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Cambridge booksellers
I’m surprised there has been
no mention of the bookseller,
G David. They used to have a
small shop near St Bene’t’s
Church and (in the late 1950s) a
stall in the marketplace. In 1957,
in between my interviews to
read Classics at Catz, I wandered
into the Market Square and was
delighted to be able to buy not
only leather-bound volumes of
Scott’s novels for sixpence (2½p)
but also Greek and Latin texts
for a similar price. Admittedly
the texts were falling to bits,
but as I’d done bookbinding
at school it was an easy task to
stitch them together. So it was
a happy discovery – and Catz
gave me a scholarship.
Roger Smith
(St Catharine’s 1957)
Editor: G David is still going
strong in St Edward’s Passage
I am grateful to Joan Schneider
(CAM 79) for recalling the
1947 version of the Cambridge
Bookshops ditty set to the tune
of Frère Jacques. By the mid1950s, my contemporaries
may recall this had acquired
greater accuracy and improved
scanning: William Heffer,
William Heffer / Bowes and
Bowes, Bowes and Bowes /
Galloway and Porter, Galloway
and Porter / Deighton Bell,
Deighton Bell.
Trevor Lyttleton
(King’s 1954)

India
My wish? That a good part of
the next 70 years be focused
on agriprises (rather than
2
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Mailbag

Editor’s letter

Welcome to the Easter edition of CAM. This
October, Professor Sir Leszek Borysiewicz will
complete his seven-year term as the University’s
Vice-Chancellor. On page 30, he reflects on how
he has approached his time.
When Roderick Braithwaite (Queens’ 1951)
wrote to us to say he reckoned it was time we
thought about the growing numbers of CAM
readers working past retirement, we realised he
was right. On page 14, we talk to leading members
of the Cambridge community about what it
means to extend your working life well beyond
the usual 40 years.
Elsewhere, on page 34, we examine the future
of the economy; on page 20, our bibliotherapists
provide novel cures for all your ills. And on
page 26, Professor Magdalena Zernicka-Goetz
reflects on what it is like to make not one, but two
world-changing discoveries.
Finally, as we go to press, we were very sad
to hear the news that Sir Paul Judge had passed
away. As well as being in large part responsible
for CAM’s introduction back in 1990, he was
always a great friend of the magazine and we
shall very much miss his advice and insight.
Mira Katbamna (Caius 1995)

Write to us
We are always delighted to
receive your emails and letters.
Email your letters to:
cameditor@alumni.cam.ac.uk
Write to us at:
CAM, 1 Quayside, Bridge
Street, Cambridge, CB5 8AB.
Please mark your letter
‘for publication’. You can read
more CAM letters at alumni.
cam.ac.uk/cam. Letters may
be edited for length.
@Cambridge_Uni
facebook.com/
cambridgealumni

enterprises) under an
infrastructure and architecture
that enables India to be the
principal source of food for
Africa and the Middle East,
after meeting its own needs
at world-class nutritional
levels. Prosperity in farmlands
breeds security, tolerance,
sustainability of resources,
birth control and culture.
Nawshir Khurody
(Trinity 1955)

ILLUSTRATION: MICHAEL KIRKHAM; ICON: LA TIGRE

Malthus Redux
I was struck by your article
(CAM 80) on Reverend Thomas
Malthus. Early in my career, in
the 1970s, I taught in Ethiopia,
a country with 44 million
people. Today Ethiopia has a
population of 104 million –
it’s the second most populous
country in Africa after Nigeria.
I didn’t think it a coincidence
that Ethiopia, in particular, and
the Sahel in general, suffer from
periodic famine and great loss
of life. Contraception in Africa
is still not widely available.
Sadly, we have not seen the
last of desperate refugees
trying to flee their continent.
Geoff Simmons
(Emmanuel 1967)
Malthus was controverted, in
1965, by Esther Boserup’s The
conditions of agricultural growth,
the economics of agricultural
growth under population
pressure. She showed how,
in many Asian areas, farmers
had met the needs of a growing
population by increasing their
inputs of labour per unit of
land and by adopting new

technologies. Influenced by her
book, I led a team of researchers
from the Overseas Development
Institute and the University of
Nairobi to make a detailed study
of Machakos District, Kenya,
comparing its badly degraded
state in the 1930s (population
250,000) and its terraced,
productive and tree-covered
state in 1991 (population 1.4
million). In other words, more
productive farming had led
to more non-farm jobs and
a diversified local economy.
Mary Tiffen
(Girton 1949)

Cambridge Soundtrack
Leslie Bricusse (CAM 79) is
right to applaud the musical,
Guys and Dolls, and particularly
the opening number, Fugue for
Tinhorns. But he shouldn’t be
misled by its title into thinking
it’s a fully-fledged fugue.
While it shares with fugue
the principal of ‘contrapuntal
imitation’, ultimately it’s only
a ‘round’, with each voice
starting in turn and singing the
same melody. A ‘proper’ fugue
weaves its theme repeatedly
into the texture using different
transpositions and keys and in
various combinations with itself.
I studied the writing of fugue
for Part II of the Music Tripos
in 1980 and I believe it’s still very
much part of the curriculum for
today’s Cambridge students.
JS Bach would be proud.
And in case anyone’s
wondering, the ‘tinhorns’
aren’t made of tin.
Christopher Mabley
(Corpus 1977)

Space of possible minds
Your tantalising story (CAM
79) reminded me of several
things. First, in his essays, DH
Lawrence wrote confidently of
the intelligence of individual
bodily organs that could perform
mental functions on their own,
which perhaps did not rule out
superior co-ordination and
oversight by the brain. AI
machines seem to be built
with parts entirely directed
by their ‘brains’.
Second, human language,
which Chomsky regards as an
innate mechanism (“universal
grammar”), seems to have
evolved over millennia,
carrying over and modifying
earlier stages of skills and
functions. Some may even
have been lost on the way.
A thought-provoking essay.
Hiren Gohain
(Caius 1964)

My room, your room
I was delighted to see Katharine
Whitehorn revisiting Cambridge
(CAM 80). More than 20 years
after she arrived, undergraduates
at Trinity Hall were using her
priceless work, Cooking in a
Bedsitter, to produce complete
meals on the single gas ring
in the Gyp room. What I learnt
served me well in bedsits in
Balham, Manchester and
Bristol before my first foray
onto the property ladder.
There was also a chapter
on wine, which advised that:
“Red wine goes with meat but
white wine goes with carpets”.
Bob Calver
(Trinity Hall 1969)

More from the
CAM mailbag
Our feature on conspiracy
theories (CAM 80) prompted a
great deal of debate, with many
of you picking up on the place
of religion. William Etheridge
(Pembroke 1971) thought the
feature “marvellous and so
relevant” but reckoned that we
should have admitted that the
“suspension of open-minded
critical rational analysis” is “the
bedrock of religion”. In contrast,
Peter Pattisson (Pembroke
1957), while appreciating
the discussion of how “our
framework of beliefs is moulded
by a subtle blend of evidence,
reason and preconception”,
thought we were quite wrong
to say that believing that
a “godlike entity” was
communicating with you
was no longer current in
Western society.
On Twitter, Kate Stockings
(Homerton 2014) praised the
“great article about Malthus in
the 21st century” and Richard
Johnson (Jesus 2009) loved
the letter from anthropologist
Gerald Mars (in which Mars
related how, as a 25-yearold fairground worker, he was
rejected by Hull, only to be
accepted by Cambridge). And
Katie Hemer (Fitzwilliam 2002)
was perhaps also transported
to her student days, tweeting
that reading the latest copy of
CAM she “sometimes really
misses Cambridge”. You’re not
alone Katie – but if you come
to Alumni Festival it’ll be as
if you never left. In a good
way, obviously.
EASTER 2017 | CAM 81
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GIFT

“It is my hope that the building
will enable breakthroughs in our
understanding of neurodegenerative
diseases, bringing us closer to the
development of new treatments”
R. Derek Finlay (Emmanuel 1952) is donating £5m to support
fundamental research into the causes of disorders such as Alzheimer’s
and Parkinson’s disease. His gift will support the completion of the
Chemistry of Health building. To follow the progress of the campaign
for the University and Colleges visit cam.ac.uk/YoursCambridge.

RESEARCH

A Cambridge scientist has won the world’s
most valuable prize for brain research.
Neuroscientist Professor Wolfram Schultz
shared The Brain Prize 2017, alongside fellow
researchers Professor Peter Dayan (Trinity
Hall 1983) and Professor Ray Dolan.
The three have been given the prize, worth
€1m and awarded annually by the Lundbeck
Foundation, for their work on how the brain
recognises and processes reward.
Professor Sir Colin Blakemore, chairman
of the Brain Prize selection committee, said:
“The judges concluded that the discoveries
made by Wolfram Schultz, Peter Dayan and
Ray Dolan were crucial for understanding
4
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how the brain detects reward and uses
this information to guide behaviour.”
The trio’s research could have wideranging implications for understanding
aspects of human behaviour, including how
we make decisions, why we become addicted
to things such as drinking alcohol and
gambling, and mental illnesses such
as schizophrenia.
Professor Schultz said: “The Brain Prize
is a fantastic reward for our research group.
I can hear our dopamine neurons jumping
up and down!”
To find out more about Cambridge neuroscience
visit: neuroscience.cam.ac.uk.

ILLUSTRATION: Michael Kirkham

Neuroscience win

458
In numbers

The number of Cambridge Alumni Groups around
the world, bringing together a remarkable network
of friendly and engaged alumni who share a
passion for and commitment to the University.
To find an alumni group near you, visit: alumni.
cam.ac.uk/groups.

Alumni survey
A huge thank you to the 30,500
of you who completed the alumni
survey. The survey asked about
your relationship with the Collegiate
University and your thoughts on
what we offer to alumni. Ninetythree per cent of you take pride in
your Cambridge affiliation; 94 per
cent rated your student experience
highly; and 86 per cent of you
say CAM is your most important
source of Cambridge news and
information. Analysis is ongoing,
and will be used as we plan the
future of our alumni programme.

Two-minute Tripos

DECONSTRUCTED

The 2017 Women’s Boat Race

PHOTOGRAPHY: Ian Walton / GETTY IMAGES; ILLUSTRATION: Michael Kirkham

We broke records this time
This year’s winning time was a recordbreaking 18 minutes, 33 seconds, beating
Oxford by 11 lengths. It’s the first ever
Women’s Boat Race on the Thames
Championship Course to clock in under
19 minutes, and beats the 2016 Cambridge
men’s team’s winning time of 18 minutes
38 seconds.

We didn’t put an oar wrong
The Light Blues pulled ahead early
after Oxford made a disastrous
mistake from which they never
really recovered: just after the race
began, Oxford caught a crab, which
temporarily halted their boat.

We are ahead over the long-term, too
Their victory in the 72nd Women’s
Boat Race puts Cambridge on 42 wins
and Oxford on 30. This is the Light
Blues’ first win since 2012.

It was a team effort
Club President Ashton Brown
(Fitzwilliam) caught pneumonia after
nearly sinking in last year’s race, and
was delighted to be victorious this
year. “I couldn’t have done it without
the squad and I just had an awesome
job leading them,” she said.

SUBJECT
CaterpillarS CAN eat
shopping bags. Discuss.
Caterpillars. Aren’t they just
incredible eaters?
I know! Do you remember reading
about that amazing one which ate
loads of fruit during the week and
then had an all-out salami, Swiss
cheese, pickle and cupcake binge
on Saturday? Like an Insect 5:2 Diet?
Well, the ones I’m reading about
won’t be feasting on chocolate
cake. These are ‘wax worms’: they
are bred to be fishing bait and
live parasitically in beehives.
Oh, get out of here with your
horrible insect reality. I just like
the cute coloured ones.
But that’s why they’re such big
news. They were observed in
the field eating a plastic bag.
Now, researchers from the
Spanish National Research Council
and the University’s Department
of Biochemistry have found that
they can eat almost a whole bag
in 12 hours. This stuff normally
takes between 100 to 400 years
to degrade.
Yeech. That would certainly give
me a stomach ache.
Well, plastic is a pain for the whole
world. Maybe these caterpillars
can play a part in getting rid of it,
thus creating a better environment
for everything on the earth.
Wow. Maybe so. It’s almost like they’re
turning something unpleasant into
something beautiful, just by doing
what comes naturally. I wonder where
they got that idea?
Probably from that book about the
very hungry caterpillar. What was it
called, The Very Hungry Caterpillar?
Yeah. I liked that bit when he turned
into a butterfly.
I liked that bit, too.
The study was led by postdoctoral
researcher, Dr Paolo Bombelli and
group leader Professor Chris Howe; the
paper was published in Current Biology
(April edition). To find out more about
their work, please visit: bioc.cam.ac.uk.
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CAMPENDIUM DON’S DIARY

A colleague who reads it declares
there will be calls for our heads. We
decide this is probably a good sign.
Professor Marian Holness of the Department of Earth Sciences
and Fellow of Trinity.

ILLUSTRATION: KATE COPELAND

O

ne of my post-docs starts the term
on maternity leave, and her son
arrives in late January. With dogged
determination she continues working from
home as we put the finishing touches to a big
paper. It is highly controversial, so we plan
carefully to make sure there are no holes
in our arguments and that the evidence is
unassailable. A colleague who kindly reads it
for us declares that there will be calls for our
heads. We decide this is probably a good sign.
Lent is my heaviest teaching term. Some
of the practical sessions are on Saturdays,
so I cheer us all up by bringing in chocolate
biscuits. The practicals involve the use of the
petrographic microscope, my main research
tool; much of my life is spent staring down
microscopes. This is such an important skill
for geologists to master that I make sure I
am present at all the sessions, even though
it means that every lecture I give comes
with an additional four hours in the lab.
In February, planning starts in earnest
for a field trip to Greenland in August. My
group will be collaborating with colleagues
from the University of Exeter and the Danish
Geological Survey. The Arctic is always
logistically difficult, and the barren and
empty east coast of Greenland is no
exception. Our plan is to fly to a small
regional airport and then charter a boat for
the three-day trip up the coast, hoping for
the best. Last time we tried this we were
prostrate with seasickness for two days in
mountainous seas before getting becalmed
– and immobilised – in sea-ice. We start to
refine our kit list, focusing on fuel to stay
warm and fed, Zodiacs – small inflatable
boats – for transport, and an arsenal to
protect us against polar bears. I organise a
day’s rifle training for the four Cambridge
team members, and start negotiations with
the University’s insurers for search and
rescue cover. I spend a few anxious days
adding up our financial reserves: the remote
Arctic is not a budget destination.

Last time we tried this
we were prostrate with
seasickness for two
days – and then became
immobilised in sea-ice

The term is broken up by forays to
Liverpool, Bristol and Berlin. Talking to
people in other departments can be
really energising – outside the Cambridge
bubble my ideas get challenged and robust
discussions trigger fresh ideas and open
up new research directions. At Liverpool
I meet someone who tells me about some
interesting igneous intrusions in Anglesey.
The minute I get back to Cambridge I dig
out the geological maps, search the literature
and email everyone still alive who worked
on these rocks. It turns out that two of the
intrusions appear in one of the earliest
ever geological maps, published in 1822
by the remarkable John Henslow (who was
Professor of Mineralogy at Cambridge for
a few years before becoming Professor of
Botany and founding the Botanic Garden).
It is impressive to see the extent to which
he was able to decode the geology of
Anglesey, decades before the invention of
the petrographic microscope, with neither
a decent topographic map nor GPS. I suggest
to my family that Anglesey would be a good
place for our Easter holiday.
The term ends as I accompany a group
of first years to Arran for their introduction
to real rocks. The transition from lecture
theatre to field can be a shock and their faces
betray their lack of confidence when faced
with their first outcrop. They don’t yet have
the experience to appreciate that the geology
of Arran is extraordinary, with countless
beautiful outcrops posing thought-provoking
scientific problems. Gradually, these
insecure novices realise that they do actually
know enough to make sense of what they
are seeing, and by the last day they’ve
transformed into confident scientists, able
to describe the 3D structure and geological
history of the first area they have mapped
by themselves. It’s immensely cheering to
see such palpable returns on all the hard
work that goes into teaching in Cambridge.
www.esc.cam.ac.uk
EASTER 2017 | CAM 81
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CAMPENDIUM MY ROOM, YOUR ROOM INTERVIEW LUCY JOLIN

I brought a Clavinova
and a lot of paper –
mathematicians get
through a lot of paper

I2, Caius Court
Eugenia Cheng (Caius 1994) and second-year organ scholar Michael
How share their stories of musical friendships and mathematical foes.

8
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T

he walls of Room I2, Caius Court, have
heard plenty of music over the years
– it is traditional for the College’s organ
scholar to reside here. But something special
happens when current scholar, Michael How,
and mathematician, pianist and author,
Eugenia Cheng (Caius 1994), sit down to play
Ravel’s Sleeping Beauty pavane together at
the grand piano. It’s almost as if there’s a third
generation present: Cheng’s friend and mentor
Robert Anderson (Caius 1948) – and himself
once a resident of I2.
“One of my strongest memories of this
room is the day that Robert Anderson knocked
on my door and said: ‘Excuse me, but this was
my room many years ago. Might I come in?’,”
remembers Cheng. “Of course, I said yes –
this room was a hub for musicians. He asked:
‘Are you president of the College music
society? I was president, too.’ And we became
friends. He used to sponsor students from
the developing world who didn’t have access
to libraries. We would show them around
Cambridge together.”
Anderson, a noted Egyptologist,
musician and music writer, sadly died in 2015.
“Otherwise, he would have been here,” says
Cheng with feeling. “Three generations in
one room! The way he managed to blend
his academic life and his music was an
inspiration to me. But I feel, especially in
this room, that he is still an inspiration.”
How agrees. “I think there’s a real spirit to
this room, and the College as a whole. It’s
amazing to think that so many influential
people have spent time here.”
So little has changed, says Cheng, that
it’s easy to let the years fall away. The slightly
tattered armchairs Cheng knew are still there.
The grand piano, however, is a step up from
the digital piano she brought with her in 1996.
“I was having to practise in the practice
rooms,” she says. How looks mystified.
“You’ve never seen them? They were in
Harvey Court. There are eight rooms in a row
and six of them are garages, so they always

IN BRIEF
Honorary degrees
Honorary degrees have
been awarded to a
number of prominent
individuals: Professor
Sir Malcolm Grant and
the Lord Turner of
Ecchinswell become
Doctors of Law;
Professor Jean-Marie
Lehn, Professor Eric
Maskin, Professor
Janet Rossant, Dame
Stephanie Shirley and
Ms Sophie Wilson
have been awarded
Doctors of Science;
and Professor Manuel
Castells is now Doctor
of Letters.

ILLUSTRATION: Michael Kirkham

TWEET OF THE TERM
We think there’s
‘conspiracy theory’ and
then there’s ‘acceptable
political discourse’
Simon Doubleday
(Pembroke 1985)
@Cambridge_Uni

reeked of petrol. Digital pianos were just
coming in, and I bought a Clavinova, which
ended up lasting me 20 years. And I brought
paper, as mathematicians get through a lot
of paper. And a fluffy duck my sister gave me.”
How came to Cambridge from Melbourne,
Australia. “So I couldn’t bring too much stuff,”
he says. He has no fluffy ducks, but he does
have the bright yellow Laughing Bag, which
sits rather incongruously on the shelf next to
The New English Hymnal. “I always had an
interest in medicine and music, and initially
didn’t know which to pursue. But I’m drawn
to the variety of the organ, with its heights
and depths, and such wide range of sounds.
Bach is probably my favourite – his work is
just so perfectly balanced.”
Looking back, says Cheng, the room
gave rise to a rich seam of inspiration that
continues to run through her life today.
“People would just turn up and play music,
or sing,” she remembers. “They’d climb in
through the window, or just let themselves
in and I’d find them here. Now, I run a salon in
Chicago – the Liederstube – and it’s the same.
People just turn up and we sing and play.
“The very last thing I did before leaving
Cambridge was sit in this court, on the little
wall, and think: I’ll never find a community
like this. I’ll never be able to have that thing
where people just wander in and sing with
me – because we all go off into the world,
and get jobs, and responsibilities. And
yet I have. It’s lovely to come back and
remember how it started.” Anderson,
certainly, would have approved.
Eugenia Cheng (Caius 1994) is Scientist in
Residence at the School of the Art Institute of
Chicago and the author of How to Bake Pi and
Beyond Infinity: An Expedition to the Outer
Limits of Mathematics. Her mission is to rid
the world of ‘math phobia’.
Michael How is a second-year musician and
Wilfrid Holland Organ Scholar and is
considering becoming a teacher. As yet, none of
his friends has climbed in through his window.

A CAMBRIDGE GUIDE TO…

Alumni festival
This year’s Alumni Festival is the ideal way
to make new connections and find out about
what’s happening in Cambridge. Running
from Friday 22 to Sunday 24 September, the
Festival will feature favourites such as the
alumni scratch choir, plus numerous talks,
panel discussions and reunions across the
Colleges and University. Plenty more
events are planned; to get up-to-the-minute
news of what is happening, please sign up
for the newsletters online at:
alumni.cam.ac.uk/AF17.
To find out more, please visit alumni.cam.
ac.uk/events.

NEW HEADS
Professor Jane
Clarke is to become
Wolfson College’s next
President, succeeding
Professor Sir Richard
Evans. St Catharine’s
has welcomed its 39th
Master, Professor Sir
Mark Welland. It has
been announced that
Dr Pippa Rogerson will
be the next Master of
Caius, succeeding Sir
Alan Fersht when he
retires at the end of
2018. And Professor
Chris Young will become
new Head of School
at the School of Arts
and Humanities, taking
up his new position in
January 2019 following
research leave.
Onoto pens!
The University is
relaunching its
partnership with fountain
pen creators Onoto,
whose pens are believed
to have been a favourite
of Winston Churchill.
Hand-made in England
by a small team of
master goldsmiths and
jewellers, each pen can
be personalised with
engravings and College
crests. They make both
the perfect gift and the
ideal memento of your
University years. To
browse the range, visit:
alumni.cam.ac.uk/shop.
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CAMPENDIUM SOCIETY INTERVIEW DIANE SHIPLEY

Below, clockwise from top left
David Atkins (Clare); Haaroon
Yousaf (Wolfson) and Olivia
Howard (Newnham); David Atkins,
Maxim Shport (Sidney Sussex)
Darren Hoover (Queens’) and
Haaroon Yousaf; Olivia Howard;
Darren Hoover.

Fun and games

PHOTOGRAPHY: ADAM LAWRENCE

The Cambridge University Digital Gaming Society is more collaborative
than competitive. Except when it comes to Oxford.

T

he roar of the crowd, the
thrill of helping your
teammates crush a
long-standing rival – and the soft
glow of a laptop screen. Playing
computer games might not be
your typical spectator sport, but
for the Cambridge University
Digital Gaming Society (CUDGS)
there’s no more exciting time
than the annual Varsity match
against Oxford. Every spring, five
teams of five from each university

clash in hotly-contested battles of
League of Legends, Defence of the
Ancients (DoTA), Counter-Strike,
Hearthstone and Overwatch, with
the overall winners taking home
a trophy. “It’s like showing up at
a football match,” says treasurer
Povilas Slekys (Girton). “People
cheer on their favourite players.”
The rest of the year,
membership is less intense, and
based on playing online rather
than in person. The CUDGS

Facebook group has more than
490 members, so it’s easy to
find an opponent. “It’s a nice
change from having to sit and
write essays, to be able to let off
steam and play with people you
know, rather than strangers,”
says club secretary Olivia
Howard (Newnham).
She rallies her fellow gamers
to go to pub meets every few
weeks and organises LAN (Local
Area Network) parties once or

twice a term. These allow group
members to pile into one room
with their laptop or desktop
computers and play face to face,
often collaborating instead
of competing. Sometimes a
games company sponsors the
event, which means free pizza.
Everyone is welcome, says
Howard. “It doesn’t matter if
you’re not super pro. You’ll still
find people to play with.”
cudgs.org.uk
EASTER 2017 | CAM 81

11

CAMPENDIUM BRAINWAVES

US national security has become so
expansive as to be virtually limitless
Professor Andrew Preston is Professor of American History
and a Fellow of Clare.

I

ILLUSTRATION: KATE COPELAND

n American politics, the term ‘national
security’ is everywhere: the National
Security Council coordinates foreign
policy; the National Security Agency
performs electronic surveillance, including
(potentially) reading your emails and texts;
the National Security Advisor is one of the
most important officials in government.
Intervention overseas is always justified
in the name of national security. When the
president wants to get something done, you
can be certain the phrase ‘national security’
is at the ready.
At its heart, ‘national security’ means
safety, the defence of the nation against
foreign threats. It is also so expansive as
to be virtually limitless. For the past several
decades, threats to America’s national
security have been found everywhere,
from the beaches of Cuba and the jungles
of Indochina to the deserts of Arabia and
the mountains of Central Asia. Under
the aegis of national security, America
has no defensive perimeter, and no
interest is peripheral. But national security
encompasses more than just physical threats.
It also includes the defence of American
values. National security is about
safeguarding ideology as well as territory
and sovereignty.
Where did this very capacious definition
of the requirements of American self-defence,
which is both physical and ideological and
spans the globe, come from? Have Americans

always thought of national security, threat
perception and self-defence in the same way
they do now? If not, then when and why did
it change?
The idea feels like a very old one,
but it isn’t. For most of American history,
self-defence meant protecting the territorial
sovereignty of the United States. To
Americans living in 1776, 1861, 1898 or
even 1914, the notion that defending the
continental US required fighting wars in
places like Korea, Vietnam or Afghanistan
would have been baffling. In fact, for most
of American history, global involvement
was thought to bring trouble, not safety.
Instead of a timeless principle, our
modern understanding of national security
was invented in the late 1930s. At the time,
most Americans were ‘isolationist’, in
the sense that they didn’t want to become
involved in the conflicts brewing in Europe
and East Asia. President Franklin Roosevelt,
who did want America to play a greater role
in fighting Nazism and fascism, needed
to convince them otherwise.
Roosevelt’s problem was that the
‘isolationists’ were right about one thing: the
continental United States remained safe from
attack by Germany, Italy, or Japan. By the
traditional standards of self-defence, there
was no need to become involved in foreign
wars. So in response, he broadened the
terms of self-defence to include the spectre
of remote threats spreading from abroad,

eventually reaching American shores. He
also linked the physical safety of the United
States to the protection of American values.
He christened this new doctrine of defence
as ‘national security’, a term he used between
1937 and 1941 more than all other presidents
before him, combined.
This made sense in an increasingly
interconnected world, and the rapid German
advance across Europe in 1940-41, and the
Japanese assaults on Pearl Harbor and in
Southeast Asia in 1941-42, seemed to bear
out his warnings. From there, national
security became conventional wisdom
virtually overnight. By the late 1940s,
as the Cold War with the Soviet Union was
intensifying, national security became the
unquestioned, instantly understandable
way to describe America’s place in
a dangerous and globalising world.
Roosevelt was probably right to do
what he could to get America into the
Second World War. But by embellishing
the threats America faced, and exaggerating
them out of all proportion, he embedded
a visceral sense of fear at the heart of US
foreign policy. An over-sensitivity to
threats, and an excessive enthusiasm to
confront them with armed force anywhere
in the world, are the legacies we still
live with today.
Professor Andrew Preston’s history
of American national security will be
published by Harvard University Press.

When the president wants
to get something done, you
can be certain the phrase
‘national security’ will be
at the ready
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