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we ought to do, on the other what
we actually do. The difference
between the two is quite
controversial and not a little
mysterious. What grounds the
capacity to make, break and
maintain the norms that define
our collective condition as
human? If some supreme
sovereign power is required, does
this dictator dwell outside or
inside of us – and how does its
chain of command operate?
Recently it has become

common to interpret these
questions as a cross-disciplinary
face-off between sociology and
biology. Whenever sociologists say
that norms are internalised
through institutionalised forms of
learning, biologists insist that in
reality these are adaptations that
externalise genetic tendencies in
specific environments. Stephen
Turner’s subtle examination
avoids both faces of this crude
mirror but shares a concern that
arises from looking at them at the
same time: what else is there to a
norm in the strong obligatory
sense that is not already captured
in the empirical sense of norm,
namely, what regularly happens in
society?

This question is important for
historical and contemporary
reasons, both of which are
skilfully blended in this text.
On the one hand, in the early

20th century, psychology,
sociology and political science
managed to establish expertise
over areas previously covered by
theology, philosophy and law by
eroding, if not eliminating, the
difference between the two senses
of norm. On the other hand, in
the early 21st century, there
remains an active trade in analytic
philosophy of mind and language
trying to claw back some of the
lost ground at a time when
increasingly diffuse patterns of
human behaviour threaten to
divest “norm” of any clear
meaning.
Turner astutely observes that

the strong obligatory sense of
norm is an artefact of late Roman

law that has no clear precedent in
other legal traditions. The
relevant innovation is the idea of
freely binding one’s actions in
certain accountable ways. By
contrast, in societies untouched
by Rome, people’s behavioural
expectations have been largely
determined by their roles, which
are prescribed by such
naturalistic means as birthright.
Nevertheless, throughout the
modern period, especially after
Kant, a universal sense of
obligation has been claimed for
the rational person’s adherence to
law, ethics and logic.
From Turner’s perspective, the

history of social science has been
one long struggle to get
philosophers to admit the
empirical eccentricity of the
Kantian position – that such
latter-day Kantians as John Rawls
and Jürgen Habermas are much
more parochial than advertised.
Turner characterises this struggle
as the de-supernaturalisation of
the normative, by which he means
to recall the Christian roots of the
obligatory sense of norm in the
“self-legislating” individual who
can tell the difference between
what is normally done and what
she ought to do by virtue of
personal commitment.
Thus, philosophers have been

on a mission to find God in the
secular garb of normativity. The
book begins with the great lawyer
Hans Kelsen’s multiple strategies
to prevent the idea of legality
from blending into Max Weber’s
sociology of law. Similar
examinations are then made of
the Pittsburgh philosophers
Wilfrid Sellars, John McDowell
and Robert Brandom, who try to
provide social accounts of
inference and justification that do
not simply reinvent Durkheim
with a lot more complexity and a
lot less data.
In the end, Turner believes

that all these philosophical
projects are doomed to failure
because they are seeking
something that does not exist.
Turner’s very clear and

measured writing can easily
underplay the significance of his
message, which needs to be
taken very seriously by anyone
concerned about the future of
philosophy and the social
sciences.

Steve Fuller is professor of
sociology, University of Warwick,
and author of Science: The Art of
Living (Acumen, 2010).
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To most Britons, the War of
1812 is an obscure conflict,
paling into insignificance

against the more famous triumphs
of British arms against Napoleon
in the Iberian Peninsula and at
Waterloo. The “American War”,
as it is sometimes called, began in
June 1812 and ended in February
1815. Fighting occurred in several
theatres; in Atlantic waters; along
the frontier of the Canadas
(modern Ontario and Quebec)
and the United States; and on the
Great Lakes. As the war in
Europe was the principal effort,
British strategy was largely
defensive through 1812 and 1813
and sought to avoid the
annexation of Canada by the
Americans, while several large

offensives were conducted in
1814. In the end, neither side
achieved a knockout blow against
the other, while none of the issues
causing the war itself were
resolved. Nonetheless, almost
50,000 British troops were sent to
North America, while some 60
warships were in the Atlantic and
a sizeable naval presence existed
on the Great Lakes.
Most scholarly studies of this

conflict are the work of
Canadians and Americans; Jeremy
Black, a British academic with
more than 70 books to his credit,
is one of the few non-North
American scholars to have written
about the conflict in depth. Black
seeks to place the conflict within
the wider context of European
events and the domestic American
political situation. However, while
The War of 1812 in the Age of
Napoleon has much to offer on
these two subjects, it says little
about the war itself.
The author offers an overview

of American power in the early-
19th century, when it relied on
superior morale rather than
martial capabilities. Several
interesting comparisons between
the War of 1812 and the
American War of Independence
are offered, such as the morale
boost the rebels received from
their victories in 1775, while in
1812, American plans to conquer
Canada lay in ruins.
Black is comfortable discussing

British strategic concerns,
European diplomacy and
American politics, but his
appreciation of the details of the
War of 1812 is weak. Several
well-established myths are
repeated and important areas
ignored. The strategy employed
by Britain to defend Canada is
hardly explored, and the author
calls upon the usual heroes (such
as Major General Sir Isaac Brock,
who died during the Battle of
Queenston Heights in October
1812) to tell his tale, rather than
exploring the precarious defences
of British North America and the
defensive strategy conducted by
Sir George Prevost, the Captain
General and Governor of British
North America.
Despite their hawkish rhetoric,

the Americans were unprepared
for war and their dismal
performance on land during 1812
was partially recovered by their
establishing naval superiority on
Lake Ontario in November;
without control of the waterways,
land campaigns suffered. During
1813, the Americans exploited
that naval superiority to make
repeated strikes into Upper
Canada, although all of these
were defeated.
With Napoleon’s abdication in

1814, Britain sent reinforcements
to North America, not to “focus
on the conquest of American
territory”, as Black claims, but to
ensure the security of Canada in
anticipation of the coming peace
talks. The emphasis of this new
strategy was not on the American
littoral, but Canada, where the
majority of the army
reinforcements went. Operations
against coastal America were to
provide a diversion in aid of the
forces in Canada, who received a
series of ambitious goals: destroy
the American naval base on Lake
Ontario, regain control of Lake
Erie, gain supremacy on the
Upper Lakes and secure the
frontier of Lower Canada from
attack. Given the lateness of the
season, it was possible only to

attempt one of these tasks, which
led to the Plattsburgh expedition.
The Plattsburgh expedition is

treated superficially and the
author blames Prevost for its
failure. There is no exploration of
the serious problems within
British naval affairs, with
Commodore Sir James Lucas Yeo
proving less of a naval
commander-in-chief and more of
a resource-hoarding prima donna
who undermined the British naval
power on lakes Erie and
Champlain for his own interest in
Lake Ontario. After the British
naval force on Lake Champlain
was defeated, Prevost’s flank was
open and he withdrew to Canada
with an intact land force that
continued to protect the frontier.
Prevost was later recalled to face
charges laid by the Royal Navy,
and it is unfortunate that he died
before there was an opportunity
for him to respond to them.

The War of 1812 in the Age of
Napoleon offers several
interesting insights from the
perspective of British and
American strategy, but ignores
many elements of the war itself.
The result is a flawed examination
of the British side of the war that
does no service to the general or
expert reader.

Major John R. Grodzinski is
assistant professor of history,
Royal Military College of
Canada. He regularly leads tours
to War of 1812 battlefields.
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The “normative” defines a
traditional faultline between
philosophy and the social

sciences. On the one side lies what
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John Grodzinski looks back at a conflict that took
place long before the ‘special relationship’ existed
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Hidden From History: 300 Years of
Women’s Oppression and the Fight
Against it
By Sheila Rowbotham

I can still remember the excitement I
felt when, in 1981, I was offered a
Social Science Research Council
studentship to study full time for my
PhD at The Open University. I had
intended to research the education of
working-class women in early 20th-
century Britain, but my interest soon
switched to the 19th century.

These were heady times to be a PhD
student trying to find out about
women’s lives in the past. A decade
earlier, the so-called second wave of
feminism in Western Europe and North
America had sparked off a renewed
interest in women’s history, an interest
that challenged most historical
accounts of the past.

Most mainstream history had been
written not only by men, but also about
men’s activities in wars, courts, politics,
diplomacy, business and
administration.Women were largely
invisible or, if present, belittled in some
way or located within sex-stereotypical
discussions about the family or the
effect of their paid work on their
family roles.

If there was one book in Britain that
crystallised the discontent and
disillusionment that many activists in
the women’s liberation movement felt
about this situation, it was Sheila
Rowbotham’s Hidden From History:
300 Years of Women’s Oppression and
the Fight Against it. This book acted as
a catalyst for the “taking-off” of
women’s history in this country. I read it
with amazement and joy.

Hidden from History was first

published in 1973. A slim volume, it
did not present new and detailed
research, but instead offered a broad
sweep of the past, charting the
changing position of women in England
from the 16th century to the 1930s.
Writing from a socialist feminist
perspective, Rowbotham drew upon a
diverse range of secondary sources to
explore the complex interrelationship
between the class exploitation of
women in the past and their
oppression as women.

“The subordination of women has
been sexual as well as political”, she
proclaimed. Issues that had been
central to women’s lives and largely
ignored, such as birth control, abortion
and female sexuality, were explored.
Nor was the link between the past and
present ignored. “We are involved in a
continuing struggle to claim our bodies
and our labour power which social
relationships of domination have
removed from our control,” she
concluded.

Today the expanding field of
women’s history is less feminist and
more descriptive, and no longer
confined to the themes and the
socialist framework that Rowbotham
articulated. But the very title of this
canonical text encapsulated the
“problem” with history as taught in our
universities 40 years ago. It embodied
an idea that was influential in its time
and still reverberates in many corners
of the earth. It shook the academy from
its assumption that men’s histories
should be portrayed as universally
applicable to humankind.

June Purvis is professor of
women’s and gender history,
University of Portsmouth.
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