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Over the past year more than 600,000 people have crossed the Mediterranean and Southeast Europe to seek
asylum in the European Union.(1) While countries such as Germany have been incredibly welcoming in
offering these refugees protection (with an increase of 155 per cent from 2014—15), others — most notably
the United Kingdom — have been reluctant to open their borders.(2) According to one statistic, for every one
application received in Britain between June 2014 and 2015, 27 were received in Germany.(3) In response to
these dire numbers David Miliband, the former foreign secretary, claimed that * Britain was at the forefront
of writing the conventions and writing the protocols that established legal rights for refugees. A lot of the
legal theory came out of the UK.(4) For Miliband, the country was abandoning its 200-year-old tradition of
humanitarian commitment to welcoming refugees.

In Britannia's Embrace. Modern Humanitarianism and the Imperial Origins of Refugee Relief, Caroline
Shaw examines what exactly this tradition entailed. The book traces the 19th-century history of refugein
Britain, as part of a humanitarian and imperial story, before refuge became part of an international legal
discourse of rightsin the early 20th century. The book does not offer a history of a particular refugee group,
but rather charts the development of the cultural and political framework of the refugee as a moral category
that would receive asylum in Britain. It aimsto provide an insight into the * British xenophobia (p. 8) of the
20th and 21st centuries.

Scholars have famously crowned the 20th century as the ‘the age of the refugee, the displaced person, [and)]
mass immigration’ (5) but Britannia’s Embrace argues for the 19th-century British origins of the refugee. In
doing so, it joins scholars like Prakash Shah, who have explored the longue durée tradition of asylum lawsin
Britain from the 16th-century Huguenots through to the 19th-century exemptions from Extradition Laws.(6)
Unlike Shah, however, who claimed that race was the central factor determining the State’ s response to
refugee movements, Shaw argues for the universal potential of the category. Taking a more cultural
approach to the story of 19th-century quest for refuge, Britannia’' s Embrace’s central argument is that ‘the
category of the refugee became potentially universal and provisions for the protection of persecuted
foreigners global in scope’ (p. 3). While there were other providers of refuge throughout the world, for Shaw
the story is aBritish one, ‘for it was the British who first and most powerfully incorporated the provision of


https://reviews.history.ac.uk

relief for persecuted foreigners into their national and then imperial, rasion de'etre’ (p. 3). Britannia’'s
Embrace therefore analyzes not only the formal legal debates about asylum in Britain but also the broader
public debates and representations of those who sought refuge in newspapers and literature.

Initially, Shaw shows, the British category of the refugee came to denote a Christian and elite group of
persecuted Europeans. Throughout the 17th and most of the 18th century, ‘refugees were understood to be
Protestants fleeing persecution on the Continent. The term refugee itself entered the English language as a
way to describe the persecuted Huguenot in Catholic France who sought asylum in England. During the
French Revolution in the early 1790s, reactions to the plight of French émigrés shattered the confessional
model of refuge. British elites came to identify with and support the Catholic clergy after the September
Massacres of 1792.

According to part one of the book, it was in the aftermath of the Congress of Viennathat the refugee
category expanded. Both energized and agitated by the proceedings at Vienna, British activists took aim at
ongoing oppression overseas, setting their sights on the international slave trade and at continental despotism
in particular. In the 1820s and 1830s, the British thus came to include in this category victims of foreign
revolutions as well as revolutionaries themselves, persecuted minorities and even escaped foreign slaves.
Responsibility for Africans caught up in the slave trade was the direct result of anti-slave-trade treaties,
Shaw contends.

Thisis one of the book most crucial contributions: it connects the foreign émigrés from revolutionary
Europe with the fugitive slaves in North America. Through this connection, the book adds to the literature of
the *British World’ (7) and shows how legal debates about Continental politics during and after 1815 were
closely connected to the debates about the slave trade in the Anglo-world. Furthermore, in considering these
slaves as part of this 19th-century history of the quest for asylum, Shaw also joins a growing body of
literature on the afterlives of abolitionism. Shaw argues that the Congress of Vienna not only created a
humanitarian norm of a ban against the slave trade but also the mechanisms to enforce it.(8)

By the mid-19th century, ‘the refugee,” although nowhere defined in British law, was recognized in the
British public as aforeigner who had been persecuted overseas and hence required philanthropic attention.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, this moral framework fitted with the larger liberal ideology of the age, promoting
those refugees who were heroic, morally righteous, self-governing and usually male. In a chapter devoted to
what Shaw calls ‘the refugee narrative’, she argues that the development of anew genre of representations in
the British press and novels helped anchor the definition of the refugee as a heroic figure that * possessed
courage, liberal principles, and a strong sense of honor and justice’ (p. 74).

Curiously, Shaw does not explore the religious language and meanings of the refugee narrative, despite the
distinctively Christian origins of what she calls the *turn to refuge’ and the religious background of the
majority of the philanthropists and abolitionist activists who advocated for it.(9) Instead, she contends that
the refugee narrative ‘transcended religious, as well as race and class, differences’ (p. 220). A closer 100k,
however, shows that Shaw’ s protagonists are mainly Europeans. Spanish, Hungarian and Italian émigrés
who fled the revolutions on the Continent and sought asylum in Britain. Only few of them were also fugitive
slaves. According to Shaw, 19th-century refugee narratives differentiated between fugitive slaves and
Africans liberated from the slave trade, and — although both were central to the abolitionists’ efforts— only
the former fitted the refugee narrative. This interesting distinction would have been worth developing
further. How and why did the abolitionist differentiate between these two subjects and how did it fit with
their overall humanitarian agenda?

Indeed, one of the more intriguing aspects of the refugee narratives is their contrast with the prototypical
ideas of the humanitarian victims of empire. While missionaries and philanthropists emphasized the fragility
of women and children in faminesin Indiaand Ireland (as well as of paupers in the metropole) to evoke
empathy (10), the refugee narrative ‘invited the British public to lionize refugees as personifications of
liberal virtue and, more often than not, to ignore the ongoing suffering, poverty, and uncertainty that



characterized lifein exile’ (p. 6). The refugee narrative of the mid-1850s generated compassion exactly
because these refugees, or at least the majority of them, were considered to be already self-governing, taking
charge of their own faith. This 19th-century figure of the refugee becomes even more striking when
compared to the ways in which refugees came to be represented in the multiple in the 20th century or,
alternatively, as the recent media frenzy about Aylan Kurdi showed, a helpless victim.(11) The 19th-century
refugee narrative offered another yet crucial aspect to the genealogy of contemporary humanitarianism.

But if in the mid-19th century this refugee narrative helped bolster claims for asylum, by the 1870s and
1880s it exposed the limits of these claims. Part two of Britannia’ s Embrace examines attempts to formalize
British refuge for persecuted foreigners from the 1870 Extradition Act to the 1905 Aliens Act. In the late
1860s and the 1870s, according to Shaw, changes in the international scene forced the British to question the
difference between foreign refugees and violent criminals.(12) Beneath this concern was a broader one over
the nature of who isreally entitled to claim asylum from the British state. British activists, officials and legal
theorists began to question whether refuge was a moral obligation that applied to everyone who fitted the
refugee category.

Shaw traces this transition, by analyzing the tension between the general language of the law and the
political realities which put it to the test. According to Shaw, it is the interaction between cultural narratives,
law and resources that came to shape the late 19th-century debates of who is entitled to receive refuge from
the British state. Here lies Britannia’s Embrace’ s greatest strength: it explores not only the legal history of
refuge but also the cultural and political debates which deem them possible. In one of the best chapters of the
book, Shaw shows how the political realities of communism and anarchism in the Continent as well as
threats from the empire challenged exemption from the 1870 Extradition Act. The Extradition Act, passed
under the auspices of Gladstone's Liberal administration, was ‘atriumph for a capacious liberalism’ (p. 155)
that enshrined the right of the ‘political offender’ to asylum for the first time and included both foreign and
imperial offenders under its auspice. Y et, as Shaw skillfully demonstrates, this liberal triumph was heavily
weighted with new concerns for the public peace, such asthe increasingly violent Irish nationalist movement
and the advent of continental Communism and Anarchism. Faced with both international and domestic
pressure, the British had to reconsider what constituted ‘ political offenses’ and in the 1890s, limited it to
those committed at atime of open insurrection only.

As concerns for diplomatic relations and financial costs of refuge grew, the British commitment to refuge
became even more limited. By the |late 19th century, pogroms through the 1880s and 1890s forced thousands
of Eastern European Jews to migrate from ports in continental northern Europe, with most intending to land
eventually in the United States, travelling via British ports.(13) Faced with the influx of these potential
migrants, officials, public commentators, and activists within and outside the Anglo-Jewish community
reassessed the scope of Britain’s broad normative injunction to protect refugees. The result —the 1905 Aliens
Act —was alimited even if official definition of who could claim asylum in Britain. ‘ By codifying asylum in
law, refuge provision can be partly insulated from the vicissitudes of public opinion. It became
bureaucratized and systematized’ (p. 239), though Shaw does not fully clarify what this bureaucratization
entailed.



The 1905 Aliens Act is notoriously known for restricting the number of aiensin Britain and defined who are
‘undesirable immigrants'.(14) Shaw, however, joins scholars such as Alison Bashford and Jane Mcadam in
emphasizing how the Aliens Act uniquely, if briefly, codified an individual right to asylum in British law in
a clause devoted to the protection of individuals from political and religious persecution.(15) The act
preserved the tradition of asylum for persecuted foreigners and offered a ‘ capstone to nineteenth-century
humanitarianism’ (p. 234). According to Shaw, activists and politicians sought to preserve British refuge by
making it alegal right for the persecuted only when the passage of immigration restrictions seemed
inevitable. Here it would have been worth unpacking this relationship between the categories of the
immigrant and the émigré versus that of the refugee. The unstable nature of these terms may have yielded a
new relationship between the migrant and the refugee in British law which resonant today throughout
Europe in the current refugee crisis.

In her article ‘We refugees,” Hannah Arendt wrote, ‘[a] refugee used to be a person driven to seek refuge
because of some act committed or some political opinion held...,’

With us the meaning of the term ‘refugee’ has changed. Now ‘refugees’ are those of us who have been so
unfortunate as to arrive in a new country without means and have to be helped by Refugee Committees.(16)

Arendt referred to the Jewish refugees in the aftermath of the Second World War but as she showed
elsewhere this meaning began to take hold with regard to the stateless refugees of the First World War.(17)
In this period new legal and political mechanisms came to shape a fresh notion of what it means to claim
refuge on an international stage. Through institutions like the League of Nations' High Commissioner of the
Refugees the refugee category was transformed into a distinctly legal problem, a matter of rights rather than
of compassion.

Britannia’ s Embrace charts the 19th-century history of how refuge came to be conceived as a humanitarian
problem in the first place. Focusing on the case of Britain, the book adds an important cultural and political
dimension to the ways in which Britons came to care for and aid refugees from the emergence of theterm in
the 17th century until the 1905 Aliens Act. Further studiesin the field could bring this turn to refuge to full
circle, tracing the transition from a more British based turn to refuge, as a humanitarian problem, to its
emergence as part of an international discourse of rights with the impact of the total wars.

In arecent piece the anthropologist Didier Fassin has argued that the current crisis has shifted the debate
about the refugee from alegal question of rightsto a moral question of favor or as he calsit ‘[s]elective
humanitarianism’.(18) Britannia’s Embrace offers the fascinating back-story — its possibilities as well asits
limits — of how debates about refuge devel oped from humanitarian discoursesin a British imperia context to
become legal discourses of rights. The 19th-century British legacies cast along shadow over the meaning of
what it isto claim refuge in Europe and beyond. This history sheds light on contemporary approaches based
upon compassion, as well as their shortcomingsin lieu of a more robust international legal commitment to
the granting of asylum.
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