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Letter from 
the Editor
It is with great excitement that I present the inaugural 

issue of the Vanderbilt Historical Review. This journal 
contains the work of undergraduate students from 

across the country whose research stands as some of the 
best of its kind. In creating this, I hope to be able to make 
history more accessible to all and show that the topics 
here represent a wide gamut of historical trends that are 
pertinent to issues we face today.

I would like to thank the editorial board for their efforts 
in reading submissions and contributing their own work 
to this publication. In addition, I would like to extend 
my deepest gratitude to the History Department, in-
cluding Dr. Joel Harrington and all the professors who 
have supported this endeavor. Also, this journal could 
not have been published without the support of Vander-
bilt Student Communications, including Chris Carroll, 
Paige Clancy, and Jeff Breaux. And lastly, of course, 
thank you to all of the students and faculty who helped 
us along the way.

For this issue, we conducted an Article Exchange with 
the University of Edinburgh’s History Classics and Ar-
chaeology journal, Retrospect. Katherine Dixon’s “Devo-
tion and Decay” is featured in this publication. I would 
like to thank Kerry Gilsenan for all her help throughout 
this process in facilitating the exchange. In addition, we 
have also decided to feature a section called “History at 
Vanderbilt” in which we describe the history of events at 
our university and what it means for the present.

I believe that the goal of the Vanderbilt Historical Review’s 
is to provide a forum of historical discussion through 
the compilation of these essays. The work presented 
in this publication shows the creative, analytical, and 
fascinating nature of history that covers all aspects of 
life—political analyses, cultural phenomena, literary 
comprehension, and economic initiatives. It is apparent 
that these trends continue to affect our daily lives, and, 
for me, being able to understand how we arrived to 
today and how we can improve tomorrow is the reason 
history should not be forgotten.

Robert Yee, Editor-in-Chief

Cover Photo: President Nixon and Premier Zhou Enlai at a banquet in Peking, China (1972)
Source: Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum
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While lauded, at first glance, for being a wholeheartedly feminist and progressive television show,  The Mary Tyler 
Moore Show struck a balance between progressive second-wave feminism and traditional family values that allowed 
it to become popular and ultimately influential in modernizing the American public’s view on women’s equality.

Robin Morgan stood, surrounded by a dozen other 
women, in front of a Freedom Trash Can. She and 
many other women associated with the New York 

Radical Women—a new organization aimed at further-
ing the feminist cause—had gathered to protest the popu-
lar, nationally televised Miss America Pageant taking place 
in Atlantic City that day. One of many that had been set up 
for the protest on that September day, the Freedom Trash 
Can was meant to be a means through which the frustrated 
women could discard the items that were, in Morgan and 
her colleagues’ opinion, instruments of female oppression, 
just like the pageant itself. Morgan and her fellow protesters 
stood with copies of Playboy, high heels, and even eyelash 
curlers, ready to toss them away. Morgan herself clutched a 
bra in her left hand as she cheered on her fellow protesters.

While organizers of the protest had, of course, aimed to gain 
recognition in the media by staging the event, the media 
attention that resulted from the protest was in many ways 
unfortunate for the Women’s Liberation Movement. In the 
days after the protest, photographs of the Freedom Trash 
Cans were run in various news outlets with reports that the 
women had lit the contents of the cans on fire, burning their 

bras in protest. Despite the existing debate over whether or 
not bras were actually burned that day, the media coverage 
of the event created the “bra-burning” stereotype that por-
trays women’s rights activists as dramatic fanatics who take 
symbolism for their cause to a new height.1 This method of 
describing feminists is still used today and became a symbol 
of Second Wave Feminism.

The Miss America Protest of 1968 was only one notable ex-
ample of a situation in which the media affected the pub-
lic’s perception of an issue—in this case, women’s rights. 
The protest, though, did mark a turning point where, in 
an age of fierce traditionalism and social conservatism, the 
Women’s Liberation Movement and Second Wave Feminism 
went public and began to change the national perception of 
the entire Women’s Movement and women in general. De-
pictions of independent women by the media were either 
nonexistent or largely negative before 1970. Before 1968, 
the media used news and fictional media such as The Dick 
Van Dyke Show to promulgate the traditional concept of the 
ideal woman as solely a good wife and mother. Then, after 
the 1968 Miss America Protests, women began to push what 
they felt was their inferior social status into the public eye 
more and more, though they were met with harsh criticism 
by the media. However, in 1970, The Mary Tyler Moore Show 
introduced America to Mary Richards, the single, inde-
pendent working woman who loved her way of life. Schol-
ars such as Vanderbilt University Professor of Women and 
Gender Studies Bonnie J. Dow argue that, despite its premise 
of female empowerment, The Mary Tyler Moore Show was 
not as wholeheartedly feminist as it is often perceived and 
instead promoted traditional social values.2 However, when 
examined more closely, it becomes clear that the balance be-
tween femininity and confident independence in The Mary 
Tyler Moore Show removed some of the stigma surround-
ing independent, working women, aiding the Second Wave 
Feminist movement and encouraging more women to seek 
equality and enter the workforce.
 
FEMINISM: AN OVERVIEW
To understand the effect of The Mary Tyler Moore Show in the 
context of Second Wave Feminism, it is essential to under-
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Scene from The Mary Tyler Moore Show (1977)
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stand what defined Second Wave Feminism in the context of 
the Women’s Movement as a whole. There are, to date, three 
major feminist movements, ever-evolving but each with its 
own characteristics. First Wave Feminism encapsulates the 
traditional view of the Women’s Movement; Susan B. An-
thony and her colleagues led the fight for women’s suffrage 
in the United States and worked to ensure that women were 
given basic legal and moral opportunities, most notably the 
right to vote and the right to own property.3 The First Wave 
Feminist movement spanned almost a century but ultimately 
achieved the first step in achieving equality of the sexes.

Second Wave Feminism emerged at roughly the same time 
as the New Left in the 1960s and 1970s as a response to the 
social conditions most notably defined in Betty Friedan’s The 
Feminine Mystique. While women, by this point, had basic 
legal rights in the United States, they were consistently rel-
egated to traditional, less visible social roles and primarily 
charged with taking care of home and children. Women of 
the Second Wave Feminist movement were concerned with 
elevating the social and professional statuses of women to 
be equal to those of men.4 They often rejected all traditional 
social convention regarding women in order to attempt to 
place themselves on the same level as men.

Third Wave Feminism has emerged in the last two to three 
decades, advocating for a more flexible approach to the fe-
male role in society. The wave advocates for a woman’s em-
powerment in whatever way she chooses, be that as a con-
servative mother, as a high-powered career woman, or as a 
combination of the two.5 The wave also embraces changing 
perceptions about gender and sex identity. It is Second Wave 
Feminism that fueled the Miss America Protest and, seem-
ingly, the premise of the The Mary Tyler Moore Show. Mary 
Richards, as an independent working woman, seems to em-
body many of the goals of the Second Wave Feminist move-
ment.
 
THE DICK VAN DYKE SHOW AND THE
STATUS QUO
Before the beginning of Second Wave Feminism, the im-
mense popularity of The Dick Van Dyke Show made it a 
prime example of American opinions on family values dur-
ing the traditional 1960s. The program, throughout most of 
its run, enjoyed top-20 placement on the Nielson ratings. The 
traditional Petrie family, in which Mary Tyler Moore played 
the role of loving wife and mother, remained the centerpiece 
of the show during its five years on television. In quite a few 
episodes, entire storylines focus on Dick Van Dyke’s charac-
ter Rob’s concern about Tyler Moore’s character Laura going 
back to work or underperforming in her duties as wife and 
mother. For example, in the episode “To Tell or Not to Tell,” 
Laura, who had been a dancer before she married Rob, at-
tempts to go back to work temporarily after being invited by 
a friend to dance on an Ed Sullivan Show-type program. Rob 
balks at the suggestion, unable to handle the idea that Laura 

may be absent from her usual role.6 Rob is not the only one 
uncomfortable with Laura working; when Laura is offered a 
permanent position dancing on the television show, she turns 
the offer down, telling Rob, just as she did when he proposed 
to her, “I don’t want to be a dancer. I want to be your wife.”7 
Rob is portrayed as being entirely in the right throughout the 
episode, and Laura as the person in the wrong. The message 
communicated is clear: a woman’s priorities should be her 
husband and her family, not a career. In today’s terms, such 
an attitude would be considered sexist. However, during The 
Dick Van Dyke Show’s run, such a family dynamic was nor-
mal.

Socially accepted sexism was evident behind the scenes as 
well as on screen. Despite the fact that Mary Tyler Moore 
would later prove herself a comedic force on the show, her 
talent was actually discovered by accident. Sheldon Leonard, 
one of the producers for The Dick Van Dyke Show, said of hir-
ing Tyler Moore, “she looked like a nice, attractive Westches-
ter housewife with good legs. And she had good timing.”8 To 
the producers and directors of The Dick Van Dyke Show, it 
mattered very little that they were hiring an unknown, un-
tested actress; Mary Tyler Moore’s physical appearance was 
evidently what made her suited for the role. As Vince Wal-
dron explains in his book The Official Dick Van Dyke Show 
Book: The Definitive History and Ultimate Viewer’s Guide, 
it was not until later that Leonard and the rest of the staff 
realized that Tyler Moore was a talented actress, comedian, 
dancer, and singer.9 The continuity between treatment of 
women in the working world and its portrayal on television 
at the time speaks to the culture surrounding gender during 
the 1960s; the accounts given by former Dick Van Dyke asso-
ciates suggests that the practice of treating women as inferior 
beings in a professional setting was a pervasive status quo.

DICK VAN DYKE’S STATUS QUO ENDURES: 
ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE MISS 
AMERICA PROTESTS
The idea that women should choose family over career was 
not just a value promoted in fictional media during the 
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1960s. News coverage of Second Wave Feminism and the 
Miss America Protests shows that this value truly dominat-
ed media coverage into the 1970s and the beginning of the 
era of the New Left. New York Post journalist Harriet Van 
Horne was one of the first to cover the protests, directly ref-
erencing “a bonfire in a Freedom Trash Can” that allowed 
women to burn their bras in protest of the Miss America 
Pageant’s values while making her argument against the 
protesters.10 Her harsh criticism of the Miss America pro-
testers was based on her conviction that the protesters were 
simply bitter that they could not find a suitable husband to 
cherish more than their independence. Van Horne wrote:

My feeling about the liberation ladies is that they’ve been 
scarred by consorting with the wrong men. Men who do 
not understand the way to a woman’s heart, i.e., to make 
her feel utterly feminine, desirable and almost too deli-
cate for this hard world… No wonder she goes to Atlantic 
City and burns her bra.11

With Van Horne’s widely-circulated article, this lasting im-
age and standard criticism of the Second Wave Feminist 
movement was solidified.

THE BRA-BURNING MYTH
The problem with this lasting portrayal of the feminist move-
ment is that there is dispute over whether the news media’s 
portrayal of the Miss America Protest provides an accurate 
characterization of the women who protested on that day 
in 1968. Various sources discussed the burning of bras by 
protesters that day; Van Horne, for example, was inspired by 
The Wall Street Journal and Newark Star-Ledger, which re-
ported before the demonstration that protest organizers had 
promised, among other forms of demonstration, the burning 
of bras in a demonstration inspired by the burning of draft 
cards by Vietnam War protesters.12 While Morgan, when 
interviewed about the event, did admit that protesters had 
considered burning the trash cans, both participants and eye-
witnesses of the protests deny ever actually lighting anything 
on fire.13 Morgan reported that Atlantic City’s mayor had dis-
couraged any actual burning, so the women instead opted 
to execute a “symbolic burning” using the Freedom Trash 
Cans.14 The last-minute change of plans catalyzed substantial 
confusion and the creation of the bra-burning myth, as the 
editorial articles took the pre-protest news article’s reported 
fact and dramatized it. It did not matter that no woman had 
actually burned her bra in Atlantic City that day; the im-
age alone sparked a lasting stereotype. Vanderbilt Professor 
of Women and Gender Studies Bonnie J. Dow agrees with 
Campbell that the image of the “bra-burning feminist” is 

in reality a myth, but takes the significance of the myth and 
the protest that sparked it a step further. Dow asserts that 
regardless of any falsified coverage of the event, the attention 
garnered in the news media “put women’s lib on the map.”15 
Though much of the media attention the Women’s Liberation 
Movement got at the time was negative and stereotyped, it at 
least brought attention to the cause.

THE MARY TYLER MOORE SHOW:
A NECESSARY MEDIUM
In discussing The Mary Tyler Moore Show’s effect on the 
American attitude towards gender roles, Dow is correct in 
that The Mary Tyler Moore Show was not a wholeheartedly, 
radically feminist production; it does bear characteristics that 
suggest a connection to the television industry’s hegemonic 
agenda. Regardless of how The Mary Tyler Moore Show fits 
on the mainstream-to-radical spectrum, though, it had a 
substantial influence on American women and the Ameri-
can public as a whole. Motivations aside, the show struck a 
balance between showcasing independent women and re-
taining the traditional values with which the contemporary 

American public was comfortable. This balance—a gradual 
and subtle introduction of independent women and feminist 
values rather than a fierce promulgation of feminism—seems 
to have been exactly what the Women’s Movement needed to 
introduce to the country at the time.
 
MARY CHALLENGES THE STATUS QUO—
OR DOES SHE?
The Mary Tyler Moore Show premiered amidst great criticism 
of feminism and independent women by the American pub-
lic and the American media. The show’s very premise cen-
tered on a young woman who leaves her small-town home 
and fiancé to pursue an independent life and career in the 
big city. While such a theme may seem common in today’s 
society, it was a shocking move on the part of the show’s pro-
ducers to pursue the storyline as the defining aspect of the 
show. Mary Richards, played by Mary Tyler Moore of The 
Dick Van Dyke Show fame, moves in with an old friend and 
goes out into the city to try to get a job on her own, confi-
dent that she will succeed.16 From the very first episode, the 
show’s overarching theme of a working woman challenges 
the widely held values in contemporary society that formed 
the traditional depiction of women in the media.

Despite the forward-thinking objective of The Mary Tyler 
Moore Show, Bonnie Dow is correct in pointing out that the 

“... the show struck a balance between showcasing independent 
women and retaining the traditional values with which the 

contemporary American public was comfortable.”
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show is not actually as wholeheartedly feminist as it is con-
sidered by many today. By First Wave Feminist standards, 
though, Mary is the ultimate feminist; she has the right to 
work, vote, and handle business transactions like renting an 
apartment. Mary just does not embody everything for which 
Second Wave Feminists advocated. She may be a confident, 
compelling young women, but she does not escape sexism 
and oppression by her male peers. Even more, that oppres-
sion is not seriously objected to or addressed, but remains 
unacknowledged. When Mary interviews for a job at a tele-
vision station, for example, she is asked two main questions: 
“How do you type?” and “Are you married?” Her interviewer 
and future boss, traditional middle-aged male Lou Grant, 
asks for barely any other information. Even more, he hires 
her based on her “spunk,” threatening to fire her if he decides 
later that he does not like her.17 Grant sees nothing wrong 
with either his course of questioning or his disclaimer re-
garding firing Mary at his will. The characters on the show 
generally show less respect for Mary than they would for a 
male in the same position. It is not the inherent incorpora-
tion of chauvinist perspectives that makes the The Mary Tyler 
Moore Show’s feminism imperfect; critics like Dow discount 
its feminism because the show fails to seriously confront or 
abhor the male-centric attitudes depicted. It is possible that, 
when written, the screenwriters did not realize that interac-
tions such as Mary’s job interview were sexist, or left sexist 
interactions untouched as a way to mitigate the liberal femi-
nism of the show’s premise. However, it is also possible that 
the screenwriters incorporated sexist interactions without 
strongly condemning them in order to accurately portray 
the situation that women would have faced in the workplace 
at the time. Considering that the feminist cause certainly in-
volved highlighting a problem in order to fix it, such a mo-
tivation on the part of the screenwriters of The Mary Tyler 
Moore Show would have made the show a feminist work.

Outside of the workplace, Mary faces criticism from more 
traditional characters. All of Mary’s existing friends, includ-
ing her ex-boyfriend, are convinced that Mary’s desire to live 
an independent life is just a phase and that she will soon de-
cide to return home and live out the traditional life she had 
previously planned to live. Mary’s friend and landlord Phyllis, 
in particular, simply assumes that Mary’s career is an interim 
occupation until she finds a suitable husband for whom she 
can give up her career.18 To Phyllis, there is no question of 
Mary’s ultimate goals; it is unimaginable that Mary could not 
be looking for marriage and a family. Phyllis represents the 
widely accepted, traditional viewpoint in American society, 
which embraced the status quo seen in The Dick Van Dyke 
Show and news reports covering the Miss America Protests.
 
MARY’S ANTIFEMINISM SPARKS 
FEMINIST CHANGE
Dow argues that these aspects of The Mary Tyler Moore Show 
made it a less effective contribution to the feminist cause. She 
argues that the series was too moderate because it included 

traditional family and gender values, and that this moderate 
approach undermined Mary Richards’s feminism.19 Howev-
er, the moderate, subtle nature of The Mary Tyler Moore Show 
had exactly the opposite effect on the feminist cause. Before 
The Mary Tyler Moore Show, independent women were con-
demned as overdramatic, feminist “bra-burners.” Second 
Wave Feminism was a radical movement and was met with 
contempt by a great deal of society. Mary Richards, however, 
showed the relatable side of feminism. She was an incred-
ibly endearing character, both to her fellow characters and 
to her viewers, as can be seen from the immense and lasting 
popularity of the show. Mary struck the balance between tra-
ditional femininity and modern feminism.

Over the course of the show, Mary becomes the de facto wife 
and mother of her “office family,” which is almost exclusively 
male. Indeed, Mary holds a job throughout the show’s run, 
receives a promotion, and garners acclamation from her co-
workers; she is an independent working woman. However, 
Mary is also caring, giving, and generous. She embodies a 
great deal of the qualities regarded by traditionalists as nec-
essary for attractive, feminine women. Mary Richards is not 
a radical, unrecognizable new species of woman; she just ap-
plies the same values that the American public respected and 
strived to achieve to a different situation. While Dow argues 
that this fact compromises the feminist values on which the 
show should be based, it instead made it possible for the pub-
lic to respect newly emerging feminist values. The Mary Ty-
ler Moore Show’s feminism is certainly subtle, but its subtlety 
and balance is what allowed it to be effective.

6

A Necessary Medium

The Petrie family from The Dick Van Dyke Show (Fall 1963)
Source: CBS Television



Just as The Mary Tyler Moore Show embodies basic First 
Wave Feminist concepts, the bridge between work and femi-
ninity in The Mary Tyler Moore Show can also be interpreted 
as a step beyond the Second Wave Feminism of its time. The 
show’s portrayal of Mary as a woman who can have both a 
successful career and fulfilling personal relationships is actu-
ally much more representative of the Third Wave Feminism 
that would emerge nearly twenty years after the show’s end. 
The Mary Tyler Moore Show does not portray Mary as exactly 
the same as her male coworkers, which would have promoted 
the Second Wave Feminist value that women should be equal 
to men in all ways. Mary is a Third Wave hybrid of tradi-
tional feminine values and Second Wave independence, and 
this hybrid proves appealing to and persuasive for audiences.
 
EFFECTS OF THE FEMINISM OF THE MARY TYLER 
MOORE SHOW
The effect of The Mary Tyler Moore Show’s subtle brand of 
feminism can be seen in later years. Examining even the pro-
gression of the show itself lends insight into changing per-
spectives of women in the media. The final episode of The 
Mary Tyler Moore Show involves the firing of the staff that 
viewers had grown to love. Despite the darker theme of the 
episode, one joke stands out. Corporate decides to fire the 
staff, but the company’s CEO tells the group “I’m gonna have 
to let the rest of you guys go.”20 The following scene centers 
on Mary suggesting that, as a woman, she had in fact not 
been fired. She calls Mr. Coleman and finds that he had “es-
pecially” meant to fire Mary.21 Here, Mary’s gender serves as a 
good-humored joke where the audience and other characters 
can laugh with Mary instead of at her. While she does single 

herself out from the men she works with, she does so casu-
ally and matter-of-factly, in good humor. No one in the office 
is offended by her using her gender in her favor, and no one 
dismisses her idea. Even more, it is soon revealed that, in the 
eyes of her superiors at the network, Mary’s gender did not 
set her apart from her male coworkers; although she is fired, 
she is fired along with the men and even considered one of 
them. Such treatment is much more in line with the goals 
of the Second Wave Feminist movement: complete equality, 
without professional differentiation on account of sex.

Helen Gurley Brown, author of the book Sex and the Single 
Girl and longtime editor of Cosmopolitan had once faced 
criticism for her feminist views on the modern women. In 
1975, however, Brown openly stated that Cosmopolitan was 
“aimed less towards the family and more towards the mod-
ern young women. She can have a husband and children, but 
she doesn’t live through them. We treat her as her own per-
son, very involved in life.”22 Cosmopolitan survives to this day 
as a mainstream magazine; it was able to survive throughout 
the 1970s despite such a forward-thinking message. This fact, 
along with numerous other instances of feminism in the me-
dia, shows that feminist beliefs have become an inevitable 
and integrated part of American society and culture. Clearly, 
things have changed in the post-The Mary Tyler Moore Show 
world, and the societal changes that The Mary Tyler Moore 
Show brought in contrast to traditional media productions 
like The Dick Van Dyke Show and the public outrage sur-
rounding events like the Miss America Protests helped to 
further this progress.
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At least since the formation of the Republic of Ireland 
in 1949, the question of a united Ireland has been 
an intense issue within the region. Even as tensions 

and violence escalated, the United States remained largely 
neutral. Presidents Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, and Bush 
chose to remain uninvolved in the conflict for two primary 
reasons: first, they saw the status of Northern Ireland as a 
domestic issue of the United Kingdom. Second, they did not 
want to strain the “special relationship” the United States 
enjoyed with England. However, in the 1990s President Bill 
Clinton broke away from this inaction, a move largely un-
precedented in the eyes of many Americans and foreign pol-
icy experts. Two potential factors commonly arise as expla-
nations for this development: that Irish-American interest 
groups pushed Clinton to intervene, or that Wilsonian ideals 
of self-determination motivated Clinton’s diplomacy. How-
ever, I argue that these two factors have substantially less ex-
planatory power in Clinton’s policy towards Ireland than a 
third factor: the appointment of actors with varying motiva-
tions to resolve the Irish conflict to key positions within the 
administration. 

THE HISTORICAL AMERICAN RESPONSE TO 
THE TROUBLES
While it is not clear exactly when the Northern Ireland con-
flict (often called “the Troubles”) began, most historians 
point to the late 1960s which saw the development of the 
Irish Civil Rights movement contemporaneously with other 
global civil rights movements. Though many desired to unite 
the predominantly Catholic Republic of Ireland with Prot-
estant Northern Ireland, political and cultural differences 
lead to the outbreak of violence and a quasi-cold war in the 
region. Terrorist attacks carried out by the Irish Republican 
Army and its more radical faction, the “Provos,” plagued 
Ireland and parts of the United Kingdom during the 1960s-
80s, leaving more than 3,600 dead.1 It would seem that the 
Irish-American diaspora was quite concerned with these 
developments. Indeed, Irish historian Michael Cox purports 
that Irish-Americans “followed the events in the North with 
enormous interest, tinged with a good deal of nostalgia about 
the old country and a feeling that however bad the Irish Re-
publican atrocities happened to be, they were nothing when 
set alongside the wrongs committed by perfidious Albion 
[England].”2 Given the diaspora’s purported concern, Ameri-
can politicians ostensibly had a vested interest in Northern 
Irish diplomacy. The Irish-American population could in 
fact have a potentially significant political impact in certain 
regions of the United States, particularly in northeastern 
states such as Massachusetts, New York, and Connecticut.3

However, the longstanding Presidential desire to maintain 
the “special relationship” with England had consistently out-
weighed the concerns of Irish-Americans.4 American policy 
reflected Presidential desire to maintain the strategic “Anglo-
American” partnership predicated on long-standing finan-
cial, cultural and linguistic ties. Political scientist Timothy 
Lynch suggests that this policy followed the realist assump-
tion that Britain mattered more than Ireland because British 
power had a material effect on American security, while Irish 
power did not.5 Beginning with President Richard Nixon, 
America adopted a policy of least resistance with regard to 
Northern Ireland. With the Vietnam War and the develop-
ment of détente, Nixon and his administration “simply mon-

By Sean M. Doyle ‘15
University of Virginia

For decades, tensions flared between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland with little recognition or action 
on the part of American presidents. Even in the face of human rights atrocities and political oppression, American 
leaders chose not to intervene in the conflict. So why did this all change with the election of Bill Clinton as President? 
Had Irish-Americans finally convinced the government to do something in their ancestral home? Had the terrorist 
acts and stifling of democracy reached a breaking point? Or was there something, or someone, else that influenced 
Clinton to try and resolve the Northern Irish question?

stArs ANd stripes... ANd shAMrocks?
Clinton’s Intervention in Northern Ireland

U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry and Sinn Fein President 
Gerry Adams (2013)
Source: U.S. State Department
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itored events in Northern Ireland without any intention of 
expressing policy interest,” asserting Britain’s authority over 
Northern Ireland and classifying the Troubles as a domestic 
issue.6 A former United States diplomat described the policy 
towards Northern Ireland as “abstentionist neutrality,” due to 
the fact that “the conflict involved two countries with each of 
whom the US had traditionally friendly relations.”7 A 1979 
Congressional Research Service report revealed that the only 
option with regard to the Irish question was to continue the 
status quo of direct rule.8 Yet following the collapse of the So-
viet Union, American presidents theoretically enjoyed more 
leeway to pursue an Irish policy divorced from concerns over 
maintaining the “special relationship.” In the post-Soviet 
world the relationship became less critical as America and 
England no longer felt compelled to work together to prevent 
Communist expansion.9

Clinton, the first President elected in this post-Soviet era, di-
verged from the traditional realist policy and pursued an eco-
nomic and humanitarian approach toward Ireland.10 Clinton 
criticized the previous administrations with regard to the 
Irish question for “being too deferential to Britain,” suggest-
ing that with the end of the Cold War, the United States could 
be more assertive in intervening in Britain’s affairs.11 Lynch 
posits that “the US government did not drift into interven-
tion in Northern Ireland;” that the Clinton administration’s 
policy was a distinct historical break from previous Adminis-
trations.12 Many historians believe that Clinton’s involvement 
was crucial to the construction of the peace agreement, and 
“there was nothing inevitable about [the agreement reached] 
on Good Friday 1998.”13 Clinton and his administration cer-
tainly departed from the norm, but why was this the case? 

ETHNIC INTEREST GROUPS LARGELY A 
NON-FACTOR
When considering American politics, there are countless ex-
amples of ethnic groups influencing foreign policy decisions. 
Probably the most notable example is the purported “Israel 
Lobby” of Jewish-Americans in the United States. While only 
3% of the Americans identify as Jewish, their political impor-
tance arguably outstrips their relatively minor population.14 
Jewish-Americans make up significant voting populations in 
key states such as New York and Florida. Additionally, for 
this population, “concern with the Middle East is real,” lead-
ing to active lobbying regarding American policy in the Mid-
dle East.15 While Irish-Americans ostensibly could also be a 
powerful voting bloc, considering the 44 million Americans 
that identify as having Irish ancestry, they play a much small-
er role in American policy for a variety of reasons.16 First, as 
in Ireland itself, the population is deeply divided over reli-
gion – Tufts University Professor Tony Smith notes that the 
two congressional caucuses that only the Irish have is a sign 
of disagreement, not strength. Second, the group tends to 
be highly assimilated, having immigrated earlier, creating a 
more Americanized identity that reduces concern over for-
eign policy decisions regarding their homeland.17

Despite these considerations, Smith and other political sci-
entists recognize that a group of this size has at least some 
political impact through voting. I argue that the most im-
portant political impact the Irish-American population had 
came through Clinton’s perception of their voting power. 
Persons of Irish descent tend to “live in politically signifi-
cant areas,” and “appear to vote as a bloc.”18 Regardless of the 
minimal, actual power of the Irish-American population, 
Clinton strongly believed in their power and especially the 
importance of the Catholic vote and thus sought to address 
their perceived interests. Clinton requested a “state-by-state 
breakdown of Irish-American numbers” in 1992 during his 
campaign, looking to take advantage of their support.19 After 
losing the 1992 Connecticut Democratic primary to former 
Jesuit seminarian and Irish-American Jerry Brown, Clin-
ton committed to appointing a special envoy to Northern 
Ireland, and said he would “pressure the British on human 
rights violations [in Northern Ireland] and issue a visa to 
Gerry Adams, president of Sinn Fein,” appealing directly to 
Irish republicans and nationalists alike.20 Clinton also decid-
ed to “take more of an interest in the events in Northern Ire-
land” in order to secure the support of “Reagan Democrats” 
in key areas such as New York City, Boston, and Chicago.21 
He recognized the potential boost he could get by garnering 
the support of this population, and made moves to appeal to 
them accordingly. 

In the end, Clinton won the New York primary and even-
tually the Presidency. While the importance of pandering 
to Irish-American interests in his victory remains an open 
question, his experience in the 1992 campaign nevertheless 
helped shape his later policies regarding Northern Ireland. 
Though Irish-American interest groups did not engage in 
hard-core lobbying typical of other groups, Clinton’s percep-
tion of Irish voting power still led him to break from previ-

The Shankill Road in Belfast, Northern Ireland (c. 1970)
Source: Fribbler (Wikimedia Commons)
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ous administrations in addressing the question of diplomacy 
in Northern Ireland. 

NATIONAL VALUES OF THE CLINTON 
ADMINISTRATION
Another possible explanation for Clinton’s unique approach 
is the historical inclination of the United States to promote 
its national values abroad. How we define what these values 
are is important for understanding their effect and reflec-
tion in foreign policy. The vindicationism of the early twen-
tieth-century championed by President Woodrow Wilson 
highlighted the three principles that he believed should be 
implemented globally: collective security, free trade among 
nations, and the right to self-determination.22 These values 
make up what Harvard political science professor Jonathan 
Monten suggests is “central to US political identity and sense 
of national purpose,” which has lasted for decades.23 Presi-
dent of the Council on Foreign Relations Richard N. Haass 
suggests that “for a century, Democratic and Republican ad-
ministrations alike have… embraced the spread of democra-
cy as a foreign policy objective.”24 While American Presidents 
have traditionally invoked these views of exceptionalism re-
garding almost every foreign policy endeavor, they would 
not actually come fruition until the Clinton Administration. 

It is evident from the rhetoric of the Clinton administra-
tion at this time that the United States sought to foster the 
development of a politically independent and economically 
interdependent state in Northern Ireland. In an address to 
the Americans for a New Irish Agenda in 1992, Clinton ex-
pressed his vision for the role of the United States in the in-
ternational system, asserting that, “the United States is now 
in a position to think clearly about positive change, about 
support for freedom and democracy and human rights as 
well as economic opportunities around the world.”25 National 
Security adviser Anthony Lake reiterated this sentiment in 
describing the United States’ security mission as, “promoting 
the enlargement of the ‘blue areas’ of market democracies” as 
opposed to the policy of previous administrations to contain 
the expansion of communism.26

The importance of democracy and liberty as emphasized by 
the Clinton administration in such statements was later re-
flected in the Downing Street Declaration of 1993. The decla-
ration, which was in part brokered by Chair of Americans for 
a New Irish Agenda Bruce Morrison, pledged, “the demo-
cratic right of self-determination by the people of Ireland as 
a whole must be achieved and exercised.”27 This declaration 
reflected the traditional American ideals that Clinton and his 
administration had previously promoted with regard to the 
Irish question. 

At a Democratic senatorial campaign dinner in September, 
1994, Clinton remarked that the people of Northern Ireland 
desired the intervention of the United States in the peace pro-
cess, “[b]ecause they know we stand for freedom and democ-

racy and fairness and opportunity.”28 In an attempt to pro-
mote Irish economic prosperity, the Clinton administration 
organized the White House Economic Summit on Ireland in 
1995, with the intention of encouraging American business 
elites to invest in the counties of the north of the Irish island, 
a sign that the administration had “thrown its weight behind 
an effort to revitalize the economy of Ireland.”29 These Wilso-
nian values that had been embedded in foreign policy deci-
sions for decades were clearly a part of Clinton’s motives and 
plan for intervening in Northern Ireland. 

Beyond just the promotion of core American values, the situ-
ation in Northern Ireland fell into the category of what would 
later be defined as the “Clinton Doctrine.” This notion em-
phasized that “the United States and its allies will intervene 
where necessary to prevent genocide and other humanitar-
ian catastrophes.”30 In a 1995 address to the White House In-
vestment Conference, Clinton stated, “people who take risks 
for peace will always be welcome in the White House,” im-
ploring the IRA to decommission their weapons and move 
away from their paramilitary ways.31

Clearly, the promotion of American values mattered to the 
Clinton administration, at least in a rhetorical sense. Yet this 
rhetoric of human rights and self-determination was not 
unique to the Clinton administration. In fact, such rhetoric 

The Clonard Martyrs Memorial Garden in Belfast (2012)
Source: Jen Grantham (Wikimedia Commons)
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had persisted for much of the twentieth century. Ultimately, 
there was a third factor that bears the most weight as a causal 
explanation of policy change: the appointment of key Irish-
Americans and Irish sympathizers as officials to Clinton’s 
cabinet. 

THE “GREENING” OF THE WHITE HOUSE
An alternative model for explaining why Clinton took a 
more active role in finding a solution to the Irish question 
than any of the previous Presidents during the times of the 
Troubles considers the role of bureaucratic government ac-
tors. In political scientist Graham Allison’s institutional 
model, decisions are made at the top level of government not 
by any single actor, such as the President, “but rather many 
actors as players…who act in terms of no consistent set of 
strategic objectives but rather according to various concep-
tions of national, organizational, and personal goals.”32 These 
actors bargain at the highest levels of the government and 
compete for influence over the President. In the case of the 
Clinton administration, these actors included National Se-
curity Council staff director Nancy Soderberg, National Se-
curity Adviser Tony Lake, and United States Ambassador to 
Ireland Jean Kennedy Smith. Each of these political actors 
was appointed by Clinton and thus developed a strong rap-
port with the President that proved to be quite significant. 
As journalist Niall O’Dowd suggests, “the policy in Ireland 
was run by Nancy [Soderberg] and Tony Lake at the Nation-
al Security Council.”33 These officials helped to consolidate 
Irish diplomacy into the White House. One senior United 
States diplomat even suggested that there was “a deliberate 
and successful attempt to cut the State Department out of 
the picture.”34 Through their appointed positions these actors 
exerted influence over the President in order to attain their 
goals, both personal and those they believed to be in the na-
tional interest. 

Ambassador Jean Kennedy Smith’s diplomacy was described 
as “the visible extension of influential Irish Americans with a 
nationalist agenda,” and was considered prone to over-iden-
tifying with the host country, also her ancestral home.35 The 
United States ambassador to the United Kingdom accused 
Smith of being “the in-house coach for the Irish lobby,” and 
“an ardent IRA apologist,” another clear indication of where 
her true interests laid.36 Smith’s first days as ambassador were 
notable in her decision to have deputy of the Dublin embassy 
Tom Tonkin reassigned. Tonkin had not been a supporter 
of Irish initiatives regarding the Northern Ireland conflict 
and carried out a strict application of American visa laws, 
denying many young Irish people from visiting.37 Smith was 
also a key player in coordinating the granting of visas to Sinn 

Fein leader Gerry Adams and Irish Northern Aid Commit-
tee (NORAID) supporter Joseph Cahill, both of whom were 
instrumental in advancing the peace process.38 As the sister 
of John, Robert, and Ted Kennedy, Smith adhered to her per-
sonal preferences regarding the Irish state and this was re-
flected in her diplomacy. 

National Security Adviser Tony Lake seemed to have a vested 
interest in orchestrating a successful resolution to the Trou-
bles, but not necessarily because of any personal connec-
tions. According to others in the administration, the North-
ern Irish conflict provided Lake an opportunity to enhance 
his own reputation in a career that was described as “unusu-
ally bleak… zero for three on the big ones [Vietnam, Iran, 
Bosnia].”39 A senior US diplomat suggested that Lake sought 
to define his legacy through Northern Ireland policy – it was 
a chance to “[solve] one of the great, thorniest problems in 
the world,” for which he would receive credit.40 According 

to reports by a senior adviser to the Irish government, Lake 
spent a quarter of his time on Ireland and constantly had 
four or five members of his National Security Council staff 
engaged with the Irish question.41 By encouraging involve-
ment in Northern Ireland, Lake would improve his own sta-
tus as a diplomat, a seemingly easy win because this conflict 
had no military component for the Americans. 

Nancy Soderberg, Clinton’s special National Security Coun-
cil assistant, “had met everyone and anyone from Northern 
Ireland and Ireland who passed through Washington.”42 She 
was obviously very well versed in the situation in Ireland, and 
soon took over the formation of policy towards Northern 
Ireland, even requiring that all proposals be approved by the 

A mural in Belfast, Northern Ireland (2012)
Source: Jen Grantham (Wikimedia Commons)

“Clinton’s promise to the Irish-American population essentially 
obligated him to facilitate the resolution of  the Irish question.”



NSC.43 Like Lake, she also stood to gain significantly from a 
successful foreign policy in Northern Ireland, and with Lake 
“saw an opportunity to rise professionally.”44 This was reflect-
ed in her policy of defying precedent, going against the “pro-
cedurally pro-British” tendencies of the State Department as 
she put it.45 Together, Soderberg and Lake helped shape the 
informal network of communication that underpinned Clin-
ton’s Irish policy, which essentially cut out the State Depart-
ment. Following their personal goals, Soderberg and Lake 
pursued a policy in Northern Ireland that would boost their 
own standing as well as the legacy of President Clinton.

In addition to these advisers close to Clinton, Irish-American 
politicians enjoyed an amplified voice in the Clinton admin-
istration. After Clinton’s inaction early in his term with re-
spect to the Irish question, Senators Ted Kennedy and Daniel 
Moynihan spearheaded a movement in Congress to pressure 
the President to grant Adams a visa.46 The decision to grant 
this visa marked the first major shift in Clinton’s involve-
ment, overturning “a 50-year hegemony over Irish policy…
that the British government had exercised through the State 
Department.”47 Along with Kennedy and Moynihan, former 
Connecticut Senator and national chairman of the Demo-

cratic Party Christopher Dodd was alleged to have convinced 
the President to grant the visa to Adams between the seven-
teenth and eighteenth holes during a private round of golf.48 
It was clear that Kennedy and fellow Irish-Americans and 
sympathizers to Irish unity were important in supporting 
Clinton’s foreign policy.

A CONFLUENCE OF THEORIES
It is evident that the Irish-American public did not play a 
direct role in Clinton’s decision to intervene in Northern 
Ireland, but their perceived voting power helped spur Clin-
ton’s interest in the issue. After concluding that he needed 
the support of the Catholics in order to win the Democratic 
nomination, Clinton’s promise to the Irish-American popu-
lation essentially obligated him to facilitate the resolution of 
the Irish question. However, seeing as he did not take action 
immediately, this factor alone did not lead to the interven-
tion of the Clinton administration. 

Concern over Wilsonian ideals of exceptionalism – human 
rights, democracy, self-determination – is also not a satisfac-
tory explanation. These rhetorical appeals had occurred for 
over half a century, yet had produced little Presidential ac-
tion. Up until the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Presidents 
had seen themselves as hamstrung towards Ireland by the 
“special relationship.” While Clinton did embrace the rheto-
ric of exceptionalism and self-determination, it certainly was 
not unique to him. Ultimately, his administration’s interven-
tion required a third, key factor. 

The development that helped shift policy significantly was 
the influence of Irish-Americans at the top levels of the 
government. Clinton-appointed actors exerted great sway 
over the President and his decisions. Clinton’s administra-
tion demonstrated more receptiveness to the strong Irish-
American voices in Congress and special interest groups. In 
previous administrations, the Irish-American presence in 
government did not wield much influence – Senators Ken-
nedy and Moynihan along with House Speaker Tip O’Neill 
had served in Congress for decades with little to show in 
terms of policy favoring, or even remote acknowledgement 
of their Irish brethren. This dynamic changed with Clinton 
and his appointments of Tony Lake, Nancy Soderberg, and 
Jean Kennedy Smith. These voices collectively outweighed 
those of the State Department and other government actors, 
thereby encouraging Clinton’s active intervention in North-
ern Ireland.

Jean Kennedy Smith, US Ambassador to Ireland (c. 1953)
Source: John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum
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In June 1871, Horace Capron wrote to U.S. President 
Ulysses S. Grant to tender his resignation as Commis-
sioner of the Department of Agriculture. His next project, 

an “engagement with the representatives of a Foreign gov-
ernment,” would begin later that summer, and Capron was 
proud to leave the Department in “efficient working order” 
to “advance the public weal with private welfare.”1 Others had 
taken note of Capron’s administrative effectiveness and agri-
cultural aplomb; thus the Japanese government hired him to 
advise the Kaitakushi, the Development Commission tasked 
with colonizing Hokkaido, Japan’s northernmost island.

Late nineteenth-century Japan was a frenzy of rapid mod-
ernization. Just fourteen years after Japan’s renewed exposure 
to foreigners, the Meiji government came to power deter-
mined to modernize the country using Western governmen-
tal, military, and economic blueprints. Colonizing Hokkaido, 
previously known as Ezo, was of utmost importance to this 
project.2 Sparsely populated by indigenous Ainu people, 

Hokkaido was vulnerable to Imperial Russia’s eastward ex-
pansion. Imperial Japan had its own expansionist goals, and 
their realization would require mineral and agricultural 
resources that Hokkaido was well situated to provide. Im-
pressed by the speed and scale with which the United States 
settled its western territories (and subdued their native pop-
ulations), the Meiji government specifically sought Ameri-
can experts to advise on their colonization of Hokkaido.3

Capron’s background made him an obvious candidate for 
this job. Having raised crops in New England, Maryland, and 
Illinois, Capron became adept at matching crops to soil types 
and bred prize-winning herds of Devon cattle, earning him 
renown within the Illinois Agricultural Society for progres-
sive farming techniques.4 His career was not, however, limit-
ed to farming: In 1852 President Fillmore commissioned him 
to resettle Native Americans displaced during the Mexican-
American war, and in 1863 Capron raised and commanded 
an Illinois cavalry regiment.5 President Johnson appointed 

After the Meiji Restoration, the Japanese turned to Western models to modernize their government. Specifically, 
they hired former American Commissioner of Agriculture Horace Capron to advise the colonization of Hokkaido. 
Records from the Capron Mission therefore provide a window into both the history of Japanese development and the 
history of America’s commercial expansion and foreign influence.

“Go west, [old] MAN”
Horace Capron, Gilded Age Capitalism, and the Development 
of  Hokkaido

Hand-drawn map of Hokkaido (c. 1850)
Source: Geographicus Rare Antique Maps



him Commissioner of Agriculture in 1867, in which capacity 
he served until his 1871 letter. Thus, when Kuroda Kiyotaka, 
the vice-governor of Hokkaido, toured the United States in 
1871 to recruit foreign advisors for the Kaitakushi, Capron’s 
agricultural expertise and experience resettling indigenous 
populations made him a compelling candidate.

Capron reached Japan in August 1871 and established ex-
perimental nurseries outside Tokyo while developing a plan 
to settle Hokkaido. Despite its cool temperatures and high 
latitude, he concluded, the island would be suitable for large-
scale agriculture. Rather than operating mines, he believed 
that the government should look to “the experience in Eng-
land and America” and sell mining licenses to private cor-
porations that would develop the island’s mineral deposits. 
Developing Sapporo into Hokkaido’s capital city, as desired 
by the Kaitakushi, would be feasible but difficult, requir-
ing extensive investment in transportation infrastructure to 
link it to southern ports. The government should establish a 
“school of experimental and practical agriculture” near Sap-
poro and nurture secondary industries to support it. Leg-
islation modeled on America’s 1862 Homestead Act would 
encourage settlement. Japanese diets would shift away from 
rice and toward wheat, meats, and other products that Hok-
kaido could produce more efficiently. This would facilitate 

Capron’s final recommendation: the introduction of mecha-
nized farming. “So long as human muscle continues [to be] 
the cheapest of all power, and competes successfully with 
the dray-horse on the streets, there can be no permanent 
advancement.”6 Over the next three years, Capron and his 
team supervised the Kaitakushi’s implementation of these 
and subsequent recommendations. Hokkaido’s development 
progressed steadily throughout Capron’s residency, though 
not without recurrent tensions and controversies.

Japan’s development created enormous commercial oppor-
tunities, and Gilded Age Americans were quick to capitalize 
on them. Capron and others viewed the mission as a tremen-
dous opportunity for personal enrichment and career ad-
vancement. United States businesses viewed Japan as a new, 
high-growth market for their wares. The incentives facing 
the Capron Mission were therefore complicated and some-
times conflicting. This led to tensions and occasionally strife 
within the mission, but ultimately both the Americans and 
the Japanese benefited from the arrangement, which had a 
lasting influence on Japan’s development.
 
JAPAN AND THE CAPRON MISSION AS A 
CAREER OPPORTUNITY
There existed in nineteenth-century America a constant im-
pression that opportunities to find fame and fortune existed 
to the West. Some believed in a “heliotropic theory” of his-
tory, wherein civilization had progressed steadily westward 
from Mesopotamia to Greece and Rome, from Britain across 
the Atlantic, and had recently reached the Great Plains.7 It 
stands to reason that many saw Japan simply as the “next 
west,” a place where brave and ambitious men could earn 
renown and remuneration.8 The words and experiences of 
many involved in the Capron mission support this interpre-
tation.

For Capron himself, the mission offered substantial (and 
much-needed) financial security. Though he had won re-
nown both on the battlefield and in bureaucracy, Capron 
sorely needed money that, among other things, would pay 
his sons’ medical bills. Two of his sons had sustained inju-
ries in Confederate prison camps; one subsequently became 
blind and required institutional care.9 Capron received $3000 
annually from the Department of Agriculture, an amount 
apparently insufficient to cover these expenses. He therefore 
demanded seemingly aristocratic compensation from the 
Kaitakushi: 

...ten thousand dollars in gold, or its equivalent… all my 
expenses paid by the Japanese Government to, and from 
Japan, and during my stay there, including furnished 
house, servants, guards, and attendants.10

The American press had mixed reactions to this arrangement. 
Dozens of newspapers ran headlines in June 1871 boasting 
inaccurately of his appointment as “Commissioner of Agri-
culture in Japan” with a salary exceeding $20,000.11 The Cin-
cinnati Daily Gazette praised his work at the Department of 

Horace Capron (1804–1885), US Commissioner for Agriculture 
(c. 1865)
Source: Civil War Photograph Collection (Library of Congress)
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Agriculture, “for which he deserves the thanks and commen-
dation of the whole country.”12 Meanwhile, The Nation scath-
ingly criticized Capron, describing him as an incompetent 
opportunist who “would have found it very difficult to earn a 
living in any other than government employment.”13

Capron used his position in the Kaitakushi to secure jobs for 
some of his immediate family. His son, Albert, remaining in 
the United States, wrote to Capron in Japan about their na-
scent business arrangement: “I am pretty well fixed in this 
country to do your business, and do it right, and hope you 
will incourage [sic] me in sustaining myself.” He requested 
a “letter of introduction stating that I am your purchasing 
agent in this country, and am authorized to purchase for 
the Japanese government.” Preferably, this letter would be 
in both English and Japanese to lend it further legitimacy.14 
Albert Capron gained access to a bank account in Washing-
ton in which the Kaitakushi deposited funds. His massive 8% 
commission on purchases became a constant bone of con-
tention between Horace Capron and the Japanese consul in 
San Francisco. Albert Capron also asked his father to create 
a job for his brother-in-law, George Mayo, insisting without 
reference to specific skills: “[He] is worthy of any position 
you can place him in, & I hope he may gain favour in your 
employment.” Mayo became Albert’s Cashier, handling Kai-
takushi funds. Vocational nepotism brought great benefits to 
Capron’s extended family.

A number of Western experts unrelated to Capron also 
worked for him, and few fulfilled their contracts to acclaim. 
In several cases, Capron’s staff seem not to have been well 
vetted. A.G. Warfield served as topographical and civil engi-
neer. His letters to Capron show a diligent and careful work-
er: When planning a road between Hakodate and Sapporo, 
he resisted Kaitakushi insistence that he expedite the process 
by surveying the land visually rather than by instrument.15 
Unfortunately, Warfield was an alcoholic, and Kuroda urged 
his dismissal after the engineer injured two Kaitakushi work-
ers and shot a number of Ainu hunting dogs during a drunk-
en rampage.16 Thomas Antisell was a scientist at the Depart-
ment of Agriculture when Capron initially assembled his 
team. Though highly accomplished as a chemist, his back-
ground did not prepare him well for his job as Kaitakushi 
geologist and mineralogist.17 He and Capron clashed often, 
culminating in his dismissal. Nonetheless, Antisell capital-
ized on his opportunities in Japan to secure a professorship 
in the Provisional School for Agriculture, which Capron had 
recently advised the Kaitakushi to found.18

Others from the Capron Mission similarly used their posi-
tions to advance their careers. Stuart Eldridge, a doctor by 
training, was the Department of Agriculture librarian when 
Capron hired him as a secretary for the mission. For El-
dridge, the impetus to work in Japan extended beyond his 
salary, which increased from $1800 to $2000. Rather, ac-
cording to Capron’s biographer Harold S. Russell, “Eldridge 

was interested in promoting a medical career for himself in 
Japan.”19 Indeed, his responsibilities exceeded those of an or-
dinary secretary, as Capron dispatched him to Hakodate to 
inspect hospitals and other medical facilities. He eventually 
became “Chief Surgeon” of the mission but fell out with Cap-
ron and filed charges against him.20

Because of the mission’s extensive press coverage, a number 
of people whom Capron never met or barely knew wrote to 
him seeking employment. L.B. Hooff, a distant cousin, took 
it upon himself to board a steamer for Japan, “very anxious 
to get some good position under the Japanese government.” 
Apparently he had not yet secured such a position but hoped 
Capron might.21 A German metallurgist working as “Territo-
rial Assayer” of Colorado similarly inquired into “the chanc-
es of employment in Japan.”22 A former Surveyor General of 
California came out of retirement after “the whirligig of for-
tune has of late dealt me some severe blows; and I am now 
compelled to seek active service in some capacity for which I 
am fitted, - as I never expected to be forced to do again… The 
profession here is [overcrowded].”23 John T. Bramhall of the 
Potomac Fruit Grower’s Association wrote to Capron seek-
ing any job in Japan, “governmental or private,” that would 
enable him to “obtain a present livelihood and a chance for 
a good start in life.” Bramhall emphasized that he did not 
require a large salary.24 This shows almost explicitly the “next 
west” view some Americans held of Japan as a place of op-
portunity for those who would seize it. He never indicated 
explicitly that he wanted to work directly for Capron; rather, 
he simply wanted any position from which he could begin a 
long and successful career.

Thus, Horace Capron’s appointment to the Kaitakushi in-
duced numerous Americans to view recently-opened Japan 

Japanese Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce (c. 1890)
Source: MChew (Wikimedia Commons)
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as a career opportunity, either on Capron’s mission specifi-
cally or in the country more generally. The appetite for op-
portunity in Japan extended further, however: Some saw no 
need to leave home to profit from commerce with the Far 
East.

JAPAN AND THE CAPRON MISSION AS A 
COMMERCIAL OPPORTUNITY
The “heliotropic” view of civilization induced Americans not 
only to travel to Japan, but also to appraise it as a lucrative 
object of political, cultural, and commercial influence. As 
Capron wrote to Colonel Warren, an army colleague:

The great tidal wave of civilization which then was 
sweeping across the American continent, seems only to 
have paused upon its western coast to gather strength for 
its passage over the broad Pacific in its westward progress 
around the world. It has reached the Asiatic continent, 
and your dreams of the great future benefits to your city 
and state in this connection are at last to be realized.25

Capron and others explicitly sought to make Japan more sim-
ilar economically to the United States. Many saw its opening 
as a massive market opportunity for American businesses to 
sell their products, and indeed, the Capron mission became 
the source of juicy contracts for numerous American firms.

Before Americans could profit from Japan, they had to recast 
its political economy into a western mold. Upon arriving, 
Capron described “a state of semi-barbarism” with “[e]very 

occupation, even the most common in life,… performed 
exactly the reverse of all European or American ideas.” He 
criticized their inefficient use of physical labor and the over-
confidence with which they imitated western technology. 
Nonetheless, he perceived a “people naturally so intelligent, 
ingenious, [and] appreciative” that would make tremendous 
progress if given proper direction.26 As he continued to Col-
onel Warren: “The people and Government of Japan are in 
earnest in this great work, and aim at a higher type of civi-
lization, than any other of the eastern nations, and are more 
capable of its attainment.”27 Capron perceived a “tendency… 
towards a republican form of government,” which he attrib-
uted to American influence.28 He viewed himself as an indis-
pensable agent of Japan’s rapid transformation.

As this new political economy developed, Americans sought 
to capitalize on the enormous market opportunity that Japan 

presented. Capron’s letter to “Mr. Russel,” a Department of 
Agriculture colleague, discusses this topic in detail.29 Amer-
ica must either seize or lose this opportunity, as England is 
poised to dominate Japanese markets. “[A]n immense field 
will be opened to the commerce of the world. England as 
usual, with her enlightened policy, and far reaching energy, 
has already a strong influence here, and is now supplying 
the rapidly growing wants of the country.” Capron then de-
scribes Japan’s latent demand for western goods: Thirty mil-
lion Japanese are “without nearly all of the requirements of 
a highly civilized people to which position they aspire, and 
are destined at some future day to attain.” They seek innu-
merable industrial and consumer items: “everything from 
a candrie needle to a steam engine… and every description 
of wearing apparel, from a shirt collar, to the most elaborate 
toppery you can put on.” Foreign goods, he notes with hy-
perbole, were completely absent from local markets at his ar-
rival, five months before. By February 1872, they had become 
ubiquitous. Acutely aware of the geopolitics of commercial 
competition, Capron stresses the need for the United States 
to strengthen its merchants’ position, lest other countries 
gain a foothold.30 Capron thus conveys a sense of vivid ur-
gency: Japan is a commercial battleground. Its people, noble 
and intelligent, are nonetheless a market to be exploited. In 
a century when European colonial powers fought wars over 
spheres of trade monopoly in East Asia, Capron sensed that 
there might not be room for two mercantile powers to supply 
the Japanese market.

Indeed, the Capron Mission brought windfalls to numerous 
American firms that supplied products for Hokkaido’s devel-
opment, and many others sought to use it gain a foothold in 
greater Japan. Albert Capron commissioned a Brooklyn firm, 
C&R Poillon, to build two massive and decadent steamships 
for the Kaitakushi. Named Capron and Kuroda, they were 
cutting-edge vessels with lit cabins and refrigeration, “suit-
able as a steam yacht.”31 Albert’s associate J.H. Kimball ad-
vised Capron to use the banking house Henry Greenebaum 
& Co. to handle the export of industrial materials. Capron’s 
mission, Kimball wrote, would “create a future business that 
will make a fortune apiece, and a very important share for 
yourself.”32 Greenebaum, described as a “banker” but appar-
ently more of a polymath industrial capitalist, looked for-
ward to a “pleasant and lasting” arrangement with Capron.33 
His was not the only industrial conglomerate seeking lucra-
tive contracts from the Kaitakushi, however; Capron also 

“[Capron] criticized their inefficient use of  physical labor 
and the overconfidence with which they imitated western 

technology... He viewed himself  as an indispensable agent of  
Japan’s rapid transformation.”



corresponded with Perkins, Livingston & Post about iron 
and steel products and financing.34 Competition for these 
contracts was, at the very least, duopolistic.

Not only powerful industrial capitalists sought to profit from 
trade with Japan, however. Interestingly, several small man-
ufacturers of musical instruments asked Capron for a mo-
nopoly over their corner of the Japanese market.35 George 
Mayo, Albert’s cashier, received from Horace Capron the ex-
clusive right to import pianos into the Japanese Empire. E.L. 
Richmond, a native of Albert’s Wisconsin hometown, wrote 
to the senior Capron requesting “the exclusive privilege 
of introducing Guitars in the same manner.” He proposed 
that Capron give him a position in Japan as “Government 
Printer,” a foothold from which to establish a business giving 
lessons and selling imported instruments. Whether or not 
Capron ever facilitated Richmond’s entrepreneurship, a clear 
perception existed that ordinary tradesmen could dig a niche 
in the Japanese market.36

Americans sought not only to sell agricultural machinery 
and consumer goods to Japan, but also to use Japanese re-
sources to develop new domestic industries. Capron sent the 
Department of Agriculture several shipments of silkworm 
eggs in May 1872. Most died en route, but the Department 
cultured the survivors to test the feasibility of nurturing an 
American silk industry. This sparked enough interest that 
the new Commissioner, Frederick Watts, wrote again in Oc-
tober to request more eggs and gave specific packing instruc-
tions to ensure their survival.37 Commodore David Ammen 
of the Navy’s Bureau of Navigation wrote unofficially to Cap-
ron “to call your attention to some of the products of Japan, 
its persimmons and that most useful plant, the bamboo.” 
He further inquired about certain shrubs and bushes “likely 
to furnish a fine material for making paper” and asked that 
Capron send him roots he could plant.38

The Capron Mission therefore provided a foot in the door 
for commercially-minded Americans. Their interest in Japan 
demonstrates a view of the country as an object for influence, 
a market to sell goods, and a source of new products.

JAPAN, DEVELOPMENT, AND THE 
CAPRON MISSION
What did this mean for Japan itself? Too often, a toxic com-
bination of career ambition, misplaced incentives, and sheer 
incompetence among Capron’s staff threatened to derail the 
mission, in which the Japanese government had invested 
much talent and money. Yet the Kaitakushi developed Hok-
kaido successfully, and subsequent evidence suggests they at-
tributed this to “American influence.”

Capron’s management style sparked controversy. An 1872 
memo details Eldridge’s claims that Capron was “liable to 
arrest for his swindling and behavior in Japan.”39 Months af-
ter Warfield’s dismissal, Capron sent him a series of legalis-

tic questions about Eldridge and Antisell that he would use 
to defend himself from charges “against my character and 
conduct as chief of the commission,” including an allegation 
that he misappropriated $400 of Kaitakushi funds for private 
use. Warfield supported Capron and filled out the affidavit, 
which bears the seal of the United States Legation to Japan.40 
The dispute’s severity required arbitration at the highest lev-
el, which speaks to the intractable personnel difficulties that 
plagued the Capron Mission.

Despite these issues, a Japanese source credits Capron with 
effectively directing Hokkaido’s development. In 1915, the 
College of Agriculture in Sapporo published a short book ti-
tled American Influence upon the Agriculture of Hokkaido, 
Japan. It describes Capron as a man of “wide learning, pro-
found knowledge, and wise advise” who “helped the Gov-
ernor [Kuroda] greatly in the development of Hokkaido.” 
Further, Capron was instrumental in founding the agricul-
tural college “with a view to develop the natural resources of 
Hokkaido, as well as to promote the general welfare, of the 
people.” His suggested land-sale legislation, modeled after 
the U.S. Homestead Act, became Japanese law in 1872. Forty 
years after Capron’s commission ended, Japanese agricultur-
al authorities viewed his influence favorably.41

Beyond Capron himself, the book lists numerous ways that 
American products—results of commercial opportunism by 
American firms—improved the efficiency of Japanese agri-

Restored main office building of Kaitakushi (2005)
Source: Kinori (Wikimedia Commons)
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culture. Because of soil differences between Hokkaido and 
the mainland, “farmers import many agricultural imple-
ments from America; and these not only greatly helped the 
cultivation of Hokkaido, but also acted as spurs to improve 
existing implements.” The Japanese government supported 
and encouraged the importation of American-manufactured 
saws, stump-pullers, blows, and spades. Early agriculture 
on Hokkaido essentially replicated American methods on a 
much smaller scale.42

Agricultural influence spilled over into cultural influence. 
Whereas Japanese architects had traditionally constructed 
buildings with large amounts of highly flammable paper, 
Capron advised them to build “solid and substantial dwell-
ing-houses after the American style,” which spread beyond 
Hokkaido to other Japanese islands. American-style grass 
lawns became fashionable among the Japanese elite, creating 
a market for lawnmowers. Capron introduced hundreds of 
new fruits and vegetables, grains, meats, and dairy products 
that profoundly changed Japanese diets. Yet American Influ-
ence does not lament the waning of traditional Japanese cul-
ture; rather, it marvels at the sophisticated techniques used to 
produce these new products.43

Clearly, Japan was not a passive victim of American commer-
cial exploitation. Despite the dysfunction that often charac-
terized the Capron Mission, Kuroda and Capron maintained 
a close and productive relationship that subsequent Japanese 
agriculturalists would judge favorably. The Capron Mission 
enabled the Kaitakushi to achieve many of its goals in Hok-
kaido, and the evidence available suggests that they appreci-
ated it.44

CONCLUSION
Capron influenced Hokkaido indelibly, in ways that benefit-
ed both Americans and Japanese. A lasting testament to this 
influence is the globally-distributed Sapporo Beer: Without 
large-scale, organized agriculture in Hokkaido, this brand 

could never have come into existence. Individual Americans 
saw the Capron Mission as an opportunity to launch lucra-
tive and prestigious careers at a time when the traditional 
“west” was becoming less wild. American businesses saw 
Japan as a tremendous market opportunity to exploit, with 
the Capron Mission a source of remunerative contracts. The 
Japanese government, meanwhile, reinvented itself along 
western models and acted affirmatively to hire American ad-
visors—Kuroda himself insisted that they were best suited to 
developing Hokkaido. Japanese agriculturalists favorably ap-
praised the Capron Mission, its suggestions, and the Ameri-
can manufactures imported to Japan. It appears that all par-
ties received what they sought from the arrangement.

Of course, this view of the Capron Mission only considers 
those voices eminent enough to be recorded in university 
archives. To those most intimately involved—the Ainu and 
common Japanese people—Capron’s influence may have 
been disastrous. An indigenous people saw its traditional 
way of life sacrificed to the unrelenting “progress of civiliza-
tion.” Japanese culture, so carefully preserved by centuries of 
isolation, changed rapidly and dramatically as diets shifted 
from traditional to western crops. The environmental dam-
age wrought by numerous invasive species is inestimable.45

The story of Horace Capron and Hokkaido is an important 
lesson in the study of development: Modernization inevita-
bly creates winners and losers. American businesses and the 
Meiji government’s vision for Japan benefitted directly from 
the Capron Mission. Within Japan’s broader development, 
millions of ordinary Japanese enjoyed new technology, more 
plentiful food, and an increasing standard of living over 
the next century. Though it is impossible to balance these 
benefits definitively against the cultural and environmental 
changes that they precipitated, it is important nonetheless to 
recognize them. The Capron Mission, for better or for worse, 
changed Hokkaido indelibly and assisted Japan’s transforma-
tion from a feudal society into an imperial power.
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John F. Kennedy maintains a reputation in American memory with respect to civil rights that he does not deserve. 
He campaigned for presidency advocating the end of racial discrimination, but once he took office his interests 
shifted towards the nation’s foreign policy as the Cold War ever threatened to heat up. However, after Kennedy’s 
assassination, Lyndon B. Johnson re-framed his predecessor’s priorities to push for the Civil Rights and Voting Rights 
Acts in 1965 as though they were Kennedy’s prime concern. Thus, Johnson made Kennedy a martyr for the cause, 
regardless of his predecessor’s agenda. This essay explores Kennedy’s action—and inaction—before and during his 
presidency regarding desegregation in order to explain the dissonance between his life and his reputation.

On November 27, 1963, Lyndon Baines Johnson ad-
dressed an American public in mourning. John F. 
Kennedy had been assassinated five days beforehand. 

“The greatest leader of our time,” Johnson spoke, in his un-
wavering Texas accent, “has been struck down by the foulest 
deed of our time.”1 The speech, written jointly by Kennedy’s 
speechwriter Theodore Sorensen and Johnson’s close friend 
Horace Busby, was a rhetorical masterpiece.2 In a time of cri-
sis—a president murdered, the threat of nuclear annihilation 
looming, and a racial conflict brewing throughout the coun-
try—Johnson needed to assure the American public that 
he would be an effective and capable president. Therefore, 
Sorensen and Busby wrote Johnson a speech that appealed 
to Kennedy’s legacy. Johnson echoed Kennedy’s words from 
the former President’s inaugural address, when Kennedy 

had said: “All this will not be finished in the first 100 days. 
Nor will it be finished in the first 1,000 days, nor in the life 
of this Administration, nor even perhaps in our lifetime on 
this planet. But let us begin.” Johnson added in his inaugural: 
“Today in this moment of new resolve, I would say to all my 
fellow Americans, let us continue.”3

“LET US CONTINUE”
Johnson paused as the crowd broke out in applause. It cheered 
again when Johnson declared his determination to continue 
“the forward thrust of America that [Kennedy] began,” and 
again every time Johnson said that he planned on building 
upon Kennedy’s goals.4 Johnson framed each piece of his 
presidential plans as an addition or continuation to those of 
Kennedy. His speech in general served as a good snapshot 
of the Kennedy administration’s goals and ideas; however, 
the image was one intentionally altered by the Johnson ad-
ministration. The way that Johnson portrayed Kennedy ef-
fectively redefined the Kennedy administration’s view on one 
vital issue: civil rights. Johnson’s speech cast “above all” civil 
rights as the “most immediate” and important issue facing 
the country, and insisted that it had been Kennedy’s central 
concern. Thus, the passage of a civil rights bill outlawing ra-
cial discrimination would be the way to most “eloquently 
honor Kennedy’s memory.”5 While his relationship with civil 
rights was complicated at best, by examining his speech and 
deed, it can be seen that civil rights were by no means Ken-
nedy’s primary concern, even though Johnson succeeded in 
re-framing them as such. The picture offered by Johnson was 
attractive and effective in a large part due to the Kennedy 
administration’s skill in turning civil rights issues into public 
relations victories, portraying Kennedy as a firm civil rights 
supporter even though the issue was never at the forefront of 
his policy.

KENNEDY’S EARLY CAREER AND 
PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION
Kennedy kept a similar cool demeanor in his interactions 
with people of all races. Even though it is impossible to con-
clude definitively how he felt about race, his ability to seem 
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relaxed and comfortable in interactions of people, regard-
less of race, suggests that he did not hold black Americans 
in a lower regard based on their skin color. While it is true 
that during his time as a student, Kennedy was not known to 
have had any black friends, he was very close to his black va-
let George Taylor.6 Taylor later recalled that “when Jack was 
running for congressman he would ask me what I thought 
of his speeches.”7 They had a close and informal relation-
ship which characterized Kennedy’s general attitude towards 
black Americans; he was the kind of man who could just 
“walk into a beauty salon in a black neighborhood, go right 
up to the woman below the hairdryer and say: ‘Hi, I’m Jack 
Kennedy.’”8 This relaxed attitude towards people of color had 
a marked impact on the way Kennedy was viewed by peo-
ple of color. It made him seem like their natural ally in the 
Senate and during his campaign for the presidency in 1960. 
According to his brother Robert Kennedy, John F. Kennedy 
believed, there “were a lot of people less fortunate and a lot of 
people who were hungry. White people and Negroes were all 
put in that same category.”9

However, Kennedy’s affability with black Americans does not 
imply that he cared strongly about the struggle for civil rights 
in America. In fact, his early political career indicates the op-
posite. In no way was the civil rights issue one of his primary 
concerns as a senator, as evidenced by his vote against the 
Civil Rights Act of 1957. In this decision, Kennedy was con-
cerned primarily that the bill would break up the Democratic 
Party along geographic lines, as the Southern Democrats ve-
hemently opposed desegregation and voting rights for blacks. 
So, for the better of the party, Kennedy voted against racial 
equality. As his close friend and speechwriter Ted Sorensen 
reported, Kennedy “simply did not give much thought” to 
civil rights during his time as Senator.10

In March 1960, The New York Times reported that during a 
filibuster to stop the passage of a civil rights bill in the Sen-
ate, “when most civil-rights advocates were stumbling grog-
gily through the pre-dawn hours to answer quorum calls 
and keep the Senate in session... Senator John F. Kennedy 
of Massachusetts failed to appear for a single post-midnight 
call.”11 In contrast, Lyndon B. Johnson “turned out for every 
call during the graveyard hours of early morning when the 
going was roughest.”12 Taking Kennedy’s poor track record 
into account, it seems inexplicable that he was able to garner 
more than seventy percent of the nation’s black vote in the 
1960 presidential election.

The reason he did, simply put, was brilliant public relations. 
In the 1960 presidential race, Kennedy utilized aggressive 
public relations tactics to make it appear as though he were 
an extremely vocal civil rights advocate, and thus began to 
build the image that Johnson would reference in his 1963 
speech. In Kennedy’s campaign speeches, he promised to 
work via executive orders and new legislation to address the 
nation’s racial inequalities. He threw elaborate dinners with 

mixed-race guests and met with activist leaders to discuss 
what needed to be done.13 At the July 1960 Democratic Na-
tional Convention in Los Angeles, Kennedy spoke as though 
civil rights issues would be one of the central planks of his 
platform.14 Then in August at a special Senate session, he 
condemned the previous policy of the Republican Party re-
garding civil rights issues, proudly declaring that he could 
desegregate housing “with the stroke of a pen,” meaning with 
an executive order.15 The New York Times front page read 
“Kennedy Pledges Civil Rights Fight.”16

Finally, two weeks before the election, Kennedy was able to 
turn the arrest of Martin Luther King, Jr. into a massive public 
relations victory. Dr. King was arrested along with fifty-two 
other people of color in Atlanta, Georgia, for refusing to leave 
a restaurant inside of a Rich’s department store. Kennedy 
was encouraged by his assistant and friend Harris Wofford, 
a longtime civil rights advocate, to give Mrs. Coretta Scott 
King a phone call expressing his concern.17 Kennedy loved 
the idea. To Coretta he expressed: “I just wanted you to know 
that I was thinking about you and Dr. King. If there is any-
thing I can do to help, please feel free to call on me.”18 Coretta, 
apparently shocked, briefly thanked him and then ended the 
call. The entire affair lasted less than two minutes, but it was a 
defining moment for the remainder of Kennedy’s campaign. 
His campaign advertised the call via a pamphlet, now known 
as the “blue bomb,” which it distributed primarily to black 
neighborhoods around the country.19 By targeting only the 
black audience, he could gain their vote without harming his 
credibility in the eyes of the white Southern Democrats. His 

President Lyndon B. Johnson signing the Civil Rights Act of 1968
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targeting was so effective that The New York Times printed a 
story about the phone call, fewer than ten sentences, hidden 
on the twenty-second page—hardly news.20 Yet black Ameri-
cans felt differently. The call to Coretta, like so many other of 
Kennedy’s gestures, was an absolute public relations victory 
which required no substantive action to combat racism or 
inequality on his part.

Kennedy’s election marked the beginning of a swing in the 
black American population to vote democrat that has yet to 
subside. From the Civil War to the 1960’s, most black Ameri-
cans had voted for Republican; Lincoln had been the first 
Republican president, and many Democrats at that time sup-
ported continued segregation.

The facts suggest—and so far historians have affirmed—that 
Kennedy was elected because of his effective targeting of the 

black population.21 While Kennedy won the election by less 
than one percent of the popular vote, he carried more than 
seventy percent of the nation’s black vote, prompting Dwight 
Eisenhower to comment that the Coretta call had “swung 
the Negro vote to [Kennedy] and [given] him the election.”22 
Those black American voters in 1960 looked expectantly to-
wards their new president that had promised so much. 

KENNEDY THE PRESIDENT
Any civil rights supporter or activist would have had their 
heart dampened by Kennedy’s inaugural address. The speech 
is widely remembered by Americans for its powerful closing 
lines: “Ask not what your country can do for you. Ask what 
you can do for your country.”23 Lyndon B. Johnson remem-
bered it for the phrase “let us begin.” No one remembered it 
for a strong stance on the need for racial equality legislation, 
because nowhere in the speech was there an explicit refer-
ence to civil rights in any form. The speech laid down Ken-
nedy’s goals and plans as president, and remarkably had no 
mention of the struggle for black freedom within America. 
The inaugural festivities themselves were an image of inte-
gration; Kennedy “danced happily with black women,” and 
Jet magazine reported that “Washington was a truly integrat-
ed capital” on that day, but the eerie omission of civil rights 
in the speech struck many as foreboding.24 

During the parade to celebrate his inauguration, Kennedy 
noticed that the Coast Guard had no black members, and 
remarked to his speechwriter Richard Goodwin “that’s not 
acceptable. Something ought to be done about it.”25 The Pres-
ident then spent two years doing very little about it. 

As was indicated by his inaugural address’ complete omission 
of the topic, civil rights was not the focal point of Kennedy’s 
policy when he entered office. As time passed, he seemed to 
have forgotten about the promises that he had made, and no 
executive orders came. Kennedy was worried at first that any 
firm action regarding civil rights would alienate Southern 
Democrats who never wanted to see an end to segregation. 
He needed political support to work legislation more imme-
diately important to him through Congress, like the creation 
of a Department of Urban Affairs and his Trade Expansion 
Bill.26 As Cold War historian Mary L. Dudziak put it, “mov-
ing forward on civil rights legislation would jeopardize his 
other initiatives in Congress.”27 If racial equality were to be 
his primary domestic concern, Kennedy would have had to 
fight a very difficult battle to accomplish his other presiden-
tial goals. As such, Kennedy chose not to fight that battle and 
to take no firm stance on civil rights legislation.

Regardless of Kennedy’s own attitude, his campaign prom-
ises were not forgotten by his black constituents. Responding 
to Kennedy’s remark that he could end housing segregation 
with simply the stroke of a pen, civil rights activists flooded 
the White House mail with cheap pens, in hopes of remind-
ing the president about his early promise to end housing 
segregation.28 Roy Wilkins, the leader of the NAACP, pub-
licly criticized Kennedy’s “super-caution.”29 Kennedy’s aides 
considered him “rather uninterested in civil rights,” and the 
most concerned activists voiced their disapproval.30

On the whole, however, Kennedy was able to portray him-
self as helping the movement through acts which he believed 
were not significant enough to anger southern voters. He is-
sued an executive order ceasing racial discrimination in fed-
eral government positions and creating the Committee on 
Equal Employment Opportunity to ensure the order’s execu-
tion.31 He appointed Thurgood Marshall to the United States 
Court of Appeals, the first black justice to serve on that court 
(Johnson would later nominate Marshall to the Supreme 
Court). He even managed to successfully integrate the Wash-
ington Redskins football team by threatening to take away 
public funding—the story was printed on the front page of 
The New York Times.32 These were exactly the types of actions 
that Kennedy wanted the public to see; like his call to Coretta 
Scott King, these made Kennedy appear to further the cause 
of civil rights without actually passing any type of civil rights 
legislation that might alienate Southern Democrats.

More important to Kennedy than any domestic issue, howev-
er, were international relations. All domestic concerns were 
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pushed to the background as the Cold War escalated to a fe-
ver pitch. According to Wofford, Kennedy’s “chief concern 
was foreign policy and peace and relations with the Soviet 
Union.”33 Civil rights historian Mark Newman echoes the 
sentiment, writing that Kennedy “was primarily concerned 
with foreign policy and reviving the American economy.”34 
The American U2 plane shot down in Soviet airspace, the 
Bay of Pigs fiasco, the threat of African nations turning to 
communism, and finally the Cuban Missile Crisis made the 
racial equality movement seem less pressing to Kennedy. 

As the Cold War escalated abroad, civil rights activists in-
creased the pressure at home. Kennedy showed a general 
reluctance to have his administration involved, “only acting 
when forced to by a political crisis,” according to historian 
John Walton Cotman.35 In May of 1961, for instance, the 
SNCC sent Freedom Riders to the South to protest segregat-
ed bus systems. The riders were beaten and a bus firebombed 
by white southerners. Kennedy’s response to the Riders 
was to tell his friend Wofford, “Stop them! Get your friends 
off those buses!”36 According to Wofford, Kennedy felt as 
though the Riders were “embarrassing him and the country 
on the eve of the meeting in Vienna with Khrushchev.”37 As 
violence in the South was becoming more prevalent, Kenne-
dy was forced to act and reluctantly sent 600 federal troops to 
stop the violence and preserve an image of the U.S. more pre-
sentable abroad.38 A similar situation occurred in 1962 when 
the University of Mississippi, with support of the governor 
Ross Barnett, refused to allow black student James Meredith 
to enroll. Meredith’s arrival on campus caused an absolute 
riot, injuring 375 and killing two. Belatedly, after seeing the 
carnage, Kennedy sent in the army to maintain peace, once 
again showing “unwillingness to intervene directly in a crisis 
unless state and local authorities failed to maintain order.”39 
His reluctance aside, in both of the aforementioned cases the 
fact that Kennedy did send in troops lent itself to the image 
that Johnson would build upon of Kennedy as a champion of 
the civil rights movement.

Perfectly indicative of his attitude towards the issue was Ken-
nedy’s solution to the particularly nagging problem of High-
way 40: African diplomats driving from New York to Wash-
ington, D.C. were being denied gas, hotels, and food by white 
store-owners. Kennedy’s reported response: “It’s a hell of a 
road... Tell them to fly!”40 His responses were calculated to 
avoid controversy, acting only when forced to keep peace in 
an absolute political crisis. None of these actions were those 
of a leader to whom civil rights were central. 1962, according 
to Dr. King, was “the year that civil rights was displaced as 
the dominant issue in domestic policies... The issue no longer 
commanded the conscience of the nation.”41 The issue never 
seemed to have commanded Kennedy’s conscience.

The most well-known examples of civil rights crises during 
the Kennedy administration would come during the sum-
mer of 1963. On May 3, the Birmingham police, under or-

ders from Birmingham’s Commissioner of Public Safety Eu-
gene “Bull” Connor, responded to civil rights protesters with 
violent force. Fire hoses and attack dogs were turned on the 
activists, in the presence of a multitude of reporters captur-
ing photographs to broadcast around the world. In a meeting 
the next day with the Americans for Democratic Action in 
response to the Birmingham crisis, Kennedy said, “the most 
important problem is to try to prevent this economy from 
going down again... The other problem is the problem of civil 
rights... What a disaster that picture is. That picture is not 
only in America but all around the world.”42 The brutal image 
to which the President referred depicted a black man being 
attacked by one of the police dogs, but even it was not enough 
to force Kennedy to take a stance with new legislation. In-
stead, the president hoped that the people of Birmingham 
could solve the issue themselves.43 The rioting was quelled 
eventually by Dr. King, who personally visited Birmingham 
pool halls to try and stop activists from committing acts of 
violence. Once again, to Kennedy, civil rights issues mattered 
most when he thought they would have a negative effect of 
the nation’s international image.

Later, in May of that year, the President’s conduct changed 
when Alabama Governor George Wallace stubbornly tried 

Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy outside the Justice 
Department (1963)
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to keep the University of Alabama segregated. This time, the 
President sent in the National Guard before any violence 
erupted. Yet the shift in policy may have been more utilitar-
ian than moral, as Robert Kennedy suggested when he said 
street demonstrations were likely to continue, and it would 
be “bad for the country. It’s bad for us around the world.”44 
The Kennedy brothers both targeted the bad press that the 
civil rights crisis was giving America on the world stage as 
one of the largest concerns regarding civil rights. Also, in the 
same month, Johnson delivered a speech at Gettysburg call-
ing for new civil rights action, and Kennedy denounced him 
privately for “trying so hard to be a liberal.”45 Johnson would 
“accomplish nothing.”46 Before the March on Washington in 
August, the President expressed concern that it would turn 
into a riot and destroy the American image altogether. Ken-
nedy saw the march as a “pistol pointed directly at the col-
lected head” of the country.47 But his mentality really may 
have been shifting.

“A QUESTION WE’RE WRESTLING WITH AND 
CANNOT ANSWER”
In June 1963, in what is remembered as one of the greatest 
American speeches of all time, Kennedy took a firm stance 
in support of civil rights. The televised address reintroduced 
civil rights as “primarily a moral issue.”48 The speech called 
for new legislation to be passed to secure black rights, as “the 
time has come for this Nation to fulfill its promise.” Each 
American, Kennedy pleaded, ought to question his own 
moral standing regarding an issue “as old as scriptures and 
as clear as the American Constitution.”49 For the first time in 
his political career, Kennedy seemed poised to become more 
than just a reluctant peacekeeper, more than a bystander. It 
seemed as though he was experiencing a serious moral re-
evaluation as he saw violence escalate throughout the coun-

try, and this shift indicated that either he was confident that 
he could win the next election without the Southern Dem-
ocrats, or that he thought his message would be powerful 
enough to shift even their opinion. Perhaps he even believed 
the cause to be more important than an election.

Regardless of a moral shift that may or may not have hap-
pened, whether Kennedy’s domestic policy was going to rad-
ically change with civil rights issues at the center cannot be 
divined. The truth of the matter is, as civil rights activist John 
Mack said, what Kennedy’s views may have evolved into is “a 
question we’re wrestling with and cannot answer.”50 Kennedy 
was assassinated in November of 1963, and Johnson became 
president. For the majority of Kennedy’s political life, civil 
rights was nothing close to his central concern, regardless 
of what Johnson said or Sorensen and Busby wrote. In an 
extended series of interviews between Jackie Kennedy and 
Arthur Schlesinger regarding her husband’s life and legacy 
conducted weeks after his assassination, the transcript of 
which takes up about 350 pages, it is significant to note that 
fewer than two of those pages reference the civil rights move-
ment in any way.51 When Schlesinger asked Jackie if John of-
ten spoke about the movement, she very effectively avoided 
answering the question and moved on to a different topic.52

Kennedy’s actions in support of civil rights generally fol-
lowed a pattern: in his campaign and afterward he wanted 
to appear publicly to be a supporter without angering south-
ern voters. When later crises forced him to act, he did so re-
luctantly. Civil rights simply were not his concern; however, 
because he did act, regardless of his motive, he was seen as 
sympathetic to the cause. That sympathy, in conjunction 
with Kennedy’s original campaign promises, and his move-
ments to work with civil rights leaders (albeit not as much 
as they wanted), all came together to create an image of a 
man who could have been a civil rights leader. It is that idea 
of Kennedy which Johnson appealed to when he stated that 
Kennedy had seen civil rights as his primary concern, and 
that new legislation would be the best way to honor Ken-
nedy’s memory. In Johnson’s words, “martyrs have to die for 
causes. John Kennedy has died, but his cause was not really 
clear. That was my job.”53 Thus Kennedy became a martyr for 
civil rights. Johnson’s words, “let us continue” really marked 
a new beginning and a new legal emphasis on civil rights. 
Johnson declared that the best eulogy for Kennedy would be 
the passage of the Civil Rights Act and Voting Rights Act in 
1965, and when they passed they became part of the Ken-
nedy legacy. John F. Kennedy, a man who only peripherally 
cared about the struggle for black freedom in America, was 
for years remembered as one of the cause’s strongest political 
supporters.

Civil rights leaders, including Martin Luther King, Jr., and 
President John F. Kennedy in the Oval Office (1963)
Source: Library of Congress
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When Nazi leadership ultimately embraced the notion of hosting the 1936 Summer Olympic Games in Berlin, the 
decision entailed an undertaking to which an inherently militaristic society would seem ill-suited: orchestrating an 
opening ceremony, a celebration grounded in the principles of peace and harmony, that could withstand the scrutiny 
of a leery global audience. Through a dynamic approach that steeped the ceremony’s routine proceedings in rich 
symbolic gestures, the Nazis’ audition on the international stage generally succeeded in establishing an outwardly 
benign atmosphere. However, a thorough appraisal reveals that the regime could not bring itself to fully suppress its 
martial disposition, which consequentially colored a number of the day’s events.

In light of their status as the most successful Olympics 
up to that point in time, the 1936 Berlin Summer Games 
came very close to not taking place at all. The Interna-

tional Olympic Committee (IOC) awarded the Games to the 
German capital over Barcelona in a close 1931 contest. Soon 
thereafter, the ailing Weimar Republic suffered its final col-
lapse, giving way to rule by the National Socialist Party. The 
Nazi party’s history was laced with contempt for the Olym-
pic movement, stemming mainly from the Olympic ideals of 
world peace and international understanding, and specula-
tion abounded that the Nazis would call the Games off of 
their own accord. At the same time, international figures 
concerned with the fascists’ radical policies opened a dia-
logue that explored selecting a new host city or, if that effort 
failed, boycotting.

However, Adolf Hitler and his associates soon perceived the 
tremendous utility afforded by a staged gathering of ath-
letes and spectators from all corners of the globe. Indeed, 
the modern Olympics are conspicuous examples of what 
sociologist Maurice Roche and others in his field refer to 
as “mega-events,” occasions that “are large-scale cultural 
(including commercial and sporting) events which have a 
dramatic character, mass popular appeal and international 
significance,” and which “are typically organised by variable 
combinations of national governmental and international 
non-governmental organisations and thus can be said to be 
important elements in ‘official’ versions of public culture.”1 
One of the ways in which the Berlin Olympics built upon its 
1932 Los Angeles predecessor was the scope of media cover-
age: the Games drew an unprecedented 3,000 or so journal-
ists from television, radio, and print media, a fact that gave 
the Nazis’ mega-event a truly global reach.2

While the organizers went to great lengths to regulate vari-
ous aspects of the Olympic proceedings so as to leave foreign 
and domestic observers alike with a favorable impression of 
Nazi Germany, one episode above all afforded them exten-
sive latitude to disseminate an image of their own making: 

the opening ceremony. As opposed to the athletic competi-
tions, where the results were uncertain, the formal welcome 
and launch of the Games was meticulously planned and re-
hearsed in advance. The Nazis were especially well-suited 
to this component because they “carried the use of rituals, 
theatrical practices, and certain symbols to an extreme” in a 
manner that would leave an indelible impact on Germany.3 
An analysis that approaches this aspect of a mega-event as a 
heavily premeditated piece of political theater can yield con-
siderable insight into the face the authorities wanted to pres-
ent to the public. In the case of the 1936 opening ceremonies, 
the Nazis went to great lengths to establish an atmosphere 
of peace and friendship, even though, under the surface, the 
regime’s militarism still simmered.4

MIXED SIGNALS: GREAT WAR COMMEMORATION 
GIVES WAY TO PARTY-RALLY ATMOSPHERE
The big day, August 1, began with services at the Berlin Ca-
thedral and Saint Hedwig’s Church for the IOC’s Protestant 
and Catholic officials, respectively. Later, Belgian aristocrat 
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Henri de Baillet-Latour, Adolf Hitler, and Theodor Lewald at the 
Summer Olympic Games (1936)
Source: German Federal Archives

28



29

Henri de Baillet-Latour, IOC President, laid a wreath at the 
Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, a monument at the former 
Prussian guardhouse of Neue Wache dedicated to the sol-
diers who had died in World War I.5 The gesture—no doubt 
designed to symbolize reconciliation between the former 
adversaries—carried all the more meaning because this day 
marked the twenty-second anniversary of Europe’s descent 
into war. Reich and Hitler Youth leader Baldur von Schirach 
and Minister of Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda Jo-
seph Goebbels then made speeches before the IOC guests 
and some 30,000 Hitler Youth members on the steps of the 
Old Museum, where Reich Air Minister Hermann Goering 
was also on hand. After a torch runner lit flames at the muse-
um and the Royal Palace, on the opposite side of the Lustgar-
ten, Hitler informed Baillet-Latour and the rest of the IOC 
that he had elected to resume excavation at the site of the 
ancient Greek Olympics, which had briefly been undertaken 
by Germans in the 1870s; the Fuehrer framed this gift as an 
enduring testament to the Berlin Olympic Games.6 Thus far, 
the morning’s itinerary seemed in line with Foreign Minis-
ter Baron Constantin von Neurath’s keynote address from 
the previous evening, in which he had praised “peaceful and 
comradely competition for the laurel of victory, cooperation, 
mutual assistance and friendship.”7

Following a lunch at the Royal Palace, the entourage traveled 
the Via Triumphalis by car to reach the Olympiastadion, the 
colossal track and field stadium that would host the remain-
der of the day’s celebrations. Beyond the National Socialist 
Motor Corps and members of the SS, the SA, and the Berlin 
policemen that lined the route, eager onlookers were lined 
up “five to forty deep” along the ten-mile stretch to the sta-
dium, some of those further back fashioning periscopes of a 
sort in an effort to get a glimpse of the action.8 Los Angeles 
Times reporter Grantland Rice was fatefully left reflecting 
upon how the trip, “with mile upon mile, wave upon wave of 
a uniformed pageant, looked more like two World Wars than 
the Olympic Games,” a sentiment that contrasted sharply 
with the Olympic ideal of peace that had been carefully fos-
tered through the morning’s activities.9

In an article previewing the Olympics, columnist John Ki-
eran stressed, “Officially, Chancellor Hitler has no more to 
do with the Berlin games of 1936 than Herbert Hoover, then 
President, had to do with the Los Angeles games of 1932. 
Which was little or nothing, as Olympic officials noted at the 
time with some slight disapproval.”10 However, if there had 
been any doubt up until then, the voyage to the stadium is 
where Hitler clearly emerged as the star of the proceedings. 
Even as the IOC made its way into the stadium, the broad-
cast emitted by metal speakers every thousand feet along 
the route reinforced Hitler’s prestige to the captive audience, 
hundreds of thousands strong: “We await the Fuehrer every 
moment. Never would this great field have been erected ex-
cept for the Fuehrer. It was created by his will.”11 When the 
announcer finally proclaimed Hitler’s entrance, as denoted 
by a trumpet fanfare and the raising of the Führerstandarte—
a red swastika on a purple field—he was drowned out by a 
chorus of boisterous “heils” from the stadium spectators, 
who leapt to their feet. After a relatively tranquil start to the 
day, the cavalcade to the stadium showcased the militaristic 
zeal of Nazi public life. While the party likely did not want 
this militarism to come across as strongly as perceived by 
Grantland Rice, they surely hoped foreign authorities would 
take note of the people’s devotion to the regime. At the same 
time, the spectacle was also for the benefit of the host popu-
lation; by immersing the mass energy of a party rally in the 
international competition of the Olympics, the Nazis strove 
to augment the German people’s unity and national pride, 
embodied first and foremost by the Fuehrer.

Hitler paused to receive a flower bouquet from five-year-old 
Gudrun Diem, the blond daughter of the German Olympic 
Committee’s (GOC) general secretary, as his entourage made 
its way across the arena, a moment that numerous journal-
ists noted.12 Aside from the obvious significance of the girl’s 
Aryan features, this staged interaction ingratiated the Fueh-
rer with international and domestic observers alike by de-
picting him as a benevolent father figure. Shortly thereafter, 
Hitler and company took their place in the Honor Loge and 
the orchestra began to play the national anthem, “Deutsch-

Jesse Owens, Olympic Track & Field Athlete (1936)
Source: Library of Congress
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landlied,” while the flags of the participating countries were 
slowly hoisted in anticipation of their teams’ march into the 
stadium.

THE ACT OF SEEING AND BEING SEEN: 
OLYMPIA AND THE PARADE OF NATIONS
Apart from the various newspaper articles that chronicled 
the opening of the 1936 Olympics, another source stands 
to provide noteworthy insight into the official opening of 
the games: Olympia, the now-iconic Olympic film directed 
by Leni Riefenstahl and commissioned at Hitler’s request.13 
Comprised of two installments—“Festival of Nations” and 
“Festival of Beauty”—the critically acclaimed documentary 
furnishes a unique perspective on the Berlin Olympics, as 
it sought to capture the essence of the Games as envisioned 
by their Nazi organizers. While it thus cannot be taken as an 
objective account, it merits close consideration for its con-
scious outlook on the proceedings as acts of political theatre. 
Several details substantiate the importance of the opening 
ceremonies in the Nazis’ eyes. In the agreement struck with 
Riefenstahl, the first clause identifies the instances desig-
nated for filming, referring explicitly to many opening-day 
events.14 Furthermore, Riefenstahl deliberately placed the 
body of “Festival of Nations” between footage depicting the 
ceremonial launch of the Games and the evening festival play 
that brought the opening day to a conclusion, a framework 
which bears out the ceremony’s significance.15

For a number of reasons, the procession of competing na-
tions through the Olympiastadion constituted a source of 

considerable anticipation in the lead-up to the Games and a 
source of considerable media coverage afterwards. The mem-
bers of each team were expected to address the Fuehrer’s box 
as they marched through the stadium. In the words of Eng-
lish journalist Frederick Birchall, “the crowd carefully noted 
each salute as indicating the degree of sympathy for the Nazi 
regime betokened by it,” and this, in turn, “had a manifest in-
fluence upon the volume of applause received.”16 Indeed, the 
manners of salutation were the product of extensive debate 
from the various nations’ Olympic committees, and it did not 
help matters that the traditional Olympic salute and the Nazi 
salute were quite similar, the former being with the arm ex-
tended up high and slightly to the side, and the latter being 
with the arm extended directly to the front. Teams from a 
range of nations that included Afghanistan, Bolivia, Bulgar-
ia, Italy, and—perhaps most surprisingly—France garnered 
warm applause for giving the Nazi salute (or at least what the 
assembled spectators took for the Nazi salute, although some 
delegations claimed to have given the Olympic salute).17 
Conversely, the British decided well in advance that they 
would simply cast “eyes right.”18 The Americans followed suit, 
also doffing their caps and placing them over their hearts. 
However, the Americans suffered additional criticism as the 
only team not to lower their flag to the Fuehrer, an incident 
that apparently made him feel personally insulted.19 Olympia 
corroborates the various press accounts of the entry proces-
sion, as well as the political gravity of the various styles of 
acknowledging Hitler; the footage during this sequence cuts 
between the marching athletes, the stoic but attentive Fueh-
rer, and the animated crowd.

The sequence of this footage is interesting, in part, because 
it represents one of the few facets of the opening ceremony 
that was outside direct Nazi control. In addition, the specta-
tors were not wrong in judging the respect each nation con-
ferred on the regime according to the manner of its salute. 
According to the thinking of historian Andreas Daum, who 
assessed John F. Kennedy’s famous 1963 visit to Berlin from 
the standpoint of political theater, the parade into the Olym-
pic stadium exemplified “the mutual process of seeing and 
being seen as a political statement,” a process in which “[a]-
ctors are to be seen as observers as well as the objects of ob-
servation.”20 Despite his minor “official” role in the ceremony, 
press reports and Riefenstahl’s footage establish that Hitler-
as-observer was clearly a focal point. The march served as 
something of a barometer enabling the foreign audience, the 
German masses, and Hitler himself to ascertain the Nazi re-
gime’s international prestige—one where greater capitulation 
to the Fuehrer assured immediate gratification in the form of 
a warm reception from the spectators (if also, perhaps, some 
minor degree of admonishment in the international press). 
While the British and American performances undoubtedly 
disappointed Hitler, the fact that “nearly half of the delega-
tions, numbering 24, gave varying forms of the Nazi salute 
with right arms extended upraised” amounted to a good 
overall showing for the German authorities.21

Das Olympiastadion Berlin (1936)
Source: German Federal Archives
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MARTIAL INSINUATIONS: OLYMPIC 
TORCHBEARERS AND STRAUSS’ HYMN
After the crowd erupted at the entry of the German host 
team, who followed on the heels of the Americans, the or-
chestra struck up the national anthem and the Nazi Party’s 
anthem, the “Horst Wessel Lied,” in succession. GOC Presi-
dent Theodor Lewald proceeded to give a lengthy speech 
that contained several revealing lines. Lewald prepared the 
audience for the imminent arrival of the final torchbearer, 
explaining that the Olympic flame the runner would light 
in the stadium would create “a real and spiritual bond of 
fire between our German fatherland and the sacred places 
of Greece founded nearly 4,000 years ago by Nordic immi-
grants.”22 Lewald also enjoined that only so long as sport em-
bodied “discipline and devotion to a higher ideal, dare it to 
be the object of such a festival.”23 Hitler then stepped up to 
the microphone and uttered the customary line allotted him, 
“I proclaim open the Olympic games of Berlin, celebrating 
the Eleventh Olympiad of the modern era,” at which point an 
Olympic flag was hoisted at centerfield, accompanied by the 
booms of a twenty-one-gun salute and the release of thou-
sands of carrier pigeons. Native composer Richard Strauss 
took the stage to conduct the musicians in a new Olympic 
hymn of his own composition. At the song’s conclusion, the 
anticipated torchbearer appeared at the steps of the stadium’s 
East Gate, descending the infield to light the brazier beneath 
Marathon Gate.24 This sequence of events, which unfolded in 
a manner of minutes, was rich in symbolic meaning.

Although modern audiences are quite familiar with the con-
cept of the Olympic torchbearers, the Nazis introduced this 
tradition at the Berlin Games. After kindling the Olympic 
flame in a solemn ceremony at the site of the ancient games 
in Greece, more than 3,000 runners proceeded to relay it 
over a 2,000-mile route crossing six countries.25 This me-
ticulously planned rite resonated deeply with the Nazi lead-
ership in the manner briefly disclosed by Lewald’s above 
statement, in what Birchall dubbed “the one lone discordant 
racial note heard throughout the proceedings.”26 The Nazis 
saw themselves as heirs to the ancient Greeks, who contested 
the games not in the name of international peace and under-
standing, but as a testament to the athletic prowess pivotal to 
survival on the battlefield (their “higher ideal,” in the termi-
nology used by Lewald), in much the same way that the Na-
zis’ mass rallies, military reviews, and civic organizations like 

the Hitler Youth functioned to ready the German people for 
war. Riefenstahl’s Olympia fosters the same connection: the 
opening clips show a Greek statue of a discus thrower “come 
to life,” and the footage then captures two other men prac-
ticing the shot put and the javelin. Sporting only loincloths, 
their training mimics the practice of the Greek athletes, who 
competed in the nude. Shortly thereafter, the film shows an 
identically-clad man light a torch from the mountain’s fire 
and begin the trek that would carry it to Berlin. Soaring 
through the clouds, the viewer then gains a crow’s eye view 
as the landscape gives way, and bold text announces the cities 
and countries through which the flame moved before arriv-
ing at Berlin.27 While the actual relay did not unfold exactly 
as Olympia suggests, the film clearly captures the Nazi vi-
sion.28 Regardless, it proved to be a public relations boon for 
its creators. At virtually every stop on its twelve-day journey, 
the relay was the subject of welcoming ceremonies, drawing 
crowds of enthusiastic administrators and locals, and the en-
terprise also captured the German imagination, being “mi-
nutely followed” by radio and newspaper outlets.29 When the 
relay reached German soil, the Nazi touch immediately as-
serted itself: from there on, one runner recalled that on top of 
being trim and fit, “[e]very one of us had to be a Super-Ary-
an. Only blue-eyed blonds were acceptable.”30 A wild success 
by any measure, in the Nazi mind, the torch relay symbol-
ized, above all, their inheritance of ancient Greece’s legacy of 
martial athletic competition and, more broadly, the society’s 
legacy as an enduring center of contemporary civilization—a 
model for Hitler’s “thousand-year Reich.”

While the twenty-one-gun salute and pigeon release were 
not especially remarkable given the occasion, Strauss’s Olym-
pic hymn merits closer inspection. After convincing the IOC 
not to recycle the 1932 Los Angeles hymn, the GOC secured 
Strauss’s services and sponsored a national competition for 
lyrics. However, the Propaganda Ministry deemed that Rob-
ert Lubahn’s winning piece did not espouse a true “National 
Socialist spirit”; consequently, they extracted his reluctant 
approval to tweak the lyrics, changing “Peace be the Games’ 
slogan” to “Honor be the Games’ slogan” and “Rule of law 
shall be the highest” to “Loyalty to oath shall be the high-
est.”31 While these minor adjustments, unsurprisingly, ap-
pear to have flown under the radar at the song’s big premiere, 
where only a select few were aware of the changes at all, they 
nonetheless conveyed the militaristic Nazis’ esteem for hon-
or and loyalty to oath over peace and rule of law, respectively.

“... in the Nazi mind, the torch relay symbolized... their 
inheritance of  ancient Greece’s legacy of  martial athletic 
competition and, more broadly, the society’s legacy as an 

enduring center of  contemporary civilization.”



On the surface, however, the ceremonies concluded with the 
same peaceful note that had generally characterized the day’s 
events. Spiridon Louis, who had led the Greek delegation 
into the stadium, had achieved instant stardom in his home 
country by winning the marathon at the first modern-era 
Olympics, held in Athens, Greece, in 1896. Now, the elderly 
shepherd was escorted to the dais, where he presented a sprig 
of olive from the hallowed grove of Mount Olympus to the 
Fuehrer, declaring, “I present to you this olive branch as a 
symbol of love and peace. We hope that the nations will ever 
meet solely in such peaceful competition.”32 A grateful Hit-

ler accepted the token in yet another act that lent credence 
to the Nazis’ claim on the Olympics. Once again, the inter-
action had been carefully arranged by the GOC, who had 
invited Louis to Berlin and covered all his expenses. Once 
German weightlifter Rudolph Ismayr, a medalist at the 1932 
games, took the Olympic oath on behalf of all the athletes, 
a swastika flag clutched between his hands, the traditional 
ceremonies were concluded, and the athletes filed out.33

CONCLUSION
In the denouement to his comprehensive article on the first 
official day of Olympic activity, Frederick Birchall wrote, 
“[The Games] seem likely to accomplish what the rulers of 
Germany have frankly desired from them, that is, to give 
the world a new viewpoint from which to regard the Third 
Reich. It is promising that this viewpoint will be taken from 
an Olympic hill of peace.”34 While the games did provide a 
new perspective on the host country’s regime for their six-
teen-day duration, Birchall’s “Olympic hill of peace” would 
fade soon and quickly. Just over three years later, the world 
would again be at war—one of Nazi Germany’s making. 
Knowing this, it is all too easy to examine accounts of the 
1936 opening ceremonies and see the harbingers of World 
War II leaping off the page. For contemporary observers, the 
Third Reich’s peace overtures as outlined in this paper might 
well have come across as heartfelt; the regime’s innate milita-
rism, however, always lurked beneath the surface.

Filming of Olympia, directed by Leni Riefenstahl (1936)
Source: German Federal Archive
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This paper examines the relationship between late-nineteenth/early-twentieth century Paris and Chicago by analyzing 
their respective commemorations and memorializations of the Paris Commune and the Haymarket Affair. Though 
these commemorations reveal many key differences between the two cities—notably the power of municipal authority—
they ultimately speak to the power of silence as a political tool wielded by both the oppressor and the oppressed. 

“The day will come when our silence will be more powerful 
than the voices you are throttling today.”1

Albert Spies, 11 November 1887

The Paris Commune and the Haymarket Affair were two 
of the late-nineteenth century’s most notorious events. 
They both revealed forces of disorder that threatened 

to disrupt the stability of bourgeois capitalist society, dem-
onstrating increasing class-consciousness among workers. 
Depending on which side of the bourgeois-working class 
divide one fell, these events were either seen as a threat to 
the core values of modern civilization or the spark that could 
ignite a full-scale working class revolution. While these in-
cidents certainly had an international impact, their conse-
quences were felt most deeply in Paris and Chicago, the cities 
in which they took place. Indeed, the Paris Commune and its 
subsequent repression in 1871 and the Haymarket bombing 
and trial in 1886 remain some of the most contested chapters 
in these cities’ histories. The processes through which each 
city attempted to memorialize these events reveal many of 
the fundamental similarities and differences between Paris 
and Chicago during this period, clearly demonstrating their 
historiographic importance. 

Despite the crucial role of memorialization, the ways in which 
each city memorialized these events have not yet been explic-

itly compared or examined, despite numerous comparisons 
of the Paris Commune and the Haymarket Affair through-
out the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.2 A fair 
number of comparisons examine how the events influenced 
municipal socialist groups, in addition to their impact on the 
burgeoning international socialist movement.3 Most explicit 
comparisons, however, focus on the direct aftermath of each 
event, without exploring other possible means of compari-
son. 

This paper will explore one of these potential comparisons 
by examining the ways in which Paris and Chicago sought 
to memorialize the Commune and Haymarket. The process 
of municipally memorializing each of these incidents was in-
tense and politically charged, usually pitting one side against 
another in a battle to ensure future generations would re-
member their story. Thus, the memorialization process can 
aid in effectively analyzing the ways in which the history of 
each event was constructed, in conjunction with the larger 
social, political, and cultural forces at play in late-nineteenth 
and early-twentieth century Paris and Chicago. This paper 
will demonstrate how the differences between the memori-
alization processes in Paris and Chicago reveals two differ-
ent examples of the way historical narratives are constructed, 
which, in turn, reveal a great deal about the cities that had a 
hand in constructing those narratives.

In order to analyze the process of memorialization, I will ex-
amine several monuments built with either an explicit or im-
plicit goal of memorializing the Paris Commune or the Hay-
market affair, and the context surrounding their creation. 
Though the Haymarket affair occurred fifteen years after the 
Paris Commune, I will begin by analyzing The Police Monu-
ment and The Haymarket Martyrs’ Monument because their 
construction was completed before any memorials to the 
Commune. Next, I will discuss the Mur des Fédérés (Com-
munards’ Wall), the only explicit memorial to the Commune, 
in addition to two monuments that are often associated with 
the memory of the Commune: the Basilique du Sacré-Cœur 
and the Monument aux victimes des Révolutions. To con-
clude, I will examine the similarities and differences between 

By Paige E. Pendarvis ‘16
University of Chicago

A tAle of two ceMeteries

The Paris Commune, the Haymarket Affair, and the Politics 
of  Memorialization

Mur des Fédérés at the Père Lachaise cemetery (2015)
Source: Paige Pendarvis
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the Commune and Haymarket memorials, and what those 
can tell us about the Paris and the Chicago that constructed 
these monuments. 

CHICAGO AND THE HAYMARKET AFFAIR
On the evening of 4 May 1886, a group of Chicago police 
officers arrived to supervise a peaceful anarchist rally in sup-
port of an eight-hour work day. As they approached and or-
dered the rally to disperse, an unknown individual threw a 
homemade bomb at the group of officers.4 During the ensu-
ing violence in the aftermath of the bomb’s explosion, seven 
policemen and an unknown number of civilians were killed.5 
Chicago’s anarchists, of whom a large number were German 
immigrants, were immediately blamed for the incident: nine 
were indicted, seven stood trial, eight were found guilty, and 
four were executed.6 There was minimal evidence against the 
defendants, save for their radical anarchist rhetoric printed 
in newspapers like The Alarm and the Arbeiter-Zeitung. The 
bomber’s identity was never conclusively determined—the 
eight anarchists were convicted primarily on the basis of 
their writings.7

The trial, now commonly viewed as horrendously unjust, can 
best be understood “in terms of the willingness of the citizens 
of Chicago… to accept, even to expect and demand decisive 
action to preserve what they saw as social order.”8 More of a 
show trial than anything else, the guilty verdicts threatened 
other potential anarchist agitators with a similar fate, while 
also reassuring Chicagoans that public authority was effec-
tive—or at least capable of ruling with an iron fist. A little 
more than a year after their conviction (which was spent ap-
pealing their case) on 11 November 1887, four of the defen-
dants (Spies, Parsons, Engel, and Fischer) were hanged.9 In 
the weeks following the execution, many mourned the loss of 
four innocent men, while many more “celebrated the moral 
judgment rendered on the gallows.” The trial and subsequent 
executions seemed to divide Chicago “into separate spheres 

of sentiment determined largely by where they lived and 
worked and how well they spoke English.”10 Thus a Chicago 
hostile and unsympathetic to radical politics and immigrant 
workers was the stage on which the drama of memorializing 
the Haymarket affair played out. 

In January of 1888, not long after the massive funeral for 
the executed anarchists, a group of prominent businessmen 
gathered to oversee the construction of a memorial to the 180 
police officers involved in the Haymarket incident, raising 
$10,000 for the proposed monument.11 The Chicago Tribune 
subsequently sponsored a competition for the best design, 
offering a $100 prize.12 Johannes Gelert, (ironically) a young 
Danish immigrant and sculptor, won the contest despite hav-
ing his first proposal rejected by the committee. His initial 
design was too allegorical for the high degree of verisimili-
tude the committee desired.13 Gelert eventually decided to 
model the sculpture on a policeman whom he had seen on a 
Chicago street and thought of as a “model” officer. The mon-
ument committee, however, was horrified that the intended 
subject looked “too Irish,” thus representing the immigrant 
communities often associated with labor radicalism.14

The Police Monument was dedicated on Memorial Day 1889, 
during a ceremony attended by city officials and members 
of the monument committee. The finished monument stood 
on a tall pedestal inscribed with the words, “Dedicated by 
Chicago to her Defenders in the Riot,” and was placed in 
the center of Haymarket Square. The statue of the officer 
atop the pedestal has its gaze fixed straight ahead, with one 
arm raised in a command to halt, while wearing a replica of 
the 1886 Chicago police uniform.15 The literal image of the 
monument would have been readily accessible to the gen-
eral public, avoiding the potential interpretative confusion of 
an allegorical figure. However, its realism does not ensure a 
completely unambiguous reading. Though Gelert chose his 
model because, “he was able to catch those ideal qualities 
of the guardian of the peace instead of the more unpleasant 
ones of strength and insensibility,” viewing the monument 
in the context of Haymarket and its aftermath would seem 
to warrant a more authoritarian reading of the image as a 
threat to all those who dare to threaten public order.16 This 
second reading is echoed in the words of Chicago’s Mayor 
Cregier at the dedication ceremony, stating that the monu-
ment “stands… in this conspicuous place as a silent monitor 
to all who dare to come to this free land and to disobey its 
laws.”17

Though the monument was moved from the center of Hay-
market Square to Union Park in 1900 because it was a traffic 
obstruction in the busy square, it did not lose its symbolic 
significance. No matter where the monument was moved 
over the course of its 120-year history, it was always a site 
of controversy—frequently subject to bombing and vandal-
ism.18 The Police Monument marks Chicago’s first attempt to 
physically construct a memory of the Haymarket affair. Fur-

Monument aux victimes des révolutions in Paris (2015)
Source: Paige Pendarvis
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ther, The Police Monument—the only memorial to Haymar-
ket within Chicago’s city limits—has represented the “official 
memory” of the event as a repugnant uprising of immigrants 
and socialists, resulting in the “tragic” loss of police lives 
since its dedication in May 1889. The monument, which was 
commissioned in part by city leaders, has been subsequently 
supported by civic authorities in Chicago’s commemoration 
of the Haymarket incident, and continues to be part of “the 
authoritative public history” of the city.19 In short, The Po-
lice Monument deploys images of authority, law, and order to 
construct an official memory; questioning the validity of this 
memory, then, would be akin to questioning the unassailable 
civic authority of law and order.

In response to The Police Monument’s construction of an of-
ficial public memory, Chicago’s anarchist community began 
planning a monument of its own, in the hope of offering an 
alternative narrative of the Haymarket affair. In July 1889, the 
Pioneer Aid and Support Association, a group dedicated to 
providing support for the families of the Haymarket martyrs 
and others disadvantaged labor supporters, began fundrais-
ing for a monument; all workers were asked to contribute.20 

Albert Weinert, a German immigrant and sculptor, was com-
missioned to design the memorial in 1892. Nearly four years 
later, on 25 June 1893, The Haymarket Martyrs’ Monument 
was unveiled in Waldheim Cemetery in Forest Park, Illinois, 
attracting a crowd of 8,000.21

The monument consists of a dramatic allegorical hooded fe-
male figure, placing a crown of laurels on the head of a dy-
ing male worker, while preparing to draw her sword. The 
woman rests in front of a tall granite shaft, atop a smaller 
granite pedestal. Albert Spies’ last words, “The day will come 
when our silence will be more powerful than the voices you 
are throttling today,” are inscribed on the lowest step of the 
pedestal, directly below the year of the executions, 1887. The 
names of the eight defendants are inscribed on the back of 
the granite shaft.

In contrast to the stillness of The Police Monument, The Hay-
market Martyrs’ Monument is full of movement. The woman 
lunges forward as if readying herself to step off the pedestal 
and into the surrounding space; her cape billows behind her 
as she prepares to brandish a concealed sword. Compared to 
The Police Monument, The Haymarket Martyrs’ Monument is 
a direct affront to the municipal authority embodied in the 
first memorial. The allegorical female figure’s forward mo-
tion confronts the male police officer’s call to halt, refusing to 
be silenced by the authority of unjust law and order. 

The figural relationship between the two monuments is 
also analogous to the empowering impact of The Haymar-
ket Martyrs’ Monument for Chicago’s labor and anarchist 
communities. Not only did the new monument serve as a 
physical opposition to the historical narrative embodied in 
The Police Monument, it also became a site that could func-

tion as the center of activism for the anarchist and socialist 
movements. With the city’s crackdown on the radicalism as-
sociated with Haymarket, the monument turned Waldheim 
Cemetery into a safe haven for the anarchist movement and 
other radical groups. The cemetery remained a sacred space 
of remembrance and mourning, but also became a place of 
action and aspiration.22 The significance of The Haymarket 
Martyrs’ Monument transcended its local context, trans-
forming Waldheim Cemetery into “a revolutionary shrine, a 
place of pilgrimage for anarchists and socialists from all over 
the world,” establishing the Haymarket martyrs’ place in the 
mythology of the radical left.23

THE PARIS COMMUNE:
FORGETTING AND REMEMBERING
The Paris Commune lasted for 72 days from 18 March to 28 
May 1871, following France’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian 
War, the abdication of Napoleon III, and a four-month siege 
of Paris by the Prussian army. The newly-formed Third Re-
public signed an armistice with Prussia on 28 January 1871. 
National elections were held in February, revealing the typi-
cal division between Paris, a few other urban centers, and 
the rest of France. On 18 March 1871, Adolphe Thiers, the 
Third Republic’s chief executive, sent national troops to dis-
arm the Parisian National Guard (fédérés, formed to protect 
the city during the Prussian siege) by seizing the city can-
nons located atop the Butte Montmartre.24 Though rooted in 
a variety of complex social and political issues, the national 
government’s attempted disarmament of Paris provided the 
necessary spark that ignited a spontaneous popular Parisian 
uprising which soon exploded into violence. The insurrec-
tion resulted in the establishment of an autonomous munici-
pal government: the Commune. The official declaration of 
the Commune and its corresponding governing body, the 
Central Committee of the National Guard, was declared on 
26 March 1871, remaining in power for 72 days.25

Haymarket Martyr’s Memorial in Chicago, IL (2009)
Source: Zol87 (Wikimedia Commons)
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Viewed by many as an example of Karl Marx’s “dictatorship 
of the Proletariat,” the Commune was violently repressed 
by the Versaillais (troops of the national government, based 
in Versailles since the final months of the Franco-Prussian 
War) from 21-28 May 1871. This week, known infamously 
as la Semaine sanglante (the Bloody Week), resulted in the 
deaths of at least 20,000 Communards, with some estimates 
putting the death toll closer to 30,000.26 The dead consisted 
of far more than combatants or those in combat areas: the 
Versaillais were ruthless in killing their prisoners, or those 
suspected of aiding the Communards, including women and 
children.27 After a week of brutal fighting, the final battle of 
the Paris Commune took place at the Père-Lachaise cemetery 
in northeastern Paris, the Communards’ last stronghold. Vi-
cious combat took place among the tombstones until night-
fall, when the remaining 150 Communards surrendered to 
the Versaillais, and were subsequently lined up against the 
cemetery’s eastern wall, shot, and thrown into a common 
grave.28

The Semaine sanglante was followed by a period of equally 
harsh political, cultural, social, and artistic repression and 
censorship, along with continuing trials, executions, and 
deportations of the Communards.29 The Third Republic did 
everything it could to ensure that Paris and the nation would 
forget the “crimes of the Commune” and move forward as 
one unified Republic. Notably, the French state did not of-
ficially recognize the executions and deaths of innocent ci-
vilians by the state during the repression of the Commune 
until 2001.30

The repressive, reactionary atmosphere in Paris during the 
post-Commune years is a key factor in explaining why it took 
nearly fifteen years for a particular place to emerge as a me-
morial site dedicated to the Commune’s memory. In spite of 
harsh censorship laws forbidding any reference to the Com-
mune, its memory among the working classes could not be 
entirely extinguished.31 The battle at Père-Lachaise between 
the Versaillais and the last of the Communards had not yet 
become particularly important in popular memory. Instead, 
smaller acts of mourning and remembrance took place at 
other smaller cemeteries elsewhere in the city.32 However, 
after the national government granted full amnesty to all ex-
iled and imprisoned Communards in 1880, commemoration 
practices began to change. 

The government struggled to keep the Commune out of pub-
lic memory as the exiled Communards returned to the city, 
threatening to renew interest in the Commune and France’s 
revolutionary past.33 The early 1880s witnessed a growing 
consciousness of the Commune’s memory through the evo-
cation of the infamous wall in the Père-Lachaise cemetery 
as a memorial site in poems and songs, which was soon fol-
lowed by drawings, prints, and paintings.34 In the most com-
prehensive early history of the Mur des Fédérés (Commu-
nards’ Wall), Madeleine Rebérioux argues that the evocation 

of the wall in images and songs was the catalyst in inspiring 
the first organized demonstrations using this site.35

The Père-Lachaise Cemetery soon became a hotly contested 
public space as it gained increasing symbolic and memorial 
importance. Conflicts developed between the Parisian mu-
nicipal council, led by a radical republican and socialist co-
alition, and the moderate-conservative republicans running 
the national government. The disagreement began over the 
national government’s refusal to allow the addition of an epi-
taph reading “Member of the Commune” to the tombstones 
of several Communards buried in Père-Lachaise. This inci-
dent led to further conflicts between municipal and national 
authority over public acts of remembrance concerning the 
Commune such as funerals, a monument dedicated to the 
Communards executed in Père-Lachaise, and the renaming 
of streets after prominent Communards.36

These disputes did not stop Parisians (mostly from working 
class or socialist backgrounds) from undertaking an annual 
montée au Mur on the anniversary of the Parisian insurrec-
tion that established the Commune, 18 March.37 They car-
ried on this tradition in spite of the restriction on any sort 
of speech in the cemetery or before the wall: they would 
march silently through Père-Lachaise, carrying wreaths to 
place along the wall.38 Indeed, these rituals were the primary 
method of combatting the national government’s attempt at 
pushing the Commune out of French memory. Finally, in 
1909, a small plaque inscribed with the phrase “To the dead 
of the Commune, 21-28 May 1871” was fastened to the wall, 

Haymarket Riot Monument, by John Gelert (1889)
Source: Chicago Historical Society



thus marking the Mur des Fédérés as an explicit memorial to 
the Paris Commune.39 Though the Commune would never 
be part of official French memory, this simple plaque on that 
infamous wall ensured that the Commune would not be for-
gotten. If nothing else, the plaque marked the wall as the of-
ficial memorial site for those who continued to honor the 
Commune, and refused to let its memory be stamped out by 
the national government. 

Though the Mur des Fédérés is the only explicit site memori-
alizing the Paris Commune, there are two other monuments 
often associated with the Commune’s memory. The construc-
tion of the Basilique du Sacré-Cœur, for example, has been 
perceived as expiation for the excesses of the Second Empire 
and the Commune. Built high atop the Butte Montmartre, 
the Basilique du Sacré-Cœur towers over the Parisian land-
scape below it, symbolically dominating the city in its shad-
ow. In 1872, the Catholic Church persuaded the young Third 
Republic to grant it this prime Parisian real estate. The decid-

edly conservative post-Commune government passed a law 
declaring the construction of the basilica “a work of public 
utility,” enabling the use of expropriation laws to secure the 
necessary land.40 Consequently, the Basilique du Sacré-Cœur 
was built on the very spot where the Commune began in a 
skirmish over Parisian canons, and very near the cemetery 
where the Commune met its violent end.41

From the beginning of construction in 1875, until its subse-
quent completion in 1919, many Parisians viewed the project 
with contempt, and did everything in their power to prevent 
its establishment.42 The basilica was built on the remains of 
Communard martyrs in an attempt to redeem the sin they 
had unleashed upon Paris. It seems that forgetting the mem-
ory of the Commune was the most effective way to absolve 
Paris of its sin; in this way it almost seems as if Sacré-Cœur 
is an anti-memorial. Though the Basilique du Sacré-Cœur 
was not explicitly conceived as any sort of memorial or anti-
memorial to the Paris Commune, it is understood as a highly 
charged political symbol because of the context in which it 
was built. 

Commonly mistaken for the Mur des Fédérés, the Monument 
aux victimes des Révolutions is actually a separate memorial 
sculpted into a wall of the Square de Samuel-de-Champlain, 
a stone’s throw from Père-Lachaise and the Mur des Fé-
dérés. The 1909 memorial depicts a mysterious female figure 

emerging from the wall with her arms spread wide to either 
side, protecting numerous male figures—just barely visible—
from harm’s way. Many have commented on the monument’s 
connection to the Mur des Fédérés, with some suggesting 
that the sculptor, Paul Moreau-Vauthier, used stones from 
the original wall (which had been partially destroyed).43 The 
Monument aux victimes des Révolutions represents a 26-year 
long battle between the Parisian municipal council and the 
national government: the city had requested permission to 
build a monument to the Commune since 1883. Finally, 
in 1909, the national government agreed to let Paris build 
a monument, but forbade exclusive memorialization of the 
fallen Communards. The national government would only 
authorize a monument to the victims of all of France’s revo-
lutions, and would only permit its constructed outside the 
recently politicized public space of the Père-Lachaise cem-
etery.44 The case of the Parisian process of memorializing the 
Commune was not a battle between two competing memo-
ries, but a battle between remembering and forgetting.

A TALE OF TWO CEMETERIES:
MONUMENTAL SILENCE IN PARIS AND CHICAGO
The fundamental difference between the memorialization of 
the Haymarket affair and the memorialization of the Paris 
Commune is the role that memory played in each context. 
In Chicago’s case, two alternate memories of the Haymarket 
affair materially coexist as monuments, in constant tension 
with one another over which account holds more authority 
over the general public. Chicagoans from disparate ends of 
the political and socioeconomic spectrums agreed that Hay-
market must be remembered. The stakes were too high for ei-
ther side to simply let the events from May 1886 to November 
1887 fall into historical oblivion. The memory of Haymarket 
was powerful ammunition for either side, with both camps 
claiming their own martyrs. Paris, on the other hand, was 
not the site of a battle between two conflicting memories, but 
of a struggle to ensure that the Commune was remembered. 
Post-Commune Paris witnessed continual conflict between 
the national will to forget the painful, violent disruptions 
of the past and the municipal, leftist will to remember the 
bloody, unjust foundation upon which France’s Third Re-
public was partially founded. To many Parisians, even those 
who had supported the Commune, reconciliation was criti-
cal to future stability, and reconciliation meant forgetting.45

For Chicagoans, memorializing the Haymarket affair began 
in January 1888 shortly after the executions of the four anar-
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chists in November 1887. Because the entire affair was hotly 
contested, a memorial like The Police Monument sought to 
cement a readily comprehensible image of what Haymarket 
was really about. The business and civic elites of Chicago set 
out to reaffirm their commitment to law and order, demon-
strating that the city would resort to violence or even po-
tential injustice in order to ensure “tragedies” like the Hay-
market affair would never happen again. To Chicago’s elites, 
the real martyrs were the policemen who had been killed 
without any semblance of justice while upholding their duty 
to protect law and order. Though this view of Haymarket 
alienated a sizeable portion of Chicago’s immigrant working 
classes and political radicals, the city of Chicago was willing 
to pay the price to ensure that its martyrs were remembered. 
The immigrant, anarchist, and socialist communities of the 
Pioneer Aid and Support Association had a similar end in 
mind as the elites responsible for The Police Monument. 
The Haymarket Martyrs’ Monument is even more impor-
tant, however, because not even city restrictions on radical 
political activity could stop the socialist community from 
memorializing their unjustly executed martyrs, in addition 
to creating a new public space which this community could 
claim as their own. Though they were relegated to Waldheim 
Cemetery, just outside of Chicago’s city limits, The Hay-
market Martyrs’ Monument gained just as much attention 
as The Police Monument, noted for the massive processions 
from the city to the cemetery each year. Though dismissed 
by Chicago’s municipal authorities, The Haymarket Martyrs’ 
Monument is a testament to a marginalized community’s will 
to have its side of the story permanently cemented in public 
memory.

In contrast, Paris was much slower to memorialize the Com-
mune, even though the city’s municipal council was full of re-
publicans and radicals who had supported the Commune, or 

were at least sympathetic to sustaining its memory. Though 
there were numerous acts of mourning for the slain Com-
munards, this early activity was not focused on remembering 
and memorializing the Commune as an event. Further, the 
decades following the Commune were notable for their ab-
sence of any official memorial. Despite the efforts of groups 
like the Amis de la Commune, the French Communist party 
and their supporters who undertook regular efforts to me-
morialize the Communards, it took more than thirty years 
for the Mur des Fédérés to be physically marked as a memo-
rial site. Indeed, until the 1980s, the Mur des Fédérés in all 
its austere simplicity was the only memorial or monument 
explicitly dedicated to the Commune’s memory.46 Citizens of 
Paris had to fight long and hard against the national govern-
ment’s policy of forgetting, and the enthusiastic support that 
policy received among many (mostly bourgeois) Parisians. 
However, the montée au Mur and other rituals of remem-
brance kept the Commune’s memory alive long enough for 
the national government to finally permit the wall in the 
Père-Lachaise cemetery to be officially marked as a memo-
rial for generations to come. 

The lack of obvious anti-Communard heroes and martyrs 
could be another potential explanation for the lack of an 
“official,” government-approved memory of the Paris Com-
mune. Unlike the slain police officers of the Haymarket af-
fair, it is difficult to pinpoint specific Versaillais who could 
have feasibly entered the pantheon of early Third Republic 
martyrdom. Though there certainly were casualties on both 
sides, even Marshal MacMahon, a leader of the Versaillais, 
stated in a post-Commune deposition that, “All I can say 
is that the insurgents lost a lot more people than we did.”47 

No matter how justified and necessary the repression of the 
Commune was to the national government, the inequity of 
death and brutality was not something deemed worthy of 
official remembrance. Though there have been numerous 
instances of the French republican governments using vio-
lence against its citizens, in order to ensure its survival the 
early Third Republic needed to separate itself from the state-
perpetrated violence of its predecessors.48 A simple, effective 
way to achieve this separation was to try to erase all traces 
that it ever happened. The Third Republic would not let itself 
be linked with the bloody memory of the Reign of Terror of 
1793 or the June Days of 1848: both were short-lived and 
ended in the coup d’état of a Bonaparte. Forgetting was the 
easiest way to ensure people did not perceive that history was 
once again repeating itself.

Thus, the two cities’ reactions to each event reveal a great deal 
about their underlying characteristics and history, calling 
into question the fruitfulness of a comparison altogether. For 
instance, Paris and Chicago diverged dramatically over ques-
tions of municipal autonomy and authority. Though the Hay-
market affair reverberated in America’s national conscious-
ness, the bulk of the event was chiefly handled by municipal 
authorities. The conflict that existed over memorializing the 

Basilique du Sacré-Cœur de Montmartre in Paris (2011)
Source: Tonchino (Wikimedia Commons)



Haymarket was played out between the interests of civic 
elites who largely represented Chicago’s municipal author-
ity and the interests of the immigrant and working classes. 
Parisian municipal autonomy was hotly contested through-
out the post-Commune years, characteristic of the historic 
tension between the interests of Parisians and those of the 
nation as a whole. For the national government, controlling 
the history of Paris was paramount—resulting in both in the 
Commune’s bloody repression and the struggle to relegate 
all memory of it into historical oblivion. Unlike Chicago, the 
national government of Paris sought to create an agreed-up-
on historical account that had no conflicting accounts of the 
past. An official history was critically important to the secu-
rity of the young Third Republic, and any contestation of that 
official memory was anathema to it. Memory threatened to 
divide the nation as well as Parisians, with the risk of provok-
ing yet another outbreak of violent revolution.

When comparing the memorialization of the Paris Com-
mune and the Haymarket affair, the similarities that emerge 
do not seem rooted in something shared between Paris and 
Chicago as cities. Rather, the similarities between the two 
stem from larger international trends connected to the de-
veloping international socialist and labor movements. In-
deed, these international movements expressed solidarity 
with the working class victims of each event, lionizing them 
as martyrs and rallying around them in annual memorial 
celebrations. Both Chicagoan and Parisian socialists trans-
formed the cemetery into a politicized public space, creating 
places of pilgrimage where socialists and their sympathizers 
could gather to pay respect to fallen comrades, as well as plan 
for the future of working class liberation. These trends do not 
seem to be related to anything specific to Chicago or Paris. 
Indeed, if a similar event, perceived by the general public as 
representative of some sort of class conflict, had happened 
in another major urban center, a similar reaction may have 

been expected to occur. Therefore, what connects the Com-
mune and the Haymarket are forces that seem to transcend 
the particular municipal spaces in which they occurred.

Above all, both the Haymarket affair and the Paris Com-
mune demonstrate the profound power of silence. Though 
silence is often used by those in power as a weapon of op-
pressing dissenting opinion (through censorship, violence 
etc.), the groups that it intends to quiet often repurpose it, 
using it to their advantage. Indeed, memorials, monuments, 
and the dead are all characterized by silence, but that is the 
very source of their power. Once the voices of a people are 
enshrined in a physical memorial or monument, they will re-
main forever heard in the monument’s silence. Though time 
literally quiets these voices, the monument contains them, 
so they can never permanently be forgotten. The simple and 
austere plaque on a wall in the Père-Lachaise cemetery where 
death silenced so many is a testament to the voices of Pa-
risians who refused to allow their collective memory to be 
suffocated. Not even the national government’s systematic 
forgetting could extinguish the memory of the fallen Com-
munards. Though there was no analogous policy of forget-
ting the Haymarket affair, there was indeed an attempt on the 
part of the business elites and their allies in the city govern-
ment to suppress the memories of the “other”: the anarchist, 
the immigrant, the worker. Though Chicago succeeded in 
pushing these memories outside of city limits, the imposed 
silence within the city backfired on municipal authority, re-
sulting in the stunning monumental silence of The Haymar-
ket Martyrs’ Monument at Waldheim Cemetery. Though me-
morials of the Haymarket affair and the Paris Commune may 
not point to many similarities between Chicago and Paris, 
comparing them certainly reveals the power of monument 
and memory, and the struggle many undertake to have their 
stories cemented in monumental silence.
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Endnotes



China today is a rising superpower and a major challenger to American hegemony. The industrialization and 
modernization that other nations achieved in centuries, China has compressed to a few decades. Indeed, all too 
often, we forget how meager were China’s origins before its recent rise. By the mid-20th Century, China remained 
extremely poor and militarily weakened, having suffered the Century of Humiliation and the Japanese Invasion. 
These trends would begin to change, however, during the Vietnam War of the 1960s and 1970s. This paper tracks 
how the Chinese leadership used their involvement in Vietnam to work toward three goals: first, to legitimize Mao’s 
military theories; second, to damage Soviet international prestige in the Communist movement; and third, to secure 
an advantageous post-war relationship with the United States. In achieving these goals, the Chinese used Vietnam 
as a springboard for future geopolitical relevance and development.

One of the most important trends in Vietnam War his-
toriography has been the shift from a stale East ver-
sus West analysis and toward an examination of the 

competing intra-bloc interests of the Soviets, Chinese, and 
Vietnamese. Historians such as Lien-Hang Nguyen have re-
cently reconstructed Hanoi’s perspective, demonstrating that 
North Vietnam’s leaders were torn between their commu-
nist patrons in Beijing and Moscow as a result of the Sino-
Soviet split. Just as important is the perspective of China in 
this seminal conflict. At the beginning of the Vietnam War, 
China was an impoverished junior partner in the world 
communist movement. Yet at war’s end, it had become a dy-
namic communist leader that rivaled Soviet preeminence 
while enjoying a new diplomatic and economic relationship 
with the United States. China achieved this about-face very 
consciously by using Vietnam War diplomacy as a weapon 
against the Soviets, attempting to minimize Soviet influence 
whenever possible. The Chinese enjoyed notable diplomatic 
victories over the Soviets in three areas both during and after 
Vietnam. First, they convinced the North to follow a Maoist 
resistance strategy, contrary to Soviet calls for conventional 
urban warfare; second, they consistently controlled and dam-
aged the Soviet resupply effort to North Vietnam; and third, 
they used their anti-Soviet stance in Vietnam to leverage an 
advantageous post-war relationship with the United States.

THE SINO-SOVIET SPLIT
China and the Soviet Union appeared to be communist bed-
fellows after the 1949 Chinese Revolution. In 1950, the two 
powers signed the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, 
and Mutual Assistance.1 From 1950 until 1959, the Soviet 
Union may have provided up to one billion dollars in devel-
opmental loans to the Chinese to help kickstart the decimated 
Chinese economy.2 Yet simultaneously, Chairman Mao Ze-
dong began to find himself disillusioned with Nikita Khrush-
chev. Mao felt personally insulted when Khrushchev failed 
to give him advance notice of his shocking “Destalinization” 
speech in 1956.3 Not only had Khrushchev slighted Mao, but 
in Mao’s eyes Khrushchev had also cast dangerous questions 
about the legitimacy of personality cults and the totalitarian 

system generally. After the speech, Mao informed the Soviet 
Deputy Chairman Anastas Mikoyan that he, to the contrary, 
felt that “Stalin’s merits outweighed his faults.”4

Mao also found Khrushchev’s favorable attitude toward dé-
tente with the West to be pure anathema. Khrushchev had 
stated at the Twentieth and Twenty-First Party Congresses 
that he thought world war was no longer inevitable and that 
there could be a “stable international order” shared with cap-
italism.5 Mao saw these ideas as inimical to Marxism and the 
‘continuous revolution.’6 Thus, Mao began a rhetorical offen-
sive against Soviet leadership that accused them of revision-
ism and “the abandonment of revolution.”7 On Mao’s diplo-
matic mission to Moscow in 1957, he probably anticipated 
an imminent break in Sino-Soviet relations. He strongly ap-
proved when Deng Xiaoping engaged in a fierce argument 
over Marxist theory with the Soviet statesman Mikhail Su-
slov.8 Building upon his 1956 speech “U.S. Imperialism Is A 
Paper Tiger,” in 1957 Mao openly stated that in contrast to 
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the Russians, China did not fear nuclear war with the United 
States. Mao boasted that even if American bombs could kill 
400 million Chinese, “200 million would still survive” and 
refuse to surrender.9 Sensing that Mao was derailing his bid 
at détente and even fearing that the Chairman might be in-
sane, Khrushchev cancelled the delivery of “long promised” 
nuclear technology to China in 1959.10 By August of 1960, he 
had recalled all Soviet advisors and halted all economic aid.11 

Mao, consistent with his goal of preeminence in the world 
communist movement, had broken the patron-client rela-
tionship. For the next few years, both nations would make 
token statements about the ‘unbreakable’ Sino-Soviet friend-
ship. Yet, in reality, China had alienated itself from its most 
powerful partner and had established an independent path 
in communist geopolitics.

SHAPING THE VIETNAMESE RESISTANCE
One of the most important and immediate Sino-Soviet dis-
agreements regarded the nature of North Vietnam’s resis-
tance to the United States. Which would be the preeminent 
patron? Would the North follow Mao’s guerrilla strategy or 
Soviet urban warfare doctrines? As North Vietnam found it-
self under American fire, its communist leaders appealed to 
both nations to quell their bickering. At the outset, Ho Chi 
Minh (North Vietnam’s President) acted as a neutral com-
munist negotiator to focus the Chinese and Russians toward 
aiding the Vietnamese. In January of 1962, the Vietnamese 
Lao Dong Party “sent letters to a number of Communist par-
ties proposing that ‘a meeting be held between representa-
tives of Communist and Workers Parties to settle the discord 
together, and, pending such a meeting, that the parties cease 
attacking one another in the press and over the radio.’”12 By 
May, both the Soviet and Chinese Communist Parties had 
agreed to the proposal, leaving their discord “somewhat im-
proved.”13 An unforeseen confrontation would shatter this 
tentative truce: the Cuban Missile Crisis. While the Chinese 

communists were initially strong supporters of Khrushchev 
and the American standoff, they did an about-face when 
Khrushchev decided to withdraw Soviet missiles on Octo-
ber 28, 1962. They quickly resumed attacks against Khrush-
chev. The Chinese asserted that, by deescalating, the Sovi-
ets had sold out a communist ally to American “imperialist 
schemes.”14

The Cuban Missile Crisis also prompted a North Vietnam-
ese tilt toward the Chinese. From the North Vietnamese per-
spective, it seemed that the Soviet Union was more interested 
in world peace than in communist solidarity and resistance 
to imperialism. The North Vietnamese press thus began its 
first criticisms of the Soviets.15 The North Vietnamese feared 
that if they aligned with the Soviets as their main patron, the 
Soviets could be intimidated by American brinkmanship 
into abandoning them, as they had apparently done with 
Cuba. The Chinese, with their fervent anti-Soviet and anti-
American rhetoric, seemed the more ideologically attractive 
patron.

China’s propaganda about Soviet ‘abandonment’ of Cuba 
probably also influenced North Vietnam’s pro-Chinese shift. 
The Chinese adroitly linked the Cuban alliance issue to an-
other Vietnamese concern: China’s alliance with the anti-
Soviet Albanian communists. Albania, while communist, 
had refused to align itself with Moscow, making it a target 
for Soviet attacks. As early as 1960, Vietnamese diplomats 
had begun to favorably view China’s patronage and defense 
of Albania against Khrushchev’s threats of force. At the No-
vember 1960 Conference of Communist and Workers’ Par-
ties, Vietnamese delegates demonstrated their solidarity in 
“approving the Albanian position” by refusing to clap when 
Khrushchev spoke.16 Ho Chi Minh had personally appealed 
to Khrushchev to accept the Chinese-Albanian position at 
this conference, which Khrushchev refused to do.17 Thus, af-
ter Khrushchev failed to intervene in the 1961 Bay of Pigs at-
tack, Vice Chairman Dong Biwu promised Albania that if it 
were attacked, China would “assist her with all our forces.”18 
He reiterated, “Albania is not Cuba.”19 The North Vietnamese 
government did not want Vietnam to be another abandoned 
Cuba either. It seemed that China, with its ‘anti-revisionist,’ 
anti-imperialist Maoism, would be North Vietnam’s un-
shakeable patron against the United States.

While the Vietnamese had acted as moderators between the 
Soviets and Chinese for over a year, they finally abandoned 
any pretense of neutralism after the USSR signed the Limited 
Test Ban Treaty in August of 1963. The treaty was the last 
straw, seemingly confirming that the Soviets were more in-
terested in compromise than resistance. The North Vietnam-
ese openly supported the Chinese with their assertion that 
the Soviets had “capitulated to US imperialism” and began 
to issue harsh criticisms of the Soviet Union in September.20 
The Chinese had thus won an important diplomatic victo-
ry against the Soviets. In advocating their ‘hard line’ stance 
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against the United States, the Chinese had demonstrated that 
proxies could look to them as a reliable patron. This devel-
opment would also influence the basic nature and strategy 
of North Vietnamese combat operations against the United 
States.

Given the Soviet compromise in Cuba, the North Vietnam-
ese press opined that Soviet patronage would produce a “de-
fensive strategy” at best. Not only did the Soviets seem more 
interested in “peaceful coexistence” with imperialism than in 
resistance, but they also advocated for complex urban engage-
ments and conventional warfare.21 The Vietnamese realized 
that they probably could not sustain such a strategy against 
the United States. Instead, the Vietnamese shifted to a more 
revolutionary theory of warfare—“People’s War”—that relied 
heavily on the philosophy of Mao Zedong and the principles 
of guerrilla war. They had seen success with Chinese strategy 
at Dien Bien Phu in 1954. There, Chinese general and adviser 
Wei Guoqing “had played a key role in guiding the fighting” 
by forcing Vietnamese general Vo Nguyen Giap to maintain 
a relentless attack.22 Vo, under Wei’s leadership, produced a 
stunning and decisive defeat of the French garrison. While 
Dien Bien Phu had seen conventional fighting, Chinese influ-
ence, secured by victory, in turn dictated a long-term transi-
tion to insurgency. Mao’s writings, including The Present Sit-
uation and Our Tasks (1947), deeply influenced Vo’s views on 
warfare. In 1961, Vo himself published People’s War, People’s 
Army, a book that expanded on Mao’s theory of insurgen-
cy. Maoist thinking subsequently had great effect on North 
Vietnamese military thinking. From then on, “the leaders in 
Vietnam were scrupulous in executing Mao’s strategy,” and 
would continue to fully abide by Mao’s guerrilla philosophy 
for several years—at least until the large-scale Tet Offensive 
in 1968.23 Only after Tet would the North Vietnamese then 
shift the nature of their operations to a more fundamentally 
Soviet strategy, focusing on large-scale conventional assaults 

and urban warfare, as seen in the Easter Offensive of 1972 
and the fall of Saigon in 1975.24

The Chinese had thus won important victories over the Sovi-
et Union in the early stages of the Vietnam War. First, North 
Vietnam had shifted its political allegiance toward the Chi-
nese, seeing them as a more reliably anti-American partner. 
Second, it ignored Soviet guidance on conventional, urban 
warfare and adopted and legitimated Mao’s philosophies on 
asymmetric insurgency.

SUPPLYING THE WAR EFFORT
Despite Mao’s bellicose rhetoric, the Soviet Union remained 
far more technologically advanced and better armed than 
China. Fortunately for the North Vietnamese, their early 
tilt toward China did not alienate the Soviets. Ironically, it 
might have actually increased the amount of aid the Sovi-
ets ultimately supplied: The Soviets believed that their influ-
ence in Hanoi directly correlated with the amount of sup-
plies they provided the North Vietnamese.25 The more arms 
flowed into Hanoi, the greater was their political capital in 
the North. China, in response, sought to “obstruct and delay 
the growth of a Soviet military presence in [North Vietnam] 
because of fear of consequent growth of Soviet political in-
fluence in Hanoi.”26

China gained major leverage over both the Soviets and the 
North Vietnamese in this resupply battle due to its geo-
graphical location between the USSR and Vietnam. As a geo-
graphical intermediary, the vast majority of Soviet shipments 
would have to pass through Chinese territory. The only So-
viet resupply options were shipment by railroad through 
China, by sea into the North via Haiphong Harbor, or by air-
plane over China and into the North. Of these three options, 
only the first, land shipment through China, proved viable 
for politico-strategic reasons.

Nikita Khrushchev, Mao Zedong, Ho Chi Minh and Soong Ching-ling (1959)
Source: Author Unknown (Wikimedia Commons)

44

The Vietnam War as China’s Watershed



45

Christian Talley
The Soviets refused to sail important weapons such as anti-
aircraft missiles into North Vietnam via Haiphong because 
they “wish[ed] to avoid a direct clash with the United States 
in the Gulf of Tonkin.”27 The Soviets believed shipment by sea 
would be too obvious and could provoke direct American 
action. In 1965, the CIA opined that the Soviets would refuse 
shipment via Haiphong because of “their 1962 Caribbean 
blockade experience” in the Cuban Missile Crisis “and their 
desire to avoid having to choose between confrontation with 
the United States and humiliating retreat.”28 This assumption 
proved correct. After the 1969 Sino-Soviet border conflict, 
when soured relations with China made rail shipments po-
litically impossible, the Soviets did begin sea shipments into 
Haiphong. However, the shipments remained small and had 
a limited impact on the war. In 1969, the CIA concluded that 
“even if every suspicious item [coming by ship] were combat 
material, total deliveries of such cargo would be negligible 
with the amount of military aid which North Vietnam re-
ceives from the USSR.”29

Fittingly, the Chinese began to use the Soviets’ sensitivity and 
reluctance toward sea shipment as a political “taunt” against 
Soviet enthusiasm for North Vietnam.30 The Chinese por-
trayed the Soviets as “afraid of the United States” for their 
“cowardly” refusal to sail into Haiphong.31 The Soviets, in 
response, proposed a direct ‘air corridor’ over China for Rus-
sian cargo planes to fly into North Vietnam. China “stead-
fastly refused” to grant such authority.32 The Chinese again 
used this opportunity to damage Soviet credibility with the 
North Vietnamese. They sought to “obstruct and delay” So-
viet military shipments to minimize Moscow’s influence in 
Hanoi.33 The Chinese maintained this extremely restrictive 
policy about air resupply throughout the war. Each time a 
Soviet plane requested to fly through Chinese airspace, it “re-
quired separate permission from Peking.”34

Thus, the only practical option for massive Soviet resupply 
was by railroad through China. The CIA characterized Sino-
Soviet negotiations over rail shipment terms as the story of 
“acrimonious haggling.”35 At almost every step, the Chinese 
sought to impede and regulate Soviet shipments. Troubles be-
gan in February of 1965 when the Chinese asserted a “sover-
eign right” to inspect all Soviet shipments.36 Chinese officials 
began intercepting and dismantling Soviet weapons, possibly 
to study Soviet technology. The Chinese began a propaganda 
offensive against the Soviets, informing the North Vietnam-
ese that the Soviets were sending them “obsolete” weapons, 
just as they had done during the Korean War.37 Soviet advi-
sors also found evidence that Chinese inspectors were im-

properly reassembling weapons after dismantling them, due 
either to technical incompetence or sabotage.38

From April of 1965 to July of 1966, the Chinese continued 
their obstruction of rail shipments. They strongly disagreed 
with having Soviet advisers in North Vietnam to operate 
surface-to-air missiles (SAMs), and thus blocked Soviet 
SAM shipments until North Vietnamese could be trained in 
SAM operation. The Chinese then informed the Soviets and 
all Eastern European countries that they would no longer 
ship non-military goods by rail; any shipments of “economic 
goods” would have to occur over sea.39 Further developments 
confirmed that China had secured leverage over Hanoi. In 
May of 1966, in part to dissuade the Chinese from their re-
supply obstruction, Ho Chi Minh left Vietnam for the first 
time in five years to visit China. While there, he worked out 
a shipping agreement with the Chinese to preserve aid flows 
into North Vietnam.40 Ho concluded that North Vietnamese 
personnel would handle the Soviet shipments in China. The 
Chinese, content with this settlement, allowed shipments to 
continue unobstructed until 1967.

The most serious instance of political sabotage of the Soviet 
resupply came in January of 1967. Le Duan traveled to Chi-
na in January to inform Mao “of a recent politburo decision 
to accept negotiations [with the US] when conditions were 
judged propitious.”41 North Vietnam’s Foreign Minister later 
stated unambiguously that they would accept negotiations 
after the next American bombing halt. Mao Zedong was ex-
tremely displeased with the idea of a settlement and decided 
to take action to prolong the Vietnam War. On January 26, the 
Chinese Communist Party “deliberately planned, provoked, 
and coordinated” a siege on the Soviet Embassy in Beijing.42 
The CIA strongly believed that this represented an attempt to 
break diplomatic relations with the Soviets.43 Simultaneously, 

the Chinese began a blockade of Soviet shipments to North 
Vietnam to “rais[e] the specter of a permanent cut off of So-
viet aid,” a crippling proposition for Hanoi.44 On February 
10, Ho Chi Minh received a letter from President Johnson 
discussing the conditions for negotiation. With Mao’s block-
age looming in the background, Ho promptly rejected the of-
fer, and on February 11, the Chinese ended the embassy siege 
and reinstated Soviet shipments of some “300 railroad cars” 
they had blocked.45 Though one cannot be certain without 
access to concealed Chinese documents, the CIA strongly in-
ferred that China had engaged in this resupply brinkmanship 
to discipline the North Vietnamese into continuing the war. 
Even as China entered the most destabilizing and leftist 

“China engaged in this resupply brinkmanship to discipline 
the North Vietnamese into continuing the war.”



phases of the Cultural Revolution, a time in which their in-
ternational influence is assumed to have waned, they contin-
ued to effectively use their policy of resupply obstructionism. 
Blockages, in fact, increased during this time by the para-
military Red Guards. Mao only reluctantly interrupted the 
marauders with conventional forces when their rail harass-
ment showed signs of permanently damaging relations with 
Hanoi.46 

Throughout the war, the Soviets never solved this funda-
mental resupply issue. Though they experimented, as men-
tioned, with increased sea shipments after 1969, this method 
never proved viable for major resupply. Rather, throughout 
the war, the Soviets simply had to rely on continued Chinese 
amenability. Chinese control of supply logistics truly was 
“an important weapon held in reserve by Peking” that kept 
China’s international influence palpable in both Moscow and 
Hanoi.47

THE POST-WAR SETTLEMENT
Beginning in 1969, American diplomats began to theorize 
that rapprochement with China could accomplish two major 
goals: it could end the Vietnam War in the short term, and in 
long term geopolitics it could be used “to correct the Russians 
and to discipline the Russians.”48 With the USSR as a mutual 
Sino-American foe, perhaps America could arrange an ‘en-
emy of my enemy is my friend’ relationship with China. On 
October 8, 1969, the National Security Council forwarded 
Henry Kissinger a memo entitled “Time for a US Initiative 
Toward Peking?” It suggested that an appeal to China could 
bring about a favorable settlement in Vietnam.49 Perhaps by 
restoring relations with North Vietnam’s most important pa-
tron, the US could in turn staunch the flows of Chinese arms 
and materiel into the North. Kissinger and President Nixon 
became very impressed with the importance and potential 
of a Chinese diplomatic and economic rapprochement, and 
thus began to build the conditions for an ‘opening’ to China.

The initial goal of the opening was facilitating Nixon’s ‘peace 
with honor’ promise in Vietnam. Kissinger remained con-
vinced that China held the keys to a favorable withdrawal. 
On April 27, 1971, he told Nixon that “if we can get this thing 
[the rapprochement with China] working, we’ll end Vietnam 
this year.”50 The Pakistani President Yahya Khan, working 
as Kissinger’s intermediary with the Chinese, had reported 
promising Chinese responses to Kissinger’s initial negation 
offers. Kissinger drew up a plan for a post-Vietnam settle-
ment that he would present to Zhou Enlai on a secret trip 
to China in July of 1971. While the Chinese contemplated 
Kissinger’s proposals in light of the upcoming Nixon visit, 
the President reemphasized the importance of the Vietnam 
settlement. In his January 24, 1972 message to the Chinese 
government, Nixon underlined the importance of “find[ing] 
a negotiated settlement to the Indo-China war.”51

Unfortunately for Nixon and Kissinger, Zhou and Mao had 

little interest in making any major concessions over Viet-
nam. Almost as soon as Nixon and Kissinger got off the 
plane in China on February 21, 1972, Zhou began to lecture 
them about China’s solidarity with the North Vietnamese re-
sistance. He argued, “the Vietnamese are fighting for their 
country, and as long as they continue fighting, we must con-
tinue to support them.”52 Mao was similarly disinterested in 
Vietnam. When Nixon tried to steer their conversation to-
ward a Vietnam settlement, Mao replied that he did not want 
to get into “those troublesome problems,” but that he would 
rather discuss “philosophic questions.”53 Mao and Zhou thus 
parried any direct settlement agreement.

Ultimately, the trip’s most important implications regarding 
Vietnam were indirect. Hanoi was offended and worried that 
China would seek better relations with the United States, 
prompting a shift toward Soviet patronage.54 China did en-
courage the North to settle in future peace talks with the US. 
And Chinese funding to Vietnam after the Nixon visit did 
actually decrease from $200 million in 1971 to $85 million in 
1973. Yet this decrease was simply correlated with the broad-
er American withdrawal, and would not prove a lasting ar-
rangement. By 1974, Chinese funding had bounced back to 
$180 million a year, financing North Vietnam’s conquest of 
the South in 1975.55

Despite the original theory of rapprochement, the Chinese 
got to have their cake and eat it too in the American Open-
ing. Not only did they continue to support Vietnam, but they 

Vo Nguyen Giap, Vietnamese general (1954)
Source: Author Unknown (Wikimedia Commons)
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also gained the benefits of new ties to the US. In fairness, 
the burgeoning US-Chinese friendship did give the US some 
diplomatic leverage against the Soviets. Yet China continued 
to freely underwrite Hanoi while also accruing many direct 
and major benefits from the United States, particularly in 
terms of economic development. Zhou Enlai, in fact, con-
sidered the new American relationship as bearing the pos-
sibility for a Chinese economic renaissance. He was almost 
frenetically excited when he learned of the plans for Kiss-
inger’s 1971 visit, stating “Only America can help China to 
modernize.”56 Zhou ordered hundreds of Western books “on 
anything that will help us to understand high technology… 
We have been deprived of good books for too long.”57 While 
China maintained its commitments to North Vietnam, it in 
turn reaped the benefits of new connections with the US. Af-
ter Kissinger’s diplomatic visit, when he learned of the even 
more important Nixon visit, Zhou opined that China was 
“on the threshold of a technical revolution which will alter all 
views and concepts. We must ready ourselves for it.”58

Zhou was basically correct in his predictions. Nixon began 
to grant immediate and significant economic concessions 
to the Chinese that would set the stage for Deng Xiaoping’s 
overhaul of the Chinese economy after 1978. Nixon eased 
travel restrictions to China and relaxed currency controls. 
He ended the American trade embargo against China and 
also ended the Foreign Assets Control requirement that 
forced American businesses to obtain a license from the US 
Treasury each time they transacted with China. In 1973, a 
group of American executives formed the National Coun-
cil for United States-China Trade, which dedicated itself 
to expanding bilateral exchanges.59 While Mao remained 
an impediment to capitalist reform, after his death in 1976 
and after Deng’s assent in 1979, China’s kai fang (“liberal-
ization”) would become a paradigm-shifting, unprecedented 

revolution in modern economics. China would set itself on 
the path to rapid modernization that would see it become a 
major global economy, and in fact a major American bilat-
eral trading partner. From Nixon’s first probes in 1972 up to 
1985 after Deng’s liberalization, US-China trade expanded 
70-fold, from $95.9 million to seven billion annually.60

This burgeoning economic relationship remains one of the 
most important ways in which China benefitted unequally 
from the post-Vietnam settlement. While the Soviets would 
come to enjoy a period of détente with the United States, they 
would receive no paradigm-altering economic opening like 
the Chinese. In fact, as the United States sowed the seeds in 
China for an unprecedented modernization and a renais-
sance in bilateral trade, the USSR entered its infamous Era of 
Stagnation that would signal the beginning of the end for the 
Soviet economy.61

CONCLUSION
The Vietnam War in retrospect appears as a great, if generally 
unacknowledged, boon to Chinese geopolitical standing. In 
about a decade, China transformed itself from a Soviet junior 
partner and an economic backwater into a major internation-
al force - even despite the destructive Cultural Revolution. 
China had outmaneuvered the Soviets in shaping Vietnam-
ese resistance strategy from 1963 until the Tet Offensive. It 
had damaged Soviet influence and diminished Soviet con-
trol by dictating resupply terms at almost every point. Most 
importantly, China had secured a favorable post-Vietnam 
settlement with the United States that sowed the early seeds 
for its unprecedented modernization and its current trading 
relationship with America. While there were many contin-
gent events separating China then and China today, it is thus 
undoubtable that China’s involvement in the Vietnam War 
helped fundamentally shape its geopolitical future.
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The replacement of trolley systems by buses, a process which fundamentally reshaped America’s urban landscape, 
has long been viewed as inevitable. However, in this paper, I look beyond arguments of financial necessity to show 
that, in New Haven, Connecticut, a massive engineering and publicity campaign coordinated between business, 
government, and media was necessary to overcome structural factors favorable to the trolley and accomplish its 
seemingly inevitable removal.

T    he trollies [sic] fought hard for existence… but 
finally succumbed to the march of progress in 
transportation,” opined The New Haven Sunday 

Register on the streetcars’ last day of operation.1 The ar-
ticle, September 26, 1948’s local lead story, struck a decid-
edly more optimistic note than the rest of the political and 
international news on the front page. Atop the article sat a 
panoramic photograph of the new buses ready to ply their 
routes—buses dubbed “sleek, streamlined vehicles” by the 
caption.2 While readers’ outlook on the nation and the world 
may have remained uncertain, their own city’s transit future 
had to be secure, or so the front page would have it. A sec-
ond article buried in the inner pages, however, revealed resi-
dents’ discontent. The previous day, football game traffic had 
threatened to overwhelm the system, with fans clogging the 
bus turnstiles at the Yale Bowl. Amid cries of “We want the 
trolleys!” and “What a mess!,” some in the crowd even rushed 
a police line guarding the loading zone.3  But despite the cha-
os, the change could not be reversed. Soon, tracks were to be 
torn out and trolleys set aflame, as if a damnatio memoriae of 
New Haven’s half-century-old streetcar system.4 “The march 
of progress in transportation,” however uneasily, rolled on.

Before 1948, trolleys traversed the streets of New Haven 
on the longest-sustained and best-supported system in the 
region, until their eventual conversion to bus routes. Mike 
Schreiber, archivist at the Shore Line Trolley Museum in East 

Haven, Connecticut, summed up the reasons for the replace-
ment of streetcars: “One word—money.”5 New Haven proved 
no exception to this blunt economic reality, but the anoma-
lous circumstances surrounding the trolleys’ 1948 retirement 
hint at a more nuanced explanation. The Elm City’s streetcars 
survived for roughly a decade longer than any other system 
in the state, holding out through the Depression and World 
War II due to the city’s part-structural, part-idiosyncratic 
trolley dependence. The significant efforts that concerned 
parties like the Connecticut Company made to undermine 
the trolley’s fixity, even to their economic disadvantage in 
some cases, demonstrate that the conversion to buses was 
not a natural, unforced transition. Beyond simplistic expla-
nations about the cost of trolleys, a massive engineering and 
publicity campaign was required to make the switch, which, 
in the process, dramatically reshaped the built landscape of 
the city. To be sure, larger forces like fixed-fare agreements, 
burgeoning suburbanization, and the overall rise of the auto-
mobile doomed the streetcar in cities nationwide, New Ha-
ven included. Yet if the demise of the trolley in New Haven 
was very likely inevitable eventually, the specific date of its 
disappearance was instead due to a concerted effort to over-
come the trolley’s entrenchment. From structural factors like 
its radial layout, relatively profitability, and factory service to 
unique facets like the Yale Bowl and area amusement parks, 
New Haven had aspects that allowed it to postpone a nation-
al trend. This deceptively minor qualification in fact reveals 
much about the power structure, governance, and internal 
discord of the American city and its transit companies. 

The choices of trolley companies themselves receive little 
attention in the historiography of bus conversion. Histo-
ries of the trolley instead tend to ascribe its demise either 
to deterministic economic failings and excessive government 
regulation or, more sinisterly, to a General-Motors-led con-
spiracy. Along with recounting how railroad companies ig-
nored warning signs, historians like Stephen Goddard have 
described a monopolistic agreement between the Fitzgerald 
Brothers and GM to buy out trolley lines and replace them 
with buses. Others, like transit administrator Brian Cudahy, 
have dismissed the conspiracy charge, citing fixed fares, 
Depression-era cutbacks, and other operational constraints 
as factors in the streetcar’s inability to stop the bus’ success. 
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Between the two camps, however, the role of transit compa-
nies themselves has received scant attention. Whether from a 
conspiracy, overregulation, or simple profit motive, the inev-
itability of the trolley’s disappearance has obscured any role 
for the companies and their allies, particularly in small cit-

ies. Cudahy’s book details trolley company efforts to develop 
new streetcar technology, but not their moves into the bus 
business itself. A transit outfit, like New Haven’s Connecticut 
Company, however, had years of experience experimenting 
in other modes of transportation, leveraging its connections 
in government and business to do so. Coupled with down-
town business owners, who were willing to take drastic steps 
to keep business, as urbanist Alison Isenberg has argued, the 
Connecticut Company actively sought to switch to buses.6

“THE MARCH OF PROGRESS IN 
TRANSPORTATION[?]”7

For a rail company, the New Haven Railroad had always 
shown a definite interest in leaving the traditional confines 
of the tracks. Founded in an 1870 through the consolida-
tion of regional rail lines, the New York, New Haven, and 
Hartford Railroad—popularly known as “the New Haven”—
monopolized long-distance transport in New England. Soon 
after, the New Haven purchased almost every trolley system 
in lower New England and established a subsidiary, the Con-
necticut Company, to run them.8 From its beginnings, the 
New Haven Railroad attempted to branch out anticipatorily 
into other modes of transportation, often at great financial 
risk—foreshadowing their later move to a comparatively 
cheaper system, buses.

Even before the Depression arrived, the Connecticut Com-
pany sought to switch to buses. In 1921, the first year the state 
allowed such a program, the Company began auto service. 
While track mileage hit a profitable peak in 1924, the Com-
pany began conversion of trolley lines to bus routes that year. 
In fact, the Company moved prematurely, shutting down 
New Haven’s first bus line after the trolley outcompeted it. 
But after the Depression struck, bus changeover accelerated, 
especially after the New Haven declared bankruptcy in 1935 
and sold the Connecticut Company to the local power com-
pany. By the late 1930s, buses offered the company a number 
of advantages, even for a firm founded to run streetcars. At 
least twice as cheap as a trolley, a bus offered flexible routing, 
lacked the clatter of streetcars, and required no large invest-
ment to extend into the suburbs. The city required the Com-
pany to pave and plow large sections of streets with trolley 
tracks, an obligation avoided by bus operation. On top of 
all this, the process of trolley-to-bus conversion offered an 
ideal opportunity to raise fares. The transition to buses thus 
seemed economically sensible. With car ownership nation-
ally almost tripling between the trolley’s heyday and its de-
mise and with the Company facing deep losses, the situation 
did call for drastic action. However, the Connecticut Com-
pany’s efforts to change even before buses became obviously 
more profitable suggested a long-standing, concerted effort 
to eliminate streetcar service before its time. By the onset of 
World War II, buses had long since replaced trolleys in every 
Connecticut city but New Haven.9

That last city, though, clung to its trolleys. A great number 
of factors sustained the streetcar in New Haven, all of which 
would have to be overcome to transition to buses. Home of 
the Connecticut Company’s headquarters and its largest, 
most profitable streetcar system, the Elm City was sched-
uled last for conversion. Structurally, the city’s track network 
converged downtown near major businesses, not at the main 
train station as in some other cities, a design that helped local 
commuters. Moreover, as urbanist Douglas Rae elucidated 
by analyzing business records and mapping shop locations, 
the city and its commercial interests relied heavily on the 
streetcars for both freight and passenger deliveries. New Ha-
ven’s centralized downtown had for decades benefited from 
the trolleys’ fixed design of radial, “hub-and-spoke” lines. 
Manufacturers, then a large part of the city’s economy, ap-
preciated that trolleys stopped right at the factory doors.10

The trolley held out for more than just economic reasons. 
Every weekend in the fall, the colossal Yale Bowl stadium 
filled with tens of thousands of football fans, most of whom 
took the streetcar. For Bowl games, the Company employed 
upwards of eighty open trolleys—streetcars without side 
walls—so that the travelers could climb aboard along the 
car’s whole length and feel cooled by the breeze. Single-door, 
un-air-conditioned buses would not have sufficed, leaving 
the Company as one of the last operators of open trolleys 
nationally. The New Haven area also featured amusement 

Map of New Haven trolleys and Branford Electric Railway (1902)
Source: Shore Line Trolley Museum
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parks like Savin Rock and Momauguin Park, which relied 
on trolleys for customers and on the electric company that 
ran them for power. Even into their later years, the streetcars 
provided a sense of thrill and vacation for amusement-park 
and Bowl-game travelers.11 While other cities shared some 
of these factors, New Haven held a unique reliance on the 
trolley. Buses may have made economic sense for the Con-
necticut Company, but for New Haven, their loss would ne-
cessitate a dramatic change in city life.

While the rest of the state had converted to buses, the Con-
necticut Company’s preparations in New Haven ended 
abruptly with the onset of World War II. Due to gasoline 
rationing and material shortages, the Connecticut Compa-
ny could not buy new buses to meet the increased demand 
caused by spiking factory employment. The Company, de-
spite wanting bus conversion, had to press many old cars into 
service and reactivate abandoned lines. As a result, the street-
cars turned a greater profit than they had in years. However, 
despite a federal prohibition on further bus conversion, the 
Company began to lay the groundwork for the postwar tran-
sition even as the war escalated. The streetcars brought out 
for wartime service received only minimal repairs, leading to 
increased noise complaints and frequent power shutdowns. 
Resources that could have been used for trolley refurbish-
ing instead went to track removal—not as part of bus con-
version, the Company claimed, but for recycling as war sal-
vage. Meanwhile, the state granted the Company approval to 
run new bus routes out to suburban war factories. Though 
the buses were only allowed to transport factory workers, 
the Company managed to increase its bus network in the 
New Haven area during the war. Continued shortages after 
the war delayed bus conversion further.12 Nevertheless, the 
Company’s actions during a time of national crisis demon-
strate both how much preparatory work was needed for bus 
conversion and how determined the Company was to retir-
ing New Haven’s streetcars.

“SO THAT… THE OPPOSITION COULD BE 
DEALT WITH”13

After the war, the Connecticut Company hoped their trolleys 
had reached the end of the line. The Company, freed from 
the constraints of wartime service and rationing, remained 
eager to rid itself of the streetcars. However, given the city’s 
postwar manufacturing strength and its increase in carless 
residents like Yale students, the trolley appeared to have at 
least a few more good years ahead of it. To overcome this in-
ertia and escape the duties of its trolley franchise agreement, 
the Connecticut Company and its allies needed decisive ac-
tion. The city’s growing traffic woes provided them with a 
perfect opportunity. In 1947, the New Haven Chamber of 
Commerce’s Traffic and Parking Committee, whose mem-
bers included a Mr. Bennett of the Connecticut Company, 
conducted a volume survey of rush hour traffic and site tours 
of “bottleneck” spots.14 Their results suggested a traffic crisis, 
a problem that had plagued New Haven’s old streets since the 

mid-1920s. In response, traffic engineer Edmund R. Ricker 
presented a drastic plan to the Committee in 1948: to convert 
almost every street in downtown to one-way traffic. While 
New Haven had converted individual streets one-way on a 
limited basis before, Ricker suggested the systematic over-
haul of the city’s entire traffic pattern.15

At first glance, restricting traffic on major urban thorough-
fares to one direction would seem to do little to ease con-
gestion. Ricker and others countered that one-way streets 
would help segregate cars moving through downtown from 
those travelling to and from it. Traffic would form “a directed 
stream,” the Yale Daily News surmised.16 But hidden from 
public view, the meeting minutes of the Chamber of Com-
merce’s committee reveal another, private reason for a one-
way street system: it would necessitate the removal of the 
trolleys, whose two-track, bidirectional operation would be-
come incompatible with the new traffic patterns. Buses, how-
ever, could easily adjust their routes to one-way streets. The 
Committee’s records do not indicate that Ricker designed 
his plan specifically to rid the city of trolleys. From the start, 
though, every member of the Committee knew that trolley 
removal was a necessary and integral part of the plan. “Rick-
er told the Committee that he definitely planned to install 
one-way streets in the downtown area as soon as the trolleys 
are removed,” the minutes from the Committee’s August 5th 
meeting noted.17 The minutes do not reveal if trolley removal 
was an effect or a cause of the one-way plan, yet regardless, 
bus transition had long been a goal of the Committee’s as-
sembled business leaders. For instance, earlier that year, 
one member pressed Bennett of the Connecticut Company 
to decommission some of its few remaining trolley lines as 
quickly as possible. Like the cars Ricker planned to redirect, 
the Committee itself planned to travel in only one direction: 
away from the streetcar.18

While the Chamber of Commerce’s Traffic and Parking 
Committee unanimously agreed to implementing one-way, 
trolley-free streets, the support of the rest of New Haven’s 
downtown business community remained in doubt. “Ricker 
stated that it is imperative that the idea be sold to the mer-
chants,” the Committee’s minutes recounted, “for without 
their agreement, the plan would be impossible.”19 The back-
ers of the proposal therefore did not take business owners’ 
acquiescence for granted. After all, the immovable, hub-and-
spoke design of the streetcar lines funneled almost all riders 
downtown and dropped them off right in front of the depart-
ment stores of Chapel Street’s central business district. With-
out the certainty of customers that the trolleys provided, 
businesses feared a flight to the suburbs, a worry the Com-
mittee recognized.20

When Ricker announced his plan, the Committee immedi-
ately set to work persuading business owners on its merits. 
The previous year, Chairman Hale and other members of 
the Committee had met with the most influential business 



owners; Ricker and the rest of the Committee now redoubled 
their efforts.21 Ricker soon met with members of the New Ha-
ven Retail Board of Governors, while Hale wrote to the full 
Chamber of Commerce, claiming that the proposal was “vi-
tal to the continued health of our commercial center.”22 Busi-
nesses initially responded unenthusiastically. As the minutes 
paraphrased, the Retail Board members agreed to the plan 
only out of “the belief that some move is better than none.”23 
But as the date of the conversion drew near, businesses began 
to embrace the switch—some accepting the need to accom-
modate cars, others believing buses to be equivalent to trol-
leys. On the day of the change, an advertisement in the Reg-
ister trumpeted, “It’s a One-Way Street to Malley’s…and to 
relieve the confusion of the new traffic regulations, effective 
this morning, get your free pocket map.”24 Downtown busi-
nesses moved toward full support, even attempting to profit 
off the conversion itself.

But the businesses’ backing came at a price. As Trolley Mu-
seum archivist Mike Schreiber summed up, the commer-
cial elite would only give up trolleys if accommodation was 
made for new car drivers in the process.25 Without trolleys, 
drivers would need many more places to park in a city with 
very little space left free downtown. Recognizing this prob-
lem, the Committee offered businesses an extra incentive: a 
promise to create more downtown parking. Roughly eighty-
one percent of drivers surveyed found New Haven’s parking 
inadequate, so in September 1946, the Committee requested 
money from the town to study possible new parking lot loca-
tions. Within the next four years, the Committee acted on 
bids to demolish a building on Orange Street and pave over 
the wide median of Broadway for parking lots; the latter im-
provement was requested directly by the businessmen lining 
the avenue. Parking still remained scarce, but the Committee 
unanimously rejected as impractical a proposal to create lots 
in peripheral city areas instead of downtown, as was done in 
Hartford.26

Instead, the Committee investigated a bold redesign of the 
very heart of New Haven. Mr. Johnson of the Chamber of 
Commerce, at the Committee’s urging, sought an estimate 
for “(a) a closed underground garage underneath the Green; 
or (b) an open pit garage.”27 Rather than working to refur-
bish the trolley, the most preeminent business figures in 
the city considered digging up New Haven’s colonial com-
mons for parking spaces. Though the proprietors of the 
Green flatly vetoed the idea, Mr. Arpaia of the Traffic and 
Parking Committee suggested taking the fight public.28 The 

Committee and the Connecticut Company never considered 
shared rights-of-way or other compromise solutions, instead 
viewing a city with trolleys as incompatible with a motor-
ized downtown. Parking on the Green, ultimately never real-
ized, might indeed have helped customers reach department 
stores, but here, it represents the lengths the concerned par-
ties were willing to go to retire the streetcar.

With businesses behind the plan, the Committee moved to 
secure support of the town’s elected and appointed officials. 
The Connecticut Company and its affiliated electric company 
paid franchise fees and provided power to the town, thereby 
establishing a close relationship with city government. Sup-
porting this link, the related New Haven Railroad employed 
one of the town’s largest workforces. So when the Company 
decided to make its final move away from trolleys, the city 
and Mayor William Celentano gladly complied. While au-

thority over New Haven’s traffic matters technically rested 
in the city’s Police Board, the town’s Traffic Commission de-
cided most planning decisions. A city body of businessmen, 
engineers, and aldermen for a time chaired by Yale transpor-
tation professor Kent Healy, the Commission became the site 
of the Connecticut Company and Chamber of Commerce’s 
maneuvering around the trolley’s retirement.29

In the saga of New Haven’s bus transition, business interests 
made public decisions, for all practical purposes. The Traf-
fic Commission and the Chamber of Commerce’s Traffic and 
Parking Committee worked closely before on small-scale 
one-way street conversions and the citywide parking study. 
But when Ricker proposed on behalf of the Chamber that 
the whole downtown become one-way, the two bodies’ part-
nership became an overlap. In order to oversee so dramatic 
a change in the city’s landscape, the Commission appointed 
Ricker to sixty days as New Haven’s official traffic engineer, 
set a date for the conversion, and denied minors change to 
the plan. The Celentano Administration could not have sent 
a clearer message as to where the city stood on trolley replace-
ment. In fact, in the years after the streetcar’s demise, the city 
bought rights-of-way from the Connecticut Company and 
tore out tracks using municipal funds.30 The effort to change 
over to buses, ostensibly the decision of a private company, 
actually entailed massive government involvement.

With the city’s power brokers united behind the plan, the 
concerned parties launched an all-out publicity blitz to con-
vince the public of the plan’s merits. At the August meeting 
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of the Traffic and Parking Committee, the members resolved 
to publicize the proposal as soon as possible, via a story and 
map in the Register. “The idea behind this move,” the minutes 
acknowledged, “was to present the plan to the public early 
in the season so that, by September, all complaints that are 
to be expected will have been registered and the opposition 
could be dealt with.”31 Therefore, Chairman Hale developed 
a list of “recognized opinion molders in the city” who could 
help sway mass sentiment.32 One of the foremost “opinion 
molders,” Mayor Celentano, sounded “a tone of defeat” in 
his 1947 State of the City address concerning the “sustaining 
technologies (most of all, trolleys) that were all but dead,” 
noted Rae.33 Meanwhile, even before this effort, the Connect-
icut Company had been attempting to prime the public for 
conversion. Mr. Gaffney, an executive with the Connecticut 
Company during the relatively profitable war years, empha-
sized to the Yale Daily News that, in comparison to buses, 
“the street car business has fallen off quite a bit.”34 Now, the 
Company threw itself into the effort, creating pro-bus illus-
trations, advertisements, and a logo featuring a bus and the 
tagline “The modern way to downtown areas is by bus—saf-
er—easier—less expensive.”35 The press joined as well, pub-
lishing a full-page spread of Ricker’s maps and arguing on 
the front page that trolley rails should be melted down to 
solve the metal shortage. Of course, not all of the anti-trolley 
press was part of this coordinated effort—for instance, the 
Yale Daily News independently advocated burning the trol-
leys to end their constant noise.36 Nevertheless, the signifi-
cant public relations campaign launched by the Connecticut 
Company and its allies demonstrates that the public could 
not be counted upon to take trolley removal for granted.

A “BIG EXPERIMENT”37

On the morning of September 25, 1948, a shiny fleet of sev-
enty buses rumbled down Derby Avenue. Yale played Brown 
in the season opener that day at the Yale Bowl, and the Con-
necticut Company expected heavy traffic. Almost a year ear-
lier, at the 1947 Harvard-Yale Game, customers had packed 
into the traditional open trolleys for their “farewell run”; this 
year, spectators would learn to ride the bus to the game.38 
While football may have been just another Saturday tradition 
in New Haven, an unprecedented change in the way people 
moved was occurring. Less than three months after Ricker 
presented the one-way proposal to the Traffic and Parking 
Committee, the plan was slated to go into effect at mid-
night that night. The city entered a state of frantic, overnight 
change, with workers uncovering streets signs, engineers 
installing traffic lights, and police directing traffic.39 All the 
work Ricker, the Chamber of Commerce, and the Connecti-
cut Company had invested was about to culminate in a “Big 
Experiment”: the removal of streetcars once and for all.40

The problems began at the football stadium. Used to board-
ing the open trolley cars along their whole length, the crowds 
shoved at the turnstiles and small doors of the new buses. 
Police arrived in force to keep the fans orderly. Meanwhile, 

Chapel Street businesses lost access to the street as the Con-
necticut Company converted two downtown blocks into a 
loading zone without getting police permission. That night, 
even with light traffic, issues with the new system continued. 
Crowds from late-night restaurants and trolleys running 
late forced the city to postpone the midnight one-way traf-
fic deadline by two hours. “Considerable confusion” reigned 
the next day, wrote the Register, especially for those reliant 
on the new buses.41 While Sunday traffic seemed no worse 
than normal, come the work week, New Haven’s major inter-
sections faced serious crowding from commuters and store-
goers. “New Traffic Plan Meets Difficulties in Inaugural,” 
trumpeted the Register’s headline, a sentiment not lost on the 
Connecticut Company.42 “We realize that there are a number 
of difficulties to be corrected,” admitted Charles Dempsey, 
manager of the Connecticut Company’s New Haven opera-
tions.43 In the end, the city returned to a sense of normalcy. 
However, the transition required a huge investment from the 
city and the Company, and still turned out far from seam-
less.44

For all the faults of the transition, the Connecticut Company 
and its allies remained upbeat, with their cheaper buses now 
secured. Of the trolleys, a Connecticut Company official 
freely told the Yale Daily News, “[w]e are glad to see them 
go”; The Hartford Courant described the Company as sigh-
ing with relief.45 After the conversion, the Company made no 
secret of the fact that the one-way streets and the bus con-
version were inexorably linked, advertising as much in the 
Register. Spokesmen for the Company assured the press that 
all difficulties would end as soon as the public became accus-
tomed to the new system.46 Meanwhile, public officials joined 
in praising the new buses and traffic patterns. Chief of Police 
Henry Clark said of the transition, “it couldn’t go any better,” 
while Mayor Celentano simply termed the system “wonder-
ful.”47 The press itself proved the most vociferous cheerleader 
for the buses. The “city took [the] changeover in stride,” as-

A fifteen-bench car owned by the Connecticut Company (2004)
Source: Frank Hicks (Wikimedia Commons)



serted the editorial page of the Register, while the Courant 
contrasted the “last, lumbering…trolley car [that] clattered 
across the city” with “buses [that] purred along.”48 In fact, 
the Register suggested that the walk signs for pedestrians 
at intersections be replaced with run signs, given how fast 
the traffic could now move through downtown. Minimizing 
the conversion’s pitfalls, the press and the local elites it cov-
ered presented a narrative of a smooth, almost determinis-
tic change, a narrative at odds with many of the occurrences 
that very week.49

According to the newspapers and officials, the public largely 
accepted the trolley’s retirement, and whatever concerns ex-
isted during the transition ended soon thereafter. “Almost 
forgotten,… trolley service will end without ceremony or 
recognition,” the Register reported.50 Not even the Traf-
fic Commission mentioned the streetcars in their meeting 
immediately before or after decommissioning. Chief Clark 
stated matter-of-factly, “The public has readily accepted it”; 
those who did complain came to accept the disruption as 
distasteful but ultimately necessary medicine, the Register 
analogized.51 Nevertheless, some did mourn the trolleys. En-
thusiast John Beers rented a special trolley to travel the lines 
one last time, the final car to return to the barns. In the weeks 
to come, others offered more active resistance, via word-of-
mouth grievances around town. By the following February, 
public complaints rose to such a level that the Traffic and 
Planning Committee resolved to generate another round of 
positive publicity, in the form of prepared press stories. In 
fact, the Committee decided to address future press releases 
from the Committee as a whole, not from City Engineer Rick-

er or Chief Clark—a move implying the unpopularity of each 
in the wake of the traffic plan.52 That said, while the press and 
elites exaggeratedly downplayed the opposition, antagonism 
never did escalate beyond mutterings. The streetcars had al-
ways been a nuisance to the increasing number of drivers 
in the city. As for transit commuters, Schreiber paraphrased 
their attitude: “You’re standing on the corner; you get on 
the first thing that comes along.”53 Nonetheless, in order to 
reach this stage of popular acceptance, the backers of trolley 
replacement felt it necessary to disclaim any discontent and 
engage in multiple rounds of publicity generation.

As the trolley faded into memory, reactions varied from frus-
tration to nostalgia to acceptance. Breaking with the other-
wise pro-bus tone of the Yale Daily News, opinion columnist 
John Geismar offered the following plea: “Heck! They gotta 
bring the open-air trolleys back. Even an ignoramus can see 
they did no harm.”54 Some aficionados went beyond wistful 
reminiscences, founding the Branford Electric Railway As-
sociation to preserve and run trolley cars at their museum 
in East Haven. Resentment lingered, however, even at the 
highest levels. Kent Healy, the Yale professor so dedicated 
to transit that he started a group of protégés called the Yale 
Transportation Fraternity, quit the Traffic Commission two 
years after the trolley conversion. His resignation, in which 
he did not even bother to spell Mayor Celentano’s name cor-
rectly, cited waste, poor organization, and lack of control 
over the city’s traffic engineers.55 No effort of protest, howev-
er, could restore the trolleys. Under the caption “Scrap metal 
and ashes are all that remain of an old tradition as efficiency 
takes over,” the Daily News ran a series of photos of scrapped 

Postcard of The Square in Westport, CT (c. 1907)
Source: Unknown (Wikimedia Commons)
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trolleys in flames, on top of which was overlaid a cartoon of 
a smiling bus.56 After all the effort the Connecticut Company 
and its allies had invested, the streetcars’ funeral pyre burned 
brightly, illuminating a city whose very pattern of mobility 
had changed.

THE TRACK AHEAD
After the trolley, New Haven could no longer withstand the 
forces of decentralization. Between 1940 and 1950, the num-
ber of resident-owned homes, indicative of suburbaniza-
tion, grew by a third just within the city limits proper, while 
rental properties only increased two percent. Concurrently, 
downtown stores and manufacturers closed or moved out 
to the suburbs, with only a single department store left in 
1962. While the car initially enabled decentralization, the 
bus also followed the ever-expanding footprint of the popu-
lation and furthered the new suburbs better than the trolley. 
The business community reacted differently to these trends. 
Some business owners believed the dominance of the car in-
evitable enough to be worth embracing. Malley’s, the same 
downtown department store which ran the pro-one-way ad-
vertisement in the Register, partnered with the Connecticut 
Company on a new shuttle to the Green in 1963, a desper-
ate move to restore the customers the trolley had once car-
ried right out front. Other businesses, however, had plans 
to move out to the suburbs all along, and thus supported a 
change-over to suburb-supporting buses.57 At least partially 
facilitated by the bus, the whole layout of a metropolitan area 
changed almost irrevocably.

The way people travelled shaped the American city, nowhere 
more than in New Haven. Larger forces of suburbanization 
and automobility worked against almost any form of mass 
transit, both buses and trolleys included. However, in New 
Haven in particular, a variety of factors coalesced to create a 

centralized town dependent on the streetcar. Thus, the trans-
fer to buses does not merely represent a shift from rails to 
tires. The effort the Connecticut Company and its allies ex-
pended to retire the trolley reshaped an entire city. To view 
the transition as a profit-driven business decision, while 
strictly true, ignores the massive collaboration between busi-
ness interests, the press, and the government which enabled 
the conversion. Throughout the short-term chaos and long-
term success of the bus transition, the city’s public and pri-
vate power brokers operated under a close partnership ne-
cessitated by preexisting hurdles. The trolleys’ demise may 
have been inevitable, but the rocky way it came about in New 
Haven reveals counterintuitive incentives: a streetcar com-
pany ridding itself of streetcars and a city eliminating one of 
the last barriers to suburbanization. Overall, the Connecticut 
Company may have advertised their new bus system as sleek, 
but its implementation ended up anything but smooth.

In the past few years, various local advocates and urban de-
sign groups have proposed constructing light rail in New 
Haven. Only a single line, the plan would be a far cry from 
the immense system which once covered the streets of the 
Elm City. However, the Board of Alders voted against a study 
in 2011, citing the poor economy.58 If numerous obstacles 
to eliminating the trolley existed in the 1940’s, just as many 
exist now to restoring it. Unlike then, though, the backers 
of the trolley this time lack the political and business con-
nections of the Connecticut Company. Indeed, in 2011 as in 
1948, what seems like a mere change of vehicle could entail 
large-scale urban restructuring. Thus, if New Haven is any 
guide, major transit decisions may be prompted by econom-
ic necessity, but cannot come to fruition without concerted 
publicity, politicking, and pressure from businesses. In other 
words, the wheels of the engine of progress often need a little 
grease.
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Medieval representations of death can illuminate how individuals conceptualised the experience. The poem “A 
Disputacione Betwyx The Body and Wormes” is a productive lens through which to consider contemporary notions 
of death and wider theological ideas such as the body-soul complex, as well as aiding our understanding of the 
reasons for the prevalence of the macabre in the late Middle Ages.

Far from being a concern that was reserved for the end 
of one’s life, one’s death shaped and influenced the 
daily experience of late medieval individuals. Death, 

of course, was a far more prevalent part of the quotid-
ian throughout the Middle Ages, but particularly so dur-
ing the unrelenting waves of plague that hit Europe in the 
mid-fourteenth century and wiped out between a third and 
two-thirds of the population. One productive avenue into 
this topic is to consider the art forms of the period that fre-
quently, and indeed prevalently, take death as their subject.

It is important to note, as argues Paul Binski, that the mass 
emergence of macabre images was not simply a by-product 
of post-pandemic European culture. Rather, one must ac-

knowledge that such images were equally constitutive of 
contemporary conceptions of death. To illustrate this, this 
article will consider several examples of a popular genre in 
late medieval England: the debate poem. Consequently, it 
will consider what the genre can reveal to scholars today, as 
well as how it informed its contemporary audiences, about 
popular understandings of death in England at this time. Of 
central focus will be “A Disputacione Betwyx The Body and 
Wormes.” This piece is narrated by an individual who has 
himself departed on a pilgrimage to escape the plague and 
is particularly interesting because it deviates from several of 
the key conventions of the medieval tradition of body and 
soul debate poetry.

This poetry commonly focuses upon, unsurprisingly, a con-
flict between the body and the soul. Having said this, “A Dis-
putacione Betwyx The Body and Wormes” strays from this 
format somewhat, and this is one of the reasons the piece 
has received so much attention. Dated to circa 1460-70, the 
poem builds upon a very solid tradition of conceptualising 
death, and specifically the journey of corpse, through the de-
bate form. Framed within a dream vision, the poem impor-
tantly diverges from several of the key formal and thematic 
qualities of typical body and soul debates. First, and exclu-
sively, the corpse in question is female. So too, rather than 
centre upon the torture of the human soul at the moment of 
death, the poem inverts this and instead highlights the physi-
cal suffering of the body. In the original manuscript the text 
is surrounded by several unapologetically explicit images of 
the dead and decomposing body. The soul itself makes no ap-
pearance, neither within the poem nor in its accompanying 
illustrations.

Before moving on to a more thorough examination of “A 
Disputacione” and its forbears, it is first useful to discuss the 
potential audience of such poems and consequently gauge 
their intended purpose more accurately. Robert Ackerman 
looks to explain the enduring vogue of the form. He sug-
gests that an unceasing morbid fascination with the charnel 
house may have been a superficial reason for it, but more 
fundamentally he establishes a link between body and soul 
debate poetry and the ever augmenting instructional respon-
sibilities of clerics during the period. He suggests that such 
works should be seen as part of the much larger production 
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of popular religious texts that rendered “doctrinal pills more 
palatable.” If one conjectures that body and soul debate po-
etry was intended to induce repentance through the paral-
leling the decaying corpse to the individual’s corrupted soul, 
the absence of this dichotomy in “A Disputacione” is, on first 
appearance, a considerable one.

While it is always ultimately a case of speculation when trying 
to piece together the readership of a medieval text, Ackerman 
argues that “So active... were the composers, translators and 
copyists of the works on popular religion that it is difficult to 
imagine that many Englishmen of the late Middle Ages could 
have escaped their influence entirely.” Building upon this, if 
we assume that these poems were popular forms, but never-
theless firmly religious, it is somewhat surprising that in the 
case of “A Disputacione” the spiritual progression of the soul 
to Heaven or even any preparation for this transformation is 
wholly absent in the poem. In order to work to explicate this 
seeming anomaly, it is necessary to examine the key themes 
of “A Disputacione” and perform a comparative close analy-
sis with several earlier poems, both debate and lyric, that use 
similar means to represent death and for a similar purpose.

Common to many poems about death is the more wide-
spread medieval trope of contemptus mundi, the virtue of 
turning away from earthly possessions and pleasures in ac-
knowledgement of their pointlessness upon one’s death. In 
other words, those items and life choices that are damaging 
to the soul and ultimately worthless at the point of death. The 
mid-thirteenth century six line lyric poem “Wen he Turuf Is 
Thi Tuur” exemplifies this well. It dauntingly asks:

Wen the turuf is this tuur
And thi put is thu bour,
Wat helpit the thenne
Al the worilde winne?

Towards the beginning of “A Disputacione,” the Worms ad-
dress the Body about this very issue, and explain just why 
the Body’s riches are of no help now she is passed. They 
point out that: “For our labour we aske no maner of þing to 
fange -/ Gold, syyuer, ryches, ne no oþer mede -/ Bot onely 
vs wormes on þe to fede.” Thus the natural process of de-
composition upon death is shown to be very different to the 
optional monetary transactions that the Body has clearly en-
gaged in frequently during her lifetime. Instead, the Worms 
indirectly criticise the worldly wealth the Body has accumu-
lated because it loses all of its value to the Body when it dies. 

The gold and silver is not sought by the Worms for their task, 
they only ask that they are left to complete this instinctual 
process.

This process of decomposition is a truly rancid one, so ex-
plain the Worms. As with the images that accompany the 
poem in its original manuscript, the imagery used to de-
scribe the rotting corpse is far from self-censoring. The 
worms describe the now senseless body to itself, informing 
the body that its “orrybyll flesche, rotyng & stynkynge” is 
only suitable for their consumption because they are unable 
to smell, see or taste its decayed state. The decomposing body 
would not have been an uncommon sight, or indeed sensory 
experience, for the medieval individual. It was, for example, 
common practice to exhume a body once it has reached the 
point of de-fleshing and then to store the remaining bones in 
a charnel house in order to maintain space in crowded grave 
yards. Resultantly, it is appropriate to regard the Worms’ ref-
erences to the senses at this point as a meta-textual address 
to their audience as much as to the Body itself. Through this 
the audience becomes aware of, through the act of imagining 
the putridity of their own decomposition, and possibly draw-
ing upon actual experience of human decay, the fragility and 
impermanence of their own body parts.

The Body’s fate is attributed to the sins it committed through-
out its life. The body/soul dichotomy present in debate poetry 
is bridged in “A Disputacione” because the sins that it refers 
to are inextricably bound to the human form. The lady ad-
mits she was renowned for her pride, her beauty, her promis-
cuity and her self-indulgence; all of these negative qualities 

sharing a notably corporeal basis. She is the first to describe 
these as “inwardly” directed qualities that brought about 
bodily “pleasaunce.” Wendy Matlock argues that this bodily 
focus is increasingly foregrounded by the specific characteri-
sation of a female corpse. This is because she draws upon the 
socio-historical connection between femininity and carnal-
ity that is frequently asserted in medieval texts. I would sug-
gest that the feminine characterisation of the corpse in “A 
Disputacione” does not, in and of itself, increase the sinful 
state, or the bodily basis of this sin, of the Body in question, 
but rather usefully draws attention to the connection of sin 
to the body. Indeed, at the close of the poem the Body claims 
to have learned her lesson and advises: “As scripture men-
cion makes þe soth to declare;/ [W]erfore gode is to avoyde 
fleschly temptacone.”

Katherine Dixon

“... through art, death can only ever be represented... The 
body’s fate is determined by its soul, inasmuch as the bodily 
experience depicted... does not end at the moment of  death.”



At this point it is useful to compare “A Disputacione” with 
another debate poem, known by its first line, “Als I lay in 
a winteris nyt.” This debate is primarily between a knight 
and his soul. The knight is bound for Hell. The Soul tells the 
knight in “Als I lay” that “nouȝ is to late” to change his ways. 
Similarly, in “A Disputacione” the Body laments that “Allas, 
allas, now knaw I” only when it is too late, that her life of 
bodily sin has been misled. While it is too late to avoid pun-
ishment for both the Soul of “Als I lay” and the Soul-Body of 
“A Disputacione,” the option of redemption is present in both 
texts regardless of whether there is a demarcation between 
the body and soul. The closing lines of “Als I lay” are given 
to some Devils. Just prior to this the knight’s soul is brought 
to the mouth of Hell, the horror of which causes the Soul to 
repent and seek Christ’s mercy. It begs others do the same, 
although it is made clear it is too late for the knight himself. 
However, the Devils do praise Christ in gratitude because his 
good grace ultimately saves them “from mani a qued [wicked 
person].” For, “Neuere was sunne i-don so gret/ [W]at Cristes 
merci ne is wel more.” Thus while the knight’s soul will suffer 
torment in parallel to its body’s decay in the grave, while the 
physical process is continuous and irreversible, the soul will 
eventually be redeemed upon the Day of Judgement. 
 
Contrastingly, the Soul-Body is resigned in its new position. 
She seeks to become neighbour to the worms, who she will 
rest with until her redemption. Allen Frantzen draws atten-
tion to the potential metaphorical usage of decay in didactic 
poetry. He argues that the “Soul repeatedly refers to decay 
because physical corruption serves as an image of moral cor-
ruption... decay is not simply the inevitable consequence of 
original sin.” Within the realm of this metaphor, the Body’s 
request to kiss the worms once again draws attention to the 
connection between bodily sin and physical deterioration. 
The flesh is impure and weak as a result of human sin prior 
to death as much as in result of it.

Augustine’s The City of God considers the relationship be-
tween the body and the soul and is a useful means by which 
to make sense of “A Disputacione.” Augustine imagines the 
human body prior to its inherently corrupted form, and de-
termines that it was through the sinning of the soul, Origi-
nal Sin, that the body became corrupted. He declares “For 
the corruption of the body, which weighs down the soul, is 
not the cause of the first sin, but its punishment. And it was 
not the corruptible flesh that made the soul sinful; it was the 
sinful soul that made the flesh corruptible.” Thus the body, 
lifeless without the soul, is understood as its natural inferior 
although it is equally impossible to “attribute to the flesh all 
the faults of a wicked life.” Therefore despite the soul’s in-
stigation of the corruption of the human body, Augustine’s 
analysis illustrates how the body and soul have become, as a 
result of human practice, inextricably linked.

This leads us to reconsider the purpose of “A Disputacione” 
in relation to the other debate poetry that this paper has 

discussed. Rather than attempting to induce repentance, as 
the medium most frequently intends to do elsewhere, “A 
Disputacione” guides its reader to accept the real experi-
ence of the body upon dying. This associates it with poetry 
concerned with contemptus mundi as much as the Christian 
doctrine of redemption. This is in keeping with the images 
that accompany the poem in its manuscript. For example, al-
though an image of Christ on the Crucifix with a living man 
praying at his feet illustrates the poem on the folium at which 
the dream vision begins, this image is replaced thereafter on 
each leaf with the structurally equivalent repeated image of 
the corpse being eaten from below by the worms. At least 
for the illustrator, the soul’s redemption by Christ was not 
the central concern of the poem. Rather, the poem’s focus 
is on the human experience of death until their moment of 
redemption and attributes the bodily suffering at this stage to 
human sinfulness.

At this point it is valuable to reiterate a straightforward but 
essential observation; through art death can only ever be rep-
resented. It is an imagined experience. Consequently, bodily 
experience is the only means through which to describe the 
suffering of the soul until it is redeemed. Therefore literary 
works concerning death such as “A Disputacione” need not 
necessarily be read as literal accounts of the processes of 

Drawing of a grave from a Carthusian miscellany of poems, 
chronicles and treatises (c. 15th century)
Source: British Library: The Middle Ages Manuscripts
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death and redemption. It is the knight’s soul in “Als I lay” 
that will suffer torment, yet it is described in terms of bodily 
pain as this is the only way to reflect such an internal ordeal 
via sensory means. The body’s fate is determined by its soul, 
inasmuch as the bodily experience depicted in these poems 
does not end at the moment of death but rather when the 
soul alleviates the body of its status as the vehicle through 
which the soul can be understood. This allows for the reader 
or listener of the poem to more tangibly come to terms with 
their own eventual passing.

Therefore while “A Disputacione” closely aligns itself to re-
spected theology and intellectual theory of the age, and can 
even be reasonably seen as having a didactic function for its 
audience, it is best understood as a creative form. This enables 

and augments its instructional purpose. Its primary focus is 
upon the experience of the body after death, and draws at-
tention to the parallels between the metaphorically decayed, 
fallen and sinful human and the physical decay of the body 
in the grave. Rather than avoid the relationship between it 
and the soul, the poem reveals the inherent connection be-
tween the two. Not only is the soul’s path to redemption ex-
pressed in terms of bodily suffering in body and soul debate 
poetry, but “A Disputacione” also draws upon medieval lyr-
ics about death that focus purely upon the physical nature 
of dying without mention of its theology. Just as all of the 
debate poetry of this genre centres upon the wholly fictional 
dramatic repartee between the body and the soul, so too does 
“A Disputacione” play with a very tangible, pressing reality in 
an effective fictive manner.
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In his book, Nationalism and African Intellectuals, Toyin Falola poses the fundamental question of “How can Africa 
uplift itself?” in the wake of decolonization. This question of how Africa should proceed from colonization is one 
of the last ideological dilemmas of the modern world. Dambudzo Marechera, an African author of fiction and 
arguably Zimbabwe’s most important creative writer of the 20th century, attempted to solve the challenge.1 This 
paper will contextualize his life within the larger history of Zimbabwe surrounding the governments of Ian Smith 
and Robert Mugabe, and show how his experiences manifested into a political philosophy that blended pacifism and 
individuality in favor of collective or nationalist identity.

In Julet Okonkwo’s review of The House of Hunger, Marech-
era’s most famous work, she criticized his writing for its 
“tireless attempt to rake up filth” and “abundance of [the] 

obscene.”2 While The House of Hunger, and all of Marech-
era’s writing, does contain what may seem to be a gratuitous 
amount of sex and violence, the Zimbabwe experienced by 
Marechera suffered from such depravity. However, it is true 
that Marechera occasionally embellished aspects of his life 
to fit within a more heroic narrative. For example, in an in-
terview conducted by Alle Lansu, Marechera sensationalized 
the details of his father’s death. He claimed that the corpse 
“had been riddled with... heavy automatic bullets” that had 
“almost cut off a part of his body,” which the morticians 
sewed back on.3 He later attributed the shots to the Rhode-
sian Light Infantry, and thus placed himself at the center of 
the Rhodesian crisis through his father’s death.4 However, 
in another interview conducted by Flora Veit-Wild, he con-
tradicted this assertion. In response to questions about his 
father’s death, Marechera suggested that his father was hit 
by a drunken driver during his walk home one night.5 Never-
theless, Marechera’s works do reflect his war-torn world and 
his poverty-stricken origins. Individual facts may be strategi-
cally altered in his works and interviews to endow his work 
with revolutionary credibility, but the overall atmosphere 
portrayed is representative of his world.

TANGWENA TO LONDON: EDUCATION AND 
EARLY WRITINGS
Homes in his Marechera’s neighborhood of Tangwena were 
constructed of “pole and daga” and “divided into two rooms.”6 
Marechera’s own home lacked running water and electricity, 
and the walls were so thin one “could literally hear what was 
happening about two or three houses [over].”7 Despite his 
impoverished background, he obtained a scholarship to St. 
Augustine’s Mission and quickly became a star student. His 
hunger for books was so voracious that his English teacher 
and principal granted him access to their personal collec-
tions.8 When Marechera attended the University of Rhode-
sia, Ian Smith’s government increasingly intruded on college 
affairs. For example, Marechera reported that the size of the 
on-campus police force grew significantly, and student mag-
azines were heavily censored. Charles Maenzanise, a peer 

of Marechera, reported that “despite coming from the elite 
black schools,” black students felt like outsiders in “compe-
tition with white students.”9 The groups self-segregated to 
the point that the “situation would not allow [blacks] to get 
to know [whites].”10 After participation in a student protest 
against discrimination, Marechera was expelled.

With the help of his former teachers from St. Augustine’s 
and the University of Rhodesia faculty, Marechera secured 
a scholarship to New College, Oxford. He continued to be a 
troublemaker. Sir William Hayter, the Warden of New Col-
lege at the time, stated that “in all [his] eighteen years at New 
College,” he never had a student who caused “so much trou-
ble as [Marechera] did.”11 Marechera’s increasingly disobedi-
ent behavior stemmed from his feeling torn between African 
and European cultures. In an interview with Fiano Lloyd in 
1986, one year before his death, Marechera confirmed that 
he found Oxford’s traditions “disturbing” and indoctrinat-
ing.12 At the same time, Marechera felt grateful for the safety 
and opportunity provided by Oxford; he reported feeling like 
a “black underdog fed from the hand of white academia.”13 
The resulting psychological distress ultimately led to his ex-
pulsion when Oxford found him to be mentally unstable and 
Marechera refused to enter a therapy program.

Just as Zimbabwe emerged from colonization with a con-
fused identity, Marechera’s education left him with a shat-
tered sense of self. Greenwell Matsika, a peer at the Univer-
sity of Rhodesia, reported that Marechera “would display a 
passionate dislike of... the students who were selling UDI... 
and yet at times” be found “drinking with [them] or even 
begging for money from them.”14 As L.B. Rix, a lecturer in 
English at the University of Rhodesia wrote in a recommen-
dation for Marechera, he was “caught between an African 
culture and a ‘European’ one and belong[ed] to strictly nei-
ther.”15 Marechera reflected on this frustration in The House 
of Hunger, when the protagonist lamented that he had been 
“severed from his own voice” due to the opposing languages 
of English and Shona.16 The character’s internal monologue 
was “an interminable argument, one side of which was always 
expressed in English and the other side always in Shona.”17
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After expulsion from Oxford, Marechera remained in Brit-
ain and wrote his first works: The House of Hunger (1979), 
The Black Insider (published posthumously), and Black Sun-

light (1980). The House of Hunger received critical acclaim, 
and Marechera won the Guardian Fiction Prize for his de-
but novel. However, at the ceremony for award recipients, 
Marechera threw a tantrum due to a sense of betrayal to his 
home country. A West Africa magazine article entitled “Red 
Faces and Red Wine” reported that the “star of the show... 
[threw] a wine glass at a mirrored door” and later “sent a 
chair flying” across the hall.18 Marechera “spoke of himself ” 
as “collecting prizes in London while his people were being 
killed Zimbabwe” as he “[threw] expensive-looking plates 
at a wall.”19 After this event, he was ostracized from British 
literary circles and remained in England for years without 
permanent residence.

BOOKS AS PROTEST: THE CREATION OF 
MARECHERA’S PHILOSOPHY
While at the University of Rhodesia, Marechera expressed 
significant interest in political action and demonstration. 
However, he never found a leadership role among the stu-
dent organizations due to his unpopularity and devastating 
stutter. In an interview in the 1980s, Marechera expressed 
that he had “wanted to become part of the national struggle” 
at the University of Rhodesia.20 However, Marechera was dis-
liked by his fellow students. When the principal of St. Au-
gustine’s announced Marechera’s winning of the Alfred Beit 
scholarship to study at the University of Rhodesia during a 
school assembly, it was “greeted with a groan” from the se-
nior class.21 The principal noted that he had never seen such a 
response before. His asocial behavior was exacerbated by his 
stutter. Linda Moss, a classmate one year ahead of Marechera 
at the University of Rhodesia, remembered that he “stuttered 
very, very badly” and consequently was “quite introverted” 
and “not particularly socially communicative.”22

Marechera channeled his resistance in the form of writ-
ing. In answering the question, “Which writers influenced 
you?,” Marechera said that his “[influences] ranged from a 
few owners of grocery stores right through primary school 
teachers, priests, deranged leaders of fringe/esoteric reli-
gions, housewives, nannies... factory workers... pick-pockets, 
pimps... and of course, informers... the police reservists... the 
District Commissioner... the white schoolboys who’d beat 
[him] when [he] foraged among [their garbage].”23 His writ-
ings were the embodiment of his experiences and the opin-
ions that they produced–he expressed the “pain, betrayals, 

hurts [and] joys” of such experience through politically ori-
ented writing.24

MARECHERA’S ANSWERS
Marechera’s solution to the question of “How can Africa up-
lift itself?” rested on a rejection of European culture and a 
focus on the formation of the individual over the organiza-
tion of the state. He criticized the contemporary visions for 
new Africa as artificial, unrealistic, and disingenuous. He re-
jected prior African intellectuals on the grounds that all cul-
ture and tradition is rhetoric and sophistry used by leaders 
to manipulate the masses; rather than ideology as a driving 
factor in history, Marechera concluded that Realpolitik ex-
plained political decisions. Because of the disastrous “results 
of politicians’ decisions” both in Rhodesia and in liberated 
countries, Marechera held an uncompromising distrust of 
politicians. After seeing the horrors inflicted by militaristic 
leaders, Marechera held that the very idea that someone was 
able to amass enough people and control thousands of peo-
ple was horrifying. As a result, the possibility that majority 
rule by Africans would be disastrous in his opinion. Marech-
era believed that “culture... emphasized” in a “nationalistic 
way” led to fascism.25

Chief Dr. Toyin Falola (2011)
Source: Koltron11 (Wikimedia Commons)
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“Because of  Marechera’s distrust in the state, he promoted the 
individual as the uplifting mechanism for Africa.”



Marechera recognized the difficulties in reconciling differ-
ences across racial and socioeconomic lines, but his works 
provide ample cases of characters living harmoniously with 
those different from themselves, even if at times with frustra-
tion. He supported an education grounded in empathy as the 
means to create altruistic citizens who would build peace-
ful nations. While Marechera’s work is notoriously enigmatic 
due to its streams of consciousness and relentless anger, a 
careful review of the works The House of Hunger, The Black 
Insider, Black Sunlight, Scrapiron Blues, and Cemetery of Mind 
elucidates a sophisticated and original political philosophy.

CRITIQUE OF THE WEST
Marechera’s criticizes Western materialism for its superfici-
ality and emptiness, and as a result equates the possibility 
of Africa adopting Western consumerism with genocide. 
In a short story entitled “Are There People Living There?,” 
Marechera parodies the ideal English family. The story re-
volves around a writer who is drafting an article for a maga-
zine “offering fantastic high sums of money for stories [about 
African families] with a Modern Africa slant.”26 An “infor-
mant” has told the writer that in order to win the prize, the 
“family must be seen to consume the products... of white civ-
ilization.”27 The writer goes on to muse that in his own home, 
occasionally his wife and he “would be invaded wholesale in 
[their] bed... [by] some giggling know-alls already there” due 
to the small, shared space of their home.28 However, the nar-
rator concludes that “[such frivolity] was not modern” and 
instead thinks of lifeless furniture and sterile familial rela-
tions for his story.29

Because of these problems inherent in materialism, in the 
poem “A Writer’s Diary in Harare” Marechera concludes 
that Westernization constitutes genocide. The poem’s narra-
tor introduces the concept of materialism as absurd when he 
states his “clothes have said/ Your body is out of fashion.”30 
Moreover, when the narrator claims that “K&M fashion for 
me/ Beckons towards absolute solution,” Marechera intro-
duces the concept of Westernization as genocide through 
comparing materialism with Nazi Germany’s “final solu-
tion.”31 Marechera also criticizes European modernity on the 
grounds that Europeans objectify the human form and that 
any attempt to conform to European beauty will result in 
feelings of inferiority. During the first bar scene in The House 
of Hunger, the protagonist laments that the “walls were all 
plastered with advertisements for skin-lightening creams.”32

Marechera condemns European modernization on the ba-
sis of social stratification in his work The Black Insider. The 
main character complains that his native country “not only 
adapted very easily to the materialism of the West but also... 
inherited their kind of social class distinctions.”33 As a result, 
a “man’s worth is measured by his wallet” ever since “inde-
pendence was granted.”34

Marechera refused to accept a modernity in which Africa 
would always be inferior to and behind Europe. One of the 
older squatters in The Black Insider expresses that “from be-
yond the rim of the unknown, rose the... urge to consume... 
the beads and art trophies in the whiteman’s bin.”35 Marech-
era suggests that without a clear sense of direction, Africans 
had hastily taken up an imperfect, white vision of moder-
nity. The squatter then grieves that Africa now looks “into 
the mirror teaching [its] children the use of skin-lightening 
creams and psychoanalysts.”36 Marechera rejected a future 
that merely mimicked another culture.

Marechera’s final criticism of Western modernity stems from 
its emphasis on violence. In Black Sunlight, the enigmatic 
character of Stephen, who “nobody quite knew what busi-
ness [he] was involved in,” symbolizes the militaristic influ-
ence of Europe on modern Africa through its supply of arms 
to soldiers and rebels. The members of the Black Sunlight 
Organization relate that “one day [Stephen said he was a] 
’Consultant,’” and “another day it was something at the Stock 
Exchange.”37 The use of the word “consultant” is an unmis-
takable reference to the military aid sent by wealthier coun-
tries to support various groups during the Cold War. Within 
the specific context of Rhodesia, for example, the Zimbabwe 
African National Liberation Army (ZANLA) and the Zim-
babwe People’s Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA) received aid 
from China and the Soviet Union, respectively. In multiple 
instances, the Soviet Union, China, and North Korea even 
transported rebels out of Africa to train them at their own 
military bases.38 The rebels in Black Sunlight later discovered 
that Stephen “dealt in weapons: rifles, grenades, pistols, gas 
canisters, [and] machine guns” despite his claim to be devel-

Scrapiron Blues, by Marechera (published in 1999)
Source: Jean and Alexander Heard Library, Vanderbilt University
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oping government institutions such as the stock exchange.39 

Another rebel in Black Sunlight says they were “over-
equipped” during the discussion of Stephen’s functions.40

REJECTION OF CONTEMPORARY VISIONS 
OF AFRICA
Marechera’s works constitute a vehement protest against the 
contemporary versions of modernity that African countries 
were using to uplift themselves. In The Black Insider his pro-
tagonist states “it turned out that the African image which 
we ourselves were constructing” was “as false as…the white 
novelists’ and poets’ descriptions.”41 His works suggest that 
African countries are too diverse and heterogeneous to au-
thentically unify under traditional forms of nationalism. The 
internal monologue of his main character in The House of 
Hunger fears that “our roots [had] become so many banners 
in the winds, with no meaningful connection” to the “deep-
seated voice” within any one particular contributing entity.42 
As Rhodesia was composed of multiple tribes, such as the 
Moshonas and the Matabeles, unifying the entire nation un-
der one rigid creed would be unrealistic.43

Marechera created the character of Solomon, the “township 
photographer,” whose “studio is papered from floor to ceil-
ing with photographs of Africans in European wigs,” to ex-
press such distaste for African adoption of European ideals.44 
Solomon is disliked by the novel’s protagonists, and the fact 
that the “background of each photo is the same: waves break-
ing upon a virgin beach” highlights the artificiality of Euro-
peanization since Rhodesia was a landlocked country and 
therefore possessed no beaches.45 Furthermore, the fact that 
Solomon is now wealthy confirms the fact that Marechera 
believes Africa had already adopted an inauthentic version 
of modernity.

Marechera also rejected proposals from African intellectu-
als such as Frantz Fanon. In Black Sunlight, Marechera in-
troduces the character of “Franz’s brother,” who is “always 
handing out pamphlets” and a clear symbol for the writings 
of Fanon.46 The character presents oversimplified and dis-
tasteful views, such as when he equates the white race to the 
“great cunt” and repeatedly shouts “DOWN WITH THE 
GREAT C*NT!” into microphones.47 Frantz Fanon is also 
critiqued in Marechera’s poetry, such as when in the work 
“Throne of Bayonets,” Marechera writes “I hear Franz Fanon” 
shouting “WHEN! WHEN! WHEN!”48 Throughout Marech-
era’s works, Fanon’s viewpoints are often capitalized and re-
petitive, suggesting a crudeness to his philosophy.

NATIONALISM AS RHETORIC
Due to the corruption Marechera saw during the rule of both 
white and black governments, he viewed ideals and tradition 
as tools used by leaders to manipulate the masses; Realpolitik 
was the driving force of decisions, and ideology was merely 
an illusion used to fool populaces. Marechera’s works argue 
“culture, tradition, history [and] civilization” are “endopara-
sites which actually live permanently in [people’s] minds.”49

Marechera criticized justice delivered by the government as 
a charade. The wife of the protagonist in Black Sunlight pro-
poses the “court room is just another stage in yet another 
theatre.”50 She continues that “the tragedy is that people really 
think Justice-the most unique and sacred principle-is there 
in the court room,” and thus Marechera suggests that even 
the most revered principles of government are liable to cor-
ruption.51 During The Black Insider, Marechera also propos-
es tradition as a negative force. For example, a leader of the 
revolutionaries notes that “from the ugly face of tradition” 
there is “always somebody on the run.”52 In another instance, 
the narrator equates the “guillotine,” “an electric chair,” and a 
“noose” to the “implements of human tradition.”53

In the unfinished novella The Concentration Camp, the om-
niscient narrator states the character Otto holds an “imprac-
tical idealism” since he “really believe[s]... the revolution-
ary pamphlets and speeches” that he writes.54 The narrator 
believes that in truth such materials are produced because 
they are “necessary if the foreigners” are “to be convinced 
of the revolutionary sincerity”; another character remarks in 
the following passage that “after all, it’s money that oils the 
wheels.”55 As a result, Marechera argues that “there is no con-
stitution, just consensus” that matters.56

PACIFISM AND THE ABSURDITY OF WAR
As a result of his belief in Realpolitik, Marechera’s works argue 
that all warfare lacks justification because it is a destructive 
rather than creative force. In The Black Insider, the narrator 
notes that the “fighting had been going on for a long time.”57 
So long, in fact, that no one could recall why the conflict had 
begun in the first plane. Rather than even fighting along ra-
cial lines, the narrator states “things had suddenly become 

New College, Oxford, the location of Marechera’s studies (2008)
Source: Olaf Davis (Wikimedia Commons)



[so] complicated” that the war was “more like a kaleidoscope 
in which every little chink of color in the shaken picture was 
fighting every other little chink.”58

Marechera viewed war as a force that robs future generations 
of leaders. A consistent theme in his works is the question 
of “Where are the bloody heroes?”59 Marechera’s characters 
search for leadership and find none. The explanation for the 
absence of effective leadership is that “where once our heroes 
danced there is nothing but a hideous stain.”60 Moreover, the 
fact Africans fought Africans meant that one person’s hero 
would be another’s enemy.

The revolutionary groups presented in Marechera’s works 
are typically lacking in character and ideology; they hold the 
same flaws and tendency towards violence as colonial gov-
ernments. The Black Sunlight Organization is composed of 
“robbers... criminals... [and] swindlers... of all types.”61 The 
protagonist describes the organization’s treatment of people, 
whose presence and reason for being held are never ex-
plained, as torturous: “human figures were poised in very ex-
cruciating postures... Some dangled from chains fixed to the 
roof (One hung upside down and dangled by his testicles)... 
Some were on a red hot treadmill.”62 The group also lacks 
a specific platform, as the narrator notes the Black Sunlight 
Organization is composed of “endless fragmented leftwing 
parties.”63 As a result of unprincipled wars, Marechera ex-
presses that “This endless game between Boer/ and Black/ 
Has nothing to do with Free Zimbabwe!” is his poem “The 
Undying Testament.”64

THE POWER OF THE INDIVIDUAL 
Because of Marechera’s distrust in the state, he promoted the 
individual as the uplifting mechanism for Africa. Marech-
era profusely expressed that “the machine of the nation-state 
gave the citizen a prefabricated identity made up of the rouge 
and lipstick of the struggle and revolution.”65 He argues that 
a body of altruistic and educated citizens is the key to devel-
oping Africa.

The protagonist of The Black Insider notes “[Rhodesia’s] 
search for freedom has not included the most elementary 

humanitarian” elements such as “homes for the elderly.”66 
In order to produce a citizenry that could uplift Africa, 
Marechera advocated for education as the driver of progress. 
For example, in “The Footnote to Hamlet,” Marechera writes 
“My whole/ History is unequal/... I have/... no resources but 
books.”67 Similarly, in The Concentration Camp, Marechera’s 
protagonist, Tonderai, expresses that he “miss[es] his exercise 
books, left behind in the burning village.”68 This message was 
especially pertinent since at the height of Marechera’s career, 
Ian Smith’s government was in the process of cutting “spend-
ing on primary education for black Africans” to the point 
that the majority of Christian missionary schools, which had 
provided Marechera his own education, would be closed.69

Because of the power of education, Marechera proposes 
whites and blacks can coexist and work together within the 
same nations; however, he argues that such relations can only 
be created by individuals rather than mandated by govern-
ment legislation. For example, the play The Servants’ Ball cen-
ters on the amicable relationship between a white employer, 
Drake, and his black domestic worker, Thomas. Thomas 
relates that “[Drake] his a real comrade”–the two “shout at 
each other... share jokes... get angry at each other” and carry 
on as any two friends might.70 Drake even allows Thomas to 
“run [his] shebeen” in his own home.71 The play presents a 
vision of reconciliation. In the final scene, Thomas implores 
everyone to “kiss each other” and toast “THE FUTURE OF 
ZIMBABWE.”72 Key to this moment is the stage direction 
that specifies this final line be spoken by “all” the characters 
in Shona, English, Ndebele, and Nyanja.73

CONCLUSION: A LONG ROAD
Marechera was neither a political scientist nor a historian, 
but nevertheless his experience in one of the most unique 
decolonizations of African history produced insightful com-
mentary on how Africa should modernize. Marechera ad-
vocated individualism, pacifism, and education, while con-
demning the varieties of nationalism that had produced 
war and endless suffering throughout the course of his life. 
Despite the overwhelming darkness in his writings, there is 
meaning in the shadows.
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This paper explores the perpetuation of isolated labor markets in Texas border towns caused by Texas’ relationship 
to and use of the Bracero Program, a temporary guest-worker program between the United States and Mexico. This 
work outlines its legislative formation and evolution then discusses the various methods in which bracero workers 
were both bound to the land they worked and isolated from the national labor market.

In Old South, New South: Revolutions in the Southern 
Economy Since the Civil War, economic historian Gavin 
Wright explained the relative regional poverty of the 

South as dependent on the propagation of an “isolated low-
wage southern labor market” through the economic models 
of slavery and share-cropping.1 In south Texas, the Bracero 
Program perpetuated Wright’s definition of a “colonial econ-
omy” through a mobile, seasonal, temporary, isolated, disen-
franchised, marginalized, and repressed labor force, in a so-
ciety historically dependent on a plantation economy. While 
these programs were federally created and sanctioned, most 
day-to-day operations, including transportation, recruit-
ment, processing, and border control, were controlled at least 
partially by local governments and agencies, which counter-
acts Wright’s idea of change driven by “federal pressure.”2 The 
Bracero Program prompted an isolated labor market devoid 
of labor market mutual selection, bracero unionization and 
bargaining, equilibrium of supply and demand, and fair as-
sessments of labor shortages and prevailing wages. The pro-
gram was centered on the creation of a debt peonage system, 
which soon drove wage depression and regional economic 
stagnation in southern Texas. The evolution of the political 
and legislative framework that sanctioned and regulated the 
Bracero Program defines how this economic system evolved 
and adapted to remain feasible into the 1960s.

PRECURSORS TO THE BRACERO PROGRAM
A precursor to the Bracero Program began in 1917 with the 
United States’ entrance into World War I.3 The war not only 
caused domestic labor shortages in the agricultural and man-
ufacturing sectors, but also created new markets for food and 
other wartime supplies.4 The migration and employment of 
Mexican nationals was locally organized, with negotiations 
between Mexican consuls and border town officials.5 During 
this “classic era” of immigration from 1910 to 1920, about half 
of this Mexican labor force immigrated to Texas, primarily 
because of their geographic proximity.6 Using Mexican labor 
to fill market demand during wartime was a notable, if rudi-
mentary, step toward the Bracero Program. However, after 
the Great Depression in 1929, the federal government repa-
triated almost 500,000 Mexicans and Mexican descendants.7 
This forced exodus illustrates the flexibility and mobility of 
this type of labor force in response to booms and busts in the 
economic cycle, albeit to the detriment and relocation of the 
laborers themselves, who were relatively excluded from New 
Deal policies.8

BRACERO PROGRAM: THE WWII YEARS
In 1942, Mexico and the United States created the Bracero 
Program through a series of bilateral political accords. The 
Bracero Program was a temporary guest-worker program 
designed to import Mexican farm laborers to fill the pre-
dicted gaps in the wartime labor markets.9 This was similar 
to the program implemented in World War I, in terms of the 
economies of both countries; however differences included 
the contract labor nature and agricultural nature of the Bra-
cero Program causing the bondage of laborers to a specific 
location and job and the perpetuation of an isolated, planta-
tion style economy.10

The program was officially created after an intergovernmen-
tal agreement by executive order on August 4, 1942, and was 
administered by the Department of Agriculture.11 However, 
Texas initially refused to participate because the program 
required the state to offer participants a minimum wage 
and living conditions, stipulations not required by the guest 
worker program during WWI. In the spring of 1943, Public 
Law 45 replaced the initial executive order. This law further 
tightened the terms of employment and changed the depart-
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ment that ran the program to the War Food Administration. 
To subvert the law, in May 1943, the local commissioner of 
immigration in El Paso hired by the state, permitted farm-
ers to recruit Mexican workers for year-long permits. After 
three days and 2,040 unauthorized permits, the border was 
closed in reaction to outrage from the Mexican govern-
ment.12 Because Texas violated the agreements and had a 
history of racial discrimination and violence against Mexi-
cans, Mexico refused to allow any braceros to be contracted 
to Texas.13 This promoted illegal immigrant movement into 
Texas border towns, as the demand for cheap, mobile labor 
in Texas increased. This incident in El Paso reflected the de-
gree of local control on the Bracero Program, as the tempo-
rary opening of the border reflected the power of state con-
trol over national and international agreements.14 According 
to State Department statistics, prior to World War II, there 
were around 25,000 undocumented Mexican immigrants 
in border towns, almost all in Texas. By 1947, this number 
increased to almost 100,000, demonstrating Texas’ growing 
use of and dependence on undocumented labor, which was 
justified by their continued exclusion from the Bracero Pro-
gram.15 According to Otey Scruggs, the initial exclusion of 
Texas from contracting braceros was less problematic to the 
farmers because:

the availability of illegal entrants had made it unnec-
essary for the farmers of southern Texas to worry un-
duly about the ban on braceros. As long as they could 
obtain wetbacks, they could ignore braceros, whose use 
required the farmers’ acquiescence in conditions of em-
ployment.16

Scruggs’ claims are upheld by State Department data: in 
summer 1947 alone, there were 31,331 bracero contracts 
issued nationwide. However, since Texas was still excluded 
from the formal program at this point, it employed almost 
55,000 undocumented Mexican workers that oftentimes im-
migrated after being unable to gain a bracero contract.17 For 
example, in 1948, at the age of sixteen, Jesús Gómez illegally 
crossed into Texas after he failed to obtain a bracero con-
tract.18 Where he crossed an already established route of im-
migration, and once the teenagers crossed, there were farm 
recruiters already there, with buses, ready to take the workers 
to their farms.19

While under federal control, Public Law 45 also gave states 
informal local control of the Bracero Program, as the fed-
eral Farm Service Agency to the locally controlled Extension 
Service. Juan Báez Barragán noticed that when workers filed 
formal complaints to the Mexican consulate, the investiga-
tive committee sent to the farm would inform the farmer of 
their arrival far enough in advance for the farmers to hastily 
fix issues that were complained about. Once the government 
officials left, conditions returned to normal.20 While the fed-
eral government had to reject overt expressions of local au-
tonomy, especially in Texas, the federal framework had much 
leeway in the terms of local control.21

THE BRACERO PROGRAM POST-WWII: THE EL 
PASO INCIDENT AND OPERATION WETBACK
Undocumented labor soared in popularity by the end of the 
wartime program and the following switch to more direct 
grower participation in 1947. According to the “President’s 
Commission on Migratory Labor” of 1951, the renuncia-
tion of the federal government from paying for recruitment 
and transportation and in enforcing the braceros’ contracts, 
led to “minimizing the already lax enforcement of contract 
provision” which stimulated more undocumented immigra-
tion.22 After the war, a “drying out the wetbacks” program 
began and legalized any employed undocumented worker. 
Salvador Velasco Patiño’s route to becoming a bracero pro-
vides a typical example of this process. In 1947, Patiño ille-
gally crossed into the United States to work on a cotton farm. 

After a month on that farm, his coworkers explained how 
undocumented workers could become legal braceros. From 
there, Patiño went, with permission from his boss, to the lo-
cal Farmer’s Association to acquire his bracero contract.23 
State Department statistics indicated that, between 1947 and 
1949, 74,600 braceros were contracted and 142,200 undoc-
umented workers were legalized into the Bracero Program 
after their employment.24 J. Carmen Quezada Morales, who 
received his first bracero contract in 1949, recalls that, of the 
four states he was contracted to work in, including Califor-
nia, Colorado, Texas and Wyoming, Texas was the only state 
in which he came in contact with undocumented Mexican 
workers.25 The effects of and problems with the more direct 
local farmer-to-bracero agenda of the revised regulations of 
the Bracero Program are epitomized in the “El Paso Inci-
dent” of 1948. Texas’ continued exclusion from the formal 
Bracero Program, causing a lack of a formal recruitment sys-
tem, resulted in the Immigration and Naturalization Service 
(INS) “opening up” the border for a weekend and allowing 
any worker who crossed to become contracted through the 
Texas Employment System.26

Mexican workers await legal employment in the US (1954)
Source: Los Angeles Times (UCLA Library)
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In 1951, Public Law 78 reestablished the federal govern-
ment’s control and financial support of recruiting and con-
tracting braceros and banned the policy of “drying out the 
wetbacks.”27 This change arose from a number of factors, in-
cluding media sensationalism surrounding undocumented 
immigration, heightening Cold War rhetoric on the dangers 
of immigrates spreading communist ideas, the President’s 
Commission on Migratory Labor, and challenges to federal 
control, as illustrated by the “El Paso Incident.”28 The 1954 
Operation Wetback, a mass deportation of over a million 
Mexican immigrants, in an attempt to reverse the conse-
quences of the “drying out the wetbacks” policy, exemplified 
the return of federal control.29 This policy shift provided a 
more stable workforce by contractually binding a worker to 
work a certain farm for a certain time, unlike undocumented 
labor, and ensured workers were contracted through the Bra-
cero Program. In 1947, around the age of sixteen, Clemente 
Velázquez Lucio attempted to become a contracted bracero 
after hearing about the program from his uncles.30 However, 
Lucio was initially unable to obtain a contract to work in the 
United States despite receiving initial paperwork and pro-
cessing at a center in central Mexico; therefore, Lucio crossed 
to border to illegally work in Texas since he had already gone 
through the initial process to work in the United States. Later, 
in 1956, notably after Operation Wetback, Lucio was able to 
get on the eligibility list to work in the United States legally.31

His second time in the United States, Lucio was bound to 
his particular farm, unlike undocumented laborers. For ex-
ample, the President’s Commission on Migratory Labor es-
timated the “skip rate” of undocumented workers was up to 
50% in most areas of Texas, mostly caused by intolerable liv-
ing and labor conditions.32 José Ponce López, for example, 
deserted his initial contract in Texas to attempt to find work 
in California, where other braceros, who had previously 
worked there, told him about the state’s improved wages and 
working conditions.33 In total, the Commission documented 
the role of “increased wetback traffic” in causing depressed 
farm wages, increased competition and displacement and 
deplorable living and health conditions.34

FEDERAL CONTROL OF THE LABOR FORCE:
THE REDUCTION OF UNDOCUMENTED LABOR
The reduction of undocumented immigration, however, 
benefitted the Texas farmers for two primary reasons. First, 
with the passage of Public Law 78 and the reestablishment 
of federal control, came the renewed importance of bracero 
contracts negotiated by the federal government. These con-
tracts also came with an obligation of $25 for every bracero 
not returned to Mexico by the expiration of his contract to 
the farmer.35 According to Calavita, this restriction of labor 
and bondage to a small area helped reduce the problems of 
“long hours, sporadic employment, and arduous working 
conditions... [that] made the retention of workers problem-
atic.”36 The formalization of federal control and the enforce-
ment of policies against undocumented workers reduced the 

influence of the illegal immigrant labor force. Enforcing the 
prohibition and deportation of undocumented workers ben-
efited Texas farmers by creating a more docile, controllable, 
and, most importantly, predictable workforce.37 Eleanor 
Martin, a payroll clerk for a farm just outside of Pecos, Texas, 
in the early to mid 1950s, mentioned that the braceros were 
not allowed to leave the farm premises without being accom-
panied by an American employee of the farm.38 Furthermore, 
according to a quote from the Chief of the Farm Placement 
Service of the Department of Labor in 1957, “These workers 
[braceros] are not free agents in the labor market. They do 
not have freedom to move about as they please and shop for 
the best job that the labor market could afford.”39 Most im-
portantly, the passage of Public Law 78 created a, federal role 
in recruiting, transporting and protecting the bracero work-
force. This policy shift, coupled with the Mexican govern-
ment’s belief that formalizing Texas into the program would 
cut down on the worst abuses suffered by undocumented 
Mexicans, guided Mexico to accept Texas into the Bracero 
Program in 1951.40

However, the effects of this policy change were not imme-
diately felt since the federal government’s enforcement had 
been lax. When policies were enforced, they were done so 
more in line with the interests of the farmers. Farmers were 
unwilling to switch to documented, bracero labor until they 
were given proof of the government’s commitment to enforc-
ing stricter regulation on both Bracero contracts and restric-
tion of undocumented labor. For example, in the Texas Val-
ley in 1953, only 700 braceros were contracted for the entire 
season.41 However, just a year later, the Reception Center in 
Hidalgo had contracted 50,326 braceros to farmers in the 
Texas Valley.42 This jump in braceros in 1954 made Texas the 
largest importer of bracero labor, with 50% of braceros con-
tracted placed in Texas that year.43 This is a testament to the 
success of Operation Wetback in remedying the Bracero Pro-
gram and in demonstrating to Texan farmers once reliant on 
undocumented workers, that enforcement would make the 
Bracero Program a more profitable system. In 1954, a South-
ern cotton farmer deemed the labor market necessary for the 
profitability of cotton when he said, “Cotton is a slave crop, 
nobody is going to pick it that doesn’t have to.”44 This farmer’s 
sentiments effectively sum up the importance of the contract 
labor force of braceros as more profitable than an undocu-
mented workforce, as the braceros were legally bound to the 
land.

Another facet of the idea of braceros being bound to the 
land was the manner in which they were transported to the 
United States. These established, direct routes of migration 
between bracero processing centers in Mexico and process-
ing centers in the United States served as another means of 
preventing bracero interaction with the larger United States’ 
labor market. These networks, both formal and informal, 
created routes that placed braceros directly in contact with 
local farm labor recruiters in Texas, essentially eliminating 

70

The Bracero Program



71

Leigh Avera
the process of mutual selection between employer and em-
ployee.45 For the formal process, Jesús Aranda Morales, an 
ex-bracero who first came to Dell City, Texas, in 1957 at the 
age of 20, describes his journey to becoming a contracted 
bracero.46 Morales first traveled from his village of Gran Mo-
relos to the initial processing center in Chihuahua, Mexico. 
He was then sent to Rio Vista, a processing center in Socorro, 

Texas, to obtain government documents such as his bracero 
identification card, sign a predetermined contract and un-
dergo medical examinations and “sanitation.”47 Finally, Mo-
rales was sent by truck to a “Bracero Association” in Dell 
City, Texas, where ranchers gathered to select the braceros 
they deemed best suited to work. Through this system of 
contracting and transporting the braceros, the farmers pre-
vented direct contact with a competitive labor market, re-
inforcing the isolated labor market founded in contractual 
labor bound to its specified plot of land. In essence, the bra-
ceros were placed in the subsectors of the agricultural labor 
market in which they were deemed necessary. As laborers, 
they did not have the option to turn down a contract offer in 
an attempt to search for a better offer, removing the competi-
tive and relational aspects out of the labor market supply and 
demand.

In spite of the crackdown on undocumented immigration, 
with Operation Wetback, Mexican migrants continued to 
cross illegally, especially into Texas, because of its proximity 
and history of established routes of immigration stemming 
from its exclusion from the Bracero Program.48 An Immigra-
tion and Naturalization Service report in Livermore, Texas 
showed that immigrants preferred illegal entry over bracero 
labor because they had the ability to “select the better pay-
ing jobs and locations.”49 This shows the extent to which the 
contracted bracero was isolated from the free labor market, 
as being a disenfranchised and marginalized undocumented 
worker was perceived as possessing more opportunities and 
considered preferable to being a contracted bracero.

BINDING BRACEROS TO THE LAND: LABOR 
QUALIFICATIONS, DEBT PEONAGE AND DEMAND
Beyond contracting and transporting the braceros within 
this system, braceros also had to “qualify” for the job. Re-
cruiters often picked braceros who were docile, uneducated 
and poor to create an “obedient” workforce.50 Following this, 
the recruiters would then select on physical evidence of past 
manual labor. One ex-bracero, Aurelio Delgado Moreno, 

was chosen based on the way he walked and the callous on 
his hands, both indicative of years of hard labor.51 Potential 
braceros were also subject to medical examinations to deter-
mine if their physical state was compatible with the intensity 
of farm labor.52 Elías García Venzor noted that those deemed 
physically unable to work were immediately sent back to 
Mexico.53 This gave bracero employers more control.

Another way to bind the braceros to a specific plot of land 
was through debt peonage. Public Law 45, which created 
the Bracero Program was popularly known as the “Peonage 
Law.”54 In many cases, braceros were forced to buy necessities 
like food and clothing from employer-owned stores. Elea-
nor Martin noted that the store clerk would mark down the 
braceros’ ficha number so their purchases could be deducted 
from their paychecks. Martin also recalls that, on farms not 
large enough to sustain their own commissary store, farmers 
would load their braceros onto trucks to go to the local town 
store, where they paid from their weekly paychecks.55 With-
out much competition for these company stores because 
of restricted access, farmers maintained monopoly pricing 
control. The justification was to provide “the protection of 
workers from such undesirable persons as pimps and pros-
titutes, dope and liquor peddlers, gamblers... and unscrupu-
lous salesmen.”56 This not only showed paternalism and be-
littlement, but also isolated the braceros from the larger labor 
market and society. 

However, if braceros still owed any debt to the farmer, the 
farmer could extend the contract until the debt had been 
paid.57 Farmers used this provision, to leverage the bracero’s 
debt and thus retain the bracero on his farm. Braceros had no 
other choice: Efren Pacheco concluded, “even in times when 
we didn’t make that much money, we had to complete the 
contract anyway.”58 Ex-bracero Ignacio Najera had to pay up 
to $10 a week for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.59 Natibidad 
Mancinas, an ex-bracero, was paid a meager 75 cents per day 
to pick cotton.60 Both contractual obligation and debt peon-
age tied braceros to a specific area for a specific time, isolat-
ing them from a larger labor market.

Another important factor in creating an isolated labor mar-
ket of braceros was the manner of assessing the labor short-
age in areas petitioning for them. Before the implementation 
of Public Law 78, “prevailing wages” were determined by the 
growers to then be approved by the Bureau of Employment 
Security (BES).61 This reactive, rather than proactive, role of 

“Enforcing the prohibition and deportation of  undocumented 
workers benefited Texas farmers by creating a more docile, 
controllable, and most importantly, predictable workforce.”



the BES allowed farmers to define what a “fair” and prevail-
ing wage was, stratifying labor shortages by grower wage.62 
This active and relatively unregulated role of growers in de-
termining “prevailing wage” persisted from the initiation of 
the Bracero Program until a later 1955 amendment to Public 
Law 78.63 This also underscored the degree of local control 
granted to states through the Bracero Program within a larg-
er and very lax federal framework. 

By Public Law 78, Sec 503, there were three basic require-
ments for the Department of Labor when assessing the labor 
shortage in particular areas.64 First, there had to be a lack 
of domestic labor “able, willing, and qualified… at the time 
and place needed.” Second, the bracero employment could 
not “adversely affect the wages and working conditions of 
domestic agricultural workers.” And third, farmers had to at-
tract domestic laborers “for such employment at wages and 
standard hours of work comparable to those offered to [bra-
ceros].”65

These provisions became problematic primarily because the 
definition of ability, willingness, and qualifications of the do-
mestic workers were contingent on the committees, which 
sought profitability.66 The Department of Agriculture’s report 
on nationwide farm wages from 1953 to 1959 demonstrate 
a 14% increase in wages in states without bracero workers, 
while wages remained constant in states that employed bra-
ceros.67 Additionally, the President’s Commission on Migra-
tory Labor investigated cotton-picking wages in the lower 
Rio Grande Valley in 1950 and found that the average wage 
was $1.75 per hundredweight, while the statewide average 
was $2.45 per hundredweight.68 Ex-bracero Ismael Rodri-

guez Rico received a 1952 paycheck of only $35 after work-
ing 70 to 80 hours that week.69 Thus, the presence of both 
undocumented and, later, bracero workers had a depressive 
effect on farm wages.70

Bracero experiences in different parts of the country also 
illustrate agricultural wage disparities. Ex-bracero Ignacio 
Nájera was first contracted to work in Montana, where he 
received a wage of $14.50 per acre picked.71 After three years 
in Montana, Najera was sent to Pecos, Texas, where he re-
ceived a meager 75 cents per day for picking cotton. Another 
example of wage disparities comes from former bracero Elías 
García Venzor, who describes his best experience as a bra-
cero working in Colorado where he earned just over $500 
for forty-five days of contracted work.72 He goes on to de-
scribe his worst experience as a contracted bracero worker as 
his time in Pecos, Texas, where he earned “very little money 
for very difficult work” which was only compounded by the 
unfavorable working and living conditions.73 These regional 
disparities highlight segmentation and isolation of the Texas 
bracero labor market from agricultural labor markets in oth-
er parts of the United States.

PHYSICAL ISOLATION, SOCIAL 
MARGINALIZATION AND REDUCTION OF 
POLITICAL AGENCY
Braceros were also denied the right to unionize or to strike, 
preventing their assimilation into larger labor markets. In the 
initial accords between Mexico and the United States, brace-
ros were denied access to broader representation.74 However, 
in a 1951 provision to Public Law 78, braceros were given 
the right to select representatives to “communicate” their in-
terests and concerns to their employers.75 These gains, how-
ever, did not include the right to collectively bargain or to 
negotiate changes to established contracts.76 When braceros 
protested and petitioned for their rights, their petitions were 
often ignored. From 1954 to 1956, the Bureau of Employ-
ment Services reported over 11,000 formal complaints from 
braceros. Of those, only 1,631 cases were determined to have 
violated the contracts, and only 50 employers who had com-
mitted violations were removed from the Bracero Program.77 
Thus, federal agencies showed contempt towards braceros 
similar to that of farmers.

Besides bureaucratic unfairness, obstacles like relocation, 
isolation from outside society, and lack of outside labor allies 
prevented organization. The situation was best summed up 
by former bracero Ramón Avitia:

Growers didn’t always respect the contract or pay us 
what it said. But it was hard to advocate for ourselves and 
our rights. We were far from home, didn’t speak the lan-
guage, and often had no one to go to for help. Mostly we 
braceros struggled alone… we had no names.78 

In essence, a sense of alienation, isolation and established 
power structures prevented braceros from organizing and 
protesting successfully. First, there was the physical isola-

“Inquiry Widens on Job Records of Braceros” from Los Angeles 
Times (1963)
Source: National Archives and Records Administration
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tion, as many farms were far from towns or cities. Ismael 
Rodriguez Rico described his time as a bracero as “lonely,” 
partially because his camp was located so far from a city cen-
ter that no artificial lighting could be seen, making nights 
pitch black.79 In addition, the braceros were deliberately 
socially segregated, not only from domestic farm laborers, 
but also from society, to perpetuate the feelings of isola-
tion and vulnerability. Feliciano H. Ordonez, an American 
citizen whose father served as a plantation foreman, spoke 
of the intentional segregation of braceros in separate fields 
from locals, so that braceros would not find out that their 
wages were significantly lower than those of the domestic 
workforce. Ordonez comments that, overall, the braceros 
had very little interaction with the outside community.80 

In the rare cases of strikes of organized strikes, braceros had 
little bargaining power while their bosses had the ability to 
deport or repatriate them. Efren Pacheco, a former bracero, 
describes an attempted strike organized by the braceros on 
his farm over low wages, about $35 a week. However, the 
strike was quickly disbanded when the leader of the strike’s 
contract was terminated, and he was sent back to Mexico.81 
The unequal power distribution and threats from their boss-
es often forced the braceros to stay docile. In 1955, Pedro 
de Alba Gonzalez refused to join a strike that led to the de-
sertion of almost half the bracero work force of that farm 
because he “needed the work” regardless of wages or condi-
tions.82

Another manner of weakening the bargaining power of the 
braceros was their lack of reinforcement from or alliance with 
domestic agricultural labors. This division was caused by the 
braceros’ role in depressing wages, which prevented their al-
liance with domestic farmworkers in the United States.83 In 
fact, domestic worker strikes, on the whole, were directly re-
sponsible for the removal of bracero workers instead of en-
gaging in a collaborative unionization effort across all sectors 
of agricultural labor, most evidenced in the instances of the 
1947 DiGiorgio Fruit Corporation strike and the 1961 let-
tuce worker strike.84 A popular strike song composed in 1952 
even warned against “taking the striker from the rival of the 
contracted bracero.”85 Rather than perceiving the braceros 
as allies in the struggle for the improvement of agricultural 
labor demands, domestic agricultural workers perceived the 
braceros as their reason for striking.

CONCLUSION
According to Nagi, “The creation of the Mexican migrant 
farm workforce might be understood as a modern solution 
to an old colonial problem.”86 In conclusion, the bracero pro-
gram served to isolate the labor markets in the border towns 
in Texas first, during Texas’ ban from the formal bracero 
program, though the employment of undocumented work-
ers then later through the formal bracero program. These 
slightly differing systems, however, both created an isolated 
economic sector in the regional south until 1964, which ex-
tended the pockets of Wright’s so-called “colonial economy” 
in south Texas.87 These methods of political, economic, and 
social isolation and control included a system of debt peon-
age, an inability on the part of the braceros to collectively 
organize, a placement of workers directly from Mexico to the 
United States, which subverted the competitive system of the 
mutual selection between employer and employee, an unfair 
assessment of labor shortages and prevailing wages in favor 
of the growers, a marked difference between labor supply 
and labor demand and the contractual bondage of a bracero 
to a certain location for a certain amount of time.

The first Braceros arriving in Los Angeles by train (1942)
Source: Oakland Museum of California
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US-Haitian relations had a rough beginning, as the possible American recognition of Haiti became a fixed point 
of tension between the Federalists and Democratic-Republicans in domestic and foreign policy from 1797 to 1806. 
Diplomats, Congresses, and changing administrations struggled to navigate the US’s relationship with Haiti while 
maintaining positive relations with France. Domestically, the debate of recognizing Haiti, a republic of former slaves, 
cemented the tradition of Southern politicians impeding Congress when any question of slavery was addressed.

What determined the course of US-Haitian relations 
during the dawn of both republics? An even more 
curious question may be why did Haiti and the 

United States have any relationship at all?1 Certainly a slave-
owning US and a Haitian nation of former slaves would be 
at ideological odds. However, any ideological conflicts were 
shelved in favor of other interests by both parties between 
1797 and 1806. Franco-American hostilities, economic im-
petuses, and geopolitical interests brought Haiti and the US 
to the discussion table.2 These discussions did contain a ra-
cial dimension; however, only with conflicts with the French 
and geopolitical objectives would racist fears pull the US and 
representatives of its “peculiar institution” out of the US-
Haitian dialogue. Amidst this dialogue, US racial policies 
evolved in a time when “the lines drawn involving slavery 
were not nearly as fixed.”3 From 1797 to 1806 and beyond, 
four major relationship arcs followed this dialogue: the John 
Adams presidency (1797-1801), Thomas Jefferson’s early 
presidency (1801-1802), Jefferson’s later presidency (1802-
1806) and legacy (1806-1863). These arcs were all motivated 
by changing Franco-American hostilities, economic impe-
tus, and geopolitical interests prompting the rise and fall of 
this significant New World dialogue.

UNLIKELY ALLIES AND A PROMISING FUTURE
Adams’s presidency (1797-1801) marks the first of the four 
arcs. From the beginning, Adams took a radical departure 
from President George Washington’s policy toward Haiti. 
During the outbreak of the Haitian Revolution, Washington 
sent aid against the Revolution “with some eight hundred 
thousand dollars, arm and munitions, food and general sup-
port for a plantation society.”4 Five years after Washington 
sent that aid, Adams sent the Haitian revolutionaries “sixty 
thousand dollars in US government funds and a shipload of 
flour, salted meats, and dry goods.”5 So, what changed? First, 
Franco-American relations soured with the “Quasi-war” 
touching many elements of Adams’s administration. The Fed-
eralists, on whose platform Adams was elected, were known 
to align themselves with Britain and to despise France. While 
Adams did not operate on strict party lines, his Secretary of 
State, Timothy Pickering, was an uncompromising Federalist 
and abolitionist, and is described by one historian as a man 
who hoped “that U.S. policy would provoke a French decla-

ration of war against the United States.”6 As French corsairs 
began attacking US shipping, Pickering’s anti-French senti-
ments garnered both popular and Congressional support. 
Thus, an embargo cutting off US ships from all French ports 
(including Haiti) was enacted on 13 June 1798.7

The cut was not clean. American shippers and, more impor-
tantly, the black Haitian general Toussaint Louverture ap-
pealed to the President to resume trade. This appeal from 
Louverture came in the form of Joseph Bunel, a white mer-
chant and envoy from Haiti who arrived in Philadelphia on 
26 December 1798. He dined clandestinely at the president’s 
house with Adams and a few select Federalists. This meeting 
set the bill, soon to be known as the Toussaint Clause, into 
motion in January 1799.8 This clause authorized the presi-
dent to discontinue the restrictions of the embargo “to any 
island, port, or place, belonging to [France].”9 Emblematic of 
the Democratic-Republican side of the Toussaint Clause was 
Senator Albert Gallatin, an abolitionist, from Pennsylvania 
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who was weary of Haiti.10 He believed the country “might 
become more troublesome to us in our commerce with the 
West Indies than the Algerians ever were in the Mediterra-
nean.”11 The fear of an “American Algiers,” a piratical state 
in the Caribbean, would permeate the racial elements of the 
US-Haiti relationship into Jefferson’s presidency and be-
yond. While Algerian pirates and French corsairs harassed 
US merchants, the idea of new pirates close to home fright-
ened US shipping industries, especially those focused in the 
Caribbean.

On the other side of the Toussaint Clause debate was Thom-
as Pinckney, a Federalist from South Carolina, who thought 
that an independent Haiti “would be more advantageous to 
the Southern States than if it remained under the domain of 
France.”12 The possibility of an invasion of the South by an 
emancipatory France was, for a few years, far greater than 
one by an independent Haiti. With a Congressional Federal-
ist majority, the bill easily passed. This began a high-water 
mark in US-Haitian relations with the semi-formal dispatch 
of Dr. Edward Stevens as US Consul General to Haiti.

Stevens, arriving with money, dry goods, and a letter from 
Adams to Louverture, garnered Louverture’s respect.13 
Louverture engaged Stevens with “boldness, good sense, and 
candor.”14 He trusted Stevens so much that Stevens alone con-
vinced him to reconsider excluding British general Thomas 
Maitland from the Stevens-Maitland-Louverture agreement 
for Haiti not to attack possessions of the US or Jamaica.15 
Maintaining Maitland’s attendance meant Louverture’s rule 
was better-secured against his political rival, General André 
Rigaud, who occupied southern Haiti. This agreement al-
lowed the US, Britain, and Haiti to be equal trading part-
ners in Haiti for a time. Trust and trade were so important 
for Louverture that, in order to receive desperately-needed 
goods from the two countries, he easily conceded rights to 
send ships to Jamaica and the US (where free black crews 
could possibly spread ideas of revolt amongst slaves).

Without Louverture’s leadership, the US and Britain jointly 
distrusted Haiti, and both felt their interests were at risk from 
any potential black invasion or insurrection. To diminish 
this distrust, the nominally French general Louverture kept 
Stevens in his confidence. For example, “Louverture provid-
ed Stevens with copies of detailed French plans to invade Ja-
maica.”16 Without Stevens and Louverture’s relationship and 
mutual suspicion of France (and the probable goal of under-
mining France in the Caribbean), mistrust between the US, 
Britain, and Haiti would have emerged earlier than it did.

As Stevens and Louverture helped to bring the US and 
Haiti together, the motivations behind Stevens’s respect for 
Louverture stir contemporary debate. Historian Ronald An-
gelo Johnson claims that Adams’s formal letter to Louverture 
at Stevens’s appointment could have eventually brought the 
US to recognize an independent Haiti. Stevens’s actions in 

areas beside Haitian commerce reveal Stevens’s (and Ad-
ams’s) distaste for slavery and geopolitical interests in the 
Caribbean.17 Arthur Scherr disagrees with Johnson, claiming 
that Stevens had ulterior motives to respecting Louverture, 
like “profit[ing] from the illegal arms sales to St. Domingo 
conducted by his brother-in-law and business partner, James 
Yard.”18 Ulterior motives notwithstanding, what was impor-
tant to early US-Haitian relations was how Stevens acted 
toward Louverture. Another, not unfounded, claim is that 
Adams’s ambivalence to Haiti and to abolitionism allowed 
Pickering to design the Adams administration’s course of 
action.19 Adams’s invocation of the Toussaint Clause, which 
began 1 August 1799, “originally contained blank dates, and 
was written by Pickering for Adams’s signature.”20 Picker-
ing may have been deliberately unspecific in order to get as 
many US ships to Haiti before a confused Britain, another 
“equal partner” in the Stevens-Maitland-Louverture agree-
ment, could send merchants to Haiti.21 Thus, on 1 August 
1799, there were a “number of [US] ships... already lying off 
Cap François, ready to sell their goods.”22 Pickering’s push of 
US commerce with Haiti helped to strengthen the Federalist 
Party and to undermine France by lessening its economic in-
fluence in the Caribbean.23 The establishment of US-Haitian 
dialogue, and the economic benefit of resumed trade (and 
undermining of France) easily led the abolitionist Pickering 
to justify quasi-formal relations with Haiti. Economic drive 
and mutual distrust of France led the US to regard Haiti as an 
important, informal ally.
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Toussaint Louverture, leader of the Haitian Revolution (c. 1804)
Source: John Kay (Wikimedia Commons)



With the reemergence of commerce between the US and 
Haiti came the nascent US navy. Louverture’s promises to 
make efforts to stop Haitian piracy did not ensure smooth 
sailing for US ships. In deploying the navy, Adams told Navy 
Secretary Stoddert his “apprehension that the West Indies Is-
lands would soon become a scene of piracy.”24 Haiti, not yet 
Gallatin’s “American Algiers” as a nation, nonetheless had pi-
rates endorsed by the France-loving Rigaud regime. With the 
onset of resumed commerce, Rigaud, determined to destroy 
Louverture and reunite Haiti, began attacking US ships. This 
led to US Commodore Talbot using the US frigate General 
Green to bombard the Rigaud stronghold of Jacmel in Febru-
ary 1800.25

Talbot’s bombardment and consequent aid to Louverture 
hardly came from a personal emancipatory fervor. The ma-
jority of US citizens, like Talbot, sought primarily to under-
mine France by attacking Rigaud while safeguarding their 
economic interests. Rayford Logan does not note any emanci-
patory fervor in the US capitol that would have led to Talbot’s 
bombardment. He only posits that with Toussaint’s victories, 
“Congress and the President had not failed to comprehend 
the increased opportunities for trade.”26 Any objective by the 
Adams administration to ameliorate the condition of blacks 
in Haiti may have been secondary or nonexistent.27 Here rac-
ism, or more specifically, the antithesis of racism, held not as 
much sway in the development of US-Haiti relations as much 
as economic interests.

Shortly after Rigaud lost the conflict with the US and Louver-
ture, three events happened in fast succession that severely 
hurt US-Haitian cooperation. First, the French Directory was 
overthrown in Napoleon’s Brumaire coup. Second, against 
the will of his party, Adams made peace with France with the 
Treaty of Mortefontaine on 30 September 1800.28 Third, the 
Francophile Democratic-Republican Thomas Jefferson won 
the election of 1800. This “Revolution of 1800” would cause 
changes in US foreign policy as the anti-French Federalists 
in the executive branch were replaced by pro-French Demo-
cratic-Republicans. With the temporary placation of France 
and the loss of Adams, US-Haitian relations stagnated.

JEFFERSONIAN INTERESTS AND OBJECTIVES: 
SECURING THE MISSISSIPPI
This stagnation marks the second arc of the US-Haitian di-
alogue. At this particular time, the threat of a possible in-
vasion by an independent Haiti became greater than one 
by France under Napoleon. Also, as Toussaint’s war ended 
against Rigaud and exports hit record lows, US commer-
cial interest in Haiti stagnated.29 Commerce under Jefferson 
gazed not southward to Haiti, but westward to the Mississip-
pi. This presented a new problem: Spain owned West Florida 
and Louisiana, at and around the mouth of the Mississippi. 
For Jefferson and his many western supporters, “Freedom of 
navigation on the Mississippi was essential.”30 With the Third 
Treaty of San Ildefonso, which returned Louisiana to France 

on 1 October 1800, Jefferson had reason to avoid any dis-
agreements with France. As a result, Jefferson quickly moved 
to replace the anti-French, Louverture-supporting policies of 
Adams.

Regarding Adams’s peace with France, Jefferson told Edward 
Thornton “he was pleased with his predecessor’s policy.”31 
However, Edward Stevens, in his semi-formal dispatch as 
US Consul General to Haiti, had to be replaced. He was too 
pro-abolition for Jefferson’s Democratic-Republican gov-
ernment. His successor, Tobias Lear, was a former secretary 
to George Washington, and, most importantly, was uncon-
troversial. Lear was sent as a general commercial agent and 
lacked a formal dispatch or letter to Louverture, which “of-
fended and disappointed Louverture.”32 Louverture’s lament 
that “his coulour was the cause of his being neglected” was 
not the case.33 Jefferson was merely accepting the requests of 
the new French chargé d’affaires and ambassador to the US, 
Louis-André Pichon.34 In his early term, Jefferson “valued 
the rapprochement with France above any American interest 
in [Haiti]” and promised Pichon that he would “avoid just 
causes of complaint.”35 He even went so far as to hint to Pi-
chon that if France sent an expedition to Haiti, the US would 
not interfere.36 Thus, Jefferson’s geopolitical interests in west-
ern America in his early presidency defined the second ma-
jor arc of US-Haitian relations between 1797 and 1806.

Many historians consider Jefferson’s racism to have contrib-
uted to his Haitian policy. He is often referenced to have 
“disparaged the former slaves as... ‘Cannibals of the terrible 
republic.’”37 However, Jefferson’s use of the word “Cannibals” 
may not have been been in reference to the Haitians.38 For 
him, the word “cannibal” came from his readings of Mon-
taigne, Voltaire, and especially his archenemy Edmund Burke 
who originated the term cannibal republic and used it exclu-
sively in describing France’s atheism and fanaticism.39 Also, 
in the context of the entire letter, Jefferson may not have been 
speaking of the Haitians, but of “France’s white republican 
armies” while “mockingly commenting” on the Federalists’ 
fear of France.40 It is important to note that Jefferson’s neglect 
of Haiti was perhaps not as influenced by outright racism as 
once thought, but rather more by other factors.

Jefferson did fear the threat of the “American Algiers” and 
“dreaded that black sparks might ignite a conflagration in the 
tinderbox of the south.”41 This fear was not completely un-
founded. As Secretary of State under Adams during the Qua-
si-war, Jefferson was threatened by the French governor of 
Haiti, the Comte d’Hédouville, who “was preparing to invade 
the southern states from St. Domingo… to excite an insur-
rection among the negroes.”42 As president, Jefferson heard 
rumors that a major slave uprising, the Gabriel Rebellion, 
“was closely linked to the Haitian Revolution.”43 Jefferson’s 
reported “dread of [Haitian] blacks” did not stem from irra-
tional racism, but instead from legitimate fears.44 Legitimate 
fears do not constitute racism.45 With a fearful Jefferson, Pi-
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chon had reason to assume this fear would mean US aid “in 
reducing Toussaint to starvation” during any attempt by the 
French to reconquer Haiti.46 

THE FOOTBALL OF AMERICAN PARTY POLITICS
Pichon was wrong, and between July 1801 and February 
1802, Jefferson’s attitude toward Haiti changed, as he neglect-
ed his promise to Pichon to end trade to Haiti if France sent 
an expedition there.47 This marks the beginning of the third 
arc in US-Haitian relations, as commerce with Haiti and 
trouble with France reemerged. The threat of Leclerc’s army 
of 20,000 men and women (plus about 20,000 reinforce-
ments), and of the possible consequences for US geopolitical 
and economic interests, gave cause to Jefferson’s insistence of 
neutrality. Jefferson’s neutrality began after he was warned by 
the American minister at Paris that the Leclerc expedition 
was destined “to proceed to Louisiana.”48 To protect Jeffer-
son’s interests along the mouth of the Mississippi, Louverture 
was now Jefferson’s first line of defense. Paradoxically, Jeffer-
son simultaneously sought to remain at peace with France.49 
He instructed Lear, the commercial agent in Haiti, to give no 
reason “for complaint or suspicion on the part of the French 
Republic.”50 Thus, besides protecting interests in Louisiana, 
a resumed war between Louverture and France meant rein-
vigorated US-Haitian commerce.51 Trade in arms and gun-
powder significantly contributed to this growing prosperi-
ty.52 By remaining neutral, Jefferson changed his pro-French, 
independent-black-fearing policy to one that “provided the 

blacks with everything and starved the French.”53 With re-
sumed tensions with France, increased exports to Haiti, and 
geopolitical interests in Louisiana, Jefferson understandably 
“provided the blacks” and “starved the French.”

To justify Jefferson’s neutrality to the French, in his corre-
spondence with Pichon, Secretary of State James Madison 
argued that a US embargo of Haiti would damage the Leclerc 
expedition. Because of the Stevens-Maitland-Louverture 
agreement, an embargo would lead to a British monopoly of 
Haiti, possibly resulting in the English occupation of Haiti, 
a boon for English commerce, and/or an increased level of 
Haitian autonomy.54 However, this slippery-slope reasoning 
became even more slippery as the US made excuses for not 
financing Rochambeau (Leclerc’s successor) and only reluc-
tantly sent supplies to him. With exceeding excuses trying 
France’s patience, the US’s peace with France and aid to Haiti 
was time-bounded. Sooner, not later, the consequences of 
Jefferson’s neutrality would press upon yet another Jefferso-
nian volte-face.

Jefferson’s neutrality and continued trade with Haiti led to 
France’s imperial expulsion from the Western Hemisphere. 
This was not without other consequences outside Jeffer-
son’s control. Napoleon second-guessed his own plans for a 
French empire in the New World after Leclerc’s death from 
yellow fever, the Leclerc expedition running out of funding, 
and the savagery of Haitian General Jean-Jacques Dessalines’ 
forces after Louverture’s deportation.55 Consequently, Jeffer-
son would obtain his geopolitical objectives in gaining not 
only the mouth of the Mississippi, but also the entire Loui-
siana territory, for only $15 million from Napoleon.56 Now, 
with the Mississippi secured and with exceeding excuses to 
France, Jefferson again prioritized Franco-American amica-
bility over US-Haitian relations.

A Franco-American re-rapprochement spawned from devel-
opments in diplomacy, Haiti, and the question of the Flo-
ridas. Pichon, seen by the French as sympathetic to the US, 
was replaced as French ambassador to the US by Jean Marie 
Turreau, who had a “no-nonsense air” around US politicians. 
In addition, there was growing US apathy and hostility to 
Haiti. Haiti, invigorated with revolutionary spirit, and with-
out Louverture’s indecision in declaring independence from 
France, finally did under Dessalines on 1 January 1804. US 
public opinion was against Dessalines’ regime due to stories 
released of Haitians murdering Captain Tate, an American 
who was trying to smuggle out French citizens during Dessa-
lines’ massacres.57 Chief among these developments leading 
to a US-French re-rapprochement was Jefferson’s resumed 
geopolitical interest in the Floridas.58 With the reasoning 
that because the Floridas were “one of the highest stakes in 
American diplomacy” at the time, “Jefferson was willing to 
make many concessions in Haiti in return for French support 
in the Florida question.”59 One difficulty to making these 
concessions was that Americans were still benefitting from 

Charles Leclerc, French Army general (19th century)
Source: Unknown (Wikimedia Commons)



trade with Haiti which “was not insignificant.”60 Jefferson’s 
first attempt at re-rapprochement, the Clearance Act, would 
attempt to aid in his territorial ambitions, keep trade open 
to Haiti, and avoid the slavery question and the discussion 
of what the “American Algiers” could signify for the increas-
ingly fearful South.

The Clearance Act met none of Jefferson’s objectives. Passed 
on 3 March 1805, the Act required merchantmen to post 
bond equal to double the value of the ship and cargo as a 
guarantee that any arms and ammunition would not be sold 
in Haiti.61 This rather toothless bill, aimed not to stray “into 
divisive territory, such as the slavery issue,” had little opposi-
tion in the Democratic-Republican Congress.62 The debate 
in the popular press was much more unbridled and parti-
san than in Congress. Boston’s Federalist-leaning Columbian 
Centinel argued against the act, believing that Haiti’s “condi-
tion is not dissimilar to that of the people of the United States 
in 1778.”63 On the contrary, Philadelphia’s Democratic-Re-
publican-leaning Aurora, “considered [Haitians] in no better 
light than land pirates.”64 The Aurora’s reasonings show that 
geopolitical interest (through French re-rapprochement) 
and the threat of an American Algiers were rapidly becom-
ing more important than US-Haitian trade and shared west-
ern revolutionary heritage.

Thus comes the end of the third arc in US-Haitian relations 
where, “[a]pathy and hostility” led to the Embargo Act, 
which would be the “triumph of racism” and put the nail in 
the coffin for US-Haitian relations until 1863.65 A few months 
after the passage of the Clearance Act, there was a banquet 
with leading public figures in attendance held on board the 
Indosan celebrating a successful gunrunning expedition to 
Haiti. Vice-Presidential candidate Rufus King toasted Haiti 
to “be durable as its principles are pure.”66 Turreau and the 
French were affronted by these words and the goal of the US 
to placate the French with a toothless and easily-initiated 
Clearance Act only aggravated them. With only the Clear-
ance Act, the diplomatic carrot of the Floridas was now out 
of Jefferson’s reach.

Besides the threat of resumed war with France and the new 
objective of obtaining the Floridas, there were also economic 
reconsiderations at work in 1805. The US’s trade with Haiti 
only amounted to 4% of total American exports in 1805, 
which was hardly enough to justify making trouble with 
France, one of the US’s principal customers, receiving more 
than triple the percentage of American exports to Haiti in the 

same year.67 Now a Democratic-Republican Congress was in 
the complete opposite situation of the Federalist Congress 
which passed the Toussaint Clause in 1799 because of Fran-
co-American hostilities and burgeoning trade imperatives. 
Now with geopolitical objectives, this same line of reasoning 
put Congress in a position to justify cutting ties with Haiti.68

To these ends, Democratic-Republicans proposed the Em-
bargo Act. Without the indirectness of the Clearance Act, 
the Embargo Act would question Haitian sovereignty and 
prohibit any trade there. It would meet considerable passion 
in Congress, especially from the South. James Jackson, a Re-
publican from South Carolina, connected the bill to the safe-
ty of slaveholder societies. He feared Haitians moving into 
the US after the war and stated that one of them “was worse 
than a hundred importations from Africa, and more danger-
ous to the United States.”69 As a result of these Southern fears, 
many Federalists and northerners in Congress acquiesced to 
the passionate demands of the South. This was not the case 
for Samuel White, a Federalist from Delaware, who found it 
“degrading” and “a precedent against ourselves” that the US 
would abandon trading rights because of diplomatic bully-
ing. Like the Toussaint Clause, the bill passed on party lines: 
“Haiti was thus the football of American party politics as she 
was of international complications.”70 Haiti itself was not the 
subject of Congressional debates. Rather, it was the object of 
a larger debate over slavery which Southern Congressmen 
refused to discuss directly. After the resumed threat of poten-
tial war with France and geopolitical objectives complicated 
Federalist and Northern ambitions in Haiti, pure republican 
and abolitionist fervor was not enough to keep positive US-
Haitian relations afloat.

RACISM’S TRIUMPH AND THE LEGACY OF EARLY 
US-HAITIAN RELATIONS
Southern racist fears secured its place in Congress because 
the debate of the Embargo Act itself began the Congressional 
tradition of Southerners using Haiti as “ideological armor” 
in defense of Northern calls for emancipation. Southerners 
championed a “new paradigm [which] equated emancipa-
tion with economic ruin and the massacre of whites.”71 As 
cotton spread and the peculiar institution grew deep in the 
South, “Haiti continued to be a convenient rhetorical and 
tactical whipping boy for Southern politicians.”72 Southern 
fear of Haiti grew, so resumed amicability between the US 
and Haiti could not resume due to no diplomatic tension 
with France, geopolitical ambitions, nor economic reasons 
existing. As a consequence, Haiti would not be recognized by 
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the US until 1863—only after Southern lawmakers had left 
Congress to create the Confederacy.

The Embargo Act effectively ended US-Haitian relations 
through the Monroe Doctrine (1823) and beyond (1806-
1863). Among other significant consequences, Jefferson nev-
er acquired the Floridas and surrendered Haitian trade “for a 
will-o’-the-wisp.”73 He did, however, placate France in a time 
when the US seemed to only have enemies. US-Haitian trade 
died with the Embargo which was renewed until 1810 as the 
value of exports to the French Antilles (including Haiti) fell 
from $6.7 million in 1806 to $1.5 million in 1808.74 Haitian 
commerce fell to the British, and the attention of US mer-
chantmen and politicians shifted elsewhere.

The end of US-Haitian relations and the “Triumph of Rac-
ism” is visible through the debate over the Missouri Compro-
mise of 1820 and the Monroe Doctrine.75 In 1820, President 
John Quincy Adams, who pressed for Haitian recognition, 
changed his mind and made recognition of Haiti “inexpedi-
ent” in lieu of the Missouri Compromise debate.76 With slav-
ery a hotbed issue, recognition of Haiti would be shelved, 
even with a new, conciliatory Haitian president, Jean-Pierre 
Boyer. For the South, “the peace of elevens states [would] 
not permit the fruits of a successful negro insurrection to 
be exhibited among them.”77 With Southern pressures high, 
President James Monroe made no mention of Haiti in his 
doctrine, specifying that it only covered Western countries 
“whose independence we have, on great consideration and 

on just principles [previously] acknowledged.”78 This made 
Haiti vulnerable to reclamation by France.79 Most important-
ly, this omission shows the US’s continued acquiescence to 
Southern fears through its refusal to acknowledge the fruits 
of a successful negro insurrection through the 1820s and be-
yond. As the Missouri Compromise and Monroe Doctrine 
show, until the Civil War, US-Haitian relations would be 
shelved in favor of Southern fears, even after the acquisition 
of the Floridas in 1819-21, resumed legal trade, and the pla-
cation of France (the conditions under which Adams would 
have likely recognized Haiti). Although the triumph of rac-
ism extended to 1863, it was not always that way. A careful 
study of US-Haitian relations between 1797 and 1806 shows 
that political and economic factors helped cause racism’s tri-
umph.

Franco-American hostilities with France, economic impe-
tus, and geopolitical interest determined the course of US-
Haitian relations during the dawn of both republics. In 1797, 
mutual need prompted this relationship, which was later 
shelved by the US due to the diplomatic situation of 1804 
to 1806 and growing racist fears in the South. President Ad-
ams, finding Haiti to be useful leverage against France in the 
Quasi-war, promptly expanded markets in Haiti to the point 
where he could even have recognized an independent Haiti. 
President Jefferson, in his early presidency, found that Haiti 
no longer had the same benefits as it had during Adams’s 
presidency. With eyes looking to the Mississippi, and with 
a (temporarily) placated France and economic stagnation 
in Haiti, Jefferson neglected US-Haiti relations. When the 
Leclerc expedition caused the US’s lucrative arms trade with 
Haiti to resume and threatened Jefferson’s expansionist aims 
of acquiring the mouth of the Mississippi, Haiti became im-
portant to Jefferson even though he ensured no formal rela-
tions. The failure of the Leclerc expedition secured Louisiana 
for Jefferson and aggravated the French. As a consequence 
and with the desire to obtain the Floridas, Jefferson agreed 
to follow French demands to embargo Haiti. At this time, 
white southern slaveowners developed a racist Congressio-
nal tradition not to permit the US to acknowledge Haitian 
independence for fear it would incite a domestic slave revolt. 
This ensured US-Haitian relations would not resume until 
1863. Racially motivated fears, even though they were in-
tegral part of the downfall of US-Haitian relations, did not 
always define the two countries’ relationship. The threat of 
war with France, economic impetus, and geopolitical inter-
ests prompted the rise and fall of the significant New World 
dialogue between the US and Haiti.

Map of the French part of Santo Domingo (1800)
Source: Norman B. Leventhal Map Center
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For years, the Vanderbilt University Holocaust Lecture Series has brought in guest speakers and academic scholars 
to give presentations on the history of the Holocaust.  Begun in 1967 under the direction of Beverly Asbury, the 
program has grown in scope and popularity on campus over the years. The History at Vanderbilt section of this 
journal seeks to elaborate on the role that history has played at our university, and how it has continually shaped 
our understanding of the past. 

“I have tried to keep memory alive... I have tried to fight 
those who would forget. Because if we forget, we are guilty, 

we are accomplices.”1

Elie Wiesel, novelist and Holocaust survivor
On being asked what he has done with his life

December 10th, 1986

Now in its 38th consecutive year, the Vanderbilt Uni-
versity Holocaust Lecture Series is the longest-run-
ning program of its kind in the country. The series, 

currently directed by University Chaplain Mark Forrester, 
History Professor Michael Bess, and a committee of stu-
dents, faculty, staff, and members of the Nashville academic 
community, brings together guest speakers from around the 
world who specialize in the history and historiography of 
the Holocaust. These speakers offer insight into not only the 
past, but also, perhaps more significantly, the importance of 
remembering these events. Past themes for the program in-
clude “Science, Technology, and the Holocaust,” “Arts of Re-
membrance,” and “Making and Evoking Memory.” This year’s 

theme, “Gender and Genocide,” focused on the “multifaceted 
entanglements of gender” during the Holocaust that “pro-
vide insight into some of the most salient and challenging 
issues in contemporary society.” These events expound upon 
the economic, political, and social influences that ultimately 
shaped the lives of those individuals and continue to shape 
the society in which we live.2 As the Elie Wiesel quote above 
suggests in his Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech, the series is 
significant in its efforts to remember our past and how it has 
shaped who we are today.

HISTORY OF VANDERBILT
Vanderbilt University has continually emphasized a well-
rounded education in which “the youth of the church and 
country may prosecute theological, literary, scientific, and 
professional studies” freely.3 With Commodore Cornelius 
Vanderbilt’s $1 million gift, Vanderbilt University was born 
in 1873. Bishop Holland McTyeire was one of the leading fig-
ures in its founding, helping to shape the university in a way 
that emphasized both the liberal arts and pre-professional 
areas of study. In his creation of the “Harvard of the South,” 
he sought to expand upon the liberal arts education in par-
ticular by creating a Literature, Science and Philosophy de-
partment.4 This department was the predecessor to the Arts 
& Science college we have today.

After many waves of professors and chancellors, Chancellor 
Branscomb entered office. He envisioned a cooperative min-
istry that would serve all campus Christian denominations: 
Methodist, Presbyterian, Disciples, and the United Church 
of Christ. His legacy continued several years after he left the 
position when, in 1967, Mr. Beverly A. Asbury was appoint-
ed to the new position of University Chaplain.5 He was con-
nected with the student body in their everyday affairs, and 
was “very deeply involved in large moral and ethical issues.”6 
The next semester, he created a Vanderbilt Inter-Faith As-
sociation (VI-FA), which would serve “Jews, Moslems, [and] 
any other interested religious group.”7 Effectively, the first 
University Chaplain carried out Holland’s goal of opening 
the university to new ways of religious and moral thinking.

The Holocaust Lecture Series began in 1977 under the direc-
tion of Mr. Asbury. He filled a role which had no defined 
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responsibilities or any set goals. Ultimately, his vision for the 
series was shaped by his desire to speak with various aca-
demic disciplines at the university and present a lecture that 
would encompass multiple schools of thought. Challenged by 
such a task, he looked toward the various schools at Vander-
bilt and sought to reach out to them through a program that 
could unite their common interests. He dabbled with the 
idea of hosting an annual lecture that would focus on a topic 
that would appeal to faculty and students alike. This lecture 
would center around the Holocaust, an event that has had a 
tremendous global impact and changed the way we under-
stand human nature. He envisioned highlighting a different, 
focused theme each year, since no single lecture could en-
compass the vast number of topics pertinent to the study of 
the Holocaust. At the program’s inception, the original goal 
was to create a committee of various faculty members who 
would sit on the board to foster this series. The interests of 
multiple university organizations could be represented at 
each lecture. Over the years, the series has also expanded its 
board to student representatives, who can identify interests 
of the general student body and help incorporate those inter-

ests into the presentations. Together, the monthly meetings 
of the Holocaust Lecture Series Committee are the backbone 
of Mr. Asbury’s program.

Mr. Asbury was also involved in other similar endeavors, in-
cluding the Racial Environment Project, the Martin Luther 
King, Jr. Series, and the Holocaust Art Collection.8 His role 
in the Holocaust Lecture Series was perhaps the most influ-
ential, because it has expanded to become one of the most 
prominent programs of its kind. With faculty members, stu-
dent advocates, and local organization leaders, the Holocaust 
Lecture Series has grown tremendously over the years and 
welcomes members of the entire Nashville community.

Reverend Mark Forrester, the current University Chaplain 
at Vanderbilt University, is one of the main administrators 
of the program. He currently leads the Office of the Univer-
sity Chaplain and Religious Life (OUCRL), which helps to 
administer the costs, key relationships, and sponsorship of 
the program. The Vanderbilt Historical Review spoke with 
Rev. Forrester about why he decided to take on this endeav-
or. Since the tragic events of the Holocaust, a “Never For-
get” mentality has thrived among historians and individuals 
who seek to remember the past in order to not repeat it (so 
stated by philosopher George Santayana).9 Currently, as the 

last generation to have lived through the Holocaust begin to 
pass away, it is more important than ever to capture the last 
remnants of their oral history. Reverend Forrester empha-
sized that these “living testimonies” stand as a stark reminder 
that the horrors of World War II, in particular the genocidal 
campaigns, are not as distant and obscure as some may be-
lieve. Systematic murders of mass populations have occurred 
in Rwanda, Cambodia, former Yugoslavia, and other nations 
in recent decades; by remembering these events, attendees of 
the Holocaust Lecture Series can hope to learn from the past 
and better understand human nature. Not only does it offer 
Vanderbilt students and the Nashville community a means of 
learning about the events of the Holocaust, but the series also 
embodies Vanderbilt University’s commitment to memorial-
izing the past and offering the world something more: the 
ability to continue the study of Jewish history and histori-
ography, to understand the psychological effects of genocide 
and warfare, and to comprehend the world in which we live 
in today. In such an endeavor, the Holocaust Lecture Series 
plays an integral role in developing the narrative that has 
shaped our past.

THE HOLOCAUST LECTURE SERIES TODAY
Today, the Holocaust Lecture Series attracts historians, po-
litical activists, think-tank pundits, actors and actresses, and 
World War II survivors from around the world. On October 
12th, 2015, Professor Wendy Lower of Claremont McKenna 
College gave a presentation at the 38th Annual Holocaust 
Lecture Series at Vanderbilt University. She discussed her 
recent book, Hitler’s Furies: German Women in the Nazi Kill-
ing Fields, in which she describes the role that women played 
during the Holocaust on the Eastern Front. The stories of 
these women, as well as the lost stories of others, are impor-
tant for understanding the overall historiography of the Ho-
locaust. Lower’s goal was not to create a distinct “women’s 
history” account, but rather to show that there can be no 
gender separation; both men and women occupied a shared 
sphere of influence over the killing of Jews. From secretar-
ies to nurses, many were culpable of the heinous war crimes 
of which their male counterparts were accused. Lower ar-
gues that if historians ignore the role of these women, the 
stories will soon be lost over time, and a significant portion 
of the Holocaust history will be forgotten. She wishes to retell 
the story of these women’s experiences because they show a 
clearer picture of how Eastern Europe’s Jewish victims were 
treated. By digging through the archives recently available in 
Berdychiv, Ukraine, she has been able to expound upon nu-

“... the retelling of  these women’s stories reflects today’s issues 
of  gender equality and the comprehension of  not just a ‘his’ or 
‘her’ story, but rather of  one our collective experience.”
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merous new micro-histories of individuals (both victims and 
perpetrators), and thus, in doing so, was able to offer a new 
interpretation of the events that transpired during the Holo-
caust: In a way, the retelling of these women’s stories reflects 
today’s issues of gender equality and the comprehension of 
not just a “his” and “her” story, but rather one of our collec-
tive experience.

At another recent event, the series brought together four 
experts in areas of genocide and sex-based crimes against 
humanity. Jocelyn Kelly, director of the Harvard Humanitar-
ian Initiative’s (HHI) Women in War program, emphasizes 
how sexual assaults on victim populations can “destabiliz[e] 
communities and destroy profiles” of the individuals.10 Not 
only are the direct deaths felt throughout the communities 
of victims, but “dehumanization efforts” also attack the very 
foundation of society. Ms. Kelly researches genocide and hu-
man rights violations in Eastern and Central Africa. Another 
speaker was Dr. Elisa Von Joeden-Forgey, Assistant Professor 
in Holocaust and Genocide Studies at Stockton University. 
Her research focuses on how genocidal attacks can affect 
family institutions. Notable examples in Japan and Sierra-
Leone highlight the impact of these “ritualized atrocities.”11 
Gender is not just an aspect of genocide, but it is an integral 
part of mass-murder campaigns. The perpetrators of crimes 
often attack those whom they see as inferior. Although they 
may physically kill a human being, it is important to note 
that the immoral methods through which they committed 
such atrocities succeeded in dehumanizing and subduing en-
tire populations. In a way, this subjugation is what separates a 
genocide from other systematic killing programs; traumatic 
experiences can forever change a group’s mentality.

The Holocaust itself was a central event of the 20th century, 
and its effects carry distinctively into the 21st. It has changed 
the way we interpret characteristics of human nature and the 
atrocities of which the human mind is capable. Bringing to-
gether a multitude of speakers from across the world helps 
to expose the bigger picture of genocide over the course of 
human history. Understanding genocides helps clarify the 
role of victimization in society today, particularly for un-
derstanding modern gender violence. Many affected groups 
feel a stigma associated with silence and vulnerability to this 
day. Both male and female victims of genocide are abused 
and marginalized to an extent incomprehensible except to 
those who have lived through such horrors. The members 
of the panel seek to understand historical events concerning 
sexual-based violence and its ramifications in an endeavor to 
prevent further victimization in the present day.

“MORAL DIMENSIONS”12

According to Holocaust-survivor Eva Kor, the importance of 
remembering the past revolves around “linking the memory 
of what happened during World War Two to specific prob-
lems of the present day, like racism and various forms of de-
humanization of people that still pose a problem and a dan-
ger of allowing genocides to happen again.”13 The series is not 
only about retelling what happened–including facts, statis-
tics, and tragic photos–but ultimately about exploring how 
the past raises questions of morality and refining perspec-
tives. In one lecture from his course, “World War II” (HIST 
2720), Professor Bess remarks on the struggle that historians 
face as to how to interpret the past. While the past itself is 
static (dates, names, events), the methods of interpretation 
are not. How we understand what happened is dynamic, 
constantly shifting with our perception of human nature and 
events that happen around the world today. A basic aspect 
of the human condition is our ability to study given facts, 
make various conclusions about why something happened, 
and interpret the reasons for its occurrence. To that end, his-
tory is constantly changing, evolving by the archives found, 
assumptions used, questions posed, and the underlying mo-
tive of the author(s). It is in this dynamic nature that the Ho-
locaust Lecture Series can offer the world community a new 
perspective on the past.

As Associate Professor of Jewish Studies Jay Geller believes, 
the Holocaust Lecture Series helps individuals acknowledge 
the complex nature of historical understanding. It is not 
enough just to know an event happened.14 To understand 
the Holocaust, one must also recognize the perspectives of 
everyone involved (perpetrators, bystanders, victims, rescu-
ers), and what took place before and after it. We can never 
get a complete picture, but we can learn that the Holocaust 
is about people’s lives as well as their deaths. Professor Geller 
states that Holocaust was not just a “Jewish problem,” but one 
that challenged our ethical understanding of humankind. In 
the same way that sexism today isn’t just a “woman’s prob-
lem,” or racism a “minority’s problem,” the Holocaust Lec-

Eva Kor, Romanian survivor of the Holocaust (2014)
Source: Holocaust Lecture Series
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Endnotes

ture Series can attempt to modify this misguided mentality 
by presenting information to the listeners, which can lead 
them to formulate new perspectives on their present.

By bringing together groups of individuals with different 
backgrounds and viewpoints on the war, history can be bet-
ter understood and ultimately interpreted. Through a col-
lection of research papers, Vanderbilt Historical Review ties 
together the facts and perspectives, allowing for a greater 
understanding and appreciation for history, and the human 
condition. The Vanderbilt Historical Review recognizes the 
importance of such a program in promoting history-based 

dialogue that focuses on events of the past. In our publica-
tion, we do not simply present to the reader more facts and 
statistical information, but rather strive to delve deeper into 
history by offering various interpretations and arguments so 
that readers may formulate their own perspectives through 
which they can analyze history. We would like to commend 
the program, including all its supporters, sponsors, and fac-
ulty, on being able to explore the past here at Vanderbilt Uni-
versity. And it is with our publication, the Holocaust Lecture 
Series, and numerous initiatives on-campus and abroad that 
we, the interpreters of our past, may hope to never forget the 
reason we study history.
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