
T h e r e ’s  R o s e m a r y  
f o r  R e m e m b r a n c e

By  J o h n  K e e g a n

/15 M em o ria l D ay approaches, how  
m a n y  o f  o u r  s tu d en ts  w ill see it  as 
more than a fu n  three-day weekend or 
the chance to take advantage o f  the lat-
est h o t sa le  a t  the local m all? H ow  
m any will carve out even a small por-
tion o f  the day to honor the approxi-
mately 575,000 m en and  wom en who 
have died in service to our country? As 
a d u lts , i t  is o u r  r e s p o n s ib il i ty  to 
counter the progressive loss o f  m em ory  
that has infected our national life and, 
in p articu la r  on this occasion, to re-
m ind  our students that freedom  is not 
free. We are grateful to the renowned  
h istorian  fo h n  Keegan fo r  g iv in g  us 
this po ignan t picture o f  the extraordi-
nary reverence with which the British 
treat their w ar dead. It is a lesson in 
civic values fo r  all o f  us.

—Editor

^ T  WOULDN’T MIND,” I heard a wom an’s voice sob- 
A b ing  at my elbow. “I w ouldn’t mind if my son 

had been  killed. I w ou ldn 't m ind—if he could be 
here .” Tears stream ed dow n her kindly face. She 
clutched my elbow. “I w ouldn’t mind.” There was a 
scent of roses and mown grass, the reflection of sun-
light from w hite Portland stone, a cool and gentle 
Mediterranean breeze, the promise of heat to come. “I 
wouldn’t mind.”

Oh dear, I thought. Oh dear. I f  only you  knew. We 
were two English people in a primal English setting:

Jolm  Keegan was fo r  m any years senior lecturer a t 
the Royal M ilitary Academ y a t Sandhurst, England, 
and  is now the defense correspondent o f  the London 
Daily Telegraph. He is the author o f  m any books on 
m ilita ry  history, includ ing  The Face of Battle, Six 
Armies in Normandy, The Mask of Command, The 
Price of Admiralty, The Second World War, and  A His-
tory of Warfare. He is a fellow  o f  the Royal Society o f  
Literature. This essay is reprinted fro m  The American 
Scholar, Volume 66, N um ber 3, Sum m er 1997. Copy-
right © 1997 by the author.

greensward, shrubs, flowering peren-
nials, paved walks on which saxifrage 
ro o te d  b e tw e e n  th e  c rack s, long 
walls, statuary, and m onolithic ma-
sonry—an English enclosure far from 
England. Mature trees shut out the 
vista to the landward side, but to the 
seaward there was a gap in the plant-
ing to show blue w ater lapping the 
foot of lim estone crags. Thyme and 
laurel and olive ascended the hillsides, 

|  silver and gray and black to counter- 
;3 point the garden’s lighter and darker 
g greens. “Remember, green is a color,” 
iQ G ertrude Jekyll, the inventor of the 
|  m odern English garden, advised her 
b; pupils; and here, below the hillsides, 
|  arid after summer drought, green was 
|  a brilliant, almost overpowering color. 
® T he grass b e n e a th  o u r  fee t w as 

spongy with the m orning’s watering, 
and yesterday’s and the days’ before.

The landscape beyond the garden was ageless, with 
that Mediterranean agelessness which has captivated 
English travelers since they first began their journeys 
to rediscover, 300 years ago, the classical world their 
ancestors had done so much to overthrow; but the gar-
den was timeless, belonging neither to the present nor 
to the past but to an arrested moment that exists only 
in the English imagination. It is a moment suffused by 
classicism, inspired by the temperate wilderness, but 
transcending both, a moment when the work of man 
comes into equilibrium with the beauty of nature and 
an ideal landscape is brought to perfection.

Where are these landscapes? They surround the En-
glish. Some are accidental, tracts of the English coun-
tryside, a highly artificial creation 4,000 years old in

Above: Tombstone at Beaumont-Hamel, France, marks 
the grave o f an unknown British soldier killed during 
the Battle o f the Somme in World War I.
A t right: A cemetery o f the First World War at Le Trou 
Aid Post, France.
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parts, where contour and woodland—woodland sur-
viving from the primeval or planted in living mem-
ory—combine w ith plough and pasture, hedge and 
wall, to form a vision the English call England. The En-
glish vision is particularly present in the Cotswolds 
west of Oxford, in the South Hams of Devonshire, in 
Thomas Hardy’s Dorset, along the Welsh marches of 
Herefordshire or Shropshire, in Beatrix Potter country 
above the Cumbrian lakes, in the Kipling territory of 
rem oter Kent and Sussex. Yet that vision is also pre-
sent wherever population is sparse, rainfall heavy, and 
agriculture intense but w ith tracts of ancient forest 
land making a patchwork of settlement and emptiness, 
the familiar and the mysterious.

Many are not accidental at all, but the handiwork of 
great landlords and the artists they employed to beau-
tify what was already beautiful in a manner quite alien 
to the environment that soil and climate offered them. 
England is natural broadleaf forest land, with deep top- 
soil in which stone is hard to come by and the indige-
nous flow ering plants are retiring  and m odest on 
color. W ithout relentless human effort, cleared land 
goes back to scrub in a few seasons and to forest in a 
century. Despite the power of these natural forces, En-
glish landowners decided in the 17th century to create 
private landscapes for themselves that defy north Euro-
pean ecology and to impose on their immediate sur-
roundings those elem ents of classicism w hich they 
knew their Italian and many of their French equiva-
lents enjoyed by inheritance. They began to build 
stone palaces in classical style, to lay out severely for-
mal gardens on their doorsteps, and to reorder the 
more distant landscape versions into those idealized 
Italian landscapes painted by Claude Lorrain and Nico-
las Poussin w ith which they filled their picture gal-
leries. There is, within a mile of my house in Wiltshire, 
one of the greatest of English ideal landscapes, the arti-
ficial lakeland garden of Stourhead. I often w onder 
w hether the Hoare family, which created it, was not in-
spired to do so by the southerly vista into Dorset, 
which typifies that vision of an accidentally perfect 
England to which I have referred already. There are 
other such artificial and ideal landscapes at Blenheim 
and Ditchley north  of Oxford, at Stowe in Bucking-
ham shire , at Castle H ow ard in Y orkshire, and at 
Chatsworth in Derbyshire, to name only some of the 
most famous. Every English county offers to visitors 
dozens of smaller, less spectacular versions of these 
models, and the English visit them in their millions, at 
the tourist season but also throughout the year, to 
commune with a central belief of their Englishness— 
that England is a garden, and that to be English is to be 
a gardener; that in life they are best at home in a gar-
den; and that, in death, a garden is where they belong.

Few English people, of course, can hope to live at 
Stourhead or Stowe; and, perhaps, they really don’t 
wish to inhabit such idealizations of nature. The En-
glish are homebodies, happy if in a fraction of an acre 
they can recreate some of the elements of that high 
style. They are greatly helped to do so by one of the 
longest running national radio programs, Gardener’s 
Question Time, whose peripatetic panel of experts 
weekly instructs millions of listeners in the secrets of 
gardening practice by answering queries put by mem-

bers of a local horticultural society that has succeeded 
in the competition to welcome the broadcast to their 
town or village. I often think that the enormous popu-
larity of Gardener’s Question Time, which has been 
on the air now for nearly 40 years, is a touchstone of 
the difference between English and American culture. 
The extremes of climate in the United States, and its 
highs and lows of fertility and aridity, rule out the via-
bility of a program based on the presumption of uni-
form tem perature and cultivability. More than that, 
however, G ardener’s Question Time presum es also 
that its listeners will have a lifetime to tend the same 
garden. It is a program for a people who do not move, 
or move at most a few miles down the road, and it 
would therefore be untransplantable into the restless 
mobility of the United States, whose people not only 
change states but coasts with a frequency that seems 
reckless, positively unnatural, to the BBC’s cozy stay-at- 
homes.

I have been talking of the English worship of great 
gardens, the cathedral of their horticultural world. 
There is, quite as important, an alternative English gar-

British cemetery, Bayeux, France, on the 50th 
anniversary o f the Normandy invasion, the beginning 
o f the liberation o f Europe.
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dening tradition, that of the cottage plot, the parish 
church of plantsmen and plantswomen. The great gar-
den is formal and contrived, how ever artfully in te-
grated into its normal surroundings, and its color tones 
are modulated and subdued. The cottage garden, by 
contrast, is spontaneous and informal, full of color and 
of plants allowed to have their head. The center point 
of the great garden is the paved or graveled walk run-
ning between trimmed topiary. That of the cottage gar-
den is the herbaceous border and rambling rose. Both 
are equally English, though they have different origins. 
Toward the end of the 19th century, a new generation 
of English garden designers succeeded in combining 
these traditions into what is now accepted to be the 
classic English garden. Its layout draws on the 17th- 
century fashion for formality, on the 18th-century ide-
alization of nature and classical civilization, and on a 
more recent enthusiasm for the vernacular. Some great 
gardens w ere adapted to accom m odate the herba-
ceousness previously excluded as vulgar and unaristo- 
cratic, as at Arley Hall in Cheshire, w here the beds 
date to 1846. Many more, the work of the newly rich, 
were radical reorganizations at old houses that had ei-
ther fallen into decay or were designed in the new 
fashion from the start. Such houses were not necessar-
ily large, but were built to the highest standards and 
given spaciousness by a deliberate policy of extending 
the architecture of the house out into the surrounding 
walls, terraces, summerhouses, and topiary hedges. 
The most sought after designer of these new houses 
was the young architect Edwin Lutyens, and the most 
inventive designer of the gardens associated w ith 
them , the self-taught horticulturist G ertrude Jekyll. 
They were often to cooperate. Lutyens helped Jekyll 
w ith what remains one of the most influential of all 
English gardening books, Gardens fo r  Small Country
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Above: Christian and Jewish grave markers fo r  the 
soldiers who died defending Hong Kong in World War II 
at the Stanley Military Cemetery, Hong Kong.
Below left: A child visits the grave o f her father, who 
died in World War II, a t a cemetery in Arnhem,
Holland, on the 10th anniversary ofVEDay.
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Above: A British World War II cemetery in Taukkyan, 
near Rangoon, Burma. A t right: Graves o f British sol-
diers at a cemetery near the River Kwai in Kanchana- 
buri, Thailand. They were killed by the Japanese during 
World War II while building the railroad in Burma.

Houses, and the results of their collaboration can be 
seen at such places as Orchards, Surrey; Marsh Court, 
Hampshire; Amport House in the same county; and 
Folly Farm, Berkshire.

Lutyens particularly favored low stone walls, paved 
walks, pergolas, and pavilions in stripped-down classi-
cal style. Jekyll encouraged the planting of dw arf 
roses, creeping ground cover, gray and silver border 
plants, azaleas, and climbers such as hydrangea and 
wisteria. Their joint purpose was to soften masonry 
with vegetation that liked support, to sharpen natural 
forms with architectural straight lines, and to relieve 
the grays and browns of stone and brick with blues, 
yellows, and purples.

IT WAS IN exactly such surroundings that the tear- 
stained woman and I found each other, w hen she 
clutched my arm and burst into her outpourings about 

not minding if her son were killed. I was not the least 
surprised by her reaction. I had heard it, in different 
versions, many tim es before in many parts of the 
world. We were, as it happened, on Crete, in the Suda
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Beautiful flowers adorn the gravestones at this British 
war cemetery in Medjez El Bab, Tunisia,

Bay British War Cemetery, where 1,571 servicemen are 
buried, mainly British but including large numbers of 
New Zealanders and Australians. Most were killed re-
sisting the German airborne invasions of May 20, 1941, 
a disaster for the German parachutists involved, of 
whom  2,000 died on the first day, but a strategic vic-
tory for Hitler, w ho secured the island despite those 
catastrophic losses.

We might, however, have been in any one of the 
larger C om m onw ealth  War Graves C om m ission’s 
cem eteries anywhere in the world. The dead of the 
British Empire and Commonwealth of the two world 
wars are buried in 134 countries, from Algeria to Zim-
babwe, including the former Soviet Union. In the list 
are the tw o tiny states of San Marino and Monaco, 
each containing two graves. The smallest cemetery is 
on O cracoke Island, off N orth Carolina, w ith  four 
graves; the largest is the Thiepval cemetery in the de-
partm ent of the Somme, France, where the bodies of
70,000 soldiers are buried, and the names of those 
missing in the great Somme battle of the First World 
War are commemorated. These are cemeteries proper, 
of w h ich  the  Com m ission m aintains abou t 2,000 
throughout the world. Besides these are 23,000 indi-
vidual graves or plots in nonmilitary cemeteries, for

which the Commission also cares. One such grave is in 
Kilmington churchyard, under my bedroom window, 
and I see it every morning w hen I draw the curtains. It 
is that of Private S. Prince, Somerset Light Infantry, 
who died at age 22 on May 5, 1916—home, I presume, 
on leave from France just before the opening of the 
Battle of the Somme. Every two years an official of the 
Commission comes to scrub the headstone—one of 
over a million identical headstones in the world—and 
to cut the grass, tidy the surroundings, and ensure that 
Private Prince continues to repose in dignity.

There are, of course, many more dead than head-
stones. In every French cathedral a plaque, inscribed 
in French and English, displays the text To the Glory o f  
God a n d  in  M em ory o f  One M illion  M en o f  the  
British Empire Who Died in the Great War a n d  o f  
Whom the Greater N um ber Rest in France. Of those 
killed in France, the bodies of nearly half could not be 
found or were unidentifiable, while most of the naval 
dead were lost at sea. There is a similar proportion of 
missing among the dead of the Second World War. In 
some way the Commission commemorates the names 
of all of them. The numbers are staggering. Nearly 1.7 
million names are commemorated, of which 900,000 
are those of identified servicemen and women lying in 
marked graves. There are over 700,000 monumental 
inscriptions to the missing, but 200,000 of those are 
on graves reading Known Unto God, because the re-
mains recovered by the Commission were unrecogniz-
able. There are o ther variations. Some headstones 
record a casualty “known to be buried near this spot”; 
others, two or more names of bodies too intermingled 
to be buried separately.

An attempt was made in the immediate aftermath of 
the First World War to represent in visual terms what 
the Empire’s loss m eant (Courage R em em bered  by 
Edwin Gibson and G. Kingsley Ward, 1989):

Imagine [the dead] moving in one continuous column, 
four abreast. As the head of that column reaches the 
Cenotaph in London, the last four men would be in 
Durham [240 miles away, in the north of England]. In 
Canada that column would stretch across the land from 
Quebec to Ottawa; in Australia, from Melbourne to Can-
berra; in South Africa, from Bloemfontein to Pretoria; in 
New Zealand, from Christchurch to Wellington; in New-
foundland, from coast to coast; and in India, from Lahore 
to Delhi. [I might interpolate for an American audience: 
in the United States, from Boston to Philadelphia.] It 
would take those million men 84 hours, or three-and-a- 
half days, to march past the Cenotaph in London.

These distances may be nearly doubled since the Sec-
ond World War, in w hich another 700,000—as op-
posed to 400,000 United States—servicemen died.

How was this vast army of the dead to be decently 
interred? That was the question that confronted the 
British government very soon after the first mass casu-
alty lists began to be published in the national newspa-
pers in 1915. The dead of Britain’s earlier wars, fre-
quent though those had been, were comparatively few 
in number. They had been buried near where they fell, 
comm emorated by stones raised by their friends or 
their regiments, if commemorated at all. It was a dis-
posal accepted by the poor from which the bulk of the 
army’s soldiers came. In civil life the parents of many 
of them  would have gone to an unmarked pauper’s
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grave in town or city. In the countryside a w ooden 
cross, soon to decay would have indicated their plot 
in the churchyard. In my village, a resident has calcu-
lated, 25,000 bodies have been buried in the church-
yard since the Norman Conquest, yet it contains only a 
few dozen stones, those of the better-off and none 
older than the 18th century.

By the beginning of the 20th century, however, the 
British were as a people better off. The funeral had be-
come a major working-class ritual, perhaps the only 
public event in an individual’s passage through life, 
and a marked headstone had become a symbol of re-
spectability, that respectability which Victorian Britain 
had made its chief outw ard value. For that reason, 
though for many others, it was unthinkable that the 
dead of a national army, dying in their tens of thou-
sands for King, Country, and Empire, should be left in 
hurried, unm arked graves, marked if at all by some 
makeshift cross nailed together by the deceased’s com-
rades. In practice, things were worse than that. Bodies 
were being thrown together into abandoned trenches, 
som etim es in dozens; individual burials m ight be 
marked by a stake, dozens of which were kept ready 
by a graves registration officer, on which was affixed a 
metal plate stam ped from a “penny in the slot” ma-
chine of a type common in railway stations. At best, 
given time and a spell out of the trenches, the soldiers 
might dig graves in French or Belgian churchyards; 
those began rapidly to fill up. Moreover, the better-off 
among the bereaved were erecting private memorials 
of a type the majority could not afford, and some were 
repatria ting  the  bodies. Both practices struck  the 
wrong note in what the government represented, and 
the population endorsed, as a national war.

Very early on, therefore, Britain established what, in 
retrospect, may be seen as several remarkable and na-
tionally distinctive principles for the burial and com-
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Veterans from  the 48 RM Commandos who landed on 
‘Juno’ Beach pay their respects to their dead comrades 
at the British Military Cemetery in Douvres, France.

m em oration  of its w ar dead. O ne w as th a t th ere  
should be no private memorials, “on account of the 
difficulties of treating impartially the claims advanced 
by persons of different social standing.” Another was 
that there should be no repatriation of bodies, because 
of the commonly held feeling that, as one officer put 
it, “in spite of all differences of rank, we were com-
rades, brothers dwelling together in unity.” A third was 
that officers and soldiers should be buried identically 
and together because, as Fabian Ware, the first War 
Graves Commission director, wrote, “In 99 cases out 
of a hundred [officers] will tell you that if they are 
killed [they] would wish to be among their men.” A 
fourth, the most important, was that each fallen sol-
dier should be honored individually, so that, even in a 
war of mass slaughter, each should be represented as a 
hero in an epic of collective heroism.

These principles were to be greatly elaborated and 
their im plem entation standardized in the years to 
come. That was the achievement of Fabian Ware him-
self, a modest man who nevertheless deserves to be 
recognized as a major semiologist of British culture in 
the 20th century. Semiology was not, of course, his 
purpose; semiologist was not a title he would have 
welcomed or even understood. That, nevertheless, is 
his title to fame, and it is richly deserved. Through him 
a peculiarly English—I say English in preference to 
British—language of symbols, some from nature, some 
from the mind or hand of man, has come to stand as a 
representation of how the nation wished to be seen by 
itself and by other nations at the end of its passage 
through an ordeal that tested the roots of its culture

S p r in g  2000



Above: Belgians tidying Tyne Cot Cemetery in occupied 
Europe, 1942.
Below: Cemetery> in Rabaul, New Britain Island.

and identity to destruction. Some representation of 
this language of symbols can, as I have said, be found 
at sites in almost every country in the world, and I can 
testify to its continuing power to move the emotions 
of those who come upon them from personal experi-
ence. W herever they are found—and I have found 
them in places as far apart as Alabama, Israel, Pakistan, 
and South Africa—the British are moved w ith pride 
and to tears, tears shed also by people w ho are not 
British at all. Fabian Ware, by instinct rather than arti-
fice, succeeded in creating a great cultural artifact at 
which, I do not think I exaggerate in claiming, genera-
tions to come will wonder—as we do at the relics of 
the Roman legions—long after Britain’s worldw ide 
power is only a memory for historians.

Ware had much help. In 1915, soon after he was ap-
pointed, the French government wrote a law deeding 
land for the cemeteries of foreign soldiers as a sepul-
ture perpetuelle. It passed, but not w ithout opposi-
tion, for it was against the local traditions both of stor-
ing the bones of the dead in ossuaries, a cheap and 
com pact way of burying remains en masse, and of 
reusing burial plots. As a result, however, British war 
graves were to be the resting places of individuals in 
legal perpetuity. He also had assistance from several 
foremost British architects, including Edwin Lutyens 
and Sir Herbert Baker, w ho w ith Lutyens was a de-
signer of the Empire’s great public buildings. Rudyard 
Kipling’s role in the design of the Imperial War Graves 
was a poignant one. His only son, John, was too my-
opic to m eet the army’s medical standards, and he 
used his influence to secure John a commission in the 
Irish Guards. John was among the regiment’s missing 
after the Second Battle of Loos in 1915. For several 
years Rudyard and his American wife, Carrie, toured 
the military hospitals in France seeking news of their 
lost one, without avail. At a moment of alleviation in 
his grief, he wrote a short poem always quoted among 
his selected works:

My son was killed while laughing at some jest, I would I 
knew

What it was, and it might serve me in a time when jests 
are few.

The truth, never communicated to the parents but dis-
covered by a regimental comrade from survivors of 
John’s company, was that he was last seen crying with 
pain from a wound in the mouth. His body, lost for 
decades, has only recently been identified by officials 
of the Commission, and his headstone is appropriately 
re-engraved.

It is acutely ironic, therefore, that Kipling was re-
sponsible for conceiving the inscriptions carved on 
the headstones and monumental sculpture of the Com-
m ission’s cem eteries. These m onum ents take three 
forms. One is a high columnar cross, bearing a bronze 
sword, known as the Cross of Sacrifice. The second is 
a monolith, the Stone of Remembrance, on which are 
carved words from Ecclesiasticus, adapted by Kipling: 

|  Their N am e Liveth For Evermore. The adaptation was
0 made to avoid giving offense to Hindus, so many of 
|  whom died in the service of India’s King-Emperor. The 
i= third is the universal and standard headstone, two feet 
^ eight inches high, one foot three inches broad. It is cut 
§ from  w hite Portland stone, engraved w ith  the de-
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ceased’s regimental badge—Private Prince’s, below my 
bedroom  window, show s the  m ural crow n, slung 
bugle, and battle honor “Jelalabad” of the Somerset 
Light Infantry—and also with an appropriate religious 
symbol. Today, 1.5 million bear the Christian cross;
65.000, the Muslim crescent; 100,000, the appropriate 
Sikh or Hindu symbol; 10,000 the Star of David; and
10.000, Buddhist or Confucian symbols. The stone is 
also inscribed w ith the dead serviceman or service-
wom an’s number, name, decorations, regimental title, 
age, and date and place of death; or as many details as 
could be ascertained when a body was disinterred for 
reburial—for example, A Captain/Canadian Infantry. 
At the bottom of the stone, relatives may place a per-
sonal inscription of up to 60 characters. These inscrip-
tions are the exception rather than the rule, itself an 
indication of how heartfelt is popular acceptance of 
the guiding principle of uniformity of remembrance. 
They are quite conventional—Peace Perfect Peace, for 
example, or He Died That Others Might Live. Eccen-
tric or distasteful inscriptions are not allowed. Occa-
sionally, however, an extra tug to the heartstrings is 
given by a particularly apt line of poetry or some quite 
artless phrase of lament, the labor of a young widow 
or of a family struggling together to express their love 
for a son and brother who will not return.

Kipling also struggled to find a form of words that 
would dignify w ithout mawkishness the grave of a 
body that could not be identified. Eventually he hit 
upon the brief phrase A Soldier o f  the Great War 
Known Unto God. Unidentified burials of the Second 
World War are inscribed A Soldier [or A Sailor or An  
A irm an ] o f  the 1939-45 War Known Unto God. Alto-
gether 204,145 graves in the Commission’s care are 
now inscribed in one of these ways. The only other 
variations to the headstones are the use of the words 
Served /Is when a man enlisted under an alias, and the 
phrases Buried In This Cemetery, Buried Near This 
Spot, Buried Elsewhere In  This Cemetery, and Known  
To Be Buried In  This Cemetery when records allow 
such certainties but remains were not found. Believed 
To Be B uried  In This Cemetery is sometimes seen, 
and, for wartime graves lost and defying rediscovery, 
Kipling chose the words Their Glory Shall N ot Be 
Blotted Out, also from Ecclesiasticus. The rarest of all 
variations is the substitution for the religious symbol of 
a facsimile of the Victoria Cross or the George Cross, 
Britain's highest awards for bravery.

None of this symbolism could be imposed until the 
lost bodies of the dead were found and the makeshift 
cemeteries of the war reordered. Work began while 
the Great War was still in progress, but even at its end 
the condition of many burial places was deeply dis-
tressing to relatives who began to make their way to 
France and Belgium to find where lost ones lay. Too 
often the sites they discovered were patches of mud or 
torn earth, bereft of vegetation or covered by weed 
and rank grass. A scheme of order had to be devised. 
The task was given to Sir Frederic Kenyon, the director 
of the British Museum. Within the guiding principles 
of uniformity of com m em oration and an individual 
grave for all recovered remains, he proposed that each 
cem etery  should e ither “have the appearance of a 
small park or garden in no way recognizable as a ceme-

A red floral wreath sits on the step in fron t o f a large 
tomb at the Caterpillar Valley Cemetery in Longueval, 
France, the second largest cemetery on the Somme.
The cemetery contains the remains, most unidentified, 
o f those who fought in the Battle o f the Somme in 
World War I.

tery,” or that it “be marked by rows of headstones of a 
uniform height and width, the graves themselves being 
leveled to a flat surface and planted with turf and flow-
ers.” The rows of headstones would “carry on the mili-
tary idea, giving the appearance as of a battalion on pa-
rade.”

The second alternative was adopted; but, by some 
creative in sp iration  of those  w ho  u n d erto o k  the 
work, the first alternative was integrated w ith it. The 
Commission cem eteries are unmistakably that; but 
they are also unmistakably parks or gardens in the 
classic English style. How did that come about? We 
can only guess that it was because the Commission, 
w hen it began to recruit m aintenance staff, decided 
for administrative reasons not to enlist locals but to 
commission British firms that would send their own 
staff abroad. The practical work was therefore begun 
not by French or Belgian laborers but by British gar-
deners, already ex p erien ced  as h o rticu ltu ris ts  or 
later trained at the Royal Botanical Gardens in Kew. 
The style they brought w ith them  was that w hich
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Lutyens and Jekyll—she actually drew  up plans for 
several cem ete ries—taught th rough  their seminal 
gardening book. By March 1921, there w ere 1,362 
gardeners employed; many were to settle in France 
or Belgium, marry local women, found little English 
com m unities, and pu t their sons into the Commis-
s ion ’s em ploym ent. These com m unities still exist 
and now  have equivalents in Africa, Southeast Asia, 
India, Pakistan, all trained in and so carrying on the 
tradition of classic English country-house gardening 
in the desert and the tropics as well as in tem perate 
northern  Europe.

Other, deeper, literary influences were at work. The 
Great War provoked in Britain, uniquely among com-
batant nations, a poetic response. A very great deal of 
it was arcadian and pastoral. That, again, should not be 
surprising. As Paul Fussell has noted in his famous 
book, The Great War and  Modern Memory, “Half the 
poems in The Oxford Book o f  English Verse are about 
flowers and a third seem to be about roses.” He does 
not do a similar count for First World War poetry, but 
the result might be the same. Certainly some of the 
m ost famous are suffused w ith gardening themes. I 
would cite first Edward Shanks’s “Drilling in Russell 
Square,” from the earliest days of the war:

The withered leaves that drift in Russell Square 
Will turn to mud and dust and moulder there 
And we shall moulder in the plains of France 
Before these leaves have ceased from their last dance.

Shanks was all too prophetic. Hundreds of thou-
sands of the drilling men of 1914 and 1915 did moul-
der in the plains of France, becoming dust in the mud 
of the battlefields. The spectacle of their makeshift 
graves inspired one of the most famous of the war 
poems, by the Canadian John McCrae, himself to be 
one of the war dead. Its fame is a principal reason for 
the British custom  of wearing a poppy on Remem-
brance Sunday:

In Flanders fields the poppies blow 
Between the crosses, row on row,

That mark our place; and in the sky 
The larks, still bravely singing, fly 

Scarce heard amid the guns below.
We are the Dead. Short days ago 
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow.

Loved and were loved, and now we lie 
In Flanders fields.

Those themes were also used by Rupert Brooke in 
what remains the most famous of all English poems of 
the war, “The Soldier,” which I can still repeat by heart 
from childhood memory:

If I should die, think only this of me:
That there’s some corner of a foreign field 

That is forever England. There shall be 
In that rich earth a richer dust conceal’d;

A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware,
Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam,

A body of England’s, breathing English air,
Wash’d by the rivers, blest by suns of home.

I cannot prove but I do feel—a poetic certainty— 
that the idea of making “some co rner of a foreign 
field” a place that would be “forever England” was a 
principal motivation of the idea of the war cemetery 
as a pastoral, arcadian garden. It has, unconsciously or 
not, been the result.

W HAT HAS been the effect of this partly inten-
tional, partly accidental effort to honor the hun-
dreds of thousands of British and Imperial war dead 

within the principles of individual yet uniform com-
memoration? It is different from that achieved by the 
French, w ho also buried their dead individually, but 
under a cross, which produces en masse a spiky and 
geometrical effect altogether lacking the mood of re-
pose so immediately felt in all British war cemeteries. 
It is certainly different from that chosen by the Ger-
mans, whose dead lie in multiple or sometimes in mass 
graves—like that at Langemarck in Belgium, w here
36,000 bodies of the students killed in the First Battle 
of Ypres are buried under a single giant slab—and 
w hose cem eteries, heavy w ith evergreens and dark 
oaks, speak  only of co llective  g rie f and national 
tragedy. It is also different from that which I associate 
with American cemeteries. There the small size of the 
headstones, a pattern chosen after the Civil War, the 
paucity of inscribed personal detail, and, as at Arling-
ton, the intermixture of large, private memorials, often 
to generals or distinguished civilians, diminishes the 
sense both of uniformity and of the importance of the 
individual; while the absence of flowering plants and 
horticultural design brings a harshness quite at vari-
ance with the gardened serenity of the British equiva-
lent. It may be for such reasons that the United States 
began to permit during the First World War the repatri-
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ation of bodies by bereaved families, an understand-
able response to grief but one that underm ines the 
principle that those who fought and died in comrade-
ship should also be buried in comradeship.

Of the effect of the m ethod of commemoration cho-
sen by the British toward the end of their national 
tragedy of 1914-18 I have no doubt. It created a deep 
bond of unity between the bereaved, and within the 
nation as a whole, which reached out to comprehend 
the peoples of the Commonwealth and Empire as well. 
T he em o tio n a l to u c h  w as so su re  th a t  it e x tin -
guished—after a brief intense controversy in 1919—all 
demand for repatriation whatsoever. The dead of the 
Second World War are buried in exactly the same man-
ner as those of the First, and today the only demand 
met by the government regarding burial policy is that 
war widows should be assisted with travel costs in vis-
iting their husbands’ graves. This has been conceded, 
and elderly wom en are now  traveling as far away as 
Burma and Malaysia on cem etery pilgrimages—with-
out exception returning consoled, often positively in-
spired, by the beauty of the setting in which they find 
their husbands buried.

Often they find a husband’s grave next to that of an 
Indian Muslim or a Burmese Buddhist, exactly similarly 
commemorated, and that too has had, if not a unifying, 
at least a palliative effect. If the British parted w ith 
their imperial subjects on the comparatively unacrimo- 
nious terms they did, that may be in part due to the 
fact that they chose to make no distinction in the way 
or in the place where they buried those who fought 
the Empire’s wars. Certainly it is remarkable that the 
rarest of the War Graves Commission’s tasks is the re-
pair of desecration. Their cemeteries in former impe-
rial or colonial territory are almost never desecrated, 
even at times of outburst of nationalist rancor against 
the old imperial master.

But then  neither are they  in countries that were 
never part of the Empire or Commonwealth—former 
enemy countries, like Germany, or those that have sub-
sequently fallen into war with Britain, like Argentina or 
Iraq. Why should that be? To trample the graves of the 
enemy is an apparently universal if regrettable human 
instinct. One of the saddest places I have ever seen is 
the deliberately abandoned and untended German war 
cem etery at Piontek in Poland, immaculately main-
tained until January 1945, now a wilderness. The only 
explanation I can offer for the immunity of the British 
cemeteries is that Lutyens and Jekyll and Kipling and 
Ware and their army of anonym ous gardeners suc-
ceeded in creating something symbolically more pow-
erful than a site for ritual desecration, a site of univer-
sally venerable sanctuary. There is a holiness in those 
cemeteries both of nature and its beauties and of reli-
gion in all its forms that defies hatred and brutishness, 
speaks of the immortal, and touches eternity.

If foreigners are moved by those emanations, how 
much more the British themselves. When in 1920 they 
buried an unknown warrior in the national shrine of 
Westminster Abbey—the first of many unknown war-
riors later to be buried by other countries—they chose 
th is  in sc r ip tio n  for h is grave: They B u r ie d  H im  
A m ong  the Kings Because He H ad Done Good To-
wards God and  Towards His House. In burying their

million and more warriors, known and unknown, in 
cem eteries that resembled and evoked the country- 
house gardens of the rich and propertied, they in ef-
fect buried them , if not among kings, then  among 
knights and lords. It was a decision that ensured the in-
dividual remembrance of the most humble, exactly as 
members of the more famous families are remembered 
in their ancestral plots, an evergreen and renewable re-
membrance, a celebration of pedigree and a testament 
of continual youth.

“I always feel young w hen I come here” are words I 
remember from a visitor to another British war ceme-
tery, which holds the dead of the Battle of Normandy 
in William the Conqueror’s city of Bayeux. The war 
widow who spoke was one of a party in which all had 
lost their husbands 50 years before. None had remar-
ried; the years had taken their toll, but they returned 
each year to place flowers on the graves of men killed 
in their twenties in the fight to liberate Europe from 
Hitler in 1944. “I always feel young,” she repeated, 
“just as if I was the same age as when I last saw him.” 
She had grown very stout. It was difficult to picture 
the  b ride  o f th e  m onths before D-Day. “Do stop, 
Betty,” one of her friends interrupted, “or you’ll make 
us all cry.” It was I w ho was overcome with tears. The 
row of headstones of young infantrymen of the East 
Yorkshire Regiment, the roses growing around the 
feet of their widows, the strange glow of happiness 
that suffused their faces, were altogether too much 
for me. I was unable to speak, fortunately not unable 
to repress my impulse to embrace each in turn; to do 
so would have been an affront to our Englishness, to 
the fundamental Englishness of the place and the mo-
ment.

It as that same Englishness that overwhelm ed my 
w eeping com panion in the Suda Bay cem etery  on 
Crete. The tears I had shed in Normandy helped me to 
understand hers. Of course she would not, in a certain 
sense, have m inded if her son had been killed. For 
Britain’s war cemeteries create an aesthetic which is 
actually strong enough to prevail over the agony of ma-
ternal or connubial grief. To see a child to the grave 
brings the harshest pain human sensibility can suffer. 
Yet to find a child—or a husband or a father—buried 
as a hero, among coevals and comrades all raised to 
heroic states by a symbolism central to one’s own cul-
tu re , is to  ex p erien ce  the  tran scen d en ce  of pain  
through the keenest emotions of pride in family and 
nation. The garden  is a m etapho r for the  idea of 
beauty, of renewal, and of immortality to many peo-
ples and many creeds. If this is indeed an age without 
heroes, seeking m onum ents that m ight still touch 
every human heart, the ideal garden may be what is 
sought. Certainly it is some image of the 2,000 English 
gardens we have created around the world that allows 
us to repeat each November on Remembrance Sunday, 
without any false sentiment, some of the most famous 
verses the Great War inspired—Laurence Binyon’s “For 
the Fallen (September 1914)”—verses that are an epi-
taph for heroes of any time or place:

They shall not grow old, as we that are left grow old:
Age shall n o t  w e a ry  th em , n o r  th e  years c o n d em n .
At the going down of the sun and in the morning
We will remember them. EH
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(Continued fro m  page 25)
in the growing number of kid magazines.23

The seduction of children with dreams of teen so-
phistication and tough independence, w hich began 
w ith  Barbie and in ten sified  m arkedly  in the  last 
decade, appears to have had the desired effect: It has 
undermined childhood by turning children into teen 
consumers. This new breed of children w on’t go to 
children’s movies and they w on’t play with toys. One 
of the stranger ironies of the rise of the tween is that 
toy manufacturers, who with the introduction of Bar-
bie began the direct hard sell to children and were the 
first to push the teening of American childhood, have 
been hoist with their own petard. The 1998-99 Toy In-
dustry Factbook of the Toy Manufacturer’s Association 
says that the industry used to think of kids between 
birth and 14 as their demographic audience, but with 
the emergence of tweens they have had to shrink that 
audience to birth to 10.24 Even seven- and eight-year- 
olds are scorning Barbie.25

Who needs a doll when you can live the life of the 
teen vamp yourself;' Cosmetic companies are finding a 
bonanza among this age group. Lines aimed at tweens 
include nail polish, hair mascara, lotions, and lip prod-
ucts like lipstick, lip gloss, “lip lix.” Sweet Georgia 
Brown is a cosm etics line for tw eens that includes 
body paints and scented body oils with come-hither 
names like Vanilla Vibe or Follow Me Boy. The Cincin-
nati design firm Libby Peszyk Kattiman has introduced 
a line of bikini underwear for girls. There are even fit-
ness clubs and personal trainers for tweens in Los An-
geles and New York.26

Marketers point at broad demographic trends to ex-
plain these changes in the child market, and they are 
at least partially correct. Changes in the family have 
given children more pow er over shopping decisions. 
For the simple reason that fewer adults are around 
most of the time, children in single-parent homes tend 
to take m ore responsibility for obtaining food and 
clothes. Market researchers have found that these kids 
become independent consumers earlier than those in 
two-parent hom es.27 Children of working mothers also 
ten d  to  do m ore of the  family shopping  w hen  at 
around age eight or nine they can begin to get to the 
store by themselves. Though candy, toy, and cereal 
manufacturers had long been well aware of the money 
potential of tween cravings, by the mid-eighties, even 
though their absolute num bers were falling, tweens 
began to catch the eye of a new range of businesses, 
and ads and marketing magazines started to tout the 
potential of this new  niche. The reason was simple: 
Market research revealed that more and more children 
in this age group were shopping for their own clothes, 
shoes, accessories, and drug-store items—indeed, they 
were even shopping for the family groceries. Just as 
marketers had once targeted housewives, now  they 
were aiming at kids.28 Jeans manufacturer Jordache was 
one of the first companies to spot the trend. “My cus-
tomers are kids w ho can walk into a store with either 
their own money or their m others’,” the company’s di-
rector of advertising explained at the time. “The de-
pendent days of tugging on Mom or Dad’s sleeve are

over.” Now as the number of children is rising again, 
their appeal is even more irresistible. Packaged Facts, a 
division of the worldwide research firm Find/SVP, has 
said that the potential purchasing pow er of today’s 
kids “is the greatest of any age or demographic group 
in our nation’s history.”29 

And th ere  is an o th e r reason for the  increasing  
power of children as consumers: By the time they are 
tweens, American children have simply learned to ex-
pect a lot of stuff.30 Many of them have been born to 
older m others; the num ber of first babies born to 
wom en over 30 has quadrupled since 1970, and the 
num ber born to women over 40 doubled in the six 
years be tw een  1984 and 1990. O lder m others are 
more likely to have established careers and to be in the 
kind of financial position that allows them to shower 
their kids w ith  toys and expensive c lo thes .31 Also, 
grandparents are living longer and more comfortably, 
and they often arrive with an armload of toys, sports 
equipment, and fancy dresses. (The products of the 
c h ild ren ’s c lo thes com pany Osh Kosh B’Gosh are 
known in the trade as “granny bait.”) Divorce has also 
helped to inflate the child market: Many American 
children divide their time between parents, multiply-
ing by two the num ber of soccer balls and Big Bird 
toothbrushes they must own. But as we have seen be-
fore, impersonal social forces have found support in 
human decisions. Important as they are, demographics 
by themselves can ’t explain 10-year-olds w ho have 
given up dolls for mascara and body oil. The teening of 
childhood has been a consumm ation the media de-
voutly w ished—and planned. The media has given 
tweens a group identity with its own language, music, 
and fashion. It has done this by flattering their sense of 
being hip and aware almost-teens rather than out-of-it 
little kids dependent on their parents. On discovering 
the rising number of child customers, Jordache Jeans 
did not simply run ads for kids; they ran ads showing 
kids saying things like “Have you ever seen your par-
ents naked?” and “I hate my mother. She’s prettier than 
me.” When Bonne Bell cosmetics discovered the rising 
sales po ten tia l of younger shoppers, they  did not 
merely introduce a tween line, which some parents 
might think bad enough; they introduced it with the 
kind of in-your-face language that used to send chil-
dren to bed w ithout dinner: “We know  how  to be 
cool. We have our own ideas. And make our own deci-
sions. Watch out for us.” Sassaby’s “Watch your mouth, 
young lady” is a smirking allusion to old-fashioned 
childhood that is meant to sell a line of lip “huggers” 
and “gloss overs.”

There is little reason to think that children have 
found the freedom and individuality that liberationists 
assumed they would find now that they have been lib-
erated  from  old-fashioned childhood and its adult 
guards. The rise of the child consumer and the child 
market itself is compelling evidence that children will 
always seek out some authority for rules about how to 
dress, talk, and act. Today’s school-age children, freed 
from adult guidance, turn to their friends, who in turn 
rely on a glamorous and flattering media for the rele-
vant cultural messages. Recent studies have found that 
children are forming cliques at younger ages than in 
previous years and that those cliques have strict rules
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about dress, behavior, and leisure. By the fifth or sixth 
grade, according to Peer Power: Preadolescent Culture 
and  Identity, girls are gaining status “from their suc-
cess at grooming, clothes, and other appearance-re-
lated variables.”32 Teachers and principals also see an 
increasing num ber of 10- and 11-year-olds who have 
given up toys for hair mousse and name-brand jeans 
and who heckle those who do not. What matters to 
this new breed of child is, according to Bruce Friend, 
vice president of worldwide research and planning at 
Nickelodeon, “being part of the in-crowd” and “being 
the first to know w hat’s cool.”33 These “free” children 
“are extremely fad conscious”; moreover, according to 
Am erican Demographics, tw eens’ attraction to fads 
has “no saturation points.”34 Look for the tween con-
sumer to become even more powerful.

A diminished home life and an ever more powerful 
media constitute a double blow against the conditions 
under which individuality flourishes. Whereas in the 
past eccentric or bookish children might have had the 
privacy of their home to escape the pressures of their 
media-crazed peers, today such refuge has gone the 
way of after-school milk and cookies. And if you think 
that at least such children have been freed of the pres-
sure of yesterday’s domineering fathers and frustrated 
m others, you might want to reconsider. As Hannah 
Arendt once noted, “The authority of a group, even a 
child group, is always considerably stronger and more 
tyrannical than the severest authority of an individual 
person can ever be.” The opportunity for an individual 
to rebel w hen bound to a group is “practically nil”; 
few adults can do it.35 The truth is, yesterday’s parent- 
controlled childhood protected children not only from 
sex, from work, and from adult decisions but also from 
the dominance of peers and from the market, with all 
its pressures to achieve, its push for status, its false 
lures, its passing fads.

But in the anticultural filiarchy which is replacing 
traditional childhood, adults no longer see their job as 
protecting children from the market. In fact, it is not 
tha t the  ch ild ’s hu rried  en trance  into the m arket 
means that parents are increasingly failing to socialize 
children. I t ’s the  o th e r way around. C hildren are 
viewed by manufacturers as the “opinion leaders in 
the household,” according to a vice president at Kee- 
bler.36 Manufacturers believe that children are exercis-
ing influence over family purchases never before re-
motely associated w ith the young. Holiday Inn and 
Delta Airlines have established marketing programs 
aimed at children, and Sports Illustrated fo r  Kids pub-
lishes ads from American Airlines, IBM, and car manu-
facturers.37

While simply turning off the TV would help, at this 
point television is only one part of the picture. Kids 
learn of their sophisticated independence from retail 
displays and promotions, from magazines and direct 
mailings. With their captive audience, schools, too, 
have become an advertiser’s promised land: Kids see 
ads in classrooms, on book order forms, on Channel 
One, on the Internet, on school buses, and now even 
in textbooks. Book order forms distributed in schools 
throughout the country  from the putatively educa-
tional firm Scholastic look like cartoons and provide 
children with the opportunity to order stickers, auto-

graph books, fan biographies, and books based on 
popular movies and television shows. Practically every 
Fortune 500 company has a school project, according 
to the New York Times, and many administrators ex-
pect that in the near future we will be seeing signs like 
C h e e r l e a d e r s  B r o u g h t  t o  y o u  b y  R e e b o k  in school 
gyms.38 “It isn’t enough just to advertise on television,” 
Carol Herman, a senior vice president of Grey Adver-
tising, explains. “You’ve got to reach the kids through-
out their day—in school, as they’re shopping at the 
mall ... or at the movies. You’ve got to become part of 
the fabric of their lives.”39

The scorched earth policy in the name of the fil-
iarchy requires that ever younger children be treated 
as potential customers, once again in the guise of edu-
cation. When Sesame Street arrived on the airwaves 
in 1969, no one imagined that preschoolers could be 
a significant market segment. In fact, the improbabil-
ity of preschool purchasing pow er was the reason 
Sesame Street had to appear on public television in 
the first place; no one wanted to put a lot of money 
into creating and broadcasting a program for kids who 
had no purchasing power. How shortsighted that was! 
By 1994 Children’s Television Workshop was bringing 
in $120 million a year largely on the strength of its 
over 5,000 licensed products. The list includes not 
just educational items like books and audiotapes but 
bubble bath, pajamas, underwear, and Chef Boyardee 
Sesame Street pasta. Toy m anufacturers gradually 
caught on to the pow er of the littlest people, espe-
cially w here th e ir education  was concerned . The 
num ber of preschool toys exploded in the decades 
after Sesam e Street was in troduced , and many of 
them were stamped with a seal of approval from some 
expert or o ther—or w ith the image of Ernie or Big 
Bird, w hich in the minds of many am ounted to the 
same thing.

And now Teletubbies has arrived to help carve out 
the pre-preschool market and to give power to the lit-
tlest people. Teletubbies was designed for one- and 
two-year-olds, and though no one has ever explained 
how  it could possibly be educational for babies to 
watch television, it is clear that when toddlers see pic-
tures of the four vividly hued plush and easily identi-
fied characters (with television screens on their stom-
achs) on bottles or bibs, they will cry for them and 
PBS will rake it in. In anticipation of opening up this 
new market segment, the media went into overdrive. 
Pictures of the characters appeared in ads in trade and 
consumer magazines and were plastered on buses in 
New York City and on a g iant b illboard  in Times 
Square. The show was a topic on Letterman, Today, 
and Nightline. “If this isn’t the most important toy at 
Christmas this year, then something desperately wrong 
will have happened,” gloated Kenn Viselman, whose 
Itsy Bitsy Entertainm ent Company has the rights to 
Teletubbies products. “This show had more advance 
press than Titanic” Wondered one critic, “Where does 
it end: A TV in the amniotic sac?” But marketers were 
thrilled; according to the president of another licens-
ing company, before now  “the one-to-two-year-old 
niche hasn’t been filled very well.”40 The one-to-two- 
year-old niche? McNeal has said that children become 
aware of the market as early as two months of age.41
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There is no m ore unm istakable sign of the end of 
childhood as Americans have known it. D
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ought to be reintroduced. Some call for a revival of 
Western Civ, albeit updated in such a way as to accom-
modate new historiographical trends. Others insist on 
world history courses as necessary to introduce young 
Americans to the globalized, m ultipolar world they 
live in today. Unfortunately, world history itself has 
often been contaminated by what I regard as patently 
false assertions of the equality of all cultural traditions. 
Every flower has an equal right to bloom, say the mul- 
ticulturalists, just as the young rebels of the 1960s said 
that every subspecialty had equal value in the curricu-
lum. Neither of these propositions is true.

One cannot know everything, hence one must make 
choices. And just as some facts are more important to 
know than others, so certain cultures have displayed 
skills su p erio r to  o th ers  in every  tim e and p lace 
throughout history. Simply imagine living in proximity 
to a competitor—be it a business, tribe, ethnic group, 
or n a tio n —possessed  of skills g reater than  yours. 
There is no use asserting that your culture is just as 
good as his. It palpably is not, and you must do some-
thing about it. Perhaps you will borrow from your rival 
in an attempt to catch up, in which case your differ-
ences shrink, or perhaps you will rally your people to 
repel the rivals to keep them at a distance, in which 
case your differences magnify. But one way or another 
you must change your own ways.

Superiority, real and perceived, and inferiority, real 
and perceived, are the substance of human intercourse 
and the major stimulus to social change throughout 
the course of history. Those actions and reactions, am-
bivalences and conflicts born of perceived disadvan-
tage, have made human beings what we are and condi-
tioned our behavior. Now, in terms of Western Civ and 
w hat our young people need to know  about them -
selves and their world, it seems to me that the obvious 
g lobalization of hum an con tac ts  and in terac tions 
means that the study of civilizations in isolation no 
longer suffices. We must teach and learn world history 
so as to prepare ourselves to live in a world in which 
the West, no less than “the rest,” must respond to chal-
lenges from abroad. World history must make space 
for all the peoples and cultures in the world, but it 
must also recognize the fact that events in some places 
and times were, and are, more important than others. 
And the principle of selection is simply this: What do 
w e need  to know  in order to understand how  the 
world became what we perceive it to be today?

Thus, we must focus the attention of our students 
on the principal seats of innovation throughout his-
tory, while remaining aware of the costly adaptations 
and adjustments, and in many cases the suffering of 
those conquered or displaced by dint of their proxim-
ity to those seats of innovation. The main story line, 
therefore, is the accumulation of human skills, organi-
zation, and knowledge across the millennia, which 
perm itted  hum an beings to exercise pow er and ac-
quire wealth through concerted action among larger 
and larger groups of people across greater and greater 
distances until we reach our present era of global in-
teraction.

Now, in the last four or five centuries the West de-
fined as the European core plus overseas periphery is 
certainly the major player. But it has not been the only 
one, and lately we see signs that the center of highest 
skills may indeed be migrating to the Pacific Ocean lit-
toral, just as it shifted from the Mediterranean to the 
Atlantic littoral after the year 1650. A proper history of 
the world needs to make clear that such shifts have oc-
curred in the past and may occur again in the future, 
and that the mechanism by which they occur is suc-
cessful borrowing from the prior centers of superior 
skill and incorporation of such skills into a different 
cultural context able to make new use of them, inno-
vate further, and so become a new center of superior 
skills.

That is how the West became dominant in the first 
place, by borrowing from China above all. China had, 
quite transparently, been the leading cen ter on the 
globe betw een 1000 and, say, 1450: Just think of gun-
powder, printing, and the compass. Francis Bacon 
was the first to state explicitly that those borrowed 
skills w ere the  p rincipal secret to the rise of the 
West, and he was certainly correct to a large degree. 
One ought to add the Chinese notion of meritocracy, 
the exam ination system for recru itm ent into a bu-
reaucracy, im ported to Europe in the 18th century. 
These four tools of power, technology, and organiza-
tion Europeans took from China, dom esticated into 
European culture, and exploited in more radical and 
far-reaching ways than the Chinese themselves had 
done.

One of the most visceral issues in our current de-
bate over history curricula is how to reconcile this vi-
sion of the human past, which is true to the intellec-
tual purpose of history, with the desire to preserve and 
pass on Am erican institu tions and cultural values, 
which is true to the civic purpose of history. That is no 
small problem  because liberal m ulticulturalists are 
loath to adm it the true  inequality of cultures, and 
sometimes underm ine our specific national heritage 
by denigrating it, w hile conservatives are loath to 
admit the contingency and possible inferiority of West-
ern and American ways. Yet the conservative response 
is dangerous too. In fact, it makes the same mistake 
the Chinese made w hen confronted by the Europeans. 
Their past was so brilliant that they could not believe 
the “South Sea barbarians” m attered. Unfortunately, 
they found out after 1839 that it did not suffice to tell 
Europeans that they were immoral to trade in opium. 
They came anyway, bearing guns with which the Chi-
nese could not cope.

The Turks had exactly the same history with respect 
to their confrontation with Europe except that it hap-
pened earlier, after 1699. They had steadfastly paid no 
attention to the West until it was too late for them to 
catch up and adjust their institutions to the European 
challenge.

If we Americans likewise believe that we possess all 
the truths that matter—for instance, those expressed 
by the Declaration of Independence, Constitution, and 
so forth—and need only recite them  piously, we will 
not be able to react intelligently to changes that may 
occur, or are already in train, in the world around us. 
We must instead continue to adapt lest we, too, be left

4 8  A m e r ic a n  E d u c a t o r S p r in g  2000



behind, and cultivate an open-mindedness towards the 
rest of world, and be at the ready to borrow ideas and 
skills of value. To do so, of course, may require that we 
adapt, adjust, and even reject treasured aspects of our 
past.

One obvious example is what I regard as Americans’ 
almost obsessive individualism as compared to com-
m itm ents m ade to  prim ary groups in w hich fellow 
spirits may m eet and share and make life worthwhile. I 
firmly believe that groups are needed to maintain that 
private sphere of freedom and fulfillment and creative 
variety that em erged so stunningly in 17th-century 
England. But the preservation of that zone of freedom 
requires that individuals in fact join in groups and 
choose to devote themselves to common undertakings 
conducive to the polity’s health. That is not to say that 
groups organized around treasured grievances or anger 
against all w ho are different, as displayed by some of 
the militias and eccentric sectarians today, do not in-
deed threaten public order and perhaps even the wide 
w orld beyond. But for people to spurn  all groups, 
even the family, in the name of individual satisfaction, 
is no less destructive of culture.

Thus, the choices we make every day about which 
groups to join and how  fully, enthusiastically, and loy-
ally to participate in them will shape the future of our 
country and the world. I must say that the Internet 
and other new  forms of communication will presum-
ably permit new groups to form around national, eth-
nic, political, professional, religious, even sports loyal-
ties. Indeed, loyalty to everything from the nuclear 
family to nationhood to the human race and—if you 
want to get really cosmic—the DNA form of life—is 
the potential stuff for a group loyalty even as the rise 
and fall of groups is the stuff of h isto ry  Conflicts 
among loyalties pose the central moral problem  of 
human life. We all belong to many groups and embody 
many identities, and how to reconcile them effectively 
one w ith another has been the ethical challenge to 
human beings ever since tight-knit, separate primary 
groups of hunters and gatherers ceased to be the sole 
form of human society.

In recent centuries the group called the “nation” has 
come to the fore. But there is nothing eternal about it, 
and no one knows what new forms of community may 
emerge and w hat new  challenges they may pose. It 
seem s to  me, therefo re , th a t u nderstand ing  how  
groups have interacted in the past is the only prepara-
tion for responsible, effective action in the future. And 
that means that world history is a far better guide than 
W estern Civ alone, w hich is, in the largest frame, a 
mere episode in the human saga: an important one, to 
be sure, which no rational world history would leave 
out, but an episode just the same.

So insofar as a concept of the West excludes the rest 
of humanity it is a false and dangerous model. Situating 
the West within the totality of humankind is the way 
to go, and we should in our classrooms move as best 
we can in that direction, believing always in the en-
nobling effect of enlarging one’s circle of sympathies, 
understanding, and knowledge, and aspiring to share 
that belief with our students. There can be no higher 
calling for historians, and above all, for teachers of his-
tory. □
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