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Review by Gül Tokay, Visiting Professor of Diplomatic History, Richmond University, London 

ameron Whitehead’s article offers an interesting contribution to the discussions of late-nineteenth 
century international history and on William E. Gladstone.1 With the assistance of traveller’s 
accounts and personal diaries, Whitehead uses the British statesmen’s marginalia in his readings to 

reinterpret the Bulgarian horrors 2 that took place during the Eastern Crisis of 1875-8 and Gladstone’s 
influence on the Bulgarian Agitation, a popular movement in Britain against the Turkish atrocities in Bulgaria 
of 1876. 

Whitehead argues that Gladstone’s marginalia is particularly revealing in terms of his intervention in the 
Eastern Crisis and the Bulgarian massacres, which resulted in a transformation of British foreign policy vis-à-
vis the late Ottoman Empire. (865) Furthermore, the author states that, according to the marginalia, 
Gladstone initially had limited knowledge of the region and understood little with regard to southeast Europe 
before the summer of 1876 and only started reading widely on the region after publishing his influential 
pamphlet, The Bulgarian Horrors and the Question of the East in September 1876. (865)  

According to Whitehead, the popular movement led by Gladstone led Britain to shift its alliance away from 
the Ottoman Empire, allowing Russia to declare war on the Ottoman Empire to support the emancipation of 
subject Christian races and gain their independence.  Gladstone had a huge library and was known to read 
immensely, his favourite subjects being theology, classics, and history, with copious marks, notes and 
comments written on the pages. He kept a detailed diary recording his political and personnel activities. 

                                                       
1 C.E.A. Whitehead, ‘The Bulgarian Horrors: Culture and the International History of the Great Eastern 

Crisis, 1876-1878’ (PhD Dissertation, University of British Columbia, 2014). 

2 The phrase refers to the atrocities committed by the Ottoman troops, especially by the irregulars during the 
Bulgarian Uprising of April 1876. 
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Whitehead states that in our digital age we now have easier access to isolated material such as marginalia, 
which no doubt allows us to establish more detailed pictures. Based on his reading of the marginalia, the 
author argues that it was Gladstone’s hatred for the Turks that shaped his views on the Bulgarian horrors. He 
believed the Ottoman Christians were part of Christian Europe and was therefore heavily critical of Benjamin 
Disraeli, the leader of the Conservative Party in Britain, and of his support for the Ottomans. 

In his reinterpretation of Gladstone and the Bulgarian Horrors, the author uses Anthony Giddens’ concept of 
structuration (868) and Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of constructive structuralism to argue that Gladstone’s 
marginalia provide a unique linkage between studies of cultural languages of understanding, individual 
decision-making, and foreign policy.3 (868) Whitehead argues that this process may contribute to the study of 
international history, which has been dominated in the main by the material of high politics. 

The Bulgarian Agitation was a popular movement in Britain endorsed by Gladstone and which gained 
momentum during the Bulgarian horrors between July and December of 1876. It railed against the imperial 
interests of the old-school British conservatives, the Palmerstonians, and especially of Disraeli, who gave his 
unstinting support to the Ottoman Empire. (875) Despite the fact that the public upheaval over the 
Bulgarian horrors had international and humanitarian ramifications, it was the domestic struggle and 
personnel dislike between Gladstone and Disraeli that dominated British politics on the eve of the Russo-
Turkish War. Whitehead, however, argues that British domestic struggles had a very serious impact on wider 
international relations, with profound consequences for European and world history, but he dismisses the 
already existing shift in British politics with the death of Lord Palmerston in 1865 and ignores Gladstone’s 
first premiership (1868-74), when the British statesmen implemented a non-interventionist foreign policy. 

Gladstone, no doubt, changed when in opposition, especially in terms of the affairs of the East, and his anti-
Turkishness culminated with his famous pamphlet on the Bulgarian horrors. It became quickly very popular 
not only in Britain but also internationally, particularly in Russia. 

A split appeared not only within the opposition but also amongst the conservatives, to the extent that even 
Foreign Secretary Lord Derby was wary of Disraeli and his support for the Turks during the Bulgarian 
atrocities. Derby admitted on the eve of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-78 that the popular perception of 
the Turks had been destroyed in England and he refused to bend the Bulgarian Agitation. 

One therefore reads with reluctance when Whitehead argues that it was the common-sense demands of 
Gladstone and the Agitation that became the basis for international diplomatic attempts to resolve the Eastern 
crises during the Constantinople conference of late 1876. British plenipotentiaries were no doubt concerned 
about the public reaction in England, but it was joint action by the European powers, which were united in 
their concerns about the likely consequences of a Russo-Turkish war.  

However, after the Ottomans rejected European proposals for domestic reform, war between the Ottoman 
Empire and Russia became inevitable and the latter declared war on the in April 1877. As the war raged on, 

                                                       
3 Anthony Giddens,The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration (Cambridge: Polity Press, 

1984; Berkley: University of California Press, 1986); Pierre Bourdieu, Choses dites (Paris: Editions de Minuits, 1987), 
Eng. In Other Words: Toward a Reflexive Sociology trans. Matthew Adamson (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990). 
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the Agitation’s activities slowed down, while Gladstone continued to publish until his return to power in 
1880. 

After the death of Lord Palmerston in 1865, there was a shift in British politics, with Britain moving from 
being an informal ally of the Ottoman Empire to one more distanced from the affairs of the Ottomans. On 
the other hand, the Liberals had always had a reputation for being overly critical of the Ottomans’ treatment 
of non-Muslims. The liberals and Gladstone’s anti-Turkishness should not, however, be overstated, as it has 
in this article.  

With the return to power of the Conservatives in 1874 under Disraeli, who was the last British statesman to 
support the integrity of the Ottoman Empire (which, he maintained, was essential for the European Balance 
of Power), divergent voices began to be heard amongst conservatives. Moreover, the Prime Minister’s 
relatively advanced age limited his influence in Parliament, a fact, which is dismissed by the author. The 
opposition accused Disraeli of being pro-Turkish and also encouraged the public to pressure the government 
into withholding support for the Turks and to grant self- government or even independence to the peoples of 
the disturbed provinces. No doubt, as noted in Gladstone’s marginalia as well, his cultural background and 
readings on religion and race had an influence, but his main focus and emphasis was, above all, Disraeli’s 
Palmerstonism.  

To conclude, Whitehead’s article on Gladstone and the Eastern Crisis using the British statesmen’s 
unexplored marginalia, which the author links to cultural understandings and the formation of foreign policy, 
is no doubt an interesting and novel contribution to the historiography of the era. However, the reviewer 
disagrees that the British and Gladstone in particular lacked an understanding of the region and that his 
cultural values shaped his domestic and international influence during the Eastern Crisis. One should not 
overlook the fact that, despite the presence of differing voices at time, the ‘Question of the Orient’ was, for 
the British, a national question. Gladstone, despite his marginalia, which he kept private, was no doubt a 
moralistic leader who had been influenced by his upbringing. However, one should also take pains to 
distinguish between Gladstone in power and in opposition, something the author overlooks. The Liberals and 
Gladstone, throughout their terms of power, were vocal supporters of the Concert of Europe and they 
believed that the once the disturbed regions had been liberated, the Ottoman Empire would be preserved. 

Gül Tokay’s (Ph.D., SOAS, University of London) research interests and publications include late Ottoman 
diplomatic relations and history of the southeastern Europe with special interests on Bulgarian/ Macedonian 
questions of 1878-1914. 
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