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Throughout these centuries, a new Christian com-
munity remained rooted in Iberia while intersect-
ing with global networks. Bethencourt tracks the 
expansion of new Christian elites through diaspora 
settlements in Protestant Europe, Italy, the Otto-
man Empire, North and West Africa, and the Amer-
icas, especially in Brazil. In some of these sites, new 
Christians joined Jewish communities, where some 
(re)converted to Judaism, while retaining family and 
business links with the broader diaspora. It was during 
this expansion, Bethencourt notes, that new Christian 
merchant elites accumulated significant capital, which 
allowed certain families and individuals to consoli-
date key positions in European royal courts as well as 
throughout imperial trading networks. Of particular 
significance was the creation of a powerful new Chris-
tian lobby in Rome, studied by James Nelson Novoa, 
where the nação was able to negotiate with the pope 
in attempts to limit the powers of Iberian Inquisitions, 
especially in Portugal.

Although the new Christian community was diverse 
and international, Iberian politics remained a key 
driver in its collective destiny. For example, debates 
over another significant population of Iberian new 
Christians—the moriscos, descendants from Muslim 
converts—and their expulsion from Spain between 
1609 and 1614 seem to have alleviated some inquisito-
rial and political pressure on new Christians at the turn 
of the seventeenth century. Nevertheless, treatment 
of the moriscos provided another model for poten-
tial modes of persecution in the 1620s. Additional 
research into how political, legal, and theological dis-
cussions about the status of conversos was affected by 
analogous and sometimes overlapping debates about 
moriscos would help us understand the extent to which 
the two distinct categories of nuevamente convertidos 
influenced one another.

The establishment and dissolution of the Iberian 
Union of the Crowns (1580–1640), belated papal 
recognition of Portuguese independence in 1668, 
and the War of Spanish Succession (1701–1715) all 
created strained political situations that Bethencourt 
argues particularly affected new Christians. Inqui-
sitions increased pressure on new Christians during 
moments of political upheaval, often in response to 
their activities as powerful merchants and asentistas 
(royal creditors). Bethencourt’s extensive experience 
in Portuguese and Spanish Inquisition archives shines 
in these sections. He demonstrates how inquisitorial 
persecution destroyed families and individual lives, 
writing evocatively of the terrible pressure exerted 
through torture, which promoted denunciations and 
fractured communities. His meticulous analysis of 
inquisitorial inventories detailing possessions appro-
priated during such processes lends a startling tex-
ture to the case studies he compiles to illustrate his 

arguments. Readers are invited to imagine the ware-
houses of commodities stockpiled in Rio, Goa, or  
Lisbon, while simultaneously glimpsing the intimate 
spaces of Iberian households decorated with global 
goods such as jacaranda and brazilwood, silk, wool, 
ebony, and ivory.

Though he repeatedly emphasizes the individual 
and collective traumas experienced by members of 
the new Christian community, Bethencourt also draws 
attention to examples of the innovation and creativity 
of this group across a variety of domains, from litera-
ture and painting to legal and political thought. Salient 
examples include writers like Teresa of Avila, Melchor 
Cano, Mateo Alemán, and diverse Portuguese natural 
historians. Beyond the most well-known canonical 
figures, he catalogs a range of new Christian contri-
butions to art, literature, politics, and science, though 
he does not necessarily explore the extent to which 
such contributions were made in conversation with 
other groups and individuals, or to what extent new 
Christian identity shaped such creative endeavor and 
innovation. Elsewhere in the book, Bethencourt shows 
how new and old Christians collaborated in business 
and political ventures, and a similar discussion in the 
realm of innovation and creativity would help readers 
understand the contested boundaries of new Christian 
identity throughout this period.

Bethencourt provides a welcome framework and 
periodization for the study of Iberian conversos, yet 
he does not claim to have the final word. Indeed, for 
all the many examples that Bethencourt provides his 
readers—based on decades of painstaking archival 
work—the precise boundaries that circumscribed the 
identities and experiences of new Christians remain 
uncertain, especially for those who were not fully inte-
grated into elite networks. For scholars interested in 
pursuing any one of the numerous avenues for future 
research that Bethencourt has paved, his footnotes 
provide ample leads. For a book of such scope and 
erudition, however, it is a shame to have omitted a ref-
erence bibliography. Strangers Within is a substantial 
contribution to the history of minoritized communi-
ties and racialized thought in the early modern period, 
which invites further engagement with vital questions 
about why and how ethnic categories emerge, and with 
what consequences. 

Claire Gilbert Saint Louis University 
https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/rhaf307

Shane  Bobrycki. The Crowd in the Early Middle 
Ages. Princeton University Press, 2024. Pp. 336. Cloth 
$39.95.

Crowds are a universal phenomenon. Throughout his-
tory and across all societies, crowds have emerged and 
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continue to do so, particularly in urban settings, where 
they serve as a prominent expression of public life. 
Crowd dynamics are deeply interwoven with social, 
political, cultural, economic, and religious develop-
ments, making them a subject of great interest to soci-
etal leaders. Effective crowd management and control 
remain crucial for authorities tasked with overseeing 
the organized or spontaneous activities of large gath-
erings. Traditional modern scholarship on the early 
medieval period (500–1000 CE) has often portrayed 
this era as devoid of crowds. While crowds were unde-
niably a prominent feature of the Roman world and 
reemerged noticeably in the High Middle Ages, they 
seem to have receded into the background, almost 
as if they had vanished in the period in between. In 
The Crowd in the Early Middle Ages, Shane Bobrycki 
challenges this conventional perspective, aiming to 
demonstrate that the Early Middle Ages were in fact 
full of crowds.

In the introduction, Bobrycki provides a concise yet 
excellent overview of key trends in crowd research, 
highlighting how approaches from various disciplines, 
such as social psychology, sociology, history, and 
art history, have contributed valuable insights into 
crowd behavior, both historically and in contempo-
rary contexts. Building on previous insights, Bobrycki 
introduces a fresh perspective by adopting the more 
neutral term “gatherings” (coined by sociologist Clark 
McPhail) to describe expressions of collective behav-
ior in the Early Middle Ages. This choice enables 
Bobrycki to sidestep the semantic and conceptual 
baggage that the term “crowd” has accumulated over 
time, allowing for a more open and nuanced explora-
tion of collective behavior as it emerges in early medi-
eval sources. The author does constantly use the word 
“crowds” as well, so that does not always make it clear 
to the reader exactly what the difference is, but the 
interesting choice to choose a more neutral word in 
many places in the text is thought-provoking.

The book has six chapters focusing on the actual 
physical appearance of collectives on the one hand and 
on the crowd as an idea on the other. The first chapter 
explores three key characteristics of Roman crowds, 
which Bobrycki further analyzes in subsequent chap-
ters as traits that either disappear or transform during 
the early Middle Ages. The first characteristic is scale. 
Whereas in the Roman world large masses of people 
came together on an unprecedented scale, a sharp 
decline in population numbers and deurbanization 
with subsequent marked but slow recovery led to sub-
stantial changes in the scale of large mass gatherings 
in the early Middle Ages (chapter 2). Based on demo-
graphic analyses, the author shows that this does not 
mean that collective behavior disappeared but that it 
likely shifted in frequency or in the type of gatherings, 
often adopting a more regional or local character.

The second characteristic of those earlier Roman 
crowds is that they also met regularly in the context of 
public institutions such as the political assemblies that 
confirmed their importance and to which members 
of the political elite always had to relate. Such assem-
blies changed or even disappeared in the early Middle 
Ages, although the value of the relationship between 
elite and crowds continued to be prominent, as the 
author demonstrates in chapters 3 and 4. The author 
aptly observes that vertical social relationships—
rather than horizontal ones—were often the driving 
force behind large gatherings, as they highlighted the 
reciprocal and supportive interactions between elites 
and non-elites. The numerous examples presented in 
these two chapters, which illustrate a variety of social, 
political, religious, and economic contexts where col-
lective behavior occurred, emphasize the need to shift 
our scholarly perspectives. By incorporating the role 
of the crowds, we can achieve a more comprehensive 
understanding of early medieval communities.

The detailed semantic analysis in chapter 5, along 
with the exploration of notable representations of 
crowds in chapter 6, builds on what Bobrycki intro-
duced in chapter 1 as the third defining characteristic 
of Roman crowds: the ambivalence they evoke in lit-
erary and historical discourse. This ambivalence com-
plicates efforts to form a clear and consistent picture 
of crowds. In the fifth chapter, the analysis of terms 
such as populus, contio, and turba reveals significant 
developments in how early medieval authors used 
these words. Notably, the author observes that many 
terms for crowds became more interchangeable, mak-
ing it harder for modern readers to discern whether 
a word carries a negative or positive connotation in a 
given context. Moreover, it becomes evident that the 
meaning of these terms can vary significantly from one 
early medieval author to another. This highlights, once 
again, the indispensable role of philological analysis 
in shaping our modern interpretations. The sixth and 
final chapter, through its examination of a wide range 
of crowd representations across various literary genres, 
illustrates a notable shift in how crowds were depicted. 
In Roman contexts, crowds were often portrayed as 
unruly and vulgar, associated with riots and entertain-
ment. By contrast, in the Early Middle Ages, crowd 
representations were increasingly used to emphasize 
the legitimacy of both secular and religious leaders.

This book is highly recommended for readers seek-
ing a more comprehensive perspective on the early 
medieval world. It highlights the significant, yet often 
overlooked, role of crowds during this period. While 
the book can be read in its entirety, its chapters also 
work well as stand-alone readings for those interested 
in specific subtopics. It presents fresh perspectives and 
hypotheses, which, as the author notes, are intended to 
spark further research. Clearly, this subject remains far 
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from fully explored, but this book provides an excel-
lent foundation for future investigations. 

Daniëlle Slootjes University of Amsterdam 
https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/rhaf288

David Cowan. Politics of the Past: Inter-war Memories 
and the Making of British Popular Politics, 1939–2009. 
Cambridge University Press, 2024. Pp. 300. Cloth 
$110.00.

How can we trace the histories of stories? This excel-
lent monograph by David Cowan charts how the mem-
ories, histories, and stories of the interwar period in 
Britain have been shaped and have influenced politics 
and society since. Politics of the Past brings together 
history, politics, and the family in new and fascinating 
ways, making several important contributions to the 
field of modern British history.

There are three key points made by the book: that 
stories have a history that must be interrogated; that 
politics is an everyday practice made in conversations 
between family members, workmates, and friends; and 
bringing those two points together—that the twenti-
eth century was by no means a period of increasing 
political apathy, but one in which individuals were 
often deeply engaged in political matters. By looking 
beyond political parties and other institutions and 
instead delving into the intimate spaces of the family, 
Cowan shows a different way of thinking about individ-
ual politics. The home and family, as he puts it, “facil-
itated forms of political thinking rooted in everyday 
discussions” (103). Cowan forges an approach of not 
only bringing together but also better understanding 
the “reciprocal relationship between family and poli-
tics” (10). Through reused social research materials, 
Cowan gives many fascinating examples of how “rec-
ollections became mutual productions between fam-
ily members” (153). It’s a convincing argument: that 
politics is less what happens in debates between MPs 
but is what is thrashed out, argued about, between rel-
atives and friends, between different generations, over 
kitchen tables.

Cowan charts shared histories and memories of the 
interwar period, and their influence, through a series 
of local case studies, set out chronologically. Examin-
ing Glasgow, London, Huddersfield, Luton, Aberdeen, 
and Birmingham at different points between the early 
post–Second World War period and the late twentieth 
century, with an epilogue on the early 2000s, Cowan 
traces the shifting nature of how “the thirties” as a 
concept changed. His methodology emerges from an 
interesting moment within the discipline, of a new-
found confidence in the reuse of archived social sur-
vey materials. Politics of the Past capitalizes on the 
work of scholars like Mike Savage, Jon Lawrence, and 

Charlotte Greenhalgh, and debates such as that in 
Twentieth Century British History in 2022, to com-
bine and interrogate an extensive number of archived 
social research materials about each location. It’s an 
impressively rigorous and wide-ranging source base, 
complemented by Cowan’s ability to bring in a broad 
range of secondary literature throughout the book.

What is particularly rich here is the sophisticated 
analysis of the place of memory in political debate. 
Following the arguments of Claire Langhamer, Cowan 
describes how memory—defined as both lived rec-
ollections and inherited stories—acted similarly to 
“experience” as a category through which individuals 
could make political comment as “ordinary” people. 
Knowledge of past experiences was a mechanism 
through which political arguments could be forged. 
Such a process differed from person to person and 
was a complex matter. For example, family stories of 
poor health care, particularly for women, before the 
establishment of the NHS, were matched by celebra-
tion and support for the NHS, but also with nostalgia 
for medical care prior to 1948. Political sympathies 
were never predictable, with individual experience 
not always providing a clear pathway to particular 
political allegiances. As Cowan puts it, “memory 
and political subjectivity did not always neatly align” 
(200).

Cowan’s work sits at another interesting moment, 
of scholars looking at the intimate histories of sto-
ries in new ways. Historians such as Matt Houl-
brook, Joe Moran, and Alison Light have found new 
ways of considering the story as a means to better 
understand history, by starting with the personal 
and thinking through how stories change in their 
nature and in their telling, and indeed change peo-
ple over generations. Other historians are working 
with histories and the meaning of those histories 
together, such as Mike Roper’s work on the shaping 
of the First World War’s legacy through the narra-
tives of its descendants, or Laura Carter’s work on 
the changing meanings of the histories of the every-
day. As Raphael Samuel noted, the “sense of the 
past” is indivisible from history as “what happened”; 
both should be analyzed together (2012, 35–36). 
Historians like Cowan are starting to do this more 
and more.

Stories are, of course, slippery and hard to man-
age. They are many, and there is a difficult meth-
odological question of how to follow the rich lives 
of stories. We need different scales and approaches. 
Cowan shows one way, by taking one moment in 
time (the interwar period) and tracing its mean-
ing to multiple generations and localities. Other 
approaches might involve focuses on multiple sto-
ries within one family or community, or multiple 
stories of different pasts in one period. Cowan’s 
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