding how Britain became involved 

with India in the first place. Britain was primarily interested in establishing trading companies on 

advantageous foreign soil, which was a common intention of European powers at the time. The 

encounter between Indians and the British firstly in the time of the British East India Company 

 
3 Ibid, 63. 
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would later create an opportunity for the Crown to step in and take over an already established 

trading network.  

The imperialist vision Britain had with India was taken into effect and was purely based 

on profit, but as mentioned by historian Tirthanker Roy, the citizens of India were able to see the 

true nature of a new inhabitant and power: “British India thus came to inherit a small if militaristic 

state, dangerously conservative in its outlook on spending money for public investment and social 

welfare, and keen to maintain flows in trade and services.”4 Tensions began to evolve in the early 

years of Britain’s presence, as taxes skyrocketed to support British nationalist projects. In terms of 

fixing long term issues, Britain was mostly uninterested. As colonists, they were more interested 

in short-term investment and turning a swift profit.  

Britain knew tensions were rising between them and the local population. The Crown 

decided to delve into projects to help India’s infrastructure, promoting projects that were seen 

directly by Indians as useful for the protection and strengthening of British assets. Roy writes about 

the interest of the British presence: “Unlike in the early 1800s when public works addressed mainly 

military issues, the discussions and campaigns for railways or education in the 1840s looked to the 

future and referred to the welfare of the whole population of British India. The state’s capacity to 

fund such initiatives was limited, and so was the scale of the effort. The railways, therefore, began 

as a private investment with a minimum rate of profit guaranteed by the state.”5 This led to 

continued tensions between the two sides, which ultimately resulted in a huge revolt that forced 

the end of the East India Company, and prompted the Crown to forcefully take over what they had 

already spent many decades building upon.  

 
4 Roy, “Origins of British India,” 10. 
5 Ibid, 12. 
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The revolution against the trading giant was instigated because many Indians felt their 

interests were not being met. Britain had offered strategies that seemed progressive, but the 

superpower either did not follow through or used legislation in a way that would only benefit them 

instead. Indians wanted the British out of their home country and wanted independence, so the 

direct response from the British was to abolish the trading company and instead have full 

governmental control of the nation of India. These conflicts arose in the 1850s, peaking in 1858 

with the Government of India Act. Once cholera hit India again in 1910, not much had changed, 

and the dual interests of both nations were put fully into the spotlight.  

In the twentieth century, cholera ravaged India, and the outbreak revealed just how unsuited 

the country’s infrastructure was to managing an epidemic. The second chapter of S.L. Polu’s 

Plague and Cholera—“The Epidemic versus the Endemic''—provides context on how devastating 

cholera was for India as a whole. The disease ripped through the highly vulnerable lower and 

working class, who were more often in frequent physical contact and lived in areas of greater 

density—Bombay’s untreated municipal water system allowed for the continuous spread of 

cholera. The lack of regulation and sanitation disproportionately affected the labor class who relied 

on municipal water. However, the Crown’s response to the explosive epidemic was to push for 

continued trade and expansion rather than implementing any quarantine.  

The churning economic machinery only worsened the disastrous state of affairs in India: 

“Policies reflected the central state’s and European perceptions of differences in risk posed by the 

endemic versus the epidemic,” Polu writes, “as well as the interests of the parties who had a stake 

in the Government of India’s disease policies.”6As Polu suggests, when cholera was an epidemic 

and focused in one area, Britain was less concerned. Polu suggests that once cholera became a 

 
6 Polu, “The Epidemic versus the Endemic,” 51. 
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pandemic, the Crown became more involved in improving conditions of the working class Indians 

and developing treatment options, suddenly assuming a savior position on the world stage. Before 

that happened, however, many would die, and India was neglected by the superpower that 

benefited from so much of India’s natural resources and labor. 

The Crown, ultimately, was more concerned about its trading outposts and economic 

endeavors in India than the existential threat of cholera, as they only took note of the epidemic 

once merchants began succumbing to the deadly plague. The 1910 outbreak revealed how 

unconcerned the elite was with the health and safety of the disenfranchised and how the media 

worked as an attachment of the ruling class. The initial approach to the epidemic reflected a broad 

theme in Britain's presence in India: poor living conditions were downplayed, and focus was given 

to the viability of economic gains for the Crown.  

India, at the time of this cholera outbreak, was crippled by an infrastructure unsuited to an 

epidemic. Michael Zeheter’s book Epidemics, Empire, and Environments: Cholera in Madras and 

Quebec City, 1818–1910 focuses on prevention measures that were implemented in India, and also 

provides an in-depth account of the issues that made Madras, India, so vulnerable in the first place. 

Zeheter establishes that one of the main concerns in the 1860 outbreak was the infrastructure of 

Madras itself. With the threat of a pandemic that could spread worldwide, Britain had to take action 

and form the Cholera Committee. “While the removal of cattle from the streets and the disinfection 

of houses were among the means of avoiding cholera in cities, towns and villages,” he writes, 

“military cantonments required the separation of people affected by cholera and thus the 

establishment of cholera camps.”7  

 
7 Zeheter, Epidemics, Empire, and Environments: Cholera in Madras and Quebec City, 1818–1910, 183. 



 76 

An emphasis on sanitation was critical to delaying the spread, but with a city that had poor 

waste management and infrastructure, almost everywhere became a potential site for infection. 

One of the immense impacts of this outbreak was the isolation camps, which historians considered 

to be inhumane. These camps displayed how Britain attempted to find any way possible to deal 

with a rampant disease, but only once the function of their colony was impaired. The cholera 

epidemic of 1860, which also spread throughout India, would result in some of the harshest 

treatment of Indian people by the Crown. To manage the outbreak and maintain economic success, 

the Crown would follow a genuinely imperial model: use any means necessary, namely the power 

of the military, to govern a region and maintain economic gains.  

Aidan Forth’s book Barbed-Wire Imperialism: Britain’s Empire of Camps 1876-1903 

focuses on the horrible history of camps set up to isolate people during certain pandemics, 

comparing Indian camps to German concentration camps. “Spokesman remained adamant that the 

government relief camps saved millions. But amid an already disease-rich environment, the health 

impact was twofold. By concentrating already weak and sickly inmates in crowded and unhygienic 

conditions, a government publication conceded, camps became ‘ready-made hot-beds for the 

development of epidemic disease.’”8 As Forth points out, these camps were seen as an effort to 

stop the spread, yet in actuality they made the disease more contagious, due to proximity of 

patients, lack of distancing, and cleanliness of the camps themselves.  

The staggered response allowed for the growing dissonance between perception and reality 

throughout the epidemic. Endemic poverty and living conditions in colonial India certainly 

expedited the spread of cholera, but by no means were individual Indians to “blame” for the origins 

of the epidemic. Forth focuses on larger endemic factors, such as climate and dire living conditions 

 
8 Forth, Barbed-Wire Imperialism, 109. 
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through poverty in India allowing it to be suitable for cholera. The epidemic did, however, call 

into question the relation of colony and colonizer and forced the Crown to consider its 

responsibility for the colony’s wellbeing.  

Frank M. Snowden’s book Epidemics and Society: From The Black Death To The Present 

offers insight into how the Crown’s growth technologically, specifically in terms of transportation, 

had dangerous consequences in terms of the spread of cholera. The advent of the railroad would 

only continue the viral wildfire. As Snowden writes, “Cholera thrived on such features of early 

industrial development and unplanned urbanization, rapid demographic growth, crowded slums 

with inadequate and insecure water supplies, substandard housing, an inadequate diet, ubiquitous 

filth, and the absence of sewers.”9  

Where the train system that Britain brought and modernized in India was seen as a huge 

accomplishment, as it allowed travel throughout the region, after cholera hit,the new technology 

only served to set India back in time, in terms of health and progress. The railway was a way for 

people to get around, and to also spread cholera around to other cities. This instance demonstrates 

innovation in the realm of public health, as the Crown finally recognized the need for quarantine.  

By 1908, a British scientist named Leonard Rogers was able to at least curb some of the 

symptoms of Cholera. “He was then able to administer the proper amount of fluid in a gradual dip 

that avoided sudden cardiac arrest,” Snowden writes. “Equally important was Rodgers’s second 

innovation—to use a hypertonic saline solution in distilled water. The body retained this solution, 

and it did not cause septicemia. The developments halved the CFR of cholera—to 25 percent.”10 

The importance of these two findings by Rogers was that a direct treatment towards the extreme 

diarrhea and dehydration that would ensue, and the debilitating effects of cholera could be curbed.  

 
9 Snowden, Epidemics and Society: From The Black Death To The Present, 234.  
10 Ibid, 241. 
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Newspaper coverage in the Bombay Gazette was focused on placing blame for the cholera 

plague. As early as the January 27th, 1863 issue of Bombay Gazette, the Crown had pointed to the 

uncivilized and unhygienic people in Bombay as the likely originators of the cholera epidemic. 

This media outlet would work to defend the integrity of Britain. Instead of taking a position on 

India’s tropical climate or the dire conditions the British could have fixed, the newspaper cast fault 

on the Indian individuals themselves. 

 However, once cholera threatened the British economy, the newspaper began to discuss 

issues such as inadequate drainage systems, which allowed cholera to spread in the waterways. 

While the newspaper would focus on pinpointing Indians as the “enemy,” a rare issue on January 

27th, 1863, would shed light on Britain's promises to fix a nation that needed healing. The author 

of the article “Origin of Cholera in India,” points out how the spread of cholera was fostered by 

the conditions of India. The author’s consideration was both in terms of climate and infrastructure, 

while questioning the message the British newspapers had been pushing for generations. “It is not 

among the lowest orders of the people alone that filthiness and dirt prevail, but also in the most 

respectable streets in the native town,” details the article. “We find the greatest carelessness with 

regard to sanitation.”11  

By showcasing the rampant poverty in the British colony of Bombay and contrasting that 

to the extreme wealth in other non-urban areas across the region in India, the Gazette seemed to 

suggest both the poor and wealthy populations had been forgotten. Perhaps this change in the 

newspaper’s overall message came from the fact that British officials were also now susceptible 

to this terrible disease. By not addressing the major concerns of Bombay and letting it fall apart, 

 
11 Bombay Gazette, “Origin of Cholera in India,” 9.  
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the British were beginning to incur punishment for their negligent behavior and now had a call to 

action to deal with a plague that even the wealthiest of class could not escape from.  

Decades later, as cholera broke out once again in India, in 1910, the Bombay Gazette 

focused on using advertisements of cough syrups and other preventative health products that the 

British medical advisors found suitable for the Indian populace. These ads allowed for the paper’s 

global audience to gain insight into the innovations both medically and economically the Crown 

was involved in, while a plague ravaged the world. The Gazette advertised experimental medicines 

that would cure anything from asthma to cholera itself.  

An advertisement featured in the Bombay Gazette’s February 3rd, 1910 issue advocated 

Dr. J. Collis Browne’s remedy known as Chlorodyne. The ad features a description of a miracle 

cure: “Chlorodyne is a liquid taken in drops, graduated according to the malady. It invariably 

relieves pain of whatever kind: creates a calm refreshing sleep: allays irritation of the nervous 

system when all other remedies fail: leaves no bad effects: and can be taken when no other 

medicine can be tolerated.”12  

The creative advertising copy for this product was designed to make it look like a magic 

potion. To secure profit in India, the ad was certain to promote “Convincing Medical Testimony 

With Each Bottle.”13 Chlorodyne exemplified a common early reaction to plagues: doctors began 

to experiment with any remedy they could find, have a medical organization to back up their 

findings, and then distribute them through a distribution company.  

The medicine, however, was a haphazard attempt to cure a complex bacteria, a chemical 

solution that was not going to clean the dirty waterways and other hosts that allowed for cholera 

 
12 Bombay Gazette, “Chlorodyne,” 8.  
13 Ibid. 8.  
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to spread. These cures or cough syrups did not work, but did reflect the potential for the medical 

industry to profit off of the millions of subjugated Indians. 

In terms of an opposing viewpoint, The Times of India argued that the British were only 

present for economic interests from the start. After a swath of deaths, the finger-pointing began 

decreasing, and it was clear the two nations had to come together. In the article “Cholera in 

Bombay: Cause and Prevention,” in The Times of India’s May 11th, 1910 issue, the author places 

blame on a city in India, Nasik: “The attention of the Bombay Chamber of Commerce has been 

drawn to the fact that cholera has been just lately the most significant feature of the health returns 

of Bombay City, and this, it is believed, is almost entirely due to the influ of cases from Nasik, 

where an unusually large Hindu fair had been held this year.”14 Though the finger-pointing would 

continue, it was obvious that the only way to alleviate the pandemic would be to cooperate for 

some type of scientific advancement.  

This tension between Britain and India was long-standing, but it was only exacerbated by 

the need to find an origin story for the cholera outbreak. The larger concession made was that the 

British government did a suitable job in preventing further spread by finding the cause of the 

outbreak: the railway was a way for people to get around, and to also spread cholera around to 

other cities. “It is believed that a restriction of this kind would not be difficult to enforce if some 

facility was given in the cost of railway travelling to those who were compelled to spend a five-

day period in quarantine.”15 This instance demonstrates innovation in the realm of public health, 

as the Crown finally recognized the need for quarantine.  

Cholera’s appearances on the world stage by 1910 allowed for India to further question its 

forced alliance with the Crown, for Britain to reconsider the work being done, and for two sides to 

 
14 The Times of India, “Cholera in Bombay: Cause and Prevention,” 5. 
15 Ibid. 5. 
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interrogate their futures and see the merit if any, they could bring to one another. Advancement of 

a vaccine was a significant accomplishment; by the British setting up camps to quarantine those 

affected, many lives were saved with advancements to deal with dehydration that cholera caused 

with new treatments. But in the view of the Indians, the Crown’s reaction had left India’s working 

class, and urban centers in ruins, which meant both nation’s presences in the world economy were 

hindered.  

Throughout the fight for the truth during this time, the medical advances—especially 

quarantine zones and distribution of vaccines—allowed for control of this devastating disease. 

British advocacy of isolation, restrictive travel, and contact tracing were all crucial to curbing this 

wave of infection. Still, the response and the situation that arose around cholera called into question 

the motives of two unique countries and superpowers, in the world’s view. The controlling of 

British and Indian media was part of a strategy that put the Crown’s reputation and image above 

the value of human lives. The Crown’s main priority was to show those reading from around the 

world that their dominance and power was still a threat. At first, when only the working class was 

affected by cholera, the narrative of India being at fault was more plausible.  

But as higher British officials became infected, it became difficult for the media to control 

the whole story. The pandemic that occurred in 1910 challenged the Crown’s economic interest in 

India, which arguably had existed since the establishment of the East India Company in the 1600s. 

While Indians felt their livelihood was not being accounted for and rash decisions were being made 

by British medical officers, this moment in history only built the tension for India to eventually 

seek freedom from the Crown, something they had been doing for more than three centuries. The 

deaths of countless Indians were blamed for the way they lived by the British officials, whereas 
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the Indian’s felt their needs for improving living conditions were justified as the cholera outbreak 

showcased the extreme poverty and the infrastructure needs of India. 
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As a Hindrance  

History as an academic pursuit demands a certain level of neutrality, especially since in its 

nature it is written by humans, particularly biased creatures. For this reason, it is worth discussing 

instances when this neutrality is compromised, such as in the case of Karen Armstrong, a historian 

of religion and a “liberal, mystical Christian,”1. Armstrong’s view on religion is always positive 

and she tries to build a better reputation for religion and religious peoples in her work. 

Unfortunately, this aspect of Armstrong’s work tends to take precedence over historical accuracy, 

thus costing her credibility, which her critics have been quick to mention. On the other hand, it is 

this same sympathy for religious peoples that allows her to create positive, interfaith dialogue and 

form multidimensional perspectives on the question of what role religion plays as the cause of 

violence. Because this issue offers certain nuances about what it means to be a “good” historian, 

in this paper I will argue that Armstrong’s religiosity can serve as a hindrance to her academic 

credibility while also helping her formulate a richer, multi-dimensional view on complex issues.  

 When individuals have biases, these biases tend to shape their worldview. This also applies 

to Karen Armstrong, who allows her religiosity to bend her perception of historical fact. Nowhere 

is this better illustrated than in her 1993 novel A History of God, where Armstrong states that their 

[monotheists] alterations to their religion “did not disturb most monotheists before our own day 

because they were quite clear that their ideas about God were not sacrosanct [too important to be 

interfered with] but could only be provisional [allowed to change].”2 In this statement, she is trying 

to communicate that monotheists did not see their faith as rigid, and would actually not mind any 

changes that would have altered their method of practice.  

 
1 “Karen Armstrong,” Wikipedia, last modified November 22, 2020, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karen_Armstrong.  
2 Karen Armstrong, A History of God: the 4000-Year Quest of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (New York, New 
York: Knopf, 1993), xxi.  
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In this statement, Armstrong had allowed herself to make a broad, ahistorical observation, 

of which there is much evidence to prove her wrong. When one looks at the entire history of 

medieval Europe, one can see that countries have gone to war, sometimes even within their own 

borders, in order to set their religious practices as the one, true form. A specific example which 

shows just how much religious peoples viewed their particular beliefs to be sacrosanct would be 

the Crusades (1095-1492]. During this time, Christians believed that their fellow monotheistic 

faith, Islam, was heathenous and had to be eradicated. Another example would be the Thirty Years 

War (1618-1648), in which members of the same faith, Christianity, were at war over the specifics 

of how to properly worship God, specifically whether through Protestantism or Catholicism.  

As a religious historian, Armstrong frames her arguments in an attempt to improve the 

reputation of religious groups. By drawing monotheistic people as complacent and accepting of 

changes to their respective religions, Armstrong went to the length of declaring utterly untrue 

historical observations- which can be seen with the fact that the Crusades were fought because 

Catholics genuinely believed that the sanctity of their faith was in peril since the “holy land” 

[Jerusalem] was being ruled by Muslims. As a historian, she needs to be aware that there have in 

fact been countless wars fought over the fact that people believed that their faith was sacrosanct 

and not at all provisional. This instance is the first of many in which one can firmly determine that 

Armstrong has allowed her religiosity to get in the way of her historical accuracy.  

In her 2006 novel Muhammad: A Prophet of Our Time, Armstrong tries making a case for 

why the replacement of pre-Islamic polyandry [women who have many husbands] in favor of 

Islamic polygyny [men who have many wives] was beneficial for the women of Arabia. Armstrong 

claims that polyandry in pre-Islamic society was “a form of licensed prostitution… paternity was, 
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therefore, uncertain.”3 As people who spend most of their lives studying historical works, 

historians are urged to be on the lookout for any mention of two things: prostitution and 

homosexuality. In the study of history, we are told to be wary of the instances when our historical 

sources mention 1) prostitution and 2) homosexuality, since these subjects have often been the 

tools used to slander certain groups. Finding either of these accusations in an author’s work usually 

points to a clear case of bias, meaning that there is a risk of historical inaccuracy within the text.  

In the West, Islamic polygyny has often been viewed as sexist against Muslim women since 

it makes it seem that women in that culture are disposable and can be easily replaced. Armstrong’s 

attempt to improve the reputation of polygyny is a noble concept, since it offers a multivariate 

perspective on the subject of cultural norm and how we should all work towards understanding 

each other on a higher level. Having established this, it is unfortunate that the manner in which 

Armstrong has set about doing this involves slanderous behavior, showing that she has clear biases 

against pre-Islamic culture. By accusing an entire group of people of participating in prostitution 

and claiming that the children of these marriages didn’t know their fathers, Armstrong is making 

broad assumptions and deliberately misleading the reader. What this suggests is that Armstrong is 

not presenting a neutral observation of history, but rather one that is extremely biased, showing 

how her religiosity has hindered the quality of her work.   

As a religious historian who has allowed her religious views to take precedence in her 

work, Karen Armstrong has been the victim of much criticism from the Atheist community. These 

critics choose to target her over other historians because her religiosity causes her to make many 

errors in her work, yet she still managed to rise to fame. One such critic is biologist Jerry Coyne. 

In 2015, Coyne posted a blog titled “The Unctuous and Dangerous Karen Armstrong”. In this post, 

 
3 Karen Armstrong, Muhammad: A Prophet of Our Time (New York, New York: HarperCollins, 2006), 134.  
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he stated that Armstrong’s “modus operandi is to repeatedly deny that any violence in the world 

comes from ‘true’ religion.”4 This accusation holds truthful grounding. In her 2014 book Fields of 

Blood, Armstrong sets out to improve the reputation of religion by tethering its connection from 

the violence of the world, pointing out that “so indelible is the aggressive image of religious faith 

in our secular consciousness that we routinely load the violent sins of the twentieth century onto 

the back of ‘religion’.”5  

Armstrong is right in pointing out that religion does serve as a scapegoat for most of the 

world’s violence, even situations in which it truly is not a factor. In fact, this observation can lead 

to deeper reflection about the multi-faceted causes of violence in the world, such as economic, 

social and political forces. However, in her eagerness to prove this point, she cites the Crusades, 

the Inquisition, and the Wars of Religion of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as examples 

for when religion was not the main driving force of violence6. Unfortunately, even if one were to 

argue that the leaders behind these wars started them for political gains, it was the people, in their 

thousands, who fought for their genuine religious beliefs. To completely deny religion’s role in 

these wars is an ahistorical analysis and costs her academic credibility. 

One can understand Armstrong’s desire to reinvent religion’s reputation and reclaim it as 

solely a force for good. However, there is a limit to how much one can deny religion’s role behind 

historical violence. In this case, Jerry Coyne made an important and relevant point about 

Armstrong's religiosity as a problem. With her level of fame and the idea that she as an academic 

 
4 Coyne, Jerry. “The Unctuous and Dangerous Karen Armstrong.” Why Evolution Is True (blog). January 23, 2015. 
Accessed November 30, 2020. https://whyevolutionistrue.com/2015/01/23/the-unctuous-and-dangerous-karen-
armstrong/.  
5 Karen Armstrong, Fields of Blood: Religion and the History of Violence (New York, New York: Knopfe, 2014), 1.  
6 Ibid, 1 
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can be trusted to provide dependable information, Armstrong’s false claims could eventually pose 

as a threat to the sanctity of academic prestige.   

In the 21st century, perhaps no international issue has been as stigmatized as that of Islamic 

extremism. For this reason, Karen Armstrong’s publications on Islam have been praised for how 

they create positive inter-faith dialogue. Sometimes the easiest way to clear up the reputation of a 

religion is by tethering its connection from the violent acts committed in its name. The way that 

Armstrong goes about accomplishing this is by making broad, oversimplified conclusions on 

complex topics. A particular critic who addresses this issue in Armstrong’s rhetoric is Jonathan 

Benthall. In his 2016 novel Islamic Charities and Islamic Humanism in Troubled Times, Benthall 

criticized the way Armstrong attributes Islamic extremism to the lack of religious education on 

behalf of the young perpetrators. Benthall points out that Armstrong’s view “downplays the 

sometimes sophisticated exploitation of Scripture by jihadi idealogues, and in particular their 

reinterpretation of the literalist teachings of the fourteenth century scholar Ibn Taymiyyah, a 

forerunner of Wahhabism.”7 

In her attempt to completely dissociate Islam from Islamic extremism, Armstrong asserts 

the idea that a proper religious education could have prevented many a perpetrator from 

committing violent acts. By pointing out that jihadi idealogues (who possess a thorough religious 

education) are the ones who use religious text to enable their behavior, Benthall finds a flaw in 

Armstrong’s argument. By doing so, Benthall sheds light on an uncomfortable truth: though 

Armstrong’s religiosity helps her garner sympathy for religious peoples, it is this same 

characteristic that leads her to make broad, inaccurate observations about complex political issues.  

 
7 Jonathan Benthall, Islamic Charities and Islamic Humanism in Troubled Times (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2016), 190.  
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In this case, Armstrong not only costs herself academic credibility, but contributes nothing to the 

ongoing conversation about one of the most pressing issues of our day. 

 

As a Boon  

For all the times that her religiosity cost her, there is an aspect of this same characteristic 

that enriches the quality of Armstrong’s academic observation: it helps her create positive, inter-

faith dialogue. As one can broadly assume, the world we currently live in is more divided than 

ever before. For this reason, the skill of bringing different people together is rare and priceless. 

Armstrong is one such individual, and her religiosity gives her sympathy for religious peoples, 

helping her create a dialogue which sows the seeds for a future of peace. As I explained earlier, 

Armstrong is often met with her fair share of backlash and is accused of allowing her religiosity 

to cloud her judgement. However, an analysis of some of these criticisms will in fact show that 

what Armstrong does is the complete opposite; she allows her religiosity to help her form 

multidimensional perspectives on complex issues.  

In his 2011 blog post “Losing Our Spines to Save Our Necks,” the neo-atheist Sam Harris 

pushes a sentiment all too commonly shared by the West, that of the supposedly wholly evil and 

dangerous Islam. Not only has he established himself as opposed to religion and all its forms, but 

he particularly despises Islam. In fact, he claims that “the connection between the doctrine of Islam 

and Islamist violence is simply not open to dispute…. to deny it is to retreat within a fantasy world 

of political correctness and religious apology… like the much-admired Karen Armstrong.”8 

Harris’ opinions reflect the fact that he has no deeper, sacred understanding of religion. In fact, he 

sees it as a corrupt force for evil. Because he doesn’t sympathize with religious people, his 

 
8 Harris, Sam. “Losing Our Spines to Save Our Necks.” HuffPost (blog). May 25, 2011. Accessed November 30, 
2020. https://www.huffpost.com/entry/losing-our-spines-to-save_b_100132.  
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observation of political issues connected to religion can only be as deep as a simple connection 

between the identification of the religion of the perpetrators and the conclusion that it is solely the 

fault of the religion.  

Armstrong’s work combats the view that Islam is solely a source for evil by reminding us 

that the existence of Islam has spanned over a millennium and has actually served as a source of 

good for humanity over this period. In her 1992 article “The Andalus Legacy- A New World 

Discovered: An Old World Destroyed”, Armstrong laments the Christian takeover of Spain after 

the 800-year reign of Muslims. She remarks how this marked a shift in the region from widespread 

tolerance of all religions to the persecution of Jews and Muslims. She claims that “The Christians 

of Spain… found their contact with Islam fruitful and invigorating… Muslim culture of the 

peninsula which was light years ahead of the rest of Europe during the early Middle Ages.”9  

In his declaration that Islamic doctrine directly leads to extremism, Harris deliberately 

ignores the 1,400-year long history of the religion. In doing so, he conveniently disregards all the 

good that it has brought to the world for most of its existence, such as advanced surgery (as well 

as the concept of vaccines), the world’s first “university”, mathematics (in the form of algebra), 

and astrology. For this reason, Armstrong’s knowledge of history and sympathy for Muslims 

allows her to bring to light this often-overlooked aspect of Islam and present it as a valid point to 

consider when judging its merits. This instance highlights the fact that Armstrong’s religiosity can 

serve as a boon for her. It gives her sympathy for different groups and reminds her that just as 

religion is held accountable for all the negativity it causes, so too should it be celebrated for the 

good done in its name.  

 
9 Karen Armstrong, “The Andalus Legacy,” in European Judaism: A Journal for the New Europe, vol. 25, no. 2, 
1992, 4.  
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When one takes a look at history and even the current state of the world, they will inevitably 

see a pattern of violence being committed in the name of religion. Though this may be the case, 

not all people who use religion as an excuse have purely “religious” intentions. Because of her 

deeply felt connection to the mystical elements of the world and positive understanding of faith, 

Armstrong is better able to detect when religion is used as a mask for other underlying motivations. 

Sam Harris, one of the most outspoken, anti-Islamic individuals of our day, had mockingly 

responded to Armstrong’s sympathy for Muslims in his 2010 blog post “The God Fraud”. To make 

the argument that Islam is purely evil, he mocks that “Hassan al-Banna and Tariq Ramadan are 

paragons of meliorism [the world can be made better through human effort] and wisdom” and 

reminds us that there is an “inexhaustible supply of martyrs in the Muslim world.”10 In this 

statement, Harris is making his observations based on the narrative perpetuated by Western media, 

which usually shows Islam in direct correlation to terrorism. Because he is using this simple, 

surface-level observation, he is able to point to many “martyrs” as examples to support his 

statement. What Harris fails to consider is the fact that these aggressors might be using Islam as a 

cover-up for ulterior motives, or they may be so severely misguided that they have forgotten that 

Islam is religion of peace, which means that their actions counteract their claims of being 

“Muslims”.  

As a response to the misconception that Islam is only capable of evil, Armstrong does a 

2014 interview with Michael Schulsen to bring forth the idea that although there are instances 

when individuals committed heinous acts in the name of religion, not all of them are purely 

religiously motivated. As an example, she states that this is “very clear in bin Laden’s discourse. 

He talks about God and Allah and Islam and all that, but he had very clear political aims and 

 
10 Harris, Sam. “The God Fraud.” Sam Harris (blog). January 5, 2010. Accessed November 30, 2020. 
https://samharris.org/the-god-fraud/  
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attitudes towards Saudi Arabia, towards Western involvement in Middle Eastern affairs.”11The 

importance of Armstrong pointing to Osama bin Laden as a case study is because he is the single 

most referenced individual when people want to show that Islam is a violent religion. By showing 

that even behind bin Laden’s guise of being a religiously devoted man and doing what he did in 

the name of God, he had ulterior political motives, Armstrong shows that religion can be exploited 

as a tool for political gain. Because Armstrong is religious herself, she can more easily detect when 

one’s religion is true versus when one uses it for ulterior motives, which is always the case when 

it comes to extremism. This insight is something that Harris does not possess, which is why this 

situation illustrates a case where Armstrong’s religiosity has helped her detect instances where 

religion is used as a mask to hide political motives, thereby enriching her perspective.  

The Middle East has been under political turmoil in recent decades, and because it is an 

area of the world often stigmatized and feared by the West, Muslims have been greatly vilified by 

both Western media and culture. Consequently, most non-Muslims who are Islamophobic attempt 

to rationalize the turbulent state of the Middle East as due to some innate fault within Islam and 

its practitioners. This way of thinking leads to a cycle of misunderstanding and violence on both 

the parts of Muslims and non-Muslims alike. Driven by her sympathy towards religious peoples, 

Armstrong uses her broad knowledge of political history to provide some much-needed context 

for why the Middle East has gotten to where it is today. In 2015, Armstrong gave an interview 

with Lisette Thooft where she was asked to speak on Islam. When asked what the cause of Muslim 

terrorism was, Armstrong attributed it to the fact that modernity came to the Middle East through 

colonial subjugation. In fact, secularism was introduced with much violence, and the West 

 
11Armstrong, Karen. “Karen Armstrong on Sam Harris and Bill Maher: ‘It fills me with despair, because this is the 
sort of talk that led to the concentration camps.’” Interview by Michael Schulson. Salon, November 23, 2014.  
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consistently supported rulers like Saddam Hussein who had denied his people the freedom of 

expression.12  

The reason why the analysis presented forth by Armstrong is impressive is because it is an 

original way of thinking, far more complex than the simple attribution of the declining state of the 

Middle East to Muslims themselves. Further, by drawing on colonialism as one of the main causes 

of the political problems of the region, she makes the West reflect on the responsibility it holds for 

bringing the Middle East to where it is today. In this way, she brings back the human aspect of 

Muslims and shows that if anything, they are victims who reacted to an ongoing oppression, which 

then led to more violence. Because of this, the causes of the Middle East being in political decline 

are more likely colonization, Western militarism, enforcement of foreign ideals, and American 

support of corrupt leaders in the region. This instance once again demonstrates how Armstrong’s 

religiosity serves to benefit the quality of her work, offering her the chance to view current events 

through the lens of colonization. In doing so, she helps remind us that we are all just people at the 

end of the day, and that there should be more compassion on the part of the West towards Muslims.  

A discussion of Armstrong’s religiosity brings about certain nuances concerning what it 

means to be a “good” historian. As we have seen, there are many cases in which her drive to 

sympathize with religion and its practitioners has caused her to lose credibility. In her desire to 

improve the reputation of religious people, she makes ahistorical observations, uses slander, and 

falsely claims that a religious education would prevent violence. On the other hand, it is this same 

characteristic that helps her be open-minded when defending religious groups, such as Muslims. 

To the many remarks that Islam is evil, Armstrong responds by reminding us the historical good 

it has brought the world, how there are always political motives behind religiously motivated 

 
12 Armstrong, Karen. “Karen Armstrong: ‘There is nothing in the Islam that is more violent than Christianity.’” 
Interviewed by Lisette Thooft. Nieuwwij, January 18, 2015.  
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violence, and how the Middle East is in political turmoil largely due to Western colonization. 

Armstrong shows us how religiosity can help one see complex issues from multiple perspectives 

and possibly even create room for positive inter-faith dialogue between different groups. All in all, 

an analysis of Armstrong’s work reveals that for historians, religiosity can both serve as a 

hindrance to one’s work and be a boon at the same time; perhaps the question should not be 

whether it makes you a good historian, but how it enhances the quality of your perspective of the 

world and how the incorporation of this perspective can benefit society as a whole.  
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Introduction 

The year 1956 represents a dramatic shift in economic development for the colony of 

Nigeria under British rule, for below the Niger Delta lay a rich resource that was yet to be 

discovered. Nigeria became a protectorate under Britain in 1901 and remained under British 

colonization until 1960. During the early years, the British pushed for exploration to discover and 

extract valuable natural resources, predicted to be present in the Niger region.1 Finally, in 1956, 

oil was discovered in Oloibiri, and since then oil has become a leading source of economic value 

in Nigeria.2 Big oil companies such as Shell BP and private British companies took part in the 

extraction of Nigerian oil. This extraction led to the pollution of the Niger Delta and its surrounding 

land.3 In 1960, Nigeria became independent and took control of most of its oil reserves. Due to the 

great success of the oil industry, Nigerians chose to move forward with both the legal and illegal 

extraction of oil in order to continue to maximize their wealth. This paper will discuss how the 

economic stability of the oil industry became crucial to Nigeria’s survival as a sovereign nation 

and how, ultimately, the environmental damages were overlooked by the Nigerian government. 

 

Origins of Colonization 

The colonization of Nigeria was a direct result of the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885.4 In 

this wave of New Imperialism, European nations sought out the vulnerable African countries for 

their economic value. For just under sixty years, the British government controlled all aspects of 

 
1 John Agbonifo, “The Colonial Origin and Perpetuation of Environmental Pollution in the Postcolonial Nigerian 
State,” Critique, (Fall 2002): 5. 
2 Adamu Kyuka Usman, “Discovery, Uses and Importance of Oil and Gas in Nigeria,” in Nigerian Oil and Gas 
Industry Laws (Malthouse Press, 2017), 74. 
3 Adamu Kyuka Usman, “Environmental and Social Impacts of Oil and Gas Industry on Host Communities,” in 
Nigerian Oil and Gas Industry Laws (Malthouse Press, 2017), 423.  
4 K. C. Anyanwu, “The Bases of Political Instability in Nigeria,” Journal of Black Studies, vol. 13, no. 1, (Sept. 
1982), 101.  
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Nigerian society and took a special interest in extracting profitable resources to send back to 

Britain and sell around the globe. Nigeria saw little to no benefits during this time and, instead, 

was stripped of its rich culture and diverse ethnic identities to fit a more Eurocentric idea of 

civilization.5 Colonization forced Nigeria under a unified rule, classifying Nigerians into an 

African homogeneous identity. Prior to its colonization, Nigeria consisted of multiple ethnic 

groups that were separated by region and independent of each other.6  

The establishment of the Royal Niger Company in 1879 aided the British in securing the 

Niger area and allowed them to sign treaties with native groups to gain access to the rivers rich 

with oil.7 Britain acquired the Niger Region by establishing their authority within these treaties. 

On January 1st, 1901 became known as “Nigeria” under the leadership of governor-general 

Frederick Lugard.8 The newly formulated nation was completely reorganized by governor-general 

Lugard and divided into two regions: Northern and Southern Nigeria.9 This split was put in place 

to satisfy the pre-colonial Nigerian structure and to ensure that the two regions remained at peace.10 

Prior to British interference the two regions held different religious beliefs and loose political 

structures.11 Shortly after the establishment of Nigeria, the Mineral Act of 1914 granted priority of 

oil resources to private British companies with the promise that proceeds would be split with the 

Nigerians.12 It appeared as though Lugard was mainly motivated by the economic benefits of 

exploiting Nigeria's raw materials and had little interest in providing benefits for Nigerians. All of 

 
5 Anyanwu, “The Bases of Political Instability in Nigeria,” 103. 
6 Ibid, 102. 
7 Joseph G. England, “The Colonial Legacy of Environmental Degradation In Nigeria's Niger River Delta.” 
University of Central Florida, University of Central Florida, 2012, 19.  
8 England, “The Colonial Legacy,” 19. 
9 Ibid, 20. 
10 Ibid, 21. 
11 Ibid, 20. 
12 Agbonifo, “The Colonial Origin and Perpetuation,” 5. 
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the infrastructure implemented under British rule served to assist the British companies in oil 

extraction rather than Nigerian political progress.13 Railroads, harbors, and roads opened up 

different routes for the British to explore Nigeria and eventually export oil.14 As Nigerians suffered 

from ill-intentioned foreign interference, their land suffered with them, as participation in oil 

extraction would only continue to grow.15  

 

Transition of Oil and Political Power 

 While the British remained in control, they began to outsource oil extraction. The Shell 

company was offered a total exploration of the Nigerian colonial territory in 1938.16 New oil 

deposits were discovered in the East around 1956, and in 1958, removal of the oil began.17 This 

exclusive access to Nigerian oil made it possible for the British to dominate a large part of the 

global oil industry.18 Africans felt the burden of being under foreign rule during the Second World 

War as Nigerians were conscripted into the British service, and families struggled to maintain 

linkages to home.19 After the end of World War II, political parties among native Nigerians began 

to form from within the youth movement.20 Resistance against British rule spread across the 

region. Nigerians slowly became more involved in politics and developed movements such as the 

National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons to promote self-governance.21 It is unclear whether 

or not the increased interest in Nigerian self-governance was the catalyst for independence, but it 

 
13 England, “The Colonial Legacy,” 21. 
14 Ibid, 22. 
15 Agbonifo, “The Colonial Origin and Perpetuation,” 6.  
16 Ibid, 5. 
17 Ibid. 
18 England, “The Colonial Legacy,” 27.  
19 Anyanwu, “The Bases of Political Instability in Nigeria,” 104. 
20 Ibid, 102. 
21 Agbonifo, “The Colonial Origin and Perpetuation,” 35. 
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most likely had some impact. Eventually, autonomy was granted to Nigeria on October 1st, 1960, 

and the newly independent government was left to its devices to sort out the organization and 

formation of their politics.22  

The British colonial government left abruptly, leaving the newly formed country of Nigeria 

to navigate the creation of its own modern governmental system, legislation, and societal values.23 

Nigeria was tasked with building an entire country from scratch. One thing Nigerians could depend 

on was the land they reside on, which, at this time, was rich in natural resources. Nigeria turned to 

the excavation of these resources, specifically oil, and prioritized its production over any other 

aspect of nation-building.24 The lack of attention on creating a solid system of government left 

Nigerian politics in a highly vulnerable position as the nation struggled to institute a formal system 

of government.25 Without a consistent level of authority, the Nigerian government failed to 

supervise resource extraction.   

 The transition to sovereign power was not easy for Nigerians, as they felt the repercussions 

of long-term colonization. Nigerian independence did not signify the immediate control of the land 

by Nigerians. The 1914 Mineral Act remained in place until 1969 and granted rights to British 

Petroleum and the Royal Dutch Shell companies’ control over the oil extraction.26 Essentially, this 

meant that Britain and the Royal Dutch Shell still maintained control of the subsurface resources, 

and therefore, had access to the surface land that was needed to acquire the oil. Nigeria viewed oil 

production as a vital aspect of its economy and a reliable component of the nation's identity but 

 
22 England, “The Colonial Legacy,” 34. 
23 Ibid, 40.  
24 Irhivben Bright Odafe and Omonona Bolarin Titus, “Implications Of Oil Exploration On Agricultural 
Development In Delta State, Nigeria,” International Journal of Humanities and Social Science Invention 2, no. 4 
(April 2013): 59.  
25 Anyanwu, “The Bases of Political Instability in Nigeria,” 112. 
26 Agbonifo, “The Colonial Origin and Perpetuation,” 8. 
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was not always involved directly in the excavation process. Up until 1968, the Nigerian 

government had “limited involvement in the oil industry” and restricted themselves to financial 

involvement through taxation on oil companies and collecting royalties.27  

This left Nigeria in a frantic position to maintain control over some aspect of their country, 

and because of that, rushed them into a corrupt deal with Shell-BP28. This agreement granted Shell 

total control of oil exploration and extraction.29 Nigeria agreed to these terms because Shell had 

the technology that Nigeria needed for oil exploration. As the Nigerian government struggled to 

find its footing, oil firms took the opportunity to abuse Nigeria's vulnerability. This undoubtedly 

led to cutting corners and damaging processes of extraction, as oil firms were “enjoying massive 

fiscal concessions,” since the Nigerian government failed to implement supervision over these 

companies.30 Environmental effects of this industry were felt significantly by Nigerians located 

around the Delta, as forests, farmlands, and human safety were completely disregarded by visiting 

oil companies.31  

In 1966, a Nigerian nationalist, Isaac Boro, stepped in and demanded both the suspension 

of oil companies in the Niger region, as well as reparations for the damages to the environment 

and native people.32 Despite the efforts by many Nigerians to impose environmental protection 

laws, the economic benefits of oil extraction quickly overshadowed the harm done and the 

rebellion was quelled by the Nigerian army.33 The struggle to survive as an independent nation 

cost Nigeria control over its land and began a dangerous path to environmental destruction.  

 
27 Usman, “Discovery, Uses and Importance of Oil and Gas in Nigeria,” 74. 
28 Ibid, 73. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Agbonifo, “The Colonial Origin and Perpetuation,” 6.  
31 Odafe and Titus, “Implications Of Oil Exploration On Agricultural Development In Delta State, Nigeria,” 62.  
32 Agbonifo, “The Colonial Origin and Perpetuation,” 6. 
33 Ibid, 9. 
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 As Nigeria faced division within the transformation to an independent nation, it held on to 

its most profitable attribute of oil. Oil companies acknowledged Nigeria's struggle and Shell 

offered to invest in the transformation to an industrial Nigeria.34 However, Nigeria preferred its 

agrarian-based society and refused to industrialize. They agreed to a relationship with Shell; one 

in which Nigeria offered them continuous exploitation of oil and, in return, received financial 

support.35 A portion of whatever money Shell made from Nigerian oil had to be given back to the 

Nigerian government. Outside influence in the Nigerian oil industry thrived on the fragility of the 

Nigerian government and their economic reliance on taxing the extraction of oil.  

The exploitation of oil in Nigeria by foreign companies was partly responsible for Nigeria’s 

categorization as a ‘third world’ country.36 Oil extraction kept neocolonialism alive in Nigeria, as 

foreign influences continued to intrude the nation and monitored their national decisions.37 

However, with the oil boom in the 1970s, Nigeria found their way to the Organization of Petroleum 

Exporting Countries (OPEC).38 OPEC encouraged the Nigerian government to become more 

involved in the oil industry and helped to regulate the process.39 In 1971, the Nigerian National 

Oil Company was formed and began oil exploration on behalf of the state. Nationalization of the 

oil industry was intended to end the cycle of neocolonialism and in 1979, Nigeria decided to 

“nationalize the assets of the British Petroleum Company.”40 A step towards greater oil control, 

however, did not particularly lead to better management of the oil extraction process.  

 
34 Ibid, 7. 
35 Ibid, 7-8. 
36 Ibid, 7.  
37 Ibid, 63. 
38 Ibid, 48. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ann Genova and Toyin Falola, “Oil in Nigeria: A Bibliographical Reconnaissance,” History in Africa 30, (2003): 
141. 
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Environmental Damages Revealed  

 Heading into the 1980s, after nearly a century of oil extraction, environmental disturbances 

began to reveal themselves from the countless oil spills and current ecosystems suffered 

irreversible changes. Despite gaining authority in the Niger Delta, Nigerian officials did not seek 

a more environmentally friendly approach to extracting oil.41 This can be attributed to the high 

cost of environmental protectant infrastructure, that was not incorporated in the national budget 

and also the prioritizing of economic growth over the interests of the Nigerian people by the 

government.42 The region of the Niger Delta is known for its “‘sources of food and income to local 

communities’” according to the human rights watch, and it now faces the pollution of oil 

cultivation.43  

The Ogoni people, a native group located around the Niger Delta, relied on the land for 

income and the nourishment of their community up until the extraction of oil in the region.44 Once 

Shell infiltrated the area, the Ogoni community found their land flooded and the wildlife within 

the river was dying off leaving their farms inoperable.45 In addition, the Ogoni were contracting 

skin diseases as a side effect of the polluted water.46 These environmental effects were dangerous 

to the freshwater and mangrove ecosystems that reside in the Delta and also to those surrounding 

human communities who no longer had a source of livelihood.47 Not only were indigenous groups 

being negatively affected by the process of oil extraction in their region, but they also were not 

 
41 Usman, “Discovery, Uses and Importance of Oil and Gas in Nigeria,” 75.  
42 Agbonifo, “The Colonial Origin and Perpetuation,” 58.  
43 Ibid, 9. 
44 Ibid.  
45 Ibid.  
46 Ibid. 
47 Usman, “Environmental and Social Impacts of Oil and Gas Industry on Host Communities,” 426.  
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gaining any of the profits made. The Ogoni community called for government assistance but were 

ignored by the Nigerian government as they gained economic stability through this process of 

exploitation.48 Oil spills, air pollution, gas flaring, and careless production have left these native 

communities in complete distress and were the catalyst for a series of protests against Shell 

company between 1993 and 1995.49  

 

Rise of Neocolonialism 

 Throughout their involvement in the Nigerian oil industry, Shell utilized their economic 

power over Nigeria to exploit the unstable government for easy profit.50 Between 1976 and 2001 

oil spills were commonly reported to the Nigerian government. Regardless of protests from 

communities, Shell refused to take responsibility and clean up after themselves.51 Gas flaring, a 

process during oil extraction where associated gas is combusted, causes high levels of toxicity in 

the atmosphere.52 Shell chose to neglect the communities that resided in the Delta and performed 

such processes in their vicinity, exposing them to the extremely harmful effects of toxic emissions. 

The proximity of the gas flaring to local communities and lack of safety precautions have been 

reported to cause “acid rain which corrodes their homes and other local structures.”53 Corruption 

in the Nigerian government led to the oil industry serving as a fundamental aspect of Nigeria’s 

autonomous survival, which resulted in a lack of consideration towards vulnerable communities 

and ecosystems around the Delta.  

 
48 Agbonifo, “The Colonial Origin and Perpetuation,” 9.  
49 Ibid.  
50 Ibid, 11. 
51 Jedrzej George Frynas, “Shell in Nigeria: A Further Contribution,” Third World Quarterly 21, no. 1 (February 
2000): 161. 
52 Usman, “Environmental and Social Impacts of Oil and Gas Industry on Host Communities,” 430. 
53 Ibid. 
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 In the push to hold Shell accountable for their oil spills and pollution of communities, some 

turned to the vandalism of oil pipelines.54 However, this vengeful act did not bode well for Shell, 

the environment, or the community that is impacted by the oil extraction. In the case of Shell v 

Isaiah, Shell was able to claim that “vandalism was involved once the oil company feared it was 

liable to pay compensation.”55 Not only does vandalism of oil cause greater pollution of the area 

attacked, but it also dismisses responsibility that could be forced upon the big oil companies. 

Although vandalism is a tactical move to gain the attention of leaders, it ultimately fails to serve 

this purpose since it allows Shell to scapegoat the local people. Due to the magnitude of Shell’s 

influence in the oil industry the company was able to manipulate the system to its advantage.  

 

Misuse of Oil in Nigeria 

 The access to oil in the Niger Delta has, in some ways, prevented the growth of the country. 

As government priority is given to oil extraction, communities that once thrived on their own are 

now being forced to relocate and call for government aid. Where Nigeria relies on oil to run their 

country, they lack the political stability to apply the economic benefits into community resources 

that would strengthen the Nigerian public. Once an area full of fishing, livestock, and agriculture, 

the region of the Niger Delta now suffers from the depletion of fish, deforestation, and polluted 

soil determined to be infertile. As an area is approved for oil extraction and the land is emptied to 

make way for pipelines, “agricultural lands and ponds are usually destroyed.”56 This process strips 

communities of their income, and brings about the stagnation of society as it struggles to support 

 
54 Frynas, “Shell in Nigeria: A Further Contribution,” 161.  
55 Ibid. 
56 Odafe and Titus, “Implications Of Oil Exploration On Agricultural Development In Delta State, Nigeria,” 62.  
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itself and discover new ways of living. The attention to native groups and their success remains 

absent from the Nigerian agenda and leaves ecosystems in an extremely damaged condition.57  

 As Nigeria entered the early 2000s, its oil industry continued to cause harm to the 

environment. Illegal oil cultivation has been adopted by communities that lost their jobs as 

fishermen or farmers.58 These illegal oil sites are raided by the national government to destroy the 

inventory before it can reach the rest of society and residential communities become flooded with 

illegitimate oil.59 Communities already polluted by oil spills and gas flaring are forced to 

participate in the extraction of oil to receive some form of income and in turn, extend the 

destruction of the environment. With no aid from the Nigerian government or compensation from 

large oil spills, the residents of the Niger Delta have succumbed to take part in the acceleration of 

climate change to survive.60 

 

Conclusion 

 Oil in Nigeria continues to be the basis of the nation's GDP coming into the 21st century.61 

The oil demand continues throughout the globe as sustainable options remain sparse. A report from 

2000 claims that “oil and gas exports accounted for more than 98% of the export earnings,” 

displaying the critical nature of oil to the Nigerian economy.62 However, the success of oil as an 

export has caused an enormous decline in agricultural exports, which then damaged the nation's 

economy.63 As Nigeria continues to struggle politically, they have remained dependent on their 

 
57 Anyanwu, “The Bases of Political Instability in Nigeria,” 109.  
58 The Battle Raging In Nigeria Over Control Of Oil, directed by Vice News (2018), Video, 6:03. 
59 The Battle Raging In Nigeria Over Control Of Oil, directed by Vice News (2018), Video, 7:20. 
60 The Battle Raging In Nigeria Over Control Of Oil, directed by Vice News (2018), Video, 4:32. 
61 Usman, “Discovery, Uses and Importance,” 79.  
62 Ibid. 
63 Odafe and Titus, “Implications Of Oil Exploration On Agricultural Development In Delta State, Nigeria,” 61. 
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control of the oil industry. The economic benefits of oil may not be as expected; nevertheless, 

Nigeria continues to prioritize the production of it at the expense of their environment and native 

communities.  

 Not all of Nigeria’s environmental struggles can be linked to the extraction of crude oil, 

but the lack of government response to the damages done proves where priorities lie. Both the 

global capitalist system and Nigerian capitalist society that controls Nigeria’s management of oil 

sites are highly concerned with maintaining stability in exportations.64 Once rich agricultural lands 

are now polluted by oil, gas flaring, or deforested to make way for pipelines. The environmental 

toll felt by the Nigerian oil industry in most ways is permanent, but with immediate intervention 

and company reparations for clean-up, there could still be hope for Nigerian communities 

surrounding the Niger Delta. Had it not been for the British colonization of Nigeria and the 

discovery of natural resources, Nigeria may never have introduced oil extraction into their society. 

Nigeria continues to feel the everlasting effects of colonialism, as it works to build a sustainable 

independent nation that can compete with the countries who exploited them for decades. 

Ultimately, Nigeria's intentions of allowing oil extraction to run their country have resulted not 

only in political instability and continuous civil unrest but in an everlasting strain on its land that 

contributed to the current climate crisis.  

 
  

 
64 Usman, “Discovery, Uses and Importance,” 79. 



 109 

Bibliography 

Agbonifo, John. “The Colonial Origin and Perpetuation of Environmental Pollution in the 
Postcolonial Nigerian State.” Critique, Fall, 2002. 

Anyanwu, K. C. “The Bases of Political Instability in Nigeria.” Journal of Black Studies, vol. 13, 
no. 1, Sept. 1982, 101–117. 

England, Joseph G. “The Colonial Legacy of Environmental Degradation In Nigeria's Niger 
River Delta.” University of Central Florida, University of Central Florida, 2012, 1–83. 

Frynas, Jedrzej George. “Shell in Nigeria: A Further Contribution.” Third World Quarterly, vol. 
21, no. 1, Feb. 2000, 157–164. 

Genova, Ann, and Toyin Falola. “Oil in Nigeria: A Bibliographical Reconnaissance.” History in 
Africa, vol. 30, 2003, 133–156. 

Odafe, Irhivben Bright, and Omonona Bolarin Titus. “Implications of Oil Exploration on 
Agricultural Development in Delta State, Nigeria.” International Journal of Humanities 
and Social Science Invention, vol. 2, no. 4, Apr. 2013, 59–63. 

Usman, Adamu Kyuka. “Discovery, Uses and Importance of Oil and Gas in Nigeria.” Nigerian 
Oil and Gas Industry Laws, Malthouse Press, 2017, 72–84.  

Usman, Adamu Kyuka. “Environmental and Social Impacts of Oil and Gas Industry on Host 
Communities.” Nigerian Oil and Gas Industry Laws, Malthouse Press, 2017, 423–464.  

Vice News, director. “The Battle Raging In Nigeria Over Control Of Oil.” Vice News, March 22, 
2018, www.youtube.com/watch?v=vAgw_Zyznx0.  

 

  



 110 

 


