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Changing Names and Divine Arms: Anti-War Sentiments in Christopher 

Logue’s War Music 

 

Abigail Cleve Skinner, MA, Classics 
 

 

One of the most famous scenes in Homer’s Iliad is the description of Achilles’ Shield. It has 

captured audiences’ imaginations across the years with recreations appearing in literature (including 

translations), sculpture, illustration and other artworks.
1

 Yet, Christopher Logue omits the elaborate 

description, condensing it down to three words: “Made in Heaven”.
2

 It is a striking, even rebellious, take 

on the scene where Logue manages to convey much through very little, though this part of War Music 

is anything but simple. In a more straightforward example, Logue decides to rename various Homeric 

characters, even changing entire scenes to accommodate some of these changes.
3

 These examples, 

among many, reinforce Logue’s anti-war sentiments throughout his Account of the Iliad and contribute 

to the broader subversive effect of War Music.
4

 In this essay, I discuss Logue’s version of Achilles’ Shield 

and the name changes, exploring his motivations for such reworking and considering how these changes 

reinforce Logue’s pacifist take on the Iliad.  

Structurally, Logue closely encompasses the famous shield scene with Achilles’ grief and rage, 

and the caring of Patroclus’ body so that it does not rot.
5

 Narratively speaking, Logue does not deviate 

much from the Iliad.
6

 However, in removing the ekphrasis and condensing action and speech, the 

seriousness of Patroclus’ death is not interrupted. The harshness of war continues, emphasised further 

through the death of Thackta, and then progressing to the effect of Patroclus’ death.
7

 As James Tatum 

writes, the death of an ancient hero becomes a “death in the present, for the present.”
8

 Logue removes 

any melodramatic emotion, condensing pathos and focusing more on a bitter, raw and immediate 

portrayal of warfare.
9

 Logue’s lack of ekphrasis reinforces this effect. Tatum argues that this best 

emphasises the “mortal condition” of Achilles and, by extension, every other fighter, focusing on the 

“difference between immortal artist and mortal recipient”.
10

 Homer’s Iliad does convey this notion, but 

 
1

 Tatum 2003/2004, 138-139, 144-145, 149; Squire 2011, 393-396; Flaxman 1821/1822; Vail 2018, 36, 38. 
2

 2015, 280. 
3

 For example, the fight between Euphorbus and Menelaus being replaced by Thackta and Merionez; Logue 2015, 253-

255. 
4

 Schein 2016, 149-150; Greenwood 2010, 148; Hardwick 2003/2009, 94-95. 
5

 2015, 276, 281. 
6

 Homer, Iliad 18.314–355 (mourning Patroclus), 478–613 (making the armour); 19.1–36 (Achilles receiving the armour 

and preserving Patroclus’ corpse). 
7

 Logue 2015, 253-256, 266-276; Tatum 2003/2004, 129. 
8

 2003/2004, 128-129. 
9

 Schein 2016, 161. 
10

 2003/2004, 144-145. 



5 
 

Logue does not even allow the reader to comprehend the artwork, leaving Achilles to examine the shield 

alone since he alone understands fully what mortality and immortality are; for the reader, Logue simply 

puts “Made in Heaven”.
11

 Tatum’s analysis of this scene is accurate, however, this creative decision allows 

Logue to achieve much more. The noticeable gap in the story contributes to the idea that absence can 

say just as much as the presence, and Logue subverts the reader’s expectations by removing a key 

Homeric scene, drawing attention to the gap and thus the wider issues underlined throughout War 

Music.
12

 For example, he challenges the different ways “in which Homer has been appropriated and 

interpreted in many aspects of the classical tradition.”
13

 Furthermore, Logue does not simply ‘lack’ 

ekphrasis, but conveys an anti-ekphrastic take by deliberately avoiding one of the most visual scenes in 

the Iliad, compensating elsewhere with cinematic, photographic and theatrical language.
14

 Logue’s anti-

ekphrastic scene further highlights (even criticises) the fact that audiences have perhaps placed too much 

focus on the divine armour rather than on the tragedy of Patroclus’ death.
15

 In these chapters, ‘Patrocleia’, 

‘GBH’ and ‘Pax’, there is no respite from the action and Logue does not celebrate any weapon of war, 

not even divine, therefore avoiding distraction from the human struggles, the combination of beauty and 

warfare, and conveying his “palpable disenchantment with war”.
16

 However, this scene is not necessarily 

clear-cut. 

While the previous arguments are valid when applied to this version of War Music, Logue may 

have actually returned to the Shield of Achilles in another episode of his work. Regrettably, War Music 

was never completed, and the notes collected by Paul Keegan (Logue’s editor) seem to suggest that 

Logue was not quite finished with the divine arms.
17

 Christopher Reid notes that the only mention of 

these plans, excluding the note “New Armour / the Shield unwritten”, was this:  

 

At the end of Book 18...Homer describes the creation in Heaven of a new shield...The new 

shield’s face is covered with designs that show the world as Homer knew it. This passage will be 

extended. The pictures on the shield will reflect our world.
18

 

 

Had Logue completed his work, many arguments suggested by scholars (including my own) would have 

had to change. However, as Reid comments, the “present volume” of War Music seems to be the most 

 
11

 Tatum 2003/2004, 144-145; Logue 2015, 280. 
12

 Tatum 2003/2004, 145; Hardwick 2003/2009, 95; Greenwood 2010, 150-151. 
13

 Hardwick 2003/2009, 95. 
14

 Taplin 2010, 182; Greenwood 2010, 145-146, 160-162. 
15

 Tatum 2003/2004, 146. 
16

 Greenwood 2010, 148. 
17

 Reid 2015, 298. 
18

 Ibid, 299. 
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effective way of presenting Logue’s pacifist interpretation, with an anti-ekphrastic flare.
19

 Logue’s 

autobiography, Prince Charming, also fails to yield any fruit on this matter, though his thought process 

does give insight into how he handled this creative project. He considered “what might be added to it 

from a different part of the Iliad”, suggesting that his divine armour could have incorporated parts of the 

epic narrative, potentially drawing more attention to the devastating impact of the war rather than 

depicting independent scenes, as we find in the Iliad.
20

 Considering everything together, the present 

edition of War Music and Logue’s plans, many of my arguments still hold sway if Logue’s take on the 

Iliad is anti-war – which it is. Logue’s “palpable disenchantment” with warfare, the cynical tones 

throughout War Music, and his own statement that his version of the shield would “reflect our world” 

strongly suggest that he would not have depicted the armour as a beautiful work of art nor “covered with 

scenes of delightful peace, of agriculture, festival, song, and dance”.
21

 It is possible that Logue may have 

attempted to emulate the glaring contradictions between war and peace, in keeping with Homer’s 

depiction, but I argue that this is unlikely.
22

 Throughout War Music, Logue subverts the reader’s 

expectations, sometimes using comedy (“Odysseus gazes at his big left toe”), film directions (“Reverse 

the shot”), conversational tones (“I share her view”), or modern, even bizarre, comparisons (“Christmas 

morning”) to ensure that his Account of the Iliad is his modern take, both drawing on the ancient epic 

and separating himself from it.
23

 Whatever Logue had planned for his shield, one can be certain that his 

depiction would have subverted expectations as with the rest of his work. Moreover, as Bernard Knox 

comments, even the gods do not escape Logue’s satire or “vulgar touch”, and I do not doubt that Logue 

would have extended this to divine craftsmanship.
24

 Considering the effectiveness of Patroclus’ death in 

the present version of War Music (and indeed, the deaths of other characters such as Thackta), it also 

seems unlikely that Logue’s divine armour would have distracted the reader from the cost of warfare.
25

 

Not all my arguments harmonise with this alternate version, such as the notion of absence being just as 

significant as presence, and the closely encompassed scenes without the interruption of the shield. Reid 

even argues that Logue did not need to add his version of the shield since War Music is more effective 

without it.
26

 Despite this, had Logue been able to complete his work, my anti-ekphrastic argument could 

still have worked. Logue could have made further use of cinematic, photographic, and theatrical 

techniques to separate himself from the Homeric ekphrasis, thus truly expressing an anti-ekphrastic take 

 
19

 Ibid. 
20

 Logue 1999, 222. 
21

 Greenwood 2010, 148; Reid 2015, 299; Taplin 1980, 1. 
22

 Scully 2003, 29-31. 
23

 Hardwick 2003/2009, 95; Logue 2015, 65, 21, 24, 18; Logan 1992, 169. 
24

 1995. 
25

 Logue 2015, 253-255. 
26

 2015, 299. 
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on the shield, not just an omission. Regardless, viewing War Music as it is, Logue’s subversion of the 

divine weaponry, using “Made in Heaven” to add a satirical “joke”, and his depiction of human loss 

adequately conveys his anti-war sentiments even if the section is incomplete.
27

 A more clear-cut 

reinforcement of these sentiments is through many of the minor characters and their name changes, 

which I now discuss. 

Matching up all the name changes is a daunting and fruitless exercise. While War Music lends 

to a side-by-side reading with the Iliad (and, indeed, Logue’s method was to use multiple translations of 

the epic), comparing matters such as specific scenes and epithets is a more worthwhile pursuit.
28

 Yet, this 

is perhaps one of the main reasons that Logue decided to change the names of so many minor characters. 

In Knox’s rather critical review, he likens the “weird names” such as Gwi, Tek, Tus, and Soos (to name 

a few) to those from Star Trek, expecting the narrative to leave “the planes of Troy”, go into “intergalactic 

space”, and introduce Hector to the “Klingons”.
29

 Knox’s observations are not wrong, in fact, Logue 

embraces a variety of modern references in War Music, including but not limited to “modern-day 

technologies” and “the canon of English literature”, though pop culture seems to have been avoided.
30

 

The “weird names”, however, are not to be dismissed.
31

 Many Homeric characters are memorable but, 

without the help of an index, are we expected to know and remember every character in the Iliad? 

Characters like Abas and Polyidus are given a brief backstory before being killed immediately by 

Diomedes, or Dresus and Opheltius, who are killed without anything known about them.
32

 Knox 

criticises Logue’s decision to change the Homeric names to unrecognisable ones, but who can say they 

recognise minor characters such as these? In some ways, Logue may be taking a different approach to 

Homer but it is impossible to ascertain whether each of these characters was known (well enough) to an 

ancient audience, or even if some of these names were added and changed over time.
33

 To a modern 

reader,  however, these characters (and others like them) are easily overlooked and only mentioned by 

scholars for cataloguing or linguistical purposes.
34

 Despite these contextual differences, both War Music 

and the Iliad convey the devastating impact of war and the cost of human life through the inclusion of 

so many minor characters. Using this idea of ‘forgettable’ characters,  Logue changes the names into 

(often) bizarre versions not intended to be read as Homeric-alternatives but used to underscore the way 

that we understand modern warfare. In the wake of modern colonialism, two world wars, and more 

 
27

 Logue 2015, 280; Tatum 2003/2004, 149. 
28

 Hardwick 2003/2009, 95. 
29

 1995. 
30

 Greenwood 2010, 145; Meihuizen 2019, 219. Nicholas Meihuizen’s note about popular culture refers only to 

modernisations rather than specific pop-culture references, like Star Trek. 
31

 Knox 1995. 
32

 Homer, Iliad 5.148–151; 6.20. 
33

 Dalby 1995, 269, 272. 
34

 Beye 1964, 348; Garland 1981, 52. 
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recent conflicts, Logue draws attention to the tendency to overlook the countless lives lost in war, both 

in stories and reality.
35

 In stories, it is easy to focus on main characters because they are given more 

personality, and in modern warfare, death tolls are so high that the notion of the individual is lost in the 

statistics. Logue reminds the reader of this tendency in our modern perception of warfare simply by 

drawing attention to the weirdness of some names, thus reinforcing the devastating impact of war, and 

giving individual status to these characters even when we know nothing about them. There is another 

purpose for these changes, though. Homer does draw attention to human cost in war but as a modern 

audience of an ancient epic, it is easy to feel familiar with the Iliad to the extent where one becomes 

accustomed to the story and overlooks more than just minor characters. Logue’s War Music underscores 

this problem and the bizarre name changes are one of his methods to subvert reader expectations. As 

Emily Greenwood writes, 

 

Logue’s vivid adaptation tricks the reader into a fictional familiarity with Homer—a familiarity 

which none of us possesses. However, so that we do not get too familiar, Logue repeatedly 

interrupts this conceit with deliberate historical ironies, which remind the reader that this is not 

Homer, and that we are not Homeric Greeks.
36

  

 

Although Greenwood is referring to “deliberate historical ironies”, her argument is still applicable to the 

bizarre names.
37

 The effect of the name changes is twofold: it reinforces Logue’s anti-war sentiments, and 

it highlights similarities and differences between War Music and the Iliad. This is not the sole purpose 

of the work, but Greenwood’s point is accurate and can be applied to Logue’s creative decision. 

Moreover, the name changes of minor characters such as Gwi, Tek, Tus, and Soos can be interpreted 

as a simple way to incorporate the significant qualities of War Music such as the use of satire and comedy, 

the “palpable disenchantment with war”, and the subversive nature of the work.
38

 Compared to the more 

complex Shield of Achilles, the names demonstrate a more straightforward expression of Logue’s anti-

war sentiments. It is precisely in noticing these “weird names” that the reader is led to question why 

Logue would make such changes, to consider the purposes of War Music and, by extension, our 

understanding of Homer’s Iliad in today’s world.
39

 

 This essay has discussed the reasoning behind some of Logue’s deviations from the Homeric 

epic and how this affects our understanding of both War Music and the Iliad. My argument about 

 
35

 Schein 2016, 165-166. 
36

 2010, 168. 
37

 Ibid. 
38

 While not ‘laugh-out-loud’ comedy, the bizarre names do add a comedic tone whenever they are used, even if simply for 

their weirdness. 
39

 Knox 1995. 
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Logue’s ‘anti-ekphrastic’ Shield of Achilles was found to be much more complicated since War Music 

was never fully completed. Logue’s names provide a closer depiction of what Homer may have tried to 

achieve in using so many minor characters in the Iliad. But again, Logue takes this to another level and 

combines satirical elements with scholarly debate, encouraging the reader to consider the implications 

of his pacifist take on the Iliad as well as one’s own fabricated “familiarity with Homer”.
40

 War Music 

does more than convey anti-war sentiments and its many qualities make it such an effective literary work. 

Still, in these discussed examples, I have shown how Logue’s pacifist Account of the Iliad is not “one-

dimensional” or a misreading but incorporates his personal experiences alongside debates within the 

field of Classics to create a poem that both functions as a modern English literary work and a 

conversation on many issues surrounding Homer’s Iliad.
41

  

  

 
40

 Greenwood 2010, 168. 
41

 Knox 1995; Schein 2016, 149; Greenwood 2010, 147; Hardwick 2003/2009, 94-97. 



10 
 

Bibliography: 

 

Primary sources: 

Homer, Iliad: Books 1–12, ed. W. F. Wyatt. Tr. A. T. Murray. Loeb Classical Library 170. (Harvard University Press, 

2003 (1924)). 

Homer, Iliad: Books 13–24, ed. W. F. Wyatt. Tr. A. T. Murray. Loeb Classical Library 171. (Harvard University Press, 

1999 (1925)). 

Logue, C. War Music: An Account of Homer’s Iliad. (Faber & Faber Ltd, 2015). 

 

Secondary sources: 

Books 

Greenwood, E. “Logue’s Tele-Vision: Reading Homer from a Distance.” in Homer in the Twentieth Century: Between 

World Literature and the Western Canon. (Oxford University Press, 2010).  

Hardwick, L. Reception Studies. Greece & Rome: New Surveys in the Classics No. 33. (Cambridge University Press, 2009 

(2003)). 

Logue, C. Prince Charming: A Memoir. (Faber and Faber Limited, 1999). 

Reid, C. “Editor’s Preface and Notes.” in War Music: An Account of Homer’s Iliad. (Faber & Faber Ltd, 2015). 

Schein, S. L. Homeric Epic and Its Receptions. (Oxford University Press, 2016). 

Squire, M. The Iliad in a Nutshell: Visualizing Epic on the Tabulae Iliacae. (Oxford University Press, 2011). 

Taplin, O. "Some Assimilations of the Homeric Simile in Later Twentieth-Century Poetry." in Homer in the Twentieth 

Century: Between World Literature and the Western Canon. (Oxford University Press, 2010).  

Tatum, J. The Mourner’s Song: War and Remembrance from the Iliad to Vietnam. (The University of Chicago Press, 

2003). 

Vail, K. Reconstructing the Shield of Achilles. (Story Merchant Books, 2018). 

Articles 

Beye, C. R. “Homeric Battle Narrative and Catalogues.” in Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, 68, (1964), pp. 345–373. 

Dalby, A. “The Iliad, the Odyssey and Their Audiences.” in The Classical Quarterly, 45, no. 2 (1995), pp. 269–279. 

Garland, R. “The Causation of Death In the ‘Iliad’: A Theological and Biological Investigation.” in Bulletin of the Institute 

of Classical Studies, no. 28 (1981), pp. 43–60. 

Knox, B. “Homeroidal.” in London Review of Books, 17, no. 9 (1995). [online] Available at: < https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-

paper/v17/n09/bernard-knox/homeroidal > [Accessed: 10
th

 February 2021]. 

Logan, W. “Reviewed Work: Kings: An Account of Books 1 and 2 of Homer's "Iliad" by Christopher Logue”. in Poetry, 

160, no. 3 (1992), pp. 166–169. 

Meihuizen, N. “Contemporization and Characterization in Christopher Logue’s Homer.” in Translation and Literature, 28, 

(2019), pp. 217-247. 

Scully, S. “Reading the Shield of Achilles: Terror, Anger, Delight.” in Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, 101, (2003), 

pp. 29–47. 

Taplin, O. “The Shield of Achilles within the 'Iliad'.” in Greece & Rome, 27, no. 1 (1980), pp. 1–21. 

 

 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v17/n09/bernard-knox/homeroidal
https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v17/n09/bernard-knox/homeroidal


11 
 

Images 

Flaxman, J. Achilles Shield. (University of California, 1821/1822). [online] Available at: < 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/community.13902835 > [Accessed: 15th February 2021]. 

 

  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/community.13902835


12 
 

What is the legacy of colonialism in education today? 

 

Chang Shen, 1st Year Undergraduate, Education Studies 
 

 

Colonialism is the practice of domination and involves various forms of control that can be 

political, economic, and ideological over a dependent territory (Kohn & Reddy, 2006). Although 

colonialism may be seen as a thing of the past, its legacies are still deeply rooted in many areas today 

(Hakala, 2018). In the field of education, the legacies of colonialism may be multiple, namely the use of 

colonial language (henceforth referred to CL) as the medium of instruction (MOI), a colonised 

curriculum in former colonies and a Eurocentric curriculum in ex-colonial powers. This essay will first 

demonstrate the impacts of using the CL to deliver education on students' academic attainment and then 

suggest applying local language (LL) as an alternative and address its benefits. The obstacles that block 

the implementation of a LL medium education will also be discussed. Following is the discussion on 

how colonialism influences curriculum using examples of the history curriculum in Hong Kong and 

Norway, respectively. The essay will then draw on possible approaches to decolonise the curriculum and 

overcome Eurocentrism before concluding. Noteworthy is that this essay uses 'local' instead of the widely 

used 'indigenous' to address the knowledge as opposed to 'Eurocentric' or that of the coloniser's since 

'local' implies the changing nature of knowledge across different contexts, and given that 'indigenous' 

implies that knowledge related to it is somewhat out of date and opposite to scientific (Stewart, 2017). 

The use of the CL as the MOI in education is one of the most significant legacies of colonialism 

today. Indeed, its imposition has been strongly preserved and remains a critical attribute of schooling in 

former colonies (Adzahlie-Mensah & Dunne, 2018). However, a recent study using the dataset of some 

25 sub-Saharan African countries indicated that less than 10 per cent of the population could speak 

elementary English after over 50 years of applying English into school settings (Albaugh, 2014). 

Consistently, Blimpo and Evans (2013) found that in Benin, an ex-French colony that uses French as 

the MOI, the primary school students' reading speed is between 24 and 41 words per minute (Blimpo 

& Evans, 2013), whilst the international standard suggests that a minimum of 60 words per minute is 

needed to comprehend the text properly (Abadzi, 2008). This has inevitably led academics to question 

the impacts and efficiency of using the CL to deliver education, given that the CL was initially intended 

to be acquired by only a small proportion of the elite in the era of colonialism, and therefore may be 

improper and too challenging for first-generation learners (Duflo & Banerjee, 2011). The CL's centrality 

in classrooms takes its toll on students with limited fluency, who are indeed the majority of the school 

attendees. According to Adzahlie-Mensah and Dunne (2018), the reliance on the CL not only reduces 
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opportunities for these students to interact and cooperate with their peers and teachers but limits the 

development of literate and speaking skills, and eventually causes a high drop-out rate given the low 

return of such education (Adzahlie-Mensah & Dunne, 2018). Nonetheless, some scholars (e.g. Chetty, 

2012) believe that the CL's acquisition may be beneficial since it allows students to pursue higher 

education in the global North, where the CL is originally spoken and where educational quality is 

relatively better than their home country, thereby receiving greater academic achievement. 

Noteworthy is that the teachers' language competence considerably influences students' 

acquisition of the language and their educational achievement (Müller & Nel, 2010), whereas various 

studies have reported that the teachers in former colonies have a relatively low capacity in the CL 

themselves. For example, the World Bank Service Delivery Indicators reported that only 1 in 10 teachers 

from Tanzania (the MOI being English) has the command of English needed to be teaching at Year 4 

(World Bank, 2012). Therefore, it is of little surprise that academic attainment in schools relying heavily 

on the CL as the MOI is extremely low, and the linguistic capacity of students is also significantly limited 

(Laitin et al., 2019). 

In contrast, a burgeoning amount of evidence (e.g. Angrist et al., 2008; Chin et al., 2013) shows 

that students who receive an education through LL instruction have significantly higher academic 

performance and better acquisition of dominant CLs. For instance, a study conducted by Laitlin et al. 

(2019), using primary school students from mother-tongue medium schools in Cameroon as the treated 

group, with those from the CL medium schools as the control group, found that the treated students' 

overall score of different academic achievement factors such as Maths exam score and the ability to write 

is almost double that of the control group (Laitlin et al., 2019). Notably, the study reported that the 

treated group's gains discriminate gender and parents' social-economic status, which implies that students 

from disadvantaged backgrounds may be more likely to obtain academic success through a LL 

instruction education. Moreover, Taylor and von Fintel (2016) found that the provision of LL instruction 

in the early years of schooling can considerably improve English acquisition in Years 4-6, which may be 

in part because of the advantage of using mother tongue to teach a second language (Taylor & von Fintel, 

2016). However, given that both studies mainly focused on primary education levels, it remains unclear 

whether the effect of choosing a LL as the MOI will last into the later stage of schooling, and thus further 

research is required to consolidate the positive findings. Nevertheless, it is still evident that using LL as 

the MOI may be more beneficial for students than the CL based on existing research. 

However, although some post-colonial societies do promote the use of LL as the MOI, more ex-

colonies still maintain the linguistic legacy inherited from colonial periods at the cost of the local language 

(Wright, 2016). There are two major obstacles that block the implementation of mother-tongue medium 

in education, which, in a way, help preserve the hegemony of the CL. One obstacle is LL’s insufficient 
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written vocabulary (Foley, 2002), since only some of the large number of LLs had undergone 

codification, structured an alphabet and elaborated to enable them to ‘function as media for modern 

education systems’ (Wright, 2016, p.81). However, solving this problem requires a considerable amount 

of work and resources in the modernisation and standardisation of the LL, which may not be realistic 

given developing countries' limited finances. 

Additionally, the locals' downgrading of LL also plays an essential role in setting back LL medium 

education practice. Since the mother tongue language was mainly used for ‘low functions’ and the CL 

was used as the official language throughout the colonial era, the locals are, to a great extent, convinced 

that the LL is not as powerful and functional as the language spoken by the colonisers (Coffi, 2017). This 

attitude is termed as Static Maintenance Syndrome (Alexander, 2011), which refers to the mind that the 

use of mother tongue is necessary, whilst perceiving it as inferior to the foreign language, thereby resisting 

its use outside of homes. A potential solution may be government intervention. However, the changing 

government policy regarding the MOI in Hong Kong suggests that this may not be practical without the 

whole society's support. After being a British colony for 150 years, Hong Kong was handed back to 

China in 1997, and the compulsory Chinese MOI education policy was carried out in 1998. 

Notwithstanding, English was still viewed as fundamental in pursuing upward social mobility and 

obtaining better educational resources, and it remained the status as the official language used in the 

workplace (Bacon-Shone et al., 2015). This has inevitably contributed to ‘a determined parental 

preference for English language education’ and 'resulted in top-down pressure on the promotion of 

English' in all school sectors, which eventually led to the U-turn in MOI policy in 2010 that schools were 

given the autonomy to devise their own MOI (Lau, 2020, p.458). 

Overall, although using the CL as the MOI has been proved to have negative impacts on students' 

school performance and benefits are found in applying the LL, the implementation of a CL medium 

education in ex-colonies remains a tenacious legacy today due to the LL’s limitation in writing and the 

subordinate position of the LL compared to the CL among the locals. 

With the wide use of the CL within education and given that the modern school curriculum can be 

directly traced back to the colonial institutional structure (Adzahlie-Mensah & Dunne, 2018), it is not 

surprising to see a colonised curriculum in former colonies. Moreover, since Eurocentrism is produced 

from colonialism (Pokhrel, 2011), the presence of a Eurocentric curriculum in former colonial powers, 

i.e., Europe, is naturally another colonial legacy. Although the definition of curriculum is contested in 

education, this essay defines it as 'a set of presented thoughts that include what and the extent to which 

teachers want their students to be exposed to' (Lebeloane, 2017, p.4). Since the curriculum may include 

various subject areas and disciplines, the following section will use history curriculums in Hong Kong (a 

former colony) and Norway (a former colonial power) as examples to demonstrate how history 
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curriculum can be affected by colonialism and Eurocentrism, and suggest the possible measures to 

decolonise the curriculum and fight Eurocentrism. 

There are two aspects where colonialism impacts the history curriculum. Colonialism may 

separate the history curriculum into two completely different branches, i.e., the 'colonised' and the 'local'. 

This is evident from the case of Hong Kong. Not only does Hong Kong enjoy its 'one country, two 

systems' autonomous policy but 'one city, two histories' curriculum inherited from the colonial times. 

Hong Kong's schools offer 'Chinese History' (MOI being  Chinese) other than the subject of History 

(MOI being  English), with  Chinese History, mainly drawing on historical events that happened in China 

from a Chinese viewpoint. Although the concurrence of two history courses is partly due to the 

predominance of English in schools and the limitations of teaching Chinese students Chinese history in 

English (Lin & Jackson, 2019), it is notable that Chinese History was initially introduced as a tool by 

Hong Kong's colonial administration to eliminate local nationalists' discontent, as History was greatly 

biased towards the Western powers and discriminated Chinese culture and values (Kan & Vickers, 

2002). 

More importantly, colonialism may mislead the history curriculum to contradict the local 

people's knowledge and interests and perceive past events from a coloniser's point of view (Smith & 

Smith, 2018). This can be demonstrated from the different interpretations of Chinese History and 

History on the same historical event in textbooks. For instance, the Boxer Movement was a popular anti-

foreign movement in Northern China in response to the growing foreign aggression toward China in 

1900 (Wind, 2014). Chinese History textbooks tend to portray the movement as an uprising provoked 

by colonialism and imperialism in relatively simplistic and patriotic terms, whereas most History 

textbooks describe the movement as a rebellion, and the Boxers were a mob and argue that foreigners 

were made scapegoats for some long-existing social and political problems in China (Kan & Vickers, 

2002). Although one may well argue that the teaching of history is impossible to be free of bias, and the 

handling of conflicting accounts of evidence can, to some extent, promote critical thinking skills 

(McCully, 2012), given that history significantly influences the way people perceive themselves (Wilson, 

1993), it is valid to suggest that looking at history from a  local's stance is still more beneficial for students 

than from the colonised’s stance. The colonised viewpoint lacks understanding and appreciation of local 

history, and it may lead to the misinterpretation of the home country and build up a falsified construct 

of identity and personality (Lin & Jackson, 2019). 

Whilst in Europe, one apparent feature of contemporary history curriculum is Eurocentrism 

originated from colonialism. To fully understand how Eurocentrism plays out in the history curriculum, 

it is necessary to first determine what Eurocentrism is. Eurocentrism refers to 'a body of beliefs that 

uncritically establish Europe's historical progress and political and ethical superiority' (Blaut, 1993, p.8). 
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In education, a Eurocentric perspective demonstrates knowledge from a European viewpoint and sheds 

lights on how crucial education is in the production and reproduction of hegemonic knowledge (Araújo 

and Maeso, 2015; Mikander, 2015). Furthermore, it is also worthwhile to differentiate between a 

Eurocentric curriculum and a colonised one since they might be confusing when taken together. A 

Eurocentric curriculum solely focuses on European knowledge and centres the superior status of Europe 

in the global knowledge system, but it does not have to be from a coloniser's position. A colonised 

curriculum glosses over the damage colonialism has caused and devaluates and misinterprets local 

knowledge and culture (Robbins et al., 1994). 

In the history curriculum, Eurocentrism is presented through ‘the master narrative of the rise of 

the West’ (Marks, 2019, p. 2). In this narrative, 'Europe and the West are taken for granted as defining 

what counts as relevant knowledge and historical themes in history education', whereas the history of 

other continents is valid only when it contacts with Europe (Jore, 2019, p.123). Taking the representation 

of World War One (WWI) from the Norwegian history textbook as an example, how Eurocentrism 

centres Europe and overlooks other nations' contribution can be evidenced. 

WWI is argued to be a global conflict from the very beginning to the end (Winter & Prost, 2005). 

However, the Norwegian textbook spends little on interpreting the colonies' sacrifice, but what the 

Europeans went through. For instance, the textbook emphasises the considerable loss of 886,000 British 

military personnel and the role they played in the war, whereas the statistics of the 1.4 million Indian 

soldiers who fought for the British Empire and died on the African front throughout the war is absent  

(Jore, 2019). Additionally, instead of drawing on the fact that the soldiers from different colonies faced 

conspicuous racism during the war (Fanon, 1997), the textbook ends up simply depicting a story of an 

Indian soldier being awarded the Victorian Cross (Hellerud et al., 2007). Nonetheless, it can be argued 

that the textbook representation may not form a complete picture of the educational praxis in all 

classroom settings (Røthing, 2014). However, it is also evident that textbooks can, to a large extent, 

influence the way students perceive the knowledge of relevant topics (Midtbøen et al., 2014). Indeed, 

the Norwegian textbook's Eurocentric narrative leads students to build the wrong image of the world. 

Jore (2019) found that after reading the chapter regarding WWI, students perceive  Africa as opposed 

to the democratic and powerful Europe, which is a continent of scarcity, lacking necessities and human 

resources. Given that both the history and the broader curriculums have the potential to challenge the 

Eurocentric point of view and produce/reproduce knowledge more critically (Jore, 2019), it is thus 

valuable to discuss the possible approaches that may help eliminate Eurocentrism in the curriculum 

along with the measures that can be taken to decolonise the curriculum. 

Decolonisation of the curriculum is a necessary response to the legacy of colonialism in former 

colonies' education, and the means to achieve this may vary from people and situations across different 
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contexts (Zembylas, 2018). In general, to decolonise the curriculum is ‘to include a diverse range of 

experience, away from the white hegemonic world view and experience that informs much of our 

teaching' (Moncrieffe et al., 2018, p.1). Noteworthy is that 'making a case for a decolonised curriculum 

is not simply about discarding the old curriculum and replacing it with a new one' (Mahabeer, 2020, 

p.103). It involves a process of change that does not necessarily entail the destruction of colonised 

knowledge but rather decentring it (du Preez, 2018). Admittedly, there are various ways to do so. For 

instance, one measure argued by Zembylas (2018) is to critically reflect on and challenge the dominant 

colonial knowledge constructions and their connection with power, at the same time increasing the 

content related to local contexts in the curriculum (Zembylas, 2018). Time, however, is argued to be the 

element that is pivotal to any approach, since decolonising the curriculum requires working over and 

above the normal requirements for convening a subject, and it would take a considerable amount of time 

'to find sources and fundamentally reshape courses' (Moncrieffe et al., 2018, p.10). 

Akin to the decolonisation of the curriculum in former colonies, multiple measures can be 

applied to overcome Eurocentrism in European curriculums, for instance, the transformative approach. 

The transformative approach changes the primary assumptions of the contemporary curriculum and 

aims to make sense of different concepts and issues from various ethnic and cultural perspectives, 

thereby allowing students to learn both the dominant and alternative narratives (Banks, 2009). 

Eventually, this approach can enable students to think critically about which narrative is taken and its 

limitations. Although it is also argued that not everything Eurocentric is problematic (Lozic, 2010), 

problems come up when Europe is uncritically presented as the centre, and the voices from other 

narratives are neglected. Therefore, narratives other than a Eurocentric one need to be included in the 

curriculum and taught to students to effectively eliminate Eurocentrism (Mampane et al., 2018). 

Despite the approaches to decolonise the curriculum and overcome Eurocentrism may be to 

some extent different, it is notable that teachers play the same crucial role in both processes. Indeed, 

teachers are not only 'curriculum makers', but can also be 'critical curriculum thinkers' that 'actively 

evaluate the educational worth of given curriculum aims and contents' within their specific disciplines 

(Moncrieffe, 2020, p.87), and the ones who ‘give a voice to the subjugated' (Mahabeer, 2020, p.116). 

Thus, it is reasonable to suggest that to decolonise the curriculum and fight Eurocentrism, teachers 

should be further empowered to challenge hegemonic curricular structures that restrict local knowledge 

thinking in the process of interpreting and implementing the curriculum and become conscious thinkers 

who can interrogate their knowledge critically (Smith &Smith, 2018). 

Although colonialism seems to have come to an end today, its legacies have yet to fade away in 

education (Hakala, 2018). The use of the CL as the MOI has been proved to be disadvantageous to 

students' academic achievement. Notwithstanding, it persists in many former colonies since the LL is 
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restricted to present knowledge in written forms and the society's favour towards the CL. Additionally, 

the former colonies implement a colonised curriculum that contradicts local knowledge and values 

(Smith & Smith, 2018), and it may cause students to misconstruct their identity and personality (Lin & 

Jackson, 2019). Eurocentrism is evident in the curriculum of former colonial powers, blocking the way 

for students to critically think, and leads them to build a problematic Eurocentric worldview (Jore, 2019). 

There are various ways to decolonise the curriculum and overcome Eurocentrism, such as the 

transformative approach (Banks, 2009). However, to achieve such goals, it is argued that teachers need 

to be more critical since no matter which curriculum is used, schools need ‘knowledgeable and adaptive 

teachers who are agents of change and who are connected with the realities of their learners and their 

contexts’ (Mahabeer, 2020, p.102). 
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Infrastructure, as understood by contemporary social scientists, is far more than what meets the 

eye. The visible material construction, albeit very much real and highly important, is but one of many 

levels upon which infrastructures exist; in this way, their reality is not one of a preexisting or fixed 

ontology, but rather one that comes into being epistemologically (Larkin, 2013). Recent theorists have 

exemplified numerous levels upon which infrastructures exist, such as their role in the construction 

and upkeep of nationalist discourses and ideologies (Cowen, 2019), how they maintain social and 

political relationships (Mattern, 2018), and even their role within human consciousness itself (Mrázek, 

2002). This essay will exemplify this relational, ontological nature of infrastructure using the case study 

of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, also demonstrating the various forms of dispossession that 

accompany such infrastructural megaprojects. 

The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (henceforth referred to as GERD) is a dam and 

hydroelectric power source currently under construction on the Blue Nile River in Western Ethiopia 

(see Figure 1). Upon completion, it is estimated that the dam will hold between 60 and 70 billion cubic 

metres of water (Nigatu and Dinar, 2017) and will cost US $4.8 billion, reaping immense benefits for 

the Ethiopian economy (Salman, 2016). However, in holding back such large volumes of water, it 

threatens to reduce the discharge of the Nile, and in turn, the economic stability of downstream 

riparians Egypt and Sudan, becoming, therefore, a major source of conflict between the three nations 

(El-Nashar and Elyamany, 2018). In this way, the GERD exists not only in its immediate material sense 

but also in the forms of its roles in the Ethiopian national consciousness and political relationships 

within the wider Nile Basin. The argument of this essay will therefore be twofold: first, that the GERD 

exemplifies the relational, ontological nature of infrastructure; second, that it is giving way to emergent 

forms of social and political dispossession. These arguments will be exemplified through an analysis of 

various characteristics of the GERD’s construction and continuing legacy.  

One way in which infrastructures exist as more than a material reality is through their creative 

capacity in the logics of the nation-state and national identity (Cowen, 2019). In this way, alongside the 

human agency, they co-constitute national identity and nation-states (Larkin, 2013). Dams have 

frequently been utilised in this way within the Nile Basin, as the Aswan High Dam in Egypt and the 

Jebel Aulia Dam in Sudan were pivotal to the formation of each nation’s contemporary identity 
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(Salman, 2016). Such projects often correspond to the dispossession of land for indigenous people 

(Cowen, 2019), as was true for 50,000 Sudanese Nubians during the construction of the Aswan High 

Dam (Salman, 2016). Similarly, the GERD is situated within the context of the revival of the Ethiopian 

state, as its government seeks to move away from an agriculture-based economy towards a neoliberal 

one (Cascão and Nicol, 2016). It may be perceived as unsurprising, therefore, that the GERD has been 

accompanied by nationalist discourses and attempts to dispossess neighbouring riparians of political 

power. Former Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles Zenawi’s (2013) speech at the launching of the dam 

was indeed pervaded by nationalist rhetoric, and Yihdego et al. (2016) note that the GERD is giving 

way to an entirely new set of power relations in which Ethiopia is abstracting regional dominance from 

Egypt and Sudan. For example, its plans to sell energy created from the GERD to neighbouring 

countries is one way in which the project is set to bolster Ethiopia’s relative position of power (Nigatu 

and Dinar, 2017). It is thus apparent that the GERD exists as a co-constitutive aspect of the revitalising 

Ethiopian consciousness, both in the power afforded to the nation by the material construction itself, 

but also through the changing social relations in the Nile Basin that have come as a result of this. 

Furthermore, this shifting of power relations involves the dispossession of power from the former 

regional dominators Egypt and Sudan, thus infrastructure itself can be co-fabricated alongside the 

nation state to which it is so vital, as is done in the case of the GERD through the dispossession of 

other nations’ power.  

Dispossession of power arising from the GERD can be further understood through the lens of 

social infrastructure, also known as the concept of ‘people as infrastructure’ (Simone, 2004). This 

refers to how infrastructures exist in an immaterial form, as human assemblages and relations between 

individuals and groups (Simone, 2004), representing yet another way in which infrastructure can be 

viewed as relational, and therefore not ontologically fixed.  However, this should not involve an 

ideological abandonment of the materiality of infrastructures themselves. Elyachar claims that human 

agency is ‘embedded in infrastructure’ (Elyachar, 2014: 466), referring to how these social assemblages 

can be rendered transformative through engagements with the built environment. Therefore, 

infrastructures can be seen as existing epistemologically through the relations between human beings, 

yet it is through engagements with material infrastructure that their agency becomes most apparent. 

Furthermore, as will henceforth be demonstrated, material and social infrastructure may even be 

understood as co-constitutive. In the case of the GERD, social infrastructure can be observed in the 

form of human relations surrounding legal frameworks, which once again are facilitating a 

dispossession of power away from Egypt and Sudan (Nanni, 2016). 

Egypt and Sudan have attempted to retain power over the Nile’s resources granted to them in 

the 1959 Nile Waters Agreement, in which the entire discharge of the river was divided between them 
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(Salman, 2016). However, their efforts have been met by the expanding economies of other Nile 

riparians, most notably Ethiopia and Uganda, who wish to regain control over their portions of the 

river. This is an attempted dispossession of power that Egypt and Sudan, albeit unsuccessfully, to resist 

(Yihdego et al., 2016). It is in this context that the social infrastructure present within the Nile Basin 

has undergone radical transformations, the most noteworthy of which is shown through the two 

countries’ signing of the Agreement on Declaration of Principles (2015). This is a piece of legislation 

where the two countries granted other riparians autonomy over their portions of the Nile, largely as a 

result of pressure from an increasingly powerful Ethiopia (Salman, 2016). Through the waning 

dominance of Egypt and Sudan and the rise of Ethiopia, the very existence of social infrastructure 

within the Nile Basin can thus be observed, which has been shown to manifest itself in the form of 

legislation. Furthermore, in line with Elyachar’s (2014) aforementioned claim, it is through 

engagements of this complex social infrastructure with the material construction of the GERD itself, 

that dispossession of power is occurring. In this light, Cascão and Nicol understand the GERD as an 

infrastructure that is ‘symbolic of a relative power shift within the basin towards upstream states’ 

(Cascão and Nicol, 2016: 568). Material infrastructure, therefore, is a catalyst for the transformation of 

social infrastructure, which in turn shapes how the former is produced. Such attention to both forms of 

infrastructure as existing in a co-constitutive manner defies any claim to it existing simply as ‘out there’ 

(Larkin, 2013), rather, it is in a constant state of ‘becoming’ and cannot be understood as ontologically 

fixed.  

Dispossession of power, especially through changes to social infrastructure, can be further 

illuminated upon a consideration of how infrastructures can transform human consciousness itself 

(Mrázek, 2002). Mrázek (2002) uses the case study of the building of Dutch-style infrastructure in 

colonial Indonesia to demonstrate how everyday material interactions with the built environment foster 

an incremental transformation of consciousness. The pervasion of space by forms of infrastructure 

originating from a different culture is seen to slowly transform the psyches of those living there, to 

regulate them under a specific political agenda. In this way, Mrázek (2002) claims that Dutch 

colonisers rendered indigenous Indonesian peoples subject by facilitating their engagements with 

infrastructure that exuded ‘Dutch-ness’. Infrastructure, therefore, can even be understood 

psychologically, as a constantly changing aspect of the human consciousness used to regulate subjects 

to political control; yet another way in which it is more than simply material and in a perpetual state of 

‘becoming’ (Larkin, 2013). Given that the construction of the GERD has already been shown to be 

part of a wider process of transformation within Ethiopia (Cascão and Nicol, 2016; Zenawi, 2013), it is 

worth paying attention to the potential ways in which it exists as a catalyst for the transformation of 

Ethiopian identity and the subsequent forms of dispossession that this involves. It will now be shown 
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that the transformation of consciousness arising from the GERD can be situated within the process of 

modernisation underway in Ethiopia.  

The GERD has been very much situated within the transformation of Ethiopia as a nation-

state, as it seeks to build a neoliberal economy and have a greater role in the globalised world system 

(Cascão and Nicol, 2016). As has been mentioned previously, Ethiopia plans to sell energy created 

from the GERD to neighbouring countries (Nigatu and Dinar, 2017), and former Prime Minister 

Meles Zenawi (2013) has promised that it will bring citizens out of poverty. In this way, it may be 

possible to situate the GERD within the discourse of modernity, which dispossesses people not so 

much of material possessions, but of ideologies and traditional structures of social activity (Mignolo, 

2007). As ethnographic research has shown, the process of modernisation is indeed underway in 

Ethiopia, such as through the undoing of traditional tribal culture and the increasing rates of rural to 

urban migration (Abbink, 2000). However, such dispossession seems to be being met with little 

resistance, as Ethiopians on the whole appear satisfied with the construction of the dam and the 

associated modernisation process (Tefera et al., 2020). Therefore, it appears that the capacity of 

infrastructure to transform human consciousness and thus reshape people’s engagements with space 

(Mrázek, 2002) is very much relevant to the social relations underlying the GERD, however, this must 

be situated within a wider context of the overall modernisation of Ethiopia and its embracement by the 

Ethiopian people. In this way, the GERD, along with various other infrastructural megaprojects 

throughout space and time, may be seen to exist unstably on another level, that of human 

consciousness and the political forces which seek to control it.  

Finally, by considering how the GERD is undoing traditional power relations within the Nile 

Basin, Mattern’s (2018) claim that infrastructures serve to maintain social and political relationships 

may be extended to incorporate the way in which they are undone. It has been shown that the GERD 

is ushering in a complete transformation of the political relations within the Nile Basin (Nanni, 2016), 

whereby Egypt and Sudan are unsuccessfully attempting to resist the increasing power of Ethiopia (El-

Nashar and Elyamany, 2018). Therefore, in facilitating the dispossession of power away from these two 

nations, the GERD may be used to extend Mattern’s (2018) aforementioned claim to incorporate how 

infrastructures are integral to the disintegration of power. As this essay has shown, infrastructures do 

not exist purely in their immediate material sense, but as a constitutive aspect of relations between 

people and groups (Elyachar, 2014: Larkin, 2013). Therefore, the GERD, along with infrastructures in 

general, can be situated within patterns of political dispossession and consequently be understood in a 

non-reductive and unfixed manner. 

Overall, the importance of an epistemological approach to infrastructure cannot be overstated. 

Treating infrastructures as simply ‘out there’, and as fixed entities subject to human mastery ignores the 
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complex social relations and perpetual state of the process through which infrastructures actually exist. 

The construction and legacy of the GERD demonstrate well the fundamental role of a relational 

approach to infrastructure in understanding the various forms of dispossession that arise from such 

megaprojects, including that of international power relations, land ownership and traditional aspects of 

social life. It further demonstrates the difficulty found in resisting such dispossession, as Egypt and 

Sudan fail to hold on to their power over the region, and Ethiopian citizens embrace the age of 

modernity that the GERD is ushering in. In conclusion, the relational ontological approach has been 

shown to be fundamental in understanding contemporary phenomena concerning infrastructure, as 

well as associated forms of dispossession and means of resisting them. As Ethiopia has now entered 

into a period of war (Beaumont, 2020), such a relational approach will continue to be vital in 

understanding the role that infrastructure plays in the reproduction of space and place.  
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The vast range of historiography on, and interpretations of, the French Revolution has long 

displayed the divisionary nature of this monumental episode in human history. Though often divided in 

approach, what the historians of post-revolutionary France share are the challenge posed by 

representation, a task notably, indeed peculiarly, undertaken by the Romantic historian Jules Michelet. 

Confronting the challenge of representing the Revolution was not, for Michelet, a basic matter of analytic 

historical depiction; in fact, ‘Michelet associates the critical and analytical practice of the Enlightenment 

with the clumsy operations of “inept surgeons.”’
1

 Though accurately depicting the events of the 

Revolution formed an aspect of his method, what underpinned his approach was the desire to ‘[define] 

history as Resurrection.’
2

 For Michelet, historical representation was not limited to the passive narration 

of events, but it was rather an active translation of the dead’s voices; it is, ultimately, transcending the 

boundaries of chronological time, bringing the past into the present, which informs the more substantive 

quality of Michelet’s representation of the Revolution. Any discussion on how Michelet confronts the 

challenge of representing the revolution must situate his histories in light of the various modes of 

representation he undertakes. At the most fundamental level, Michelet intimately represents the events 

of the Revolution with specific reference to archival and oral sources; what motivates this is the 

transcendence of chronological time, or bringing the idea of presence into a representation; and, perhaps 

the ultimate goal of Michelet’s Histoire de la révolution française: to re-present the Revolution, after 

previous histories had ‘misunderstood its nature, so obscured its tradition, in so short a time!’
3

 For 

historians concerned with achieving, insofar as possible, objective truth, Michelet’s Romantic, prosaic, 

yet bordering on poetic, narratives of the past can often be dismissed as ‘so called sloppy and sourceless 

subjectivity’, yet, Michelet’s resolution was the very intentional ‘reconfiguring’ of both ‘an inherited 

scheme’ and ‘a previously disfiguring version of events.’
4

 His confrontation of these challenges in 

representation manifested in various, often eccentric ways within his texts, and his work has, in its unique 

conjuring of the revolutionary legend, created a distinct, and enduring, legacy of its own.   
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The multifaceted definition of representing is an essential aspect of this essay’s focus, but it is the 

confrontation of the initial challenge of speaking for those who experienced the Revolution, the act of 

providing an accurate narrative, that will lay at the basis of, and serve to initiate, further discussion on 

Michelet’s methods, motivations and principles. To confront this fundamental task, Michelet drew upon 

a vast, unconventional by modern standards, array of sources. Though he was unwavering in his 

commitment to archival history, his conception of the archive, specifically what makes a historically 

sound source, distinguishes him, and other historians of this period, from the school of professional 

historians who emerged in fin de siècle France. Michelet, alongside his utilisation of tangible archival 

sources, largely accessed through his position as custodian of the National Archive under King Louis 

Philippe, drew upon personal relationships, specifically the relationship with his father, and oral histories 

to inform his sense of the revolutionary past - a historiographical trend typical of his period, regardless 

of the historian’s political position. Yet, unlike some other major contemporary historians, Michelet 

specifically utilised these ‘hitherto unknown and unexplored sources and documentation’ as justification 

of a greater, spiritual historical undertaking, an idea successfully propounded by Lionel Gossman.
5

 In 

representing the events of the Revolution through this source-based, yet distinctly subjective, ‘superior 

narrative,’ Michelet was able to advance his ‘[resurrection of] the men and the events of the Revolution 

which had been…relegated to oblivion.’
6

 In his role as ‘mediator and redeemer’ of the past, Michelet 

struggled against this idea of oblivion to ‘justify undertaking the writing of history on different grounds 

from the traditional or the critical historian.’
7

 His resistance to this sense of lost experience characterises 

his Histoire de la révolution française as strikingly defiant, perhaps, even, the most defiant of all of his 

histories. Michelet’s defiance against loss relates to his desire to reanimate the revolutionary tradition, an 

idea at the centre of bringing presence into representation. But, to achieve this reanimation there had to 

be a discovery of, and consequent emphasis upon, the lives of men, which were to be found both within 

the archive and within the oral retelling of events. The ‘papers’ of the past were transformed by 

Michelet’s narrative into something far greater, the very ‘lives of men, provinces, and peoples,’ who 

experienced and hence inform, French history.
 8

 Thus, Michelet, in his philosophical approach to 

sources, elevated historical representation to be a spiritual, necromantic task.  

In distinguishing his use of sources as a means of reviving the popular voices of the past, which 

had been long ignored in the tradition of writing history as the documentation of great men and events, 

Michelet confronted the challenge of representing the Revolution by underscoring the importance of 
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those who had lived the history: common man, or ‘the simples.’
9

 The emphasis placed upon the human 

character at the heart of sources transformed them into a means for Michelet to consider and represent 

the past as an enduring part of the present. This had much to do with Michelet’s conception of the 

people; the idea of the people was, for him, much less a manifestation of a specific social group, and 

more the rendering of an innocent and noble inner spirit, which could be revived into the hearts of 

Michelet’s contemporaries by the reanimation of the spirit’s ultimate expression: the French Revolution. 

Given that Michelet endorsed Giambattista Vico’s idea that man can come to know himself through his 

history, as he was both the subject and object of it, it is natural that he would represent the Revolution 

with specific reference to the importance of the people as its ‘chief actor.’
10

 Michelet saw an accurate 

narrative of events as one which employed a range of sources, including archival papers, oral accounts, 

and even popular myths and folklore; it was, ultimately, through the historical products of the people 

the true historian of the Revolution could come to ‘give a voice to history’s silences.’
11

  

Through his veneration of the crowd, Michelet certainly made clear his desire to write a history 

from below, yet it was within his Histoire de la révolution française where ‘Michelet most clearly 

represented the nation as an organic whole, looking to what Rancière calls the “love letters” of the people, 

“sleeping testimonies” written by everyday people not included in traditional historiographies.’
12

 

Michelet, like Powers suggests, represented a totality of the people, or what he termed the ‘epoch of 

unanimity,’ but did so by claiming that ‘the distinctions of classes, fortunes and parties, were ever so 

much forgotten.’
13

 Simultaneously, Michelet presented a somewhat contradictory ideal of total unity 

alongside his glorification of the common masses. The historical vision of ‘a whole nation, free from all 

party distinction…[marching] together under the flag of brotherly love’ established France as an entity 

wholly indistinguishable from its revolutionary tradition; by equating the nation with the people’s pure 

revolutionary spirit, Michelet represented the Revolution as the true, or ultimate, expression of France.
14

 

As Bettina Lerner suggests, Michelet in his ‘Romantic quest for universal harmony’ advanced the idea 

that ‘history becomes the expression of an ideal kind of unity’; he [subsumed] individual events and 

people into ‘an organic history, at the center of which lies a carefully constructed, if fundamentally 

ambiguous, notion of the people.’
15

 Michelet’s representation of the Revolution is intimately tied up with 

his complex yet totalising conception of the people, which in turn generated an enduring kinship between 
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France and the revolutionary spirit of the crowd. Confronting the challenge of representing the 

Revolution, for Michelet, transformed into the larger task of representing the soul of France. At the heart 

of both, however, was the egoless, naïve, spontaneous crowd, which is perhaps why historians such as 

John Callow consider Michelet to be at the ‘apex’ of people’s history, or the history of the masses.
16

  

The unified spirit of the people coloured his approach to, and interaction with, sources, but also 

his Sisyphean desire to reanimate the past and bring the revolutionary spirit into the present, a task which 

was somewhat distorted towards the end of his history through his disappointments in the Second 

Republic. The increasing sense of struggle and desperation to recapture the lost innocent spontaneity of 

the people, which is what ultimately bestows the Histoire de la révolution française with its affecting sense 

of melancholy, displays how Michelet saw historical representation as a means of revival, re-presentation, 

and thus re-education. Michelet confronted the challenge of representation with lucid regard for this 

complexity, and through his prosaic, yet poetically charged, an approach he offered an accessible 

representation of the Revolution; prose was, for Michelet, the ‘most common to all men, and therefore 

the most egalitarian.’
17

 The accessibility he strove towards was a means of achieving his goal of revival 

and re-education, and his belief in ‘the legend of France’ as a ‘civilizing, educating’ idea was intricately 

tied up with his promotion of self-revolution ‘which, once achieved, brings about a lasting change for 

society.’
18

 His interest in how knowledge manifested in the people was well established by the time he 

came to confront the challenges of representing the Revolution, with his Le Peuple, published in 1846, 

demonstrating his fixation upon ‘the nature of the popular mind.’
19

 This interest undoubtedly shaped his 

construction of the revolutionary narrative as one which was both immersive and educational; as Rearick 

suggests, Michelet ‘in Le Peuple… lamented his thought and language’ as ‘too abstract, too far removed 

from the mentality of the simples.’
20

 It is clear that his Histoire de la révolution française can be read as 

a manifestation of his evolution as a historian, the result of his ‘[yearning] to satisfy more popular tastes.’
21

 

Fundamentally, though, the dominant motive behind catering to the literary proclivities of the masses 

was the education of the French people; Michelet ‘under the mounting tensions of the years 1843-1848’ 

increasingly ‘[argued]…for a socially committed art,’ one which would bring the unified spirit of 1789 

into Michelet’s present.
22

 To redeem the revolutionary past as something worthy of reviving, Michelet 
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re-presented the revolution in a peaceable light, in stark contrast to historical discourses dominated by 

the illustration of the Terror’s violence. Even a traditional image of violence, ‘the sword drawn by France’ 

is re-presented in Michelet’s history as ‘the sword of peace,’ ergo the connotative quality of weaponry is 

subverted to challenge preconceived notions of the Revolution’s relationship to violence. Revolutionary 

violence is instead presented as a minority group, an ‘extremely small number of men,’ whereas the 

peaceful, altruistic, childlike spirit of the revolution ‘had for its actors the very people, the whole people’; 

Michelet contended that histories which represented the Revolution as egoistic or violent were inherently 

skewed by the corrupting mirage of the Terror.
23

 Through the re-presentation of historical narratives and 

the subsequent re-education of the French populace, and by giving prominence to the egoless, selfless 

image of a whole nation united, Michelet was able to confront the challenge of bringing into the present 

past revolutionary ideas. 

Another distinguishing feature of how Michelet confronted the challenge of representing the 

Revolution, specifically to making clear the role of presence within representation, lies in his intimate, 

necromantic, and at times bordering upon necrophilic, relationship with the past.
24

 As suggested above, 

Michelet’s relationship with his source material was profoundly connected to the revitalisation of the 

popular narratives of the past, a revitalisation irrevocably fused with Michelet’s understanding of how 

good history writing required commitment to the personal sacrifice engendered by communing with the 

dead. The detachment and objectivity aspired towards by other historians of this period, notably 

Adolphe Thiers and François Mignet, appears to have represented for Michelet the failures of 

Enlightenment practices to truly engage with history, to make oneself present within its narration. The 

detachment of the historian from the history he was writing was equivalent to the ‘plunging [of] the knife 

randomly here and there into the patient’s body’ by ‘inept surgeons.’
25

 For the Romantics, understanding 

history, and thus confronting the challenge of representing it, instead came from the immersion of 

oneself within the ‘patient.’ There are, however, instances within Michelet’s Histoire de la révolution 

française where one sees the toll taken by this consuming communion between historian and the ‘world 

of shadows.’
26

 A haunting example of this comes after Michelet’s depiction of the village federations, 

where he states that in ‘concluding this chapter… I leave here an irreparable moment of my life, a part 

of myself, which, I plainly feel, will remain here and accompany me no more.’
27

 Though Michelet’s 

intimacy with the events of the Revolution is well established literarily through his consistent use of 
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personal pronouns, what is perhaps most striking about how he transposed himself from the present 

into the past is how he appears to have been truly experiencing the range of emotions evoked by the 

revolutionary events he depicts. By confronting the challenge of representing the Revolution so 

personally, in viscerally reliving both the joys and disappointments of the Revolution, and situating 

himself directly within the text, Michelet was able to convey an almost tangible sense of revolutionary 

spirit, thus embodying the notion that ‘history and the historian are consubstantial.’
28

 Though the 

enduring afterlives and relevance of the French Revolution, remaining even 231 years after its dawn, of 

course, cannot be entirely the product of Michelet’s oeuvre, his creation and representation of a 

revolutionary legend, largely achieved by situating himself so intimately within his history, set the 

precedent for modern historians to, like Michelet, transcend chronological time and perceive the 

animating principles of historical events.  

The complexities of Michelet’s engagement with, or more accurately the rejection of, the 

boundaries of chronological time play a significant role in how he represented the Revolution. Through 

the simultaneous, if not entirely conspicuous, engagement with past and present discourses, Michelet’s 

histories are a particularly compelling example of Ann Rigney’s opinion that ‘there is always an implied 

historical connection between past and present,’ and the paradoxical sense that ‘the historical fabula 

which the historian of the French Revolution relates must be seen…as both closed and open.’
29

 Within 

Rigney’s framework, the detachment sought by Thiers and Mignet is ill-founded, whilst Michelet’s 

intimate connection to his sources merely embraced the true nature of historical dialogue. The 

disruption of linear historical time in favour of organic cyclical processes - Vico’s corso and ricorso are 

particularly relevant to Michelet’s understanding of history - is something vital to Michelet’s 

representation of the Revolution. By placing himself both literarily and spiritually within the narrative of 

the Revolution, he manufactured an authentic narrative voice, able to operate in and affect the present, 

yet embody the past. As ‘the pure experience of revolution cannot maintain itself in historical time,’ 

Michelet dutifully committed himself to be the ‘genius (genie)’ who would commune with the dead, and 

compound a dialogue between generations into a narrative that could revivify the revolutionary spirit 

within his own time.
30

 This generational dialogue is especially apparent within his depiction of the 

destruction of the Bastille, where Michelet specified that it was ‘our fathers [who] shivered that Bastille 

to pieces, tore away its stones with their bleeding hands.’
31

 The collective ‘our’, coupled with graphic 

imagery, emphasised on generational tactile memory; this provided an evocative, melodramatic 
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reframing experience for a contemporary reader and accentuated the physical superiority of the 

revolutionaries, alongside the spiritual. In aggrandising the qualities of the shared revolutionary ‘fathers,’ 

Michelet offered an image of man for his contemporaries to strive towards; in creating this idealised 

image, he could re-present the revolution as something worthy of revival, and thus resurrect its spirit in 

the present.  

Michelet surpasses the boundaries of the critical historian through his advancement of history 

writing as something spiritual, which becomes a particularly interesting idea in light of his perception of 

the Revolution as not just the ‘birth of a new man, a new people’ but also of ‘a new God.’
32

 Just as 

Michelet’s history writing becomes a spiritual event, his representation of the Revolution transformed it 

into a new religion. He confronted the challenge of representing both the Revolution’s virtues and 

failures in this light, thus inevitably criticising those, such as Philippe Buchez and the Utopian socialist 

school, who saw the Revolution as the nonpareil manifestation of Christianity. Both Michelet and the 

conservatives saw the Revolution as a move away from traditional Christianity, but there is a significant 

contrast between what the conservatives saw as the ‘satanic specter’ of the Revolution and Michelet’s 

advancement of the Revolution as ‘the daughter of Christianity’.
33

 Gossman’s notion of consubstantiality 

between historian and history is again relevant; Michelet’s relationship with Christianity takes form in 

both his self-identity and the wider representation of revolutionary events.
34

 ‘Like Christ, the historian,’ 

here, Michelet, ‘sacrifices his own life to redeem and resurrect the past,’ and like Christianity, the 

Revolution loses its purity once institutionalised.
35

 Christianity provides a framework for Michelet to 

consider the Revolution as both ‘its heir and…adversary,’ and thus represent the idiosyncrasies of 

Revolutionary ideology.
36

  

Michelet represented, re-presented, and made present the Revolution by recapturing the sense 

of a Promethean fire ‘found naturally in the lowest classes,’ which was ultimately the ‘collective hero’ of 

the people.
37

 The Revolution, even to counter-revolutionaries such as Edmund Burke, was perceived as 

an event unsurpassed in magnitude: ‘the most astonishing thing that has hitherto happened in the history 

of the world.’
38

  Michelet captured this magnitude unusually, by transcending the boundaries of his own 

time and communing with the dead through his sources. In doing so, he created a truly intimate historical 

dialogue. This dialogue would serve to represent the past in what Michelet perceived to be the most 
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accurate way, re-present the character of the Revolution’s events to educate and ennoble the masses, and 

thus resurrect the pure revolutionary spirit which defined 1789. He conceived of history, and wrote it, 

as an epic tapestry whose weft threads were dyed by the voices of the dead; it was within this tapestry 

Michelet confronted each representative challenge, and in doing so came to solidify his influence upon 

revolutionary historiography. 
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Didacticism in the romances of Chrétien de Troyes.  

 
 

Charlotte R. A. Thompson, MA, Medieval and Renaissance Literary Studies 

 

 

In Chrétien de Troyes’ romances, audiences are immersed in a world of heroic quests and 

otherworld marvels. The longevity of the Arthurian cycle is a true testament to how spectacularly 

compelling these tales are. However, whilst his work is entertaining, Chrétien’s romances are also 

decisively didactic. He has mastered the balance of great poetry, the ability to be both dulce et utile, 

sweet and useful, able to ‘delight and instruct.’
1

 Morally instructive literature does not need to be overtly 

erudite to be effective, but rather blended with amusement. The delight in Chrétien’s romances is 

evident, but his instruction requires deciphering.  

The key to exposing his didacticism lies in Eric and Enide. He writes, ‘I claim as my guarantor 

Macrobius.’
2

 This is no fictional muse like Chaucer’s Lollius, but a Roman author whose ideas greatly 

inspired Chrétien.
3

 Macrobius’ work concerns the concept ‘narratio fabulosa’: the ‘type of fiction 

approved by the philosopher’, a ‘narrative [that] has the air of a fable, but the truth lies beneath the veil 

of allegory’ and ‘inspires men to accomplish virtuous deeds or to contemplate the truth.’
4

 Naming 

Macrobius as his ‘master’ intimates that Chrétien has constructed his romances as narrationes fabulosae 

in the hopes of inspiring and educating his own audience.
5

 Whilst much research has been done to 

analyse individual allegorical episodes with the romances, this demonstrates that we must approach his 
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narratives, and subsequently his characters, as allegorical in their entirety, and decode them to reveal his 

teachings.
6

 

   There is no scope within this project to analyse all of the romances, thus this research is focused 

on Yvain, The Knight with the Lion and Perceval, The Story of the Grail, as they demonstrate how two 

vastly different narratives and protagonists can be conclusively didactic. This essay shall examine how 

successfully Chrétien’s romances operate as morally didactic narrationes fabulosae. I shall begin by 

establishing a more precise parameter by which to measure the effectiveness of Chrétien’s didacticism, 

using Rebecca Langlands’ The Experience of Learning from Exempla. Due to the nature of didactic 

literature, moral instruction is encoded within the text rather than explicit. Therefore, by examining the 

historical context alongside the protagonists’ successes and failures I shall establish precisely what 

Chrétien wished to instruct his audiences: avoid adventure and uphold the chivalric code.  

Whilst Macrobius’ definition of narratio fabulosa is useful in establishing Chrétien’s romances 

as allegorical, there is not sufficient detail to use it as a framework to determine the success of Chrétien’s 

didacticism. A more useful parameter is Rebecca Langlands’ The Experience of Learning from 

Exempla, which outlines precise narrative components necessary to successfully affect moral change in 

an audience.
7

 Whilst this is from her book Exemplary Ethics in Ancient Rome, the established impact 

of the classical literary tradition on the Medieval period ensures we can apply this framework to his 

romances.
8

  

Langlands explains that the audience must be taken through three stages for literature to 

effectively educate: firstly ‘admiration and wonder’; a ‘hook by which the learner is struck, delighted, 

thrilled, intrigued and thereby first engaged in the learning process.’
9

 Thereafter, they must undergo 

‘comparison’ between themselves and the events or hero.
10

 Finally, there is ‘aemulatio’, whereby ‘feelings 

of rivalry with exemplary figures’ results in ‘a positive motivation to achieve the same successes as the 

 
6

 For analysis of individual allegorical episodes see Tom Artin, The Allegory of Adventure: Reading Chrétien’s Erec and 

Yvain (London, Bucknell University Press, 1977). 
7

 Whilst Macrobius uses the term allegory to describe the veil used to mask moral instruction – allegory being considered 

the expression of truths or generalizations about human existence through symbolic fictional figures, or a poem or picture 

that can be interpreted to reveal a hidden meaning – exemplum is defined in line with this as an illustrative or instructive 

story, a narrative used to support a moral point or sustain an argument. Thus, these concepts reconcile soundly within each 

other. Chrétien’s romances are allegorical as a whole, and he uses his character’s successes and failures as exempla within 

this model, thus the change in terminology between Macrobius and Langlands does not impact the argument.  
8

 The production and classification of other twelfth century texts as exemplary literature further confirms the 

appropriateness to use these parameters. The Norton Anthology of Western Literature provides three examples of 

exemplary literature, two of which are tales from the twelfth century text The Scholar’s Guide, equally a near contemporary 

of Chrétien, Jacques de Vitry, wrote a book of exempla in France around the year 1200. 
9

 Rebecca Langlands, ‘The Experience of Learning from Exempla’, in Exemplary Ethics in Ancient Rome (Cambridge 

University Press, 2018), pp. 86-111 (p. 86, p. 89). 
10

 Langlands, p. 92. 
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models, or even outstrip them.’
11

 The application of this criteria to Yvain and Perceval hereafter in this 

essay allows one to conclusively determine that Chrétien’s romances were effectively didactic.  

To determine precisely why Chrétien felt it necessary to create didactic literature for his 

audiences, the historical context is invaluable to consider alongside the textual evidence. In Chrétien’s 

contemporary society the opinion of the knightly class was changing. There was no longer need for 

knights to behave as warriors and plunderers as they had since the Norman conquest, rather they needed 

to be more respectable.
12

 The role of the knight was in flux, and in response, the chivalric code was 

developed; this can be understood as a varying set of values that outline exemplary knightly behaviour. 

Whilst there is no formal code of conduct, I find the following triad most useful to reference: the duty 

to God (piety), a duty to countrymen (warrior ethos, concern for the community), and duty to women 

(courtly love). 

Moreover, society was concerned with knightly displays of violence, and felt that ‘without 

direction they [the knightly class] constituted a deadly hazard to themselves and everyone else in their 

immediate vicinity.’
13

 This fear is addressed explicitly in Perceval as his mother calls knights ‘the angels 

men complain of, who kill whatever they come upon’ (p. 386).
14

 This comment confirms that society had 

grievances about the knightly class, and considered them excessively violent and dangerous. Indeed, 

confirming the hazard knighthood presents to oneself, Perceval’s father and two brothers died due to 

this vocation. 

Echoing these anxieties surrounding knightly violence, The Peace and Truce of God movement 

which first emerged in the late tenth century attempted to limit the extent to which people engaged in 

violence. At first, it opposed knighthood altogether: at the Council of Limoges in 1031 it is said that 

‘God's anger was invoked “upon all knights, upon their arms and their horse,”’ showing the extent to 

which the church viewed knights as violent, destructive forces.
15

 However, eventually, the movement 

‘aimed to compel all knights to swear oaths to respect the peace provisions,’ showing an attempt to shape 

knights towards being positive forces rather than violent ones, in line with the chivalric code, just as 

Chrétien is doing in his didactic romances.
16

  

 

 
11

 Langlands, p. 93. 
12

 Livia Gershon interviewing Professor Jennifer Goodman Wollock, Chivalry Was Established To Keep Thuggish, 

Medieval Knights in Check,  

< https://www.history.com/news/chivalry-knights-middle-ages> 
13

 Jennifer G. Wollock, Rethinking Chivalry and Courtly Love (Oxford: ABC-CLIO, 2011), p. 26. 
14

 As the contextual dialogue is omitted, it is worthwhile to note that the use of the word ‘angels’ here is ironic, it is only 

inherited from Perceval’s own description of the knights with precedes this statement. 
15

 Jonathan Riley-Smith, The First Crusade and the Idea of Crusading (London: Continuum, 2003), p. 4. 
16

 Ibid. 
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Chrétien’s romances expose and critique the violent aspects of knighthood. In particular, he 

challenges the tradition of questing in the Arthurian court, exposing adventure as not only distracting 

from but as the exact antithesis of, the chivalric ideals. Adventure is selfishly motivated, and not 

undertaken in pursuit of duty to God, women, or countrymen. Marc Glasser surmises this: 

 

This virtually purposeless premeditated disregard for others ironically casts into question the 

search for adventure that impels Arthur and his knights, because adventure selfishly upsets the 

tranquillity of many for the vanity of the individual troublemaker.
17

 

 

In line with The Peace and Truce of God movement, the knights should be maintaining peace, not 

upsetting tranquillity. Their duty is to others, yet in pursuing adventure they disregard this, instead of 

pursuing pointless opportunities to inflate their reputation, often causing undue harm.  

  In Perceval, Chrétien demonstrates most explicitly the errors of pursuing adventure. It is clear 

from the beginning that Perceval is pursuing knighthood not to help others, but purely for vanity. 

Perceval is ‘captivated and astonished’ by the lavish physicality of the knights ‘the glittering hauberks and 

the bright, shining helmets, the lances and the shields […] the green and vermilion glistening in the 

sunshine and the gold, the blue, and silver’ (p. 382). It is the vain desire to emulate them that lures 

Perceval towards knighthood: ‘Would that I were like you, so shining and so well formed!’ (p. 383). 

Perceval’s praise of them is deeply blasphemous, showing no duty to God: ‘You are more beautiful than 

God!’ (p. 383), ‘more beautiful, I think, than God or all his angels’ (p. 386).   

 Rejecting his duty to women, Perceval shows a complete disregard for his mother, abandoning 

her to pursue knighthood. Riding off ‘he looked back and saw that his mother had fallen at the head of 

the bridge and was lying in a faint as if she had dropped dead. But he whipped his hunter […] and the 

horse bore him swiftly on’ (p.389). Perceval’s horrific treatment of his mother exposes the grossly selfish 

side to knighthood and the preoccupation with vain adventure, perhaps reflecting the errors of the 

contemporary knightly class.
18

  

We are told that Perceval wanders for a ‘five full years’ and has endured that whole time ‘without 

his having entered a church or adored God or His Cross’ (p. 457) but that ‘he never ceased to pursue 

deeds of chivalry; he sought out the most difficult, treacherous and unusual adventures, and found 

 
17

 Marc Glasser, ‘Marriage and The Use of Force in Yvain’, in Romania, 108, No. 432 (1987), pp. 484-502 (p. 487). 

Peter S. Noble agrees with the reading that we cannot reconcile the ‘hollowness and vanity of […] the Arthurian court’ with 

the chivalric values. 

Peter S. Noble, Love and Marriage in Chrétien de Troyes (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1982), p. 4. 
18

 Any concern he expresses hereafter for his mother is proven to be insincere. He insists to Gornemant ‘I must be on my 

way’ (p. 401) saying ‘I don’t know whether she’s alive or dead’ (p. 401) but he continually goes on numerous adventures 

without ever returning home. 
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enough to test his valour’ (p. 457). This explicitly confirms his gross vanity and demonstrates how this 

preoccupation with adventure distracts from duty to God, women, and countrymen.   

Moreover, confirming his mother’s critique that knights are ‘angels men complain of, who kill 

whatever they come upon,’ Perceval causes excessive chaos on his journeys, confirming how adventure 

endorses disregard for others. Perceval forces himself upon the maiden in the forest condemning her to 

a horrific punishment by her lover, slaughters the Red Knight without hesitation after misunderstanding 

the seneschal’s teasing comment to ‘go and snatch his armour’ (p. 393), and fails in the titular adventure, 

The Story of the Grail, leaving the Fisher King maimed. Worst of all, the hermit informs him that when 

he left home to pursue knighthood his mother ‘died from this sorrow’, and that ‘on account of this sin 

of yours it came about that you did not ask about the lance or the grail, and many hardships have come 

to you in consequence’ (p. 459). Thus, the audience sees clearly how adventure leads to neglecting your 

chivalric duty to others, and results in unnecessary harm, in this case, both to Perceval, and his mother, 

reflecting society’s concern that knights will destroy themselves and others.  

To apply Langlands’ criteria, Perceval’s narrative certainly inspires admiration and wonder, 

leaving the audience ‘delighted, thrilled, intrigued,’ as Chrétien ‘hooks’ the audience with the mystery of 

the grail and the lance, and we feel compelled to see where Perceval’s role in this will take him. For 

comparison to occur, the narrative needs to firmly ‘border on the incredible’ so that the hero both 

inspires admiration but is attainable.
19

 Perceval certainly borders on the incredible; he quickly displays 

physical prowess and bravery and is established as of central importance in saving the Fisher King, but 

he is also uneducated and misguided.
20

 Chrétien’s use of humour excuses the problematic actions of 

Perceval on his adventures ensuring that we remain invested in his moral progress.  However, the final 

stage of aemulatio should manifest from feelings of rivalry with the hero having seen them achieve success 

and feel inspired to emulate their behaviour in turn. Rather, Chrétien is using Perceval’s failures to 

instruct through negative exempla. When Perceval rejects his duty to God and women this results in his 

own mother’s death, an extreme punishment, and the audience sees clearly how failing to uphold the 

chivalric code results in devastation.  

Unfortunately, the romance is unfinished, so we do not see Perceval’s narrative continue to 

succeed and drive us towards aemulatio. However, reading Yvain can inform the likelihood that the 

narrative would have progressed in such a way. Having too experienced devastation as a result of pursuing 

 
19

 Langlands, p. 92. 
20

 Interestingly, this condition of bordering on the incredible applies  also to the setting, as the audience need to be 

convinced of the ‘the historicity of the story’ which ‘holds audiences fast to credibility, insisting we must believe the story 

and concede that it really happened’(Langlands, p.92). Chrétien adheres to this, balancing both the marvellous elements to 

inspire wonder with the suggestion that these events were true: at the start of Yvain we are told to ‘look beyond those who 

are present among us’ back in time to ‘bygone days’ (Arthurian Romances, p. 295), creating a fantastic mythico-history. 
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adventure and ignoring chivalric duty Yvain undergoes a stark moral transformation. Realising his errors, 

he begins adhering to the chivalric code and achieves success, encouraging aemulatio. Perceval too seems 

to be about to undergo a moral transformation. He has just realised the error of his ways, stating ‘all I 

have done has been evil’ (p. 459), and he has received clear penance which directs him back to following 

his duties to God, women, and countrymen: 

 

Go each day to do penance in church […] let nothing deter you from this duty. […] Believe in 

God, love God, worship God; honour gentlemen and noble ladies; arise in the presence of a 

priest […] If a maiden seeks your aid, or a widow or orphan, help them (p. 460). 

 

 Thus, it is implied that Perceval would also undergo this moral change and go on to succeed in the 

narrative, resulting in aemulatio. Indeed, the continuations of the story echo this expectation. Regardless 

of the failure to achieve aemulatio, the combination of the severe consequences for prioritising selfish 

adventure over his mother, and the explicit guidance in the penance, ensures that Perceval is a 

compelling piece of didactic literature. 

To turn to Yvain, his character arc is different to Perceval as he is presented as a role model of 

chivalric values. Whilst not all critics agree, I believe he begins his quest in an earnest attempt to support 

his cousin Calogrenant.
21

 He states, ‘I’ll go forth to avenge your shame if I can’ (p. 302). Lunete confirms 

his exemplary morals describing a previous encounter: ‘there was not a knight there who deigned to 

speak a single word to me, expect you alone […] you, to your great credit, honoured and served me 

there’ (p. 307). Moreover, his duty to women is shown in his affection for Laudine, as the capacity for 

love is important in a knight.
22

 Combined with his successful defeat of Escaldos in the marvellous fountain 

scene, allowing him to show his physical prowess, he is confirmed as a hero to admire by chivalric 

standards.
23

 His adherence to the chivalric code leads to personal success as he feels ‘much happiness 

 
21

 Not all critics agree that Yvain is earnest in this, critiquing his decision to set off alone. Topsfield calls it an ‘ignoble exit’ 

by a ‘feckless and self-interested adventurer.’ Similarly Hunt sees this ‘clandestine departure from court’ as promotion of 

self-interest.’ However, I agree with Curtis that ‘his departure may be secretive, but his undertaking is not, for he had openly 

and publicly declared his intentions.’ Indeed, Chrétien repeats the information that Yvain ‘mounted at once, for he 

intended […] to avenge his cousin’s shame’ (p. 304) reinforcing his honest motivations, and the remaining presentation of 

him confirms him as wholly chivalrous. 

L. T. Topsfield, Chrétien de Troyes, A Study of the Arthurian Romances (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 

p. 206, p. 178;T. Hunt, Chrétien de Troyes: Yvain, Critical Guides to French Texts (London: Grant and Cutler Ltd., 

1986), p. 45. 

Renée L. Curtis, ‘The Perception of the Chivalric Ideal in Chrétien de Troyes’s Yvain’, in Arthurian Interpretations, 3 

No.2 (Scriptorium Press, 1989), pp. 1–22, (p. 14). 
22

 Marie de France emphasises this in her lais Guigemar stating that ‘Nature had done him such a grievous wrong that he 

never displayed the slightest interest in love. […] He showed no visible interest in love and was thus considered a lost cause 

by stranger and friend alike’ (p. 44). 
23

 This whole quest was triggered by Calogrenant’s own selfish pursuit of adventure, as he goes to the fountain seeking 

“Adventure, to test my courage and strength” (p.299). Though his own selfishness has triggered this arguably unnecessary 
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and pleasure, more than I could relate to you even were I to contemplate it for a long while’ (p. 322). 

Yvain becomes ‘lord of her [Laudine’s] land, [….] married, […] and the people feel more love and esteem 

for the living knight than ever they did for the dead.’ (p. 322)  

Applying Langlands’ principles, once again the audience certainly experiences admiration and 

wonder as the narrative hooks them with the supernatural marvel of the fountain and they feel thrilled 

by Yvain’s prowess. Contrasting to Perceval, Yvain adheres to the chivalric code from the start, leading 

to great success, whereby we could be tempted to say this encourages aemulatio. However, the reader 

cannot compare themselves to this ideal presentation of chivalric behaviour, he is entirely unattainable, 

thus they feel no inspiration to emulate his behaviour.  

Therefore, Yvain’s perfection must be dismantled. As with Perceval, Yvain’s downfall is 

prioritising adventure over his duty to others. Gawain embodies the voice of vanity, telling Yvain that ‘a 

man must be concerned with his reputation before all else! […] Now is not the time to dream your life 

away but to frequent tournaments, engage in combat, and joust vigorously, whatever it might cost you’ 

(p. 326). The final clause proves to be Chrétien teasing prophetically as Yvain’s decision to vainly 

prioritise purposeless adventure over loving and protecting Laudine does cost him everything.  

As with the death of Perceval’s mother, Chrétien demonstrates through negative exempla the 

horror that will ensue if one allows the vain adventure to distract from duty. 

When Yvain breaks his vow to his wife to return within a year, his life descends into torment as ‘such a 

great tempest arose in his head that he went mad: he ripped and tore at his clothing and fled across the 

fields’ (p. 330) and thereafter he ‘lived in the forest like a madman and a savage’ (p. 330). This confirms 

to the audience that neglecting duty leads to immense suffering. 

As Yvain has now shown himself to only border on the incredible, he is attainable, and thus 

comparison can occur. The narrative now proceeds to facilitate aemulatio. Much earlier in Yvain, the 

narrator remarked, ‘when a man devotes himself to true goodness, his full worth can never be told’ (p. 

304) and with this message the narrative resolves. In the titular quest, Yvain slays a dragon to save a 

struggling lion. The narrator remarks that ‘If the lion attacked him later, it would not lack for a fight; but 

with no thought of the consequences Yvain was determined to help it now’ (p. 337). Even ‘once he had 

rescued the lion, he still thought that it would attack him’ (p. 337) demonstrating his pure selflessness.  

Julian Harris highlights that in the Middle Ages ‘everyone knew that the lion was commonly 

taken as a symbol of Christ’ and that it ‘is impossible that he [Chrétien] would have been unaware of the 

 
violent cycle of avenging, it is unfair to say that this is an excessive use of violence by Yvain as he is acting only in 

accordance with his duty to countrymen.  
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symbolic significance.’
24

 The selfless act itself, and the allegorical lion companion, confirms Yvain’s 

realignment to his chivalric duty to God, and to help others. 

For the remainder of the romance, Yvain carries out acts of selflessness, saving a family from the 

giant, Harpin of the Mountain, and rescuing Lunete. His moral transformation is echoed in his titular 

one as he states that he wishes to be called the Knight with the Lion. This new name masks his identity 

meaning these actions cannot be attributed to him to inflate his reputation, thus confirming his rejection 

of vanity, and realignment with the chivalric code. Yvain is rewarded for this as he is eventually reunited 

with his Laudine. Thus, now feeling in rivalry with this attainable figure, and seeing him achieve success 

due to his moral alignment with chivalric values, the audience too wishes to emulate his behaviour, 

making Yvain effectively didactic. 

In conclusion, whilst Chrétien’s romances are exceptionally entertaining tales, they are also 

conclusively didactic. In line with the classical tradition, Chrétien has masked his moral truth in his 

allegorical romances and instructs his audience through his character’s successes and failures, thus he is 

not directly didactic, but this is precisely how one accomplishes didacticism. By using Langlands’ criteria 

it is proven that Chrétien’s work fulfils the principles of successfully instructive literature. Reflecting the 

concerns of his contemporary society, Chrétien promotes adherence to the chivalric code, and 

condemns the selfish pursuit of adventure, as this is shown as destructive. When Yvain and Perceval 

select adventure over their chivalric duties their lives are devastated with familial death and madness, 

being used as negative exempla. However, when Yvain adheres to the chivalric code his life is restored, 

and we are encouraged through his success to adhere to such values. Equally in Perceval, we can hope 

that on the grounds of his penance, Perceval too was about to undergo the same transformation, though 

in this case the negative consequences of his behaviour are so severe the audience is clearly taught that 

they must not reject their duties. Thus, alongside the romances being celebrated for their strength in 

entertaining, they should also be celebrated as successfully didactic. 
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 Julian Harris, ‘The Role of the Lion in Chrétien de Troyes’ Yvain’ in PLMA, 64, No. 5 (Modern Language Association, 

1949), pp. 1143-1163, p. 1148. 
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Figure 1: ‘Edouard Manet - A Bar at the Folies-Bergère, 1882. Oil on canvas’ © The Courtauld. 

 

 

 

Edouard Manet was a highly contradictory figure in the Parisian art sphere who created a 

‘pictorial world that challenged social and artistic values’ (House 1987:22). His paintings were often a 

melange of impressionism and realism, using people from a range of social classes as subjects. Manet’s 

final masterpiece, A Bar at the Folies-Bergère, produced and exhibited in the Salon in 1882, maintains 

his contradictory outlook, while providing a conversation on the Parisian café-concert scene. This 

symbolic zenith, according to Clark, ‘operated across class divisions, tested ideological limits and 

threatened to destabilise normative social representations’ (1985:12). 

The painting is an oil on canvas and depicts a late nineteenth-century Parisian evening at the 

Folies-Bergère, a popular entertainment hub where the status of the barmaids was ambivalent: they 

simultaneously served drinks and made themselves available to male clients. They became commodities, 
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like the items they sold. The protagonist of Manet’s picture, Suzon the barmaid, embodies this 

ambiguity, revealing Paris’ complex relationship between society, class and gender. Initially, the painting 

appears like a straightforward frontal image of a ‘refractory barmaid’ (Eisenman 1994:367) behind a 

counter, standing before a mirror. However, when examined in more detail, the awkward posture of 

another figure engaged with a male customer, the barmaid’s reflection, ‘un-weaves the simplicity of the 

painting’s geometry’ (BBC 2019), therefore creating confusion.  

Cool tertiary colours are applied in loose brushstrokes to create a ‘roughly painted’ image with a 

black outline. Upon the first impression, the painting depicts a lively scene, but the colour creates a 

sombre tone to reinforce Suzon’s body language. This colour selection is effective because the concert 

hall’s bright colours contrast with the gloomy colours of Suzon's dress, giving her an even more unsettling 

ambience. The painting uses appropriate symmetry, with the main focus (Suzon) positioned in the 

painting’s centre-point. The darker colours of Suzon's reflection and the customer add weight to the 

right, whilst on the left, the brighter tones of the audience add equilibrium. Manet creates a feeling of 

compression through a lack of depth, a sentiment that is further exacerbated by the photographic framing 

which traps the barmaid. The proportions of subjects are accurately painted to emulate reality, along 

with familiar textures including the softness of Suzon's collar and her locket’s solidity. Much analysis has 

been devoted to this painting in an attempt to decipher its abstruse meaning and ‘reconcile the dislocation 

between the actual reality of the barmaid and the surreal mirror reflection’ (BBC 2019). 

The counter display emerges as a distinctive figure in Manet’s masterpiece: its link to commodity 

and consumption, both of which saw a boom in Paris, hold contemporary relevance. Modern artists thus 

positioned themselves within the culture of display and commodities, ‘soliciting the eyes of consuming 

spectators’ (Ward 1991:612). Most of the bottle labels are unrecognisable apart from the date and 

Manet’s signature on the left-most bottle, explicitly advertising their commodity status, while their 

existence as mass-produced interchangeable multiples are announced in their duplication: the bottle of 

red aperitif is repeated, on the right, though it is turned around so the label is not visible; as is the brown 

bottle of beer with its red triangular logo and the bottle of champagne. By simultaneously signing the 

label and the canvas, Manet alludes to the discourse of selling and consumption that invades not only 

everyday items but also artwork. Manet’s signature located on the lower edge of the label, creates the 

effect of a tiny painting within a larger one. The signature ‘pictorially engenders a fiction of collapsed 

distinctions’ (Iskin 2007:41) between the items for sale and the painting. The date of the painting next 

to Manet’s signature humorously ‘marks the bar as his salon vintage of 1882’ (Iskin 2007:42), possibly a 

pun of Baudelaire’s comment about the modern artist ‘concentrating on his work which mimics the 

heady bouquet of the wine of life’ (1965:40). 
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Attention has been given to various surface effects, including the transparency and translucency 

of different types of glass: the thick coloured bottle glass; the thin, clear glass in which flowers float; and 

the heavily worked glass of the compotier holding the oranges. The depiction of fruit and flowers are 

typical motifs of domestic still life and ‘connote along with the barmaid, an older regime of domesticity 

deployed to promote public sales’ (Iskin 2007:43). Manet uses oranges to allude to the inevitable decay 

and death of human life, possibly eluding to his declining health. Yet these oranges, like many other 

objects, have duplicity of meaning since they also symbolise prostitution. As Collins (1996:119) suggests, 

oranges are used to denote seduction and fertility. Manet uses the ‘double code of “still life” as a decoy 

to draw customers into the painting’ (Iskin 2007:44). The lure constitutes a ‘complex set of codes’ (Iskin 

2007:44), combining sensual pleasures with sexual allusions; domestic plenitude with a display of mass-

produced commodities; and the tradition of still life with the emerging visual discourse of advertisement. 

Manet’s nod to consumerism suggests that he had to compete with other artists to gain admirers within 

the modern art market (Pollock 1988:239).  

Manet’s barmaid who entices viewers and customers into the Folies-bergère represents a real 

person, Suzon, who worked at the Folies-Bergère during the 1880s. There is much ambiguity 

surrounding her meaning: she is considered as both a marchande, saleswoman, and a prostitute as 

suggested by her reflection, denoting the themes of consumption and seduction. Firstly, the triangle 

symbol which appears on the barmaid’s outfit links the barmaid to consumerism. This is because the 

triangular floral arrangement on her corset is similar to the triangular bottle labels. Suzon is figuratively 

a counterfeit. The women whose enigmatic presence entices us in is not real but a painterly fabrication, 

‘a fantasy magicked into being by the alchemy of oils and pigments’ (BBC 2019). Since we as the viewer 

stand where the male customer solicits the barmaid, we are also implicated in the transaction and are 

complicit in adopting the male gaze. Like the customer, we have also commodified souls. 

Fashion in Paris simultaneously eroded the distinction between social classes and provided a 

‘spectacle for men while operating as a female masquerade’ (Pollock 1988:239). Manet uses fashion in 

the Folies-Bergère to establish the nuance of class and identity, separating the barmaid and bourgeois 

spectators. Despite the barmaid’s fashionable outfit, it is simply a ‘costume of her employment to cajole 

male customers and not representative of her class’ (Tabarant 1947:424). Instead, her social status is 

reflected by her hands: they are un-gloved and naked, almost rouged in comparison to her face and 

‘plonked forcefully on the counter’s edge’ (Pollock 1988:239). This marks her as different to the 

reputable women in the background. In the paradoxical conventions of Parisian bourgeois society, 

women could bare their chests and upper arms, but their lower arms and hands had to be gloved. Hands 

acquired a symbolic significance in the sexual topography of the female body; they were an indicator of 

a woman’s social status. To go out un-gloved was akin to being physically naked. Such exposure was a 
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classed sign which ‘functioned metonymically for both nakedness and vulgarity’ (Pollock 1996:294). The 

positioning of Suzon’s hands is also significant. Wilson-Barreau uses x-rays of the painting to show how 

late the decision was made concerning the final position of the barmaid’s hands (Pollock 1996:302). 

They are in the position called ‘blowsy madame’, with her hands crossed in front of her waist, a cliched 

position for a saleswoman waiting to attend a customer. Evidently, Suzon’s pose reveals her true class 

which is masked by her bourgeois outfit.  This varied representation of class adds to her ambiguity, 

‘pandering to the enigma of sexual femininity that is available’ (Clark 1985:235), and yet dressed like the 

respectable women who are not for sale; the painting teases the onlooker. 

Suzon possesses a remote gaze that ‘befits the weariness that working in this space produced’ 

(Iskin 2007:45). Clayton (1992:151) suggests that her uncongenial response is because she is unable to 

smile rather than unwilling to do so. If you regard her as a victim of the patriarchal system of economic 

and sexual exploitation, her mood can be read as dispirited and tired. This gaze symbolises her 

entrapment, which is physically illustrated by the counter trapping her behind it, she is separate from the 

public. Like the items around her, Suzon is there to be objectified and consumed. The formal innovation 

of flatness further reflects this entrapment since instead of being a rejection of depth, it compresses 

Suzon into the painting. She cannot escape into the concert hall which is represented as a reflection. It 

is a reflection of where she wishes to be but cannot be due to social and patriarchal constraints. 

Nonetheless, Suzon’s ambiguous nature is furthered by the suggestion that her stare is one of 

concentration. Perhaps she is thinking about her dream to run a similar establishment. Positioned in the 

centre of the painting, she attempts to assert her dominance and compensate for the order imposed 

upon her.  

On another level of contradiction, the figure of the barmaid serves as a foil to the radically 

different reflection of herself. This difference can be attached to questions of class and sexual 

equivocation. Somewhat disconcertingly, the reflection appears to be more real through its livelier and 

three-dimensional characteristics. The ‘real’ barmaid is rendered more flatly, with harder contours and 

an upright stance, likening her to the surrounding commodities. This similarity is furthered by details 

such as the different views of her lace cuffs, comparable to the views of the bottles with labels both shown 

and hidden. She is the Folies-Bergère’s signboard advertisement, an ‘insert between the two domains of 

counter and mirror’ (Armstrong 1996:40), blurring the boundary between imagination and reality, 

encouraging a ‘through the looking-glass’ experience. Suzon is positioned in an interstitial no man's land, 

providing a bridge between the zones of commodity and consumer, showing how interpenetrated they 

are. Prostitute or not, Suzan represents a contemporary figure, fashionably dressed and is a female within 

a working role. She is the figure of the modern woman within the public sphere. 
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Behind Suzon, women and their presence predominate, providing clues about the evolving 

Parisian society. In the reflected audience are at least three women: one wears white and lemon-coloured 

gloves and leans on the balustrade; she is Mary Laurent. Behind her, more sketchily represented is the 

upper body of Jeanne de Marsy who wears a yellowish-brown jacket and black hat. Finally, there is a 

third unidentified woman dressed in black with grey gloves, who is looking at the stage through a 

lorgnette. Pollock names her as the ‘metaphorical female spectator’ (1996:293). The direction of her 

gaze evokes a space not seen by the viewer, the ‘elsewhere’, undermining the natural centrality of the 

foregrounded interchange. She is disengaged from the masculine gaze and not trapped despite the man 

looking at her. She returns no one’s gaze, creating a sense of liberation that metaphorically highlights the 

new freedoms which women were beginning to enjoy. Yet there is a clear dichotomy between her and 

Suzon, whose gaze goes nowhere, creating tension between the working woman and the woman of 

leisure. 

The mirror motif also compounds the painting’s confusion, creating a ‘juggling of fact and 

illusion’ (Rosenblum & Janson 1984:370). This is because the difference between the two zones of 

opticality is not absolute, with white scumbling which marks the mirror’s surface and glassiness, rendered 

on both the reflection as well as in parts of the foreground. For example, it is found at the top of the 

painting where lights are shown to be a reflection, and on both the bottle surfaces and their reflections. 

This creates a lack of identity and suggests that the painting is an image in Suzon’s mind, a dream of 

where she wishes to be, but cannot due to her duty of fulfilling men’s desires as implied by her reflection. 

By aligning the counter’s reflection with the picture plane, the canvas can also be seen as a ‘reflection of 

our world with the barmaid negotiating the interval between imagination and reality’ (Boime 1996:51) 

blurring the boundaries and encouraging a ‘through the looking-glass’ experience. 

Manet’s Folies-Bergère has been named as one of his ‘most phantasmagorical works’ (Champa 

1991:122), providing a peek into Parisian life during the latter part of the nineteenth century. The Folies-

Bergère was a microcosm of Paris, ‘where sophisticated men spoke the language of pleasure’ (Ross 

1980:78) and the female body was vital currency. It was a space that undoubtedly catered for masculine 

desire. Manet depicts this popular leisure space, using the barmaid as the protagonist to represent Paris’ 

climate of commodification and consumption. Suzon is propped on display amongst other items for sale 

and has the sole purpose to bring in customers through seduction. She is not there to enjoy the social 

space but rather be enjoyed. Despite her commodified labour, the ambiguous Suzon represents the 

modern woman, a new figure emerging within Parisian society, reinforced by the female spectators in 

the background. Ultimately, Manet’s masterpiece has become an ‘epicentre for variations on the practice 

of the social history of art’ (Collins 1996:2). The painting can act as a ‘sociological mirror’ (Champa 

1991:123) into which the modern spectator looks and can examine society and its flaws.  
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Introduction 

The instrument that is now most commonly known as the ‘didjeridu’ (or ‘didgeridoo’)
1

 is traced 

back to Aboriginal Australia, where it is has been known by a variety of other names. To the Yolngu 

people of the north-eastern ‘Arnhem Land’, it is the Yidaki (Yunupingu, 1997: vii). Within Yolngu 

culture, the Yidaki has a specific, gender-divided role in society: it is both a spiritual symbol 

(accompanying certain rituals and ceremonies for men) and an instrument conceived of as being for the 

enjoyment of women and children (Yunupingu, 1997: viii). In the present day, the instrument is no 

longer restricted to this sole identity, is better described as an internationally recognised “icon of 

Aboriginality, musical tradition and ritual significance” (Magowan, 2005: 80). 

The existing scholarship of recent decades has seen the likes of Moyle, Neuenfeldt, and 

Magowan address the instrument within the context of archaeology, Aboriginal history and culture, ‘New 

Age’ politics, and appropriation, globalisation, and commodification – Hayward and Neuenfeldt (1997: 

9) describes the instrument an effective means of “engaging [with these] wider theoretical issues”. 

However, whilst this literature is already comprehensive, what seems to be missing is an account of some 

of the 21
st

 century phenomena (specifically, music festivals), outside of Australia, that are a particularly 

visible demonstration of the instrument’s global following today. 

Music festivals that emphasize on the didjeridu have been held in over ten different countries 

outside of Australia, and my paper introduces their study by considering those in France. I will examine 

existing practices by exploring two case studies: Le Rêve de l’Aborigène and Didj to Didj, building a 

picture of the didjeridu community in France. Then, by drawing from existing scholarship, I will consider 

the French didjeridu community within a broader international setting and attempt to contextualise these 

practices within the existing literature’s main discourses – most notably, whether a conflict arises when 

combining the competitive aspects of rap and beatboxing with the didjeridu.  

 

The didjeridu in the ‘New Age’ movement’ 

Le Rêve de l’Aborigène was the first didjeridu festival to be held in France, originating in 2002. 

As well as being a platform for the didjeridu, it also celebrates other Aboriginal instruments and art forms 

 
1

 This paper will always use the form ‘didjeridu’, unless a quotation is being made from a source which spells it ‘didgeridoo’. 



55 
 

that do not come from Australia, such as the ‘Jew’s harp’ and overtone singing (Events around Airvault, 

2020). In a 2015 interview broadcast on France 3, one of the festival’s co-presidents, Lise Boucabeille, 

described the guiding principle of the festival as “respect for nature and human beings”. For instance, 

the festival is free of alcohol out of respect for “indigenous peoples who are victims of alcoholism” (Le 

Rêve de l'Aborigène à Airvault, 2020). 

The social ideals that Le Rêve de l'Aborigène stand for overlap significantly with many that are 

also associated with the so-called ‘New Age’ movement. For instance, the theme of the festival in 2015 

was “ancestral medicine and the effect of music on the body and health” (Page Spéciale “Le Rêve de 

l’Aborigène”, 2015). Whilst the ‘New Age’ movement is said to have “lost its momentum” towards the 

latter part of the 1980s, it still has a “continuing presence” in the 21
st

 century (Melton, 2016) and the 

didjeridu can be thought to play a part in this for some ‘alternative lifestylers’. In some ‘New Age’ 

practices, the didjeridu is “involved with the creation of meditative states which also overlap with the use 

of the didjeridu in alternative therapies” (Magowan, 1997: 168). 

Sherwood (1997) has written in detail about “alternative lifestylers” in Australia, their systematic 

“reconstruction of social reality”, and the use of the didjeridu as a means of carrying this out. He infers 

that the motives for using the didjeridu in this way include its “healing potential”, the way it allows the 

player to “reconnect with the natural world”, and the platform it provides to “connect […] in positive 

ways to Aboriginal peoples and their culture”. However, Sherwood distances these “alternative 

lifestylers” from the “New Age movement” on the grounds that a pervasive aspect of their philosophy is 

their “rejection of materialism” (Sherwood, 1997: 140). 

Le Rêve de l'Aborigène is certainly of the ‘New Age’ movement, given its social ideals, though it 

also demonstrates facets of the alternative lifestylers’ “reconstruction of social reality”. Despite Sherwood 

distancing one from the other, I would argue that in this case, the festival is appropriately labelled as 

possessing characteristics of both: emphasis on notions such as the use of didjeridu in healing methods, 

along with the sensitivity to the politics of Aboriginal culture. The festival is also distinctive in placing 

musical instruments, especially the globally practised didjeridu, at the centre of the activities – the “true 

hero” of the festival is the didjeridu (Boucabeille, 2015). 

 

Didjeridu beatboxing as a ‘hip-hop’ art form 

Just as the didjeridu is globally practiced in the present day, so also is beatboxing (Huynh and 

Park, 2017). However, the history of beatboxing still “remains fairly undocumented” (History of 

Beatbox: Old School, 2005). It is known that the art form originated in the ‘hip-hop’ cultural movement 

of the 1970s and 80s, alongside the practices of deejaying and rapping (Huynh and Park, 2017). It should 

be noted that whilst there is an established scholarship for hip-hop culture, it seems that beatboxing is 
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not recognised as being any significant part of its “four elements”: deejaying, rapping, graffiti and dance 

(Light and Tate, 2019). 

Despite this, there have been several studies into beatboxing from a pedagogical perspective. For 

instance, Rosenberg (2011: 56) writes that beatboxing “can be used to good effect in rhythmic training”. 

Rosenberg goes on to describe how beatboxing is often learned: “YouTube proves an invaluable 

resource, containing numerous excellent beatboxing tutorials to help students master […] basic 

techniques”. This insight into the transmission of knowledge can be extended to the beatbox community 

in broad terms,  including the hybrid art forms of ‘flute beatboxing’ and ‘didjeridu beatboxing’. 

The 21
st

 century has so far seen a trend towards these hybrid art forms. Kuhns (2014) provided 

a comprehensive study into what he calls “beatbox flute”, explaining how it originated early in the 2000s, 

and gained popularity through the platform of YouTube (Kuhns, 2014: 1). He makes similar arguments 

to Rosenberg about the advantageous nature of including beatboxing in modern-day music pedagogy 

and provided practical explanations of the history of the genre, its techniques, and existing notated work. 

In the absence of similar work on didjeridu beatboxing, many features of flute beatboxing identified in 

Kuhns’ work can be extrapolated to didjeridu beatboxing. For instance, as with flute beatboxing, 

didjeridu beatboxing has a presence of internet tutorials which are the genre’s primary form of knowledge 

transmission. 

However, one thing that Kuhns does not mention is beatbox battles; battles are not a major part 

of flute beatboxing. These battles are a component of beatboxing which strongly link it to its hip-hop 

roots. Beatbox battles are, in many ways, comparable to (the more famous concept of) rap battles (with 

rapping being one of hip-hop’s four elements). Rap battles are contests between two or more individuals, 

with the aim being to outdo the opponent with more ingenious and technically demanding rapping 

(Edwards, 2009: 28). Both rap battles and beatbox battles have organised leagues and tournaments. 

Within the sphere of didjeridu beatboxing, these hip-hop influences are evidenced in the Didj to Didj 

festival. 

The first Didj to Didj festival was held in 2014, with successive festivals occurring most years 

since. The most recent festival was marketed as follows (Festival Didg to Didg 5ème edition, 2019) (trans. 

O. Morrell): 

 

This event, which is held over two days, offers didgeridoo players from around the world the 

opportunity to share their music on stage in didgeridoo battles! As a soloist or in a duet, those 

who most impress the judges will make it to the final. The competition is also complemented by 

stands, entertainment and concerts linked to the themes of the festival: the didgeridoo, 

sustainable development, cohesion, arts and crafts, and alternative lifestyle. 
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This description makes it clear that, despite there being specific festival themes, the 

“didgeridoo battles” are its most visible aspect. As well as there being numerous videos on YouTube of 

battles from the festival
2

, an insight can be gained into these battles from the French didjeridu artist 

Gauthier Aubé (2019), who wrote about his experience of attending the third iteration of the festival in 

2016: 

 

It works just like any [other] beatbox battle. The event begins with the qualifying rounds, where 

32 players play on stage in sequences of 3 minutes each. Towards the end of the afternoon, 16 

candidates are selected for the next round that takes place the following day. This is when the 

‘proper battles’ begin… Two players compete against each other by playing two sessions of 1½ 

minutes each. The jury then votes based on a set of criteria such as originality of performance 

or yet stage presence. Only one player is chosen for the quarter finals and the same principle 

applies till the finals. 

 

Aubé goes on to explain how the festival can be positioned within the broader “evolution” of 

didjeridu festivals in France (which began in 2002 with Le Rêve de l'Aborigène) and exploits its 

competitive aspect as a means of “nurture[ing] motivation around European didgeridoo playing”. 

However, whilst the festival is a platform for good-natured didjeridu engagement and competition, Aubé 

is more critical of the competitive aspect of the festival, claiming that, in the context of the festival’s 

battles, “the didgeridoo remained merely an instrument at the service of technique”. He highlights the 

broader shift towards didjeridu playing being more “heavily influenced by the spirit of beatbox”, and 

that, whilst he doesn’t necessarily agree with this change, Didj to Didj meets the expectations of the many 

people who prefer to embrace these stronger references to hip-hop culture. 

 

The didjeridu community in France 

Gauthier Aubé is one of the most established figures within the French didjeridu community, 

both as a performer and as an educator. Zalem Delarbre (a competitor at Didj to Didj in 2017)   credits 

Aubé as one of his “reference players” when he started to play the didjeridu (Delarbre, 2020). Delarbre 

himself is a major proponent of didjeridu beatboxing – indeed, the Didj to Didj festival was created by 

him (Aubé, 2019). 

Thus, it is clear that there is a connection, cohesion, and mutual support across the didjeridu 

community in France. For example, Aubé and Delarbre performed together at Le Rêve de l'Aborigène 

 
2

 The YouTube channel associated with the festival is called Didgeridoo Battles and can be found at 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCBv-fXjADPJhI-xGHnFWkJA. 
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in 2016,
3

 and much more recently (in March 2020), Aubé released a short video of himself playing the 

didjeridu as a “little tribute to his friend Zalem Delarbre”.
4

 However, what is also important to note about 

this community is the broad scope of different opinions on how the didjeridu should be played – 

Delarbre is more supportive than Aubé of the move towards the more competitive aspects of hip-hop 

beatboxing. 

To enhance this picture of the didjeridu community in France, it is helpful to investigate how it 

is connected with that of the rest of the world. Perhaps the most striking example of this was at the 2015 

edition of Le Rêve de l’Aborigèn, when they “had the honour of welcoming David Hudson” to perform 

at the festival (Pellissier, 2015). Pellissier, the Artistic Director of the festival at the time, introduced him 

as being one of the “best-known Aboriginal players of our time”. As well as being a performer, Hudson 

has been the subject of interviews by Tietjen (1997) and Koumoulas (2018), offering insights into some 

of the different approaches to playing the didjeridu, which I will refer to shortly. 

 

Different approaches to playing the Didjeridu 

What has become clear is that within the French didjeridu community, there are a variety of 

different approaches to playing the didjeridu. YouTube enables broad discussion of this, given the 

strong presence of both Le Rêve de l’Aborigène and Didj to Didj on the platform. I found two 

contrasting comments (see Figure 1, below) on a video from the 2017 Didj to Didj festival (a battle 

between Zalem Delarbre and Mow). These seem, to me, to represent the two sides of the central 

discussion as to whether it is appropriate to ‘recontextualise’ the didjeridu with characteristics of hip-

hop. 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Comments on the video featuring the battle between Zalem Delarbre and Mow at the 2017 

Didj to Didj festival (Available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FKUO09fLRPY/, Accessed 27 

Apr. 2020) 

 
3

 Their performance can be found at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t7eC_gm3ruE. 
4

 This can be found at https://www.facebook.com/942280052465337/videos/2748672688687383/. 
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The variety of different approaches was also summarised by Neuenfeldt (1994), who devised a 

spectrum of opinions on their legitimacy: on the one hand is the view that the instrument should always 

be considered an integral part of an intricate spiritual tradition, and on the other is that which disregards 

this cultural background, in favour of just “appropriating its musical properties” (Magowan, 2005: 80). 

Explaining how this discourse has come about, Magowan (2005: 94) wrote: 

 

It is partly the mix of continuity and innovation stemming from Aboriginal agency in the 

commercial repositioning of the didjeridu on the world stage that has allowed non-Indigenous 

performers and audiences to take part in making new meanings around the didjeridu” 

 

David Hudson (in Koumoulas, 2018: 89), expressed some dissatisfaction with the incorporation 

of hip-hop elements with the didjeridu, saying that: 

 

People these days, especially throughout Europe […] don’t play it [the didjeridu] the way I was 

taught to play it. They now play it in a very hip-hop style, and so when I hear it, I go, “I don’t 

like that sound, that’s a European style […] I’m not interested in it […] They’re not playing it how 

the instrument should be played. 

 

 Nonetheless, whilst Hudson is personally against this style of playing, he goes on to acknowledge 

that: 

 

They’ve taken it to a new modern realm, and if that’s how they want to play it, all right fine […] 

They also have to understand that it’s an instrument that we are happy for people to learn it and 

play it […] The important thing is that they give back the knowledge that the didgeridoo comes 

from Australia.” 

 

Whilst his final point here appears to resolve the fact that people should be free to incorporate 

these hip-hop elements so long as they acknowledge the heritage of the didjeridu, a further potential area 

of contention arises, concerning the ‘New Age’ “romanticised appropriation of Indigenous spirituality” 

which “de-contextualise Indigenous beliefs and erase their cultural histories of dispossession, racism and 

oppression in the process” (Hudson with Tietjen, 1997). In connection with this, he draws attention to 

the problems of stereotyping Aboriginal people and culture, such as believing that they all “play the 

didgeridoo”, “throw boomerangs”, and “speak the same language” (Koumoulas, 2018: 83). 
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 Despite these possible areas of contention, it seems that Hudson is generally supportive of the 

didjeridu community in France, given that he agreed to perform at Le Rêve de l’Aborigène in 2015. It 

is perhaps due to the festival’s sensitive treatment of Aboriginal history and politics that this is the case. 

 

Conclusion  

The didjeridu is familiar with being entangled with “Indigenous and non-Indigenous uses and 

meanings” (Magowan, 2005: 81). This incorporation of non-Indigenous aspects can be considered are 

re-contextualisations – this has sometimes been called decontextualisation when viewed as being 

culturally insensitive. I have found that in France, within the present-day, there is a well-connected 

community of didjeridu players, united by their common interest in the instrument. This is evidenced 

by the overlap between the themes of Didj to Didj and those associated with Le Rêve de l'Aborigène, 

along with the same individuals being involved with the different festivals. This community can be 

considered an example of “global appropriation by non-Indigenous peoples” (Magowan, 2005: 80) and 

includes examples from across Neuenfeldt’s (1994) spectrum of the legitimacy of different approaches 

to playing the didjeridu. 

This community is responsive to present-day artistic trends, including the rising popularity of hip-

hop art forms and rap and beatbox battles becoming increasingly mainstream. It seems to me that, whilst 

the identity of Le Rêve de l’Aborigène is close to being exclusively defined by its references to the New 

Age movement, the identity of Didj to Didj is much more of a fusion, being most strongly defined by its 

references to hip-hop. Neither festival seems to be at odds with the Aboriginal rights causes, but I can 

see that the emphasis that Didj to Didj places on the competitive aspect risks alienating proponents of 

retaining Aboriginal context.  
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Phanerozoic Mass Extinction: Why the end-Ordovician, end-Permian and 

end-Cretaceous were major events. 

 

Rosie Adams, 1st Year Undergraduate, Geography 
 

 

The Phanerozoic Eon spanned from around 541 Ma to the present, during which, rapid 

expansion and evolution occurred, making it an important geological period (Augustyn et al, 2016). 

Sepkoski (1986, pg. 278) explained that a major extinction involved a “substantial increase in the 

amount of extinction,” in relation to the surrounding periods, for multiple geographically widespread 

higher taxa. Newell (1967) hypothesised that mass extinctions occurred as sea levels changed, but as 

more evidence for extinction events has become available it has been recognised that mass extinctions 

are multicausal. Kill mechanisms include Anoxia, global warming, ocean acidification, and changes in 

atmospheric greenhouse gases. Bambach (2006) explains that the comparison of extinction data for 5 

of the extinction incidents during the Phanerozoic illustrated that only the end Ordovician, end 

Permian, and end Cretaceous appear as global scale events. This essay will discuss why the main 

extinction events to characterise the Phanerozoic were the end Ordovician, end Permian and end 

Cretaceous, and what occurred during these major phenomena. 

The first of these major extinctions to occur was the End Ordovician. Stanley (2014) states the 

end of this period brought about climatic cooling and a global drop in sea level by an ice sheet forming 

in the centre of the Gondwanaland continent as it moved over the south pole. This glacial period is 

evidenced by isotopically heavier Oxygen-18 enriched in the calcium carbonate secreted by marine 

organisms e.g., fossil brachiopod shells. End Ordovician extinction occurred in two distinctive pulses; 

the first pulse of extinction began in the early Hirnantian around 445 Ma, (Bond and Grasby, 2017) 

and affected tropical taxa most significantly due to the global cooling associated with glaciation (Hallam 

and Wignall, 1999). The drop in temperature and regression in sea level led to extensive extinction of 

marine life (Stanley, 2014), for example, all pelagic trilobites, most graptolites, some conodonts, and 

nautiloids from within the water column. In deep and shallow marine environments, benthic organisms 

on the seabed were the most impacted, Harper et al (2014), along with bryozoans, brachiopods, 

trilobites, and bivalve populations (Hallam and Wignall, 1999). Stanley (2014) discusses the impact on 

fauna; stromatoporoids as well as several species of reef building coral went extinct as global sea 

temperatures shifted. The second pulse of extinction occurred due to a strong sea level rise and 

widespread anoxia; the species that had survived the first period of extinction were then removed 

completely, e.g. conodonts (Harper et al, 2014). This second pulse was smaller and mainly targeted 
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cool-water species that had migrated towards the equator as the ice sheet was forming (Stanley, 2014). 

The Late Ordovician was the second most deadly mass extinction of the Phanerozoic, behind the end 

Permian, killing 86% of all species (Bond and Grasby, 2017). This extinction was mainly focused on 

marine taxa; more than half of all marine life died out due to climate change resulting in stark 

ecosystems being left (Stanley, 2014; Bond and Grasby, 2017). 

The end of Permian mass extinction occurred around 252 Ma and was described by Payne and 

Clapham (2012, pg. 89) as “the greatest loss of biodiversity in the history of animal life.” There was an 

estimated 96% loss of marine life and a 70% loss of terrestrial species (Penn et al, 2018). Newell (1967) 

suggests that this extinction event was caused by sea level fall, however new evidence suggests many 

mechanisms including anoxia, volcanism, ocean acidification, global warming, or ozone destruction 

could have been involved (Bond and Grasby, 2017). Cui and Kump (2015) found the prime cause for 

this extinction was global warming due to the Siberian Trap eruption; the findings of Reichow et al 

(2009) conclude the volcanic eruptions caused the mass extinction as the period of volcanism is 

synchronous with the end Permian crisis. The volcanic CO2 emissions and sulphur drove volcanic 

degassing, leading to long-term warming. Payne and Clapham (2012) suggest volcanism destroyed the 

ozone layer which led to terrestrial extinctions, while anoxia and temperature changes decreased 

marine biodiversity. Cui and Kump (2015) concluded that Late Permian tropical water temperatures 

would have reached as high as 35˚C and as a result of this change to marine life and reduction in 

competition, stromatolites were able to return in subtropical shallow waters (Stanley, 2014). Terrestrial 

vertebrates were majorly impacted, for example, the therapsid genera (reptiles that evolved to create 

mammals) (Rubridge and Sidor, 2001). Payne and Clapham (2012) outline the impact on invertebrate 

groups: Trilobites, rugose and tabulate corals, and brachiopod populations were made extinct. 

Terrestrial flora was also impacted; woody conifer and gymnosperm populations were decimated and 

replaced y lycopods, meaning forests disappeared (Stanley, 2014). 

The end Cretaceous mass extinction (also known as K-T extinction, (Augustyn et al, 2020)) 

occurred around 66 Ma, making it the most recent of the 3 events (Chiarenza et al, 2020). The demise 

of dinosaurs made this the most well-known extinction crisis, however, its classification as a major 

event was due to the variety of marine life, terrestrial vertebrates, and invertebrates that were made 

extinct (Bambach, 2006; Stanley, 2014). The K-T extinction coincided with 2 planetary-scale natural 

disturbances: an asteroid impact and heightened volcanism (Chiarenza et al, 2020). Hull et al (2020) 

indicate that the asteroid, known as Chicxulub, produced a crater around 200km wide on impact. 

Chicxulub added billions of tons of sulphur and CO2 to the atmosphere and the impact of super-

heated material causing molten ejecta to fall from the sky. This raised temperatures near the impact 
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site, causing heat stress and death up to thousands of kilometres away.  Heightened volcanism 

occurred due to the eruption of 500,000 km
3

 of magma from the Deccan Traps; this released volatiles, 

e.g. SO2, which impacted marine life by causing ocean acidification. However, Tyrrell et al (2015) 

concluded that this acidification was not responsible for the marine extinction as the level of sulphur in 

the ocean from the episodic eruptions was not lethal. Therefore, the impact of Chicxulub was the main 

reason for the K-T extinction, (Chiarenza et al, 2020), which saw the disappearance of entire groups, 

most famously non-avian dinosaurs, however marine and flying reptiles, as well as ammonites also went 

extinct (Schulte et al, 2010). Ejecta from the asteroid impact destroyed heterogenous forest ecosystems 

and caused an overall loss of diverse vegetation. Other groups e.g., planktic foraminifera and 

calcareous nannofossils also suffered extensively; they did not experience species level extinction, but 

their reduction caused starvation further up the food chain. Roughly only 13% of the total planktonic 

foraminifera genera survived this crisis (Augustyn et al, 2020). 

This essay has outlined how the 3 mass extinctions occurred and why they qualified as major 

events. The end- Permian was the greatest extinction crisis in geological history, affecting both marine 

and terrestrial life, and was caused by a period of volcanism. Evidence suggests multiple disturbances 

can act as kill mechanisms as the end, e.g. Ordovician was caused by a period of glaciation creating a 

drop in sea-level. The Cretaceous was the most recent of these major events,  with the demise of 

dinosaurs but also greatly impacting the biodiversity of other marine and terrestrial flora and fauna, 

which classified it as major extinction.  
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Popperian Science and Particle Physics: Is Popper successful in showing how 

science can proceed rationally without inductive inference?  

 

Imogen Forbes, 3rd Year Undergraduate, Physics 
 

 

In this essay I will argue that Popper is not successful in showing how science can proceed 

rationally without inductive inference- his arguments describe a schema for science that results in regress 

and irrational working practices for scientists. In an attempt to overcome this seeming shortfall in his 

methodology there seems to be an inevitability of induction seeping back into Popper’s method. I will 

consider the Humean problem of induction, Popper’s view on this and how it affects his methodology 

(§1) before progressing to examine criticisms of this. I will examine the incompatibility of Popper’s stance 

with the progression of science through the lens of the Duhem-Quine Thesis (§2), focusing particularly 

on its applications in physics by considering the OPERA neutrino experiment at CERN, which highlights 

how Popperian anti-inductivism impedes modern physics (§3) and prevents rational progression in 

science. 

 

1. The Problem of Induction and Popper’s Scientific Method 

From the 17th century onwards an increasingly empirical approach was taken in science: this is 

evidenced through influential works such as Bacon’s Novum Organon, which highlighted the role of 

induction in science, that is, 

 

“the inferential process by which observation, suitably controlled, is regarded as conferring an 

affidavit of reliability” (Howson 2000, 6) 

 

The notion of induction seems fundamental to our everyday lives: we use the knowledge that we have 

acquired through repeated experiences to draw generalisations and to set a precedent for our future 

actions. However, as promising as inductive inference sounds, it faces one major stumbling block: no 

inductive inference from the observed to the unobserved can be deductive. Whilst we typically assume 

that the future resembles the past, this really is no more than a mere expectation. Furthermore, an 

inductive principle requires only a single statement to falsify it. For example, say I make the general 

statement that “all metals are solids at room temperature.” I can provide a host of singular statements 

which suggest this, for instance, ‘iron is a metal and is solid at room temperature’ and likewise for gold, 
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copper, silver and so on. However, it only takes for someone to enlighten me about mercury’s liquid 

state at room temperature and my inductive generalisation is proven wrong. 

Hume’s problem of induction follows as such, as he asks, 

 

“by what means a superior number of equal chances operates upon the mind and produces 

belief and assent, since it appears that it is neither by arguments derived from demonstration, 

nor from probability” (1739, I.III.XI) 

 

Simply, how do we quantify the number of observations necessary to make an inductive inference when 

it could always be false, and that in many cases the repeated collection of data still does not detract from 

the notion that one contradictory argument could show it to be erroneous? The question as to whether 

inductive inferences are justified still stands as a problem of induction today.  

This “skeleton in the cupboard of Inductive Logic” (Broad 1952, 143) provides a motivating 

factor for Popper’s methodology. Popper rejects the usage of inductive inference in science- instead, he 

adopts a method of falsification which is based solely on deduction through the process of conjecture 

and refutation. By Popper’s method, science is orientated around the making of risky predictions, with 

rigorous experimental tests serving as a means of attempting to falsify these predictions. A theory is never 

taken to be true due to withstanding several attempts to falsify it, and induction is not to be used as a 

means of confirming a theory in Popper’s framework. To Popper, this system is entirely rational due to 

its focus on deductive processes. However, does it allow science to proceed?  

 

2. Progression of Science and the Duhem-Quine Thesis 

A potential problem with Popper’s methodology is that falsification struggles to deal with the 

complexity of modern science. When we test a theory, we do not solely test that theory: we are testing 

many auxiliary laws and statements that are necessary to derive the prediction. As Duhem and Quine 

suggest, 

 

“These observational conditionals are implied only by the theory as a whole. If any of them 

proves false, then the theory is false, but on the face of it there is no saying which of the 

component sentences of the theory is to blame” (Quine 1981, 70) 

 

The Duhem-Quine thesis, therefore, suggests that in falsification we cannot explicitly tell if we have 

falsified the statement in question or if we have falsified other typically accepted conjectures in science. 

Whilst it seems intuitive to say that we accept general laws as they have been successful in the past, by 

Popper’s anti-inductivist stance, we cannot advocate as such, as inductive inference cannot stand as 
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confirmation of these assumptions. Therefore we are left in a position where we seem unable to identify 

where our hypothesis is failing: if we cannot fully interpret the outcomes of our experiments, how then 

can we expect science to proceed?  

Popper does offer us a response to the Duhem-Quine thesis. Firstly, he argues that hypotheses should 

be bold: hence they should be precise and surprising if they were true, suggesting that the scope of the 

hypothesis should be narrow. If then there is falsification that may potentially be due to the web of 

auxiliary assumptions, the Popperian would have us return to this web and go about forming conjectures 

and refutations to test these auxiliary assumptions.  This, therefore, ensures we can know which element 

of our theory is falsified rather than basing our deduction on inductive inference or ad hoc acceptance 

of auxiliary assumptions.  

 

3. Popperian Principles and their Incompatibility with Modern Physics: considering the OPERA 

Experiment 

However, Popper’s response is also problematic. Firstly, we can ask how this applies in the 

context of modern science and how care must be taken to ensure we do not enter a period of regress. 

To demonstrate this, I am going to consider the anomalous result observed at the 2011 Oscillation 

Project with Emulsion-tRacking Apparatus (OPERA) Experiment at CERN, which aimed to explore the 

oscillation of muon neutrinos into tau neutrinos.  Yet it observed “that the neutrinos travel at a velocity 

20 parts per million above the speed of light, nature’s cosmic speed limit.” (CERN, 2011) If this result 

had been seen as falsification at the outset, it would have had the potential to disprove Einstein’s special 

relativity which, to the Popperian, would certainly be a risky prediction, as it would change how we view 

the world.  

How do we proceed here? We have evidence that appears to falsify a core belief in science, on 

which so many of our structures in modern science are built upon. To the Popperian, the next step is to 

narrow the hypothesis and test the auxiliary assumptions that underlie this theory.  However, this is 

cutting edge physics: it builds upon the accumulation of centuries of physical knowledge to draw these 

concepts and ideas. As Duhem writes,  

 

“physical science…cannot be made to function except when the parts that are most remote from 

it are called into play” (1991, 187-188) 

 

There are a plethora of aspects to modern science, and it seems absurd for the scientist to attempt to 

falsify all of these, without any inductive principle, it appears as though we cannot assume any of them 

to be correct. Thus the scientist is resigned to this period of regress where he is merely testing the laws 
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and auxiliaries he previously believed to be correct. Surely this is irrational scientific practice? 

Furthermore, there is the potentiality of entering a period of infinite regress: it would take a scientist their 

whole lifetime, if not more, to test the complex web undermining the neutrino problem alone. How, 

then, is the scientist expected to stay motivated if their life’s work is attempting to deconstruct their basis 

of knowledge? As Imre Lakatos remarked, “You know a scientist who wants to falsify his theory?” (Smith 

1981, 49) 

Popper does respond to this issue in his later work, ‘The Logic of Scientific Discovery’, 

 

“Testability ad infinitum and the absence of ultimate statements which are not in need of tests 

does create a problem…sooner or later we have to stop…I only demand that every such statement 

must be capable of being tested.” (2002, 26) 

 

This response to is unsatisfactory: surely by stating that something is capable of being tested, we are 

assuming its potential outcome, and deducing a general statement from the possibilities of a singular 

statement. This thus bears a glaring resemblance to the strategy of induction that Popper sought to avoid, 

and it seems as though the inductive inference is beginning to seep back into Popper’s theory in his 

attempt to rectify the problem of infinite regress.  

Furthermore, is every basic statement that we make capable of being tested? Returning to our 

example of the OPERA experiment at CERN, there is a basis of quantum mechanical principles here: 

as scientists at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology have shown, neutrino oscillation occurs due to 

quantum effects and that “neutrinos can be in superposition, without individual identities” (Chu 2016). 

Quantum mechanical principles are based on probabilities and uncertainties: how then can Popper’s 

view allow for this? We cannot find a statement of falsification: there is still a potentiality that the particle 

will be in a certain state or region, even if it is less probable. 

Conversely, probabilistic theories fit well within an inductivist stance: a singular statement is made 

about an event’s occurrence, a general probabilistic statement can be derived from this and the system 

can still be proven wrong by one opposing occurrence. Therefore, inductivism is compatible with 

probabilistic theory, and by rejecting inductive inference, Popper rejects probabilistic theories. This 

restricts the progression of science through the incompatibility of his stance with quantum theory, for 

example. Yet this is a dynamic field in modern science: consider quantum computing, for example. It 

has the potential to be used across a wide range of scientific disciplines, showing an increased usage of 

probabilities in science. As we proceed in our use of probabilistic theories, Popperian science does not 

proceed with us: therefore, its neglect of this through its opposition to inductive inference is entirely 

irrational.  
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If we look back to the example of the OPERA experiment, we can further determine the role of 

an inductive and empirical viewpoint by considering the outcome of this experiment. The ‘faster-than-

light’ neutrinos were eventually disproved: not by consideration of the base assumptions or by a fault in 

the theory, but due to a poorly fitted fibre optic cable and an error in the synchronisation of two clock 

oscillators. An instrumentation error led to the generation of these false results: however, through 

Popper’s schema, we seem forced into the conjecture of theories- we are not led to consider systematic 

error in the instrumentation used. Furthermore, this error was only realised in light of contradictory 

evidence from a similar project at CERN, ICARUS, and by considering data from other laboratories 

which had undertaken the same experiment, even though OPERA had appeared to falsify the cosmic 

speed limit. Without the empirical nature and inductivism used in this research, would we have reached 

the rational conclusion of an issue with equipment? If we rely solely on Popperian anti-inductivism, we 

reach a crisis point: we could either be reconstructing our science around the idea that special relativity 

is false or still be testing a web of assumptions in the vain hope of falsifying an auxiliary. These highlights 

the irrationality of Popper’s view and its impediment to science, rather than allowing it to proceed. 

  

Conclusion 

Popper is not successful in showing how science can proceed rationally without inductive 

inference. By considering the Duhem-Quine Thesis, we see how testing a theory presents us with an 

array of complexities and the potential for regress or a lack of motivation for the scientist. Through 

considering the example of the OPERA experiment at CERN, we can clearly see how Popper’s method 

is incompatible with the probabilistic nature of modern science, and how retaining Popper’s deductive 

arguments is irrational in light of how compatible this is with inductive inference.   
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Who is Christ for John Hick? A critical evaluation of his Christology. 

 

Sian Parker, 2nd Year Undergraduate, Theology 
 

 

Modern globalisation has confronted western countries with the uncomfortable implications of 

perceived Christian superiority. This has caused Christians, in particular, to regard other religions in new 

ways. Hick enters into this debate on interreligious relations as a Christian interested in reinterpreting 

the traditional credal assertion that Jesus Christ is both fully divine and uniquely salvific: ‘true God from 

true God, begotten, not made, one in Being with the Father…For us men [sic] and for our salvation, he 

came down from heaven.’
1

 Hick proposes that Jesus is merely one path among many towards an 

understanding of the divine and ultimate salvation. This raises several questions about the integrity of 

living with religious difference and the validity of a universal framework of religious pluralism. This 

pluralist framework can be read as promoting the view that various key religious claims are equal and 

incompatible claims are frustrations that require erasure. This new interpretation of Jesus’ divinity and 

salvific power proposed by Hick hints at the problematic nature of his pluralism, suggesting that a 

refiguring of Christology is not required in religious and theological discourse except to validate Hick’s 

own paradigm. Finally, it is important to consider what implications Hick’s Christology, and the 

consequences of its outworking, have on the growing interest in interfaith dialogue throughout the 

twentieth century. 

Hick’s issue with orthodox Christology is rooted in his discontent with Christianity’s influence 

on western imperialism. ‘Christian superiority’ is, Hick argues, at the heart of western colonialism, and 

indicates the desire to culturally dominate subjugated nations.
2

 Colonialism not only sought wealth 

acquisition, but also the mission to bring the absolute truth of Christianity, and by association the 

superiority of western Christian culture, to peoples perceived as inferior.
3

 The rise of globalisation in the 

twentieth century, with its concomitant international migration and spread of information, has brought 

this colonial narrative into question, as it has required western Christians to recognise that non-Christians 

are not, in fact, less morally upstanding or more in need of correction than Christians. Accompanying 

this undermining of traditional Christian centrality is the question of how Christian orthodoxy can 

operate in conjunction with conflicting truth claims. 

 
1

 Nicene Creed, http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/credo.htm (accessed 19/01/2021). 
2

 John Hick, ‘The Non-Absoluteness of Christianity’, in The Myth of Christian Uniqueness, ed. by Hick, John and Knitter, 

Paul F (London: SCM Press Ltd, 1988), p.18. 
3

 Hick, ‘The Non-Absoluteness of Christianity’, pp.18-19. 
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First, Hick establishes the framework through which he problematises orthodox Christology. His 

pluralist framework is heavily informed and influenced by Immanuel Kant’s transcendental realism:  

 

‘I think of Kant as the greatest philosopher of the western world…In my own epistemology of 

religion I have used Kant’s noumenal/phenomenal distinction in a way which he would not have 

sanctioned: transcategorical ultimate noumenal reality of which the phenomenal appearances in 

terms of different human conceptual systems (and spiritual practices) are the various God figures 

and non-personal ‘absolutes’ of the different major religions. This offers a religious 

interpretation of religion.’
4

 

 

Through viewing religious truth claims as phenomenal responses to an ultimate noumenal truth, which 

Hick calls the ‘Real’, Hick establishes the criterion by which pluralism can pass judgement on religious 

beliefs: the phenomena are true insofar as they reflect and point towards the noumenal Real, the ‘ultimate 

noumenal reality’. 

Hick then posits that the best way to judge a tradition’s validity as a response to the Real is through 

the fruits of its labours. This is tied up with Hick’s soteriology, which is a self-improvement project as 

much as anything else: religious phenomena are true if they provide a ‘context of human transformation 

from natural self-centeredness to a new orientation centered in the Transcendent…expressed in an inner 

peace and joy and in compassionate love for others.’
5

This, coupled with the reality that non-Christians 

are seen in so many contexts to be as moral and good as Christian, suggests to Hick that other religious 

traditions are equally valid expressions of, and responses to, the noumenal divine reality.
6

 In light of this, 

Hick claims, Christological soteriology is reduced to an ‘arbitrary and unrealistic’ assertion of Christian 

superiority which has its roots in western imperialism.
7

 

Hick’s work in comparative religion is reflected in comparative religious discourse and catechesis 

of the twentieth century. While the Roman Catholic Church traditionally held that nulla extra ecclesiam 

salus (‘there is no salvation outside the Church’), this was abandoned in favour of viewing all as equally 

saved by Jesus Christ, whether or not they accepted that truth. Lumen Gentium, promulgation arising 

from the Second Vatican Council of 1962-5, teaches that: 

 

‘the [Christian] plan of salvation also includes those who acknowledge the Creator. In the first 

place amongst these there are the Muslims, who, professing to hold the faith of Abraham, along 

with us adore the one and merciful God, who on the last day will judge mankind. Nor is God 

 
4

 John Hick, Letter to Peter Heath, 11th December 2002. 
5

 John Hick, ‘The Possibility of Religious Pluralism’, Religious Studies 33.2 (1997) p.162. 
6

 Gavin D’Costa, The Meeting of Religions and the Trinity (Edinburgh: T&T Clark Ltd, 2000) p.25. 
7

 Hick, ‘The Non-Absoluteness of Christianity’, p.25. 
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far distant from those who in shadows and images seek the unknown God, for it is He who gives 

to all men [sic] life and breath and all things, and as Saviour wills that all men [sic] be saved.’
8

 

 

Hick views this move from exclusivism to a kind of inclusivism which includes those seeking truth as 

well as those who have already found it in Abrahamic faith, as inadequate and essentially a continued 

assertion of exclusivist and assumed Christian superiority ‘expressed in less blatant and less offensive 

ways.’
9

 Hick believes statements such as that found in Lumen Gentium maintain that Christ is still 

uniquely salvific, and Christ’s salvation is still viewed as ultimate and absolute; while there is an attempt 

to decentre Christianity, the ultimate conclusion in these arguments is that Christianity is still superior, 

but that this superiority should be conveyed politely. If Hick is right, then there is certainly an unpleasant 

element of patronising paternalism in the Roman Catholic social teaching about interfaith relations, 

which elicits sympathy with his central dictum that we should remove the centrality of Christ and progress 

from a tacitly imperialist inclusivism to a truly pluralistic view. 

Hick’s Christology challenges both inclusivism and orthodox Christology by viewing Christ as an 

exemplary human, endorsed and favoured by God but not intrinsically divine. Rather than the hypostatic 

union of the divine and the human which typifies Christology, Jesus is instead ‘so powerfully God-

conscious that his life vibrated, as it were, to the divine life’
10

: while Jesus is not identical with God, he is 

nevertheless the best example we have of a perfect response to the divine reality. In this sense, Jesus is 

not unique for Hick, and theoretically represents something that any human would be capable of 

achieving: a life of God-consciousness. This places Jesus in the same category as other laudable 

individuals who have come to be viewed as intrinsically divine. Indeed, Hick goes so far as to say that 

Jesus would, in a different culture, be seen as a Hindu Avatar or Buddhist Bodhisattva. These would be 

‘appropriate expressions…of the same spiritual reality’.
11

 The interpretation of Jesus as literally God is 

culturally bound, influenced by a mythological language which exalts him as ‘analogous to that of the 

notion of divine sonship ascribed in the ancient world to a king’.
12

 Jesus has a special relationship with 

the divine but is himself a human being responding to a transcendental truth that is separate from his 

own identity. 

Hick maintains a privileged position of enlightenment for Jesus but ascribes theology which goes 

further and affirms Christ’s divinity to a misinterpretation of language used to talk about Jesus and God 

 
8

 Lumen Gentium, http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-

gentium_en.html (accessed 19/01/2021). 
9

 Hick, ‘The Non-Absoluteness of Christianity’, p.21. 
10

 John Hick, ‘Jesus and the World Religions’, in The Myth of God Incarnate, ed. by Hick, J. (London: SCM Press Ltd, 

1977), p.172. 
11

 Hick, ‘Jesus and the World Religions’, p.176. 
12

 Hick, ‘Jesus and the World Religions’, p.178. 
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in the Christian scriptural and theological tradition. In misinterpreting titles traditionally ascribed to Jesus 

- Son of God, God incarnate, and so on - we have arrived at an understanding of Jesus which has 

‘escalated from a metaphorical…to a metaphysical’.
13

 This leads to Hick defining Jesus’ divinity as 

mythological, defined in this context as ‘a story which is told but which is not literally true, or an idea or 

image which is applied to something or someone but which does not literally apply, but which invites a 

particular attitude in its hearers’.
14

 This in turn informs what Hick defines salvation as conversion of 

character through an authentic response to the Real. 

In this reinterpretation of Jesus, in which Christ is reduced to neither of one substance with God 

nor the centre of human salvation, Hick changes more than just orthodox Christology: he changes 

Christianity from a religion that promotes a view of salvation as an unmerited gift to one in which humans 

can, through their own efforts, become enlightened and deified individuals. In the Deutero-Pauline letter 

to the Ephesians, the writer asserts that ‘by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your 

own doing; it is the gift of God— not the result of works, so that no one may boast’ (Ephesians 2. 8-9). 

This has strong implications for the place of grace in Christian soteriology: instead of being freely given, 

salvation must be earned. 

Hick sees Christ’s uniquely salvific position as stemming from linguistic crossed wires, reinforced 

by Christianity being an imperial and colonial religion throughout much of modern history. This results 

in orthodox Christological assertions being nothing more than an ill-guided impediment in the human 

pursuit of the transcendental Real. This view changes the fundamental Christian definition of God. By 

excluding the possibility of Jesus as literally God, Hick undermines key tenets of Christian systematic 

theology - trinitarianism, soteriological grace, and the full and perfect atonement of Jesus’ crucifixion - 

which in turns dismantles more than just the privileged position of Jesus. 

While Hick concedes that Jesus does truly and literally reflect the nature and essence of God,
15

 

this still leaves an uncomfortable tension between, on one hand, Christ being uniquely salvific, and on 

the other being one of a plurality of equally valid phenomenological expression of the noumenal Real. 

The question remains: if Christ perfectly reflects God, which is itself a step away from but not entirely 

dichotomous to orthodox Christology, what of other religious truth claims about the nature of God? If 

Hick is correct that Christ cannot be claimed as uniquely salvific, it seems reasonable to question whether 

any exclusive religious claim at all can be fairly asserted, or if all must be subject to the same demotion. 

Implicit in Hick’s Christology is the assumption that contradictory beliefs between different religions can 

coexist without problems. If this is the case, the task is not limited to decolonising Christ but to eradicate 

 
13

 Hick, ‘Jesus and the World Religions’, p.176. 
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all incompatible claims within all religions. If Christ cannot be considered the ultimate and final 

revelation of God in the world, then nor can any other truth claim regarding ultimate revelation be 

accepted: Mohammed cannot be the definite and final messenger of Allah, nor can there ever be a 

Jewish Messiah. This results not in elevating faiths to an equal level but denigrating them as all equally 

wrong. Gavin D’Costa argues that Hick ‘mystifies, rather than illuminates, the nature of the Real’
16

; it is 

difficult to avoid the conclusion that Hick reduces all religious traditions as equally wrong rather than 

equally right. A more elegant solution would be there are several legitimate self-revelations of God, 

through either incarnation or other means. This would be more affirming and would afford the dignity 

and respect to different religious traditions that are necessary for interreligious dialogue. If orthodox 

Christology were accepted, but situated alongside other exclusive and uniquely salvific truth claims in a 

system which allowed for different, even contradictory, phenomena to point us towards the Real, this 

would avoid the theological mystification, even nihilism, of Hick’s desire to reduce all truth, claims to 

the lowest common denominator. 

The key problem in Hick’s pluralism is, rather, that there is simply no need to make all religious 

truth claims cohere. The widely accepted Christian view of Jesus as literally God and uniquely salvific is 

incompatible with central tenets of other faiths, but this is not a problem that needs ironing out, and 

Hick only asserts that it is so because of the historical relationship between Christianity and colonialism. 

In terms of interreligious dialogue, the arena in which pluralism becomes most important, there is no 

expectation from Christians that other religious truth claims be nullified; likewise, there is no indication 

that peoples of faiths other than Christianity expect Christians to abandon their central doctrines. In A 

Common Word Between Us and You, an open letter written by Muslim leaders and published in 

response to a controversial address by Pope Benedict XVI, it is made clear that both Christians and 

Muslims need to respect the differences between their religious beliefs while searching for common 

ground. The letter seeks to establish the ‘common word’ of love - loving God and loving one’s neighbour 

- despite the fact that ‘Islam and Christianity are obviously different religions—and…there is no 

minimising some of their formal differences’.
17

 This is not a view Hick considers, perhaps due to an 

overriding desire to remove the historical privilege of Christianity and in doing so restore parity among 

competing faith traditions.  

Hick has been shown earlier in this essay to see the need for pluralism and a new Christology as 

largely due to the problems of widespread Christian imperialism; while the decolonisation of Christianity 

is an important task, Hick’s blinkered approach leads him to become uninterested in praxis, instead 

focus on pluralist ideology at the expense of fostering good dialogue. Hick sees the divinity of Jesus, and 
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the claim of Christ’s uniquely salvific power, as an impediment in the development of his pluralist 

schema. In creating a pluralist paradigm, Hick creates problems that are not the result of problematic 

Christology, but of a problem with Hickian pluralism itself. Indeed, Christology in and of itself is not 

imperialist; rather, it has been traditionally exploited for colonial ends. He creates a paradigm in which 

traditional credal claims of Christology are wrong and then tries to fix that. The solution is not to insist 

on the illegitimacy of Christ’s divinity, but instead to redress the way that the divinity claim is used to 

inform praxis. 

Hick’s writing on the role and nature of Jesus Christ is linked to a wider debate about how 

religions can work with one another in an age of globalisation. There is therefore a fundamentally 

pragmatic element to his theorising. Hick seems to believe we need uniformity in thought and framework 

to respect other religious traditions. This seems not to be borne out in reality, as evidenced by the 

overwhelming success of Roman Catholic interfaith relations and dialogue since the Second Vatican 

Council. The Roman Catholic Church has not changed its Christology in recent decades, yet this has 

not undermined or impeded its work or its respect for other faiths.
18

 Christianity can be uncompromising 

in its Christological convictions in such a way as to not require others to subscribe before meaningful 

and positive dialogue can occur. 

Hick’s work focuses on how Christians respond to new encounters with other faiths, and the 

resulting challenge to historical thinking about Jesus as Christ. By highlighting inconsistencies in 

language, the history of perceived Christian superiority and the problems inherent in seeing Jesus as 

uniquely salvific, Hick suggests the need for a new way of thinking about how we evaluate the validity of 

religious claims, which he terms ‘pluralism’. He proposes a view of Jesus not as uniquely divine, but as 

one who is in such close communion with God that he can act as a salvific mediator: he is one among 

many valid expressions of the Real. Unfortunately, this view does not hold up to scrutiny. In decentring 

Christianity and challenging key Christological claims, Hick discredits other religious traditions and 

imposes a new kind of religious violence. What is instead needed is an ability, not to work with uniformity 

of opinion, but with an embrace of difference. By recognising the value of the difference in views, cultures 

and experiences, we can more effectively restore dignity to the various religious traditions we inevitably 

encounter in multicultural societies and thereby work together with equity. 
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