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Editor’s Introduction

Lauren Laframboise

At the beginning of the fall semester, the university launched the Task Force on 
Indigenous Studies and Education. As part of the inaugural ceremonies, and after the 
continued fight on the part of Indigenous activists such as Michael Loft, stonemasons 
moved the Hochelaga Rock from a shady corner next to the McLennan library to a more 
prominent place on the South side of the main path leading up to the Arts Building. The 
Rock, which commemorates Indigenous settlement on the land on which McGill campus 
is located today, now stands directly across from the statue of James McGill. In these 
two monuments, McGill’s colonial realities stand face to face. In an article by the McGill 
Reporter, the Hochelaga Rock is described as “one of campus’s best-kept inadvertent 
secrets for almost 90 years.”  Historical power operates in such a way that for nearly a 1

century, the Rock was “kept secret” under the shade of a chestnut tree, whereas tourists 
could easily get a photo with the university’s eponym. Historical power additionally allows 
the monument of McGill, a wealthy, slave-owning fur-trader, to take human form, 
whereas the Hochelaga Rock will never be able to tell us the names of the people who 
lived in the Iroquois settlement. Every day, hundreds, if not thousands of pedestrians 
pass directly between the two, arriving from or headed toward the chaotic construction-
laden crosswalks of Sherbrooke street. Can they feel the charge of contested space? On 
Sherbrooke and McTavish, city workers scramble to prepare the roads for Montreal’s 
375th anniversary celebrations, and Canada’s 150th. As if the history of this land began 
with the birth of a colonial city and nation. These juxtapositions show that we live in a 
crucial historical moment.

All around us, the dust of the past is being kicked up after years of historical 
sedimentation. However, historians above all know that the past is much more than the 

 James Martin, “McGill to launch Task Force on Indigenous Studies and Education,” The McGill 1

Reporter, 6 September 2016.
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dust we track around the hallways of the university. Its legacies resonate in how classes 
are taught, and by whom. The Department must begin to interrogate the implicit 
legitimacy with which it claims physical and intellectual space. And, before we write the 
histories of others, we must acknowledge our own.

***

In this second issue of Historical Discourses’ 30th edition, the papers are presented 
under two of the same categories as the previous volume, and one new section, “found 
in translation.” The papers in this issue operate to challenge the status quo, by 
interrogating, reframing, and building on coursework. The first section of the journal, “on 
the land of the Kanien’kehá:ka,” positions the journal in space - not in Montreal, but on 
Indigenous territory. The first paper, “Annexing the Subterranean: Montreal’s Metro and 
the Reconfiguration of Urban Space,” reminds us of the ways in which cityscapes 
expand not only outwards but downwards, into the very land they claim. It is then 
followed by “Academic Freedom: Museums, Postcolonialism, and the Accessibility of 
History,” which problematizes the inherently colonial nature of museum exhibits in 
Canada through a number of case studies. 

The second section, “im/mobile bodies,” features “Sex and the Prison: A Critical Analysis 
of Historical Narratives of Prison Sexuality.” With the use of oral histories, the author 
privileges the perspectives of the prisoners themselves and maintaining their voices, all 
the while constructing prison sexualities as sites of fluidity and mobility. The third and 
final section, “found in translation” is new to this issue, and features two papers that 
mobilize translation in very different ways. “Alfred the Great’s translation of Gregory’s 
Liber Regulae Pastoralis: A Critical Exploration of the Parameters of Textual Authority in 
Ninth Century England,” explores the intersections of power and translation in the distant 
past. The other article in this section, “The Self-Declared Prophet: Moving Beyond 
Atatürk in Modern Turkish Historiography,” features original translation work by the 
author. This labour produces a deeply-invested and critical take on the Turkish 
historiographical status quo.

The making of this journal would not have been possible without the many forms of 
support we have received from several individuals. The Historical Discourses team would 
like to thank the McGill History Students Association Executive for providing us the space 
and freedom to produce a journal such as this one. Members of the Arts Undergraduate 
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Society (AUS) have also been exceedingly helpful in navigating the University’s 
bureaucracies. Particularly, we extend our gratitude to AUS VP Finance Mirza Ali Shakir 
for patiently explaining our financial situation, as well as Faraz Oman for his efforts to 
streamline the University’s student journals.

A number of staff and faculty have additionally made the publication of this journal 
possible. We asked professors and graduate students to work with the authors and the 
editorial board to improve the level of historical inquiry in the papers included in this 
volume. We would like to sincerely thank Professors Allan Downey, Catherine Desbarats, 
Brian Lewis, Shanon Fitzpatrick, Faith Wallis, Laila Parsons, Jason Opal, Allan Greer, 
and Suzanne Morton as well as Graduate Students Paris Swanson and Erin Bell for their 
time and insightful commentary. We have received indispensable support and guidance 
from Professors Laura Madokoro, Shanon Fitzpatrick, and Elizabeth Elbourne. 

But above all, we would like to thank our fellow students for their hours of collective work 
on this journal. The authors of these papers have proved to write thoroughly critical and 
engaging papers that have truly been a pleasure to read and edit. Of course, we could 
not possibly have done the editorial work alone. We would like to sincerely thank the 
members of our editorial board who have participated in the paper selection process, 
and have dedicated hours of their time to collaborate with the authors and professors for 
the technical editing of the papers. Sara Sebti, Sumaya Ugas, Emily Jacobi, Nadir Khan, 
Kate Bauer, Max Binks-Collier, Emilie Cornellis: the importance of your critical voices 
cannot be overstated. For this issue of Historical Discourses, I would particularly like to 
thank Kate Bauer, the current HSA President, for her continuous support (editorially and 
otherwise), as well as Kelly Liu for her keen eye for editing on the final rounds of copy for 
the papers. Finally, a huge thank you and round of applause to Sajdeep Soomal for the 
design and guidance on putting it all together!

And of course, a publication such as this one would not be possible without the generous 
funding provided by the University. Specifically, we would like to thank Dean Hudson 
Meadwell, the Students Society of McGill University, and the Arts Undergraduate Society 
for their financial support. 
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Annexing the Subterranean: Montreal’s Metro 
and the Reconfiguration of Urban Space

Zachary Poste

Montreal’s residents were filled with pride when their subway finally opened on October 
14, 1966. The proposal of a subway for Montreal had been debated for at least 40 years 
prior to this moment, when the blue and white, rubber-tired Metro cars started running 
beneath the city. Mayor Jean Drapeau and City Councillor Lucien Saulnier finally got the 
project off the ground in 1962 after being elected on the promise of a subway for 
Montreal. At this particular moment in time, Montreal was still “Canada’s metropolis,” the 
centre of industry and the most populous city in the country. It was within this context that 
Montreal felt comfortable enough to gloat about their new Metro despite the fact that 
Toronto’s subway had opened 12 years prior in 1954. Montrealers could boast that their 
system was completed in less than half of the time of the Toronto system with more total 
kilometres, and at a lower cost. Montrealers were also confident that their system was of 
a much higher quality, as exemplified by a Globe and Mail reporter declaring that “The 
Metro traveller will be spared the Toronto sensation of clattering through a series of 
bathrooms-without-plumbing from which the only escape is up endless stairways.”  The 1

new Metro was proclaimed to be well-designed and efficient, drawing on the influence of 
the Paris Metro to become a truly modernist project befitting Canada’s booming 
metropolis. This paper demonstrates that the Montreal Metro was a novel project that 
generated a modernist conception of urban space by forcing residents to reconceptualise 
the limits, identity, and geography of their city. It begins with an overview of the proposal 
and planning process for the Montreal Metro, outlining the vision that characters such as 
Jean Drapeau proposed for Montreal. The new transport system is then considered in 

 Kenneth B. Smith, "When You Call Montreal's Metro a Subway, Smile," The Globe and Mail, 1

October 12, 1966.
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terms of the unique identity the Metro asserted and the problems of urbanism it sought to 
correct. Next, this paper traces the impact of the construction and advent of the Metro 
itself, examining how the city annexed the subterranean, densified its downtown core 
and integrated the various parts of the city in conjunction with the automobile revolution. 
Finally, this paper examines how residents were forced to reconceptualise Montreal’s 
new urban space, as well as how the underground was integrated into the cityscape as 
continuous urban space. 

In The 60s: Montréal Thinks Big, Andre Lortie argues that the Montreal Metro was one of 
many projects of this period that were products of the specific historical context of the 
1960s and Quebec’s Quiet Revolution. The Metro, along with Place Ville-Marie, 
represented a modernist approach to a growing city at the crossroads of the social and 
political ferment of Quebec’s Quiet Revolution.  The Metro was also born at a time of 2

optimism about the continuous growth of the city; urban planning officials believed that 
Montreal’s population was expected to reach 4.8 million by 1980 and over 7 million by 
2000.  Projects such as the Metro “were implemented in the context of a favourable 3

political and economic situation that allowed them to be merged into planning measures 
in which the various levels of government took part.”  Expecting this kind of growth 4

meant anticipating a whole range of problems created by a rapid increase in residents: 
overcrowding, limited mobility, and an overall need for order and planning. In a modernist 
line of thinking, city planners believed that they could use technology, design and 
planning to structure the “city of the future,” and avoid the human-created ills of 
urbanism. Urban planning itself shifted from a corrective to a predictive approach to the 
city’s problems.  Montreal also expected strong continued economic growth. However, 5

the city was already beginning to lose industry as the national economy shifted away 
from being rail- and water-based, with  the economic centre shifting westwards towards 
Toronto.  6

Furthermore, the planning of the Montreal Metro reinforced narratives of linear progress 
and modernization. Drapeau stated that the Metro, along with the new high-rises such as 

 André Lortie, Olivo Barbieri, and Centre Canadien d’Architecture, The 60s: Montreal Thinks Big 2

(Montréal; Vancouver: Canadian Centre for Architecture ; Douglas & McIntyre, 2004), 17.
 Ibid., 26.3

 Ibid., 52.4

 Ibid., 84.5

 "Montreal Metro: Drapeau's Dream,"  CBC Radio News, 1962.6
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Place Ville-Marie, would help Montreal become “North America’s ‘City of the Future.’”  7

This  linear narrative of progress was further exemplified when the city’s transport 
commission released a brochure detailing 100 years of development in urban transit. The 
pamphlet begins with horse drawn street-cars and ends with the advent of a sleek and 
efficient Metro system.  Moving towards the future also sparked an interest in the city’s 8

transit of the past, with various articles linking Montreal’s streetcar system to the 
upcoming Metro project.9

Mayor Jean Drapeau and Lucien Saulnier’s Civic Party were elected in 1960 on the 
promise of creating a subway for Montreal.  The subway was a modern and 10

technological means of addressing the problems of urban life, both manmade and 
natural. Drapeau’s personal preference was for an elevated, outdoor monorail, and he 
went as far as to travel to France in 1960 to tour a prototype.  However, Lucien Saulnier, 11

a city councilman and Drapeau’s right hand-man, strongly believed that Drapeau should 
adhere to the Civic Party’s promise of an underground transit system for Montreal. 
Drapeau quickly realized the sheer impracticality of the monorail in Montreal’s climate, 
especially in regard to its harsh winters.  The decision to go completely underground 12

was significant because the Metro promised to insulate Montrealers from weather 
conditions, through a transit system that would supposedly be able to function no matter 
what the outside conditions were. Montrealers could conquer the natural world by 
removing some of nature’s inconveniences from their city. This concept would later be 
expanded upon and integrated with the notion of an interconnected underground city. 
Meanwhile, this provided a foil to the rise of the automobile, which contended with both 
weather and traffic conditions. The Metro also promised a solution to the manmade 
problems of modern urban life. Jean Drapeau’s op-ed in Montréal magazine claimed that 
the Metro was to be a “classic solution” to the problems plaguing modern Montreal: 

 Jean Drapeau, "City of the Future," Montreal '65, 1965.7

 Communauté urbaine de Montréal and Commission de transport de Montréal, Urban Transit in 8

Montreal : 1861-1961 (Montreal: The Commission, 1970); City of Montreal, "It's 'in' to Go Under," 
Montreal '66 1966; Al Palmer, "From Sleigh to Subway," Montreal '66 1966.
 Al Palmer, "From Sleigh to Subway," Montreal '66 19669

 Brian McKenna and Susan Purcell, Drapeau, (Toronto: Clarke, Irwin & Company Limited, 1980), 10

138.
 Ibid., 138.11

 Ibid., 138.12

�5



economic boom, densification and excessive use of automobiles, all of which created 
increasing traffic jams and slowdown.  13

The Metro planners also hoped to provide relief to problems of class and respectability 
by providing an urban transit solution that was free from working class connotations. 
Numerous sources picked up on the official line that the Metro was to increase the 
“prestige” of using public transit by making it into a “socially acceptable affair.”  Entering 14

into the underground space of the city carried  the danger of being associated with lower 
elements of society; Victorian Londoners came to associate their underground railways 
with impoverishment, crime and vice.  However, in an attempt to counter in-vogue car 15

culture, Montreal hoped to provide a well-designed, aesthetically pleasing mode of transit 
that could provide an escape from the annoyances of both traffic and weather.  The 16

Metro’s planning therefore hoped to save the burgeoning middle class from these 
negative associations of public transit, as well as alleviate some problems from the urban 
space of Montreal. The Metro also contributed to transforming the geography of class 
within the city itself. Geographer Ley noted that within Canadian cities, neighbourhoods 
in close proximity to a rapid transit station were more likely to be gentrified.  While the 17

Metro sought to meet standards of middle-class respectability, the new Metro stations 
themselves were an amenity that pushed up nearby house prices and rents, potentially 
displacing lower-income residents. The larger modernization movement of which the 
Metro was an integral part overtly changed the city’s landscape and complicated life for 
certain sectors of its population. Entire working-class neighbourhoods disappeared to 
make way for the redevelopment of Montreal’s downtown core.  For example, large-18

scale projects such as the CBC Radio Canada Tower resulted in the loss of the 
neighbourhood Faubourg à m’lasse and the displacement of its residents.19

 Jean Drapeau, "A Modern Breakthrough," Montreal '64, 1964.13

 Smith, "When You Call Montreal's Metro a Subway, Smile."; Montreal, "It's 'in' to Go Under."; Leo 14

MacGillivray, "Montreal's Marvelous Metro" ; ibid. 
 David L. Pike, "Modernist Space and the Transformation of Underground London," in Imagined 15

Londons, ed. Pamela K. Gilbert, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002), 105.
 Montreal, "It's 'in' to Go Under."16

  David Ley, "Alternative Explanations for Inner-City Gentrification: A Canadian Assessment," 17

Annals of the Association of American Geographers 76, no. 4 (1986).
 Natascia Lypny, "Lost Neighbourhoods: A Montreal Few Remember," Spacing Montreal, July 12, 18

2011.
 Ibid.19
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Jean Drapeau also hoped that the Metro would allow Montreal to assert a unique identity 
in North America as a French city. Gerard Gascon, an engineer in the city’s Metro 
bureau, presented two different plans for the Metro at the city hall to Jean Drapeau, 
Lucien Saulnier, and head engineer Lucien L’Allier.  These officials were to choose 20

between the Toronto system, a North American-style subway that closely imitated the 
New York Subway, or the Paris Metro, which had the unique quality of running on rubber 
tires. The “Paris” system had several advantages: in addition to being cheaper to build, 
the rubber tires allowed for better acceleration and permitted the trains to climb much 
steeper slopes in the tunnels.  This would make connecting the Metro to off-island Expo 21

’67 location on Île Sainte-Hélène feasible. Drapeau  quickly became enamoured with the 
idea of building a “French-Style” Metro. Drapeau was steeped in a traditional variety of 
Quebec nationalism— his mentor was Québecois cleric and historian Lionel Groulx, who 
envisioned Québec as a French state consecrated by the Catholic Church.  The fact 22

that Montreal was importing French technology for its Metro meant that Montreal was 
asserting a unique identity within North America; a Montreal that Drapeau declared could 
be a “Fertile link between European and North American civilizations.”  Drapeau’s 23

biographers describe the Metro as one of many symbols of Drapeau’s billion dollar 
obsession with France.  Despite Drapeau’s megalomania, a rubber-tired Metro made 24

sense from an engineering point of view, and Drapeau himself recognized the Metro was 
far from a simple transplant, that there was a degree of unique Canadian flavour and 
ingenuity in its design.  Ironically, the contract for construction of the rolling stock of the 25

Metro itself was given to Canadian Vickers, a Montreal-based subsidy of a British 
engineering firm, which beat out the French competition.  News outlets largely accepted 26

that Montreal had adopted French technology and given its Metro system a unique 
twist.  This set it apart from other North American cities and gave Montreal a unique 27

French-Canadian identity, something which resonated within context of the Quiet 
Revolution and growing French-Canadian nationalism. 

  John Martins-Manteiga, Metro : Design in Motion = Métro : Le Design En Mouvement (Toronto: 20

Dominion Modern, 2011), 45.
 Ibid.21

 McKenna and Purcell, Drapeau,157.22

 Jean Drapeau, "My City and Yours," Montreal '66, 1966.23

 McKenna and Purcell, Drapeau, 344.24

 Drapeau, "A Modern Breakthrough."25

 Martins-Manteiga, Metro : Design in Motion = Métro : Le Design En Mouvement, 89.26

 MacGillivray, "Montreal's Marvelous Metro."; Langevin Cote, "Montreal's Metro: A Reason for 27

Dancing."
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The construction of the Montreal Metro was part of a larger movement in which Montreal 
reconfigured and expanded urban space in the face of a shifting economy and 
suburbanization. In this decade, Montreal began to shift from being a national metropolis 
to a regional metropolis. Trade and traditional industry declined in the postwar era as the 
economy shifted from being rail- and ship-based to being air- and auto-based.  This 28

meant that the tertiary sector shifted to become the main focus of Montreal’s economy, 
and the growth of this sector necessitated a densification and development of a 
dedicated downtown business sector.  Therefore, new infrastructure for this period 29

focused on how to move people through the city, rather than how to move commodities 
in and out of the city. The purpose of the Metro was twofold, helping move people 
through a dense downtown core as well as helping to densify and develop this area. This 
project was complementary to the development of Montreal’s suburbs and the autoroute. 
The autoroutes allowed persons to live outside of the city they worked in and permitted 
suburbs to develop farther away from the city. However, the Metro had an opposite effect 
by integrating neighbourhoods inside the city and developing the downtown core. Lortie 
refers to this as a dual dynamic of both sprawl and centralization.  The Metro also had 30

the effect of helping neighbourhoods along its route build up, as the street cars had in 
decades earlier.  Whilst the new generation of high-rise office towers meant that 31

Montreal stretched its space upwards, the efficient transportation provided by the Metro 
permitted the city to expand downwards and outwards, functioning as a “vector for 
conquest of urban space.”  The Metro also changed conceptions of distance within the 32

city itself. By providing rapid transit from as far away as boulevard Henri Bourassa, the 
Metro integrated some of the furthest neighbourhoods of the city by reducing the 
perceived distance from downtown, increasing the distance threshold for 
suburbanization. 

Montreal’s conquest of the underground can be better understood as a form of 
annexation. The annexation of the underground into new urban territory can be 
considered as part of the ongoing settler colonialism in Montreal and Canada at large. An 
early iteration of this conquest of the underground can be seen in geographer Bruce 
Braun’s article on in the 1878 geological survey of Canada’s west coast by George 
Mercer Dawson. Braun concludes that through this new geological knowledge, the 

 Lortie, Barbieri, and Centre Canadien, The 60s : Montreal Thinks Big, 76.28

 Ibid.29

 Ibid., 89.30

 Ibid., 95 ; Communauté urbaine de and Commission de, Urban Transit in Montreal : 1861-1961.31

 Ibid., 95.32
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Canadian government was able to assert vertical territoriality, in which the nation’s 
territory extended beneath the surface into the underground.  While this new vertical 33

territory was associated mainly with mining and resources, this conquest process 
continued in the urban context in Montreal. Montreal’s Metro was built primarily through 
underground tunnelling which had little effect on the surface life of the city.  However, in 34

order for Montreal to carry out this work, a specific law had to be passed in order to give 
the city the proper jurisdiction to tunnel underneath the buildings of private property 
holders.  This was a very tangible way in which the city annexed the space beneath its 35

surface through a legal framework. This was, in effect, part of the larger project of 
construction which replaced the inert, negative space of the underground with meaning, 
territory and public space. In his examination of how the London Underground created a 
modern conception of urban space historian Daniel L. Pike explains:

Modernist space can be defined as a totalizing vision of what French 
sociologist Henri Lefebvre has termed “abstract space,” the conception of 
space as a coherent, homogeneous whole that can consequently be 
bought and exchanged in the same manner as any other commodity. 
Abstract space is a planned and organized space, thought rather than 
lived, and known conceptually rather than directly experienced.36

The intricately planned space of the Montréal Metro was acquired through a process of 
annexation, after which this space was integrated into the street-level and buildings as 
one coherent whole, rather than a stratified, multilayered space. The city of Montreal 
made great efforts to integrate the space of the Metro into larger urban structures. Metro 
entrance pavilions were constructed in such a way that they could be easily incorporated 
into new building projects such as high-rises.  This new space was integrated to 37

eliminate the separation between underground and aboveground space. These were the 
beginnings of the linkages and continuous indoor space between transit, offices, 
shopping centres, and residences. In doing this, planners sought to reconfigure 
Montreal’s downtown space into a multifunctional whole.  The actual work of construction 

 Bruce Braun, "Producing Vertical Territory: Geology and Governmentality in Late Victorian 33

Canada," Ecumene 7. 1 (2000): 7-46
 Brodie Snyder, "Next Stop - Completion"; Montreal 65, 1965.34

 Lortie, Barbieri, and Centre Canadien, The 60s : Montreal Thinks Big, 164.35

 Pike, "Modernist Space and the Transformation of Underground London," 107.36

 Snyder, "Next Stop - Completion"; Martins-Manteiga, Metro : Design in Motion = Métro : Le 37

Design En Mouvement, 50-56.
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meant bringing order to the chaotic, natural world of Montreal’s subsoil and replacing it 
with intricately designed and planned modernist space.

Unlike other cities, Montreal was quite successful at transforming its underground into an 
ordered, pleasant and socially respectable space. Seeking to avoid the “ugly uniformity 
of the world’s subway systems – London’s noisy and dirty tube, Toronto’s  “public 
washroom” stations, New York’s “hellhole of dirt, graffiti and terror”–  an assistant 
suggested that each Metro station be designed by a separate architect.  By creating 38

aesthetic diversity, Montreal alleviated some of the problems of a modernist conception 
of abstract space, in which there was no discernible sense of place or geographic 
position underground. As each station looked radically different, it reintroduced elements 
of individual place that were lost in the underground. This countered other subway 
systems in which a sensation of speed was produced but little sense of actual movement 
in regards to position in the city above.  Reporters and critics responded positively to 39

the proactive approach to integrating art and design into the Metro’s stations. An onsite 
CBC reporter described Berri station as resembling a hotel lobby and noted that the 
station produced none of the claustrophobic sensations common in other transit 
systems.  Planners of the Metro were able to proactively prevent this underground 40

space from being associated with the lower class. The other effect was that this 
pioneered public space as a place for both public art and well-thought-out design as well 
as bringing architects into the planning process for public infrastructure projects.  Today, 41

the Metro is a kind of time capsule that preserves architectural styles and modernist 
planning of the 1960s.42

The way that the urban space of Montreal was seen by its citizens was fundamentally 
changed by the advent of the Metro. The design of the first Metro map is particularly 
relevant to understand how this project changed the way citizens conceptualized and 
understood their city. Daniel L. Pike's study of Modernist Space and the London 
underground contains a relevant analysis of the London tube map as “the most original 

 McKenna and Purcell, Drapeau, 139.38

 David Ashford, "Blueprints for Babylon: Modernist Mapping of the London Underground," in 39

London Underground, ed. David Ashford, (Liverpool University Press, 2013).
 "Montreal Metro: 'The Quietest System in the World'." CBC News Radio, 5:14: CBC, 1966.40

 Martins-Manteiga, Metro : Design in Motion = Métro : Le Design En Mouvement. 72 41

 Ibid. Martins-Manteiga that the Montréal Metro also functions as a sort of museum in which 4 42

distinct architectural styles are preserved corresponding to the various expansions of the Metro: 
modern (1960s), organic modern, post modern and contemporary.
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work avant-garde art in Britain between the wars.”  This map was notable for its 43

abstraction of a complex network of underground rail lines and geographic urban space 
into a visually pleasing and legible map that bore almost no relationship to the actual 
physical space of the city of London.  This was indicative of a particularly modernist 44

perception of space; replacing a stratified and often classist conception of space into a 
single plane of existence expressed in the abstract coloured lines of the subway map. 
Montreal’s original “map” of its Metro follows in the footsteps of the London 
Underground’s map. The map (Appendix 1) is perhaps even more abstract and 
modernist in comparison to the London one. It shows the three lines of the Montreal 
Metro, orange, green and yellow, with no other geographic features included. The 
cardinal directions are eschewed in favour of simplicity and a conception of place in 
which the passenger can only define their position in relation to where they are on the 
three different Metro lines. In this rendering, Berri de Montigny station is the centre of the 
city, where all the lines of the Metro converge. This early Metro map both reorganized 
urban space along the paths of the Metro, but also isolated Montrealers and visitors to 
the city from the actual physical geography of their city. There is no indication that the 
Metro travels off the island other than the names of yellow line stations, Ile Sainte-Helene 
and Longueuil. In doing so, this represented a tangible means with which locations that 
were off the island were integrated into the urban space of Montreal. The enormous 
variation in the physical space of the Metro is also ignored; the map gives no indication 
of the actual turns in the route the Metro made and does not recognize the vertical 
diversity of the Metro itself, whose tunnels depths ranged from 4 to 55 metres below 
ground. The stations are associated with the significant streets and places and buildings 
above, they are not permitted an individual identity, but are rather integrated into being 
part of the same space as the buildings and streets they are named after. Although 
Montrealers’ knowledge of the city obviously extended beyond this map, interacting with 
this map on a daily basis would have changed the way that they understood their city. 
Additionally, the millions of visitors received in Montreal for Expo 67’ would have been 
greeted by this map and used it to navigate Montreal, as the Metro was their main 
means of transport to the Expo site. 

The Metro also played a key role in the development of Montreal’s “underground city,” a 
project which reconfigured the way that Montreal’s citizens understood and experienced 

 Pike, "Modernist Space and the Transformation of Underground London," 101.43

 Ibid.44
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the cityscape. The new area created by the Metro’s stations and tunnels was to be 
understood as part of the same space as the city’s streets and skyscrapers. A reporter’s 
review of the Montreal Metro described the system by stating that “The well-lit tunnels 
have the appearance of underground streets.”  It was clear that people understood the 45

Metro as not all that different from the city streets above. This was also a huge success 
for the designers of the Metro system, as they avoided the Victorian anxieties about the 
underground as being separate, chaotic and lower. Montreal’s above ground bus system 
was soon integrated with the Montreal Metro, by sharing transfers between the two 
different modes of transit.  The design of the entrances of the Metro allowed them to be 46

integrated to newly-built or future buildings.  At its opening, the Metro had direct, indoor 47

connections to shopping malls and offices. As one continuous indoor space, 48

Montrealers could travel, work and shop while being isolated from the elements. 

Montreal’s ambitious Metro project was one of many ways that the city’s planners sought 
to reconfigure, expand and characterize the urban space of the city. It was undoubtedly a 
modernist project, promising to liberate Montreal from the annoyances of the natural 
world of snow and ice and the modern world of traffic and congestion. Jean Drapeau 
capitalized on the engineer’s decision to use French technology to create a rubber-tired 
metro. In doing so he was able to mark Montreal as a French space, connected deeply 
to its colonial heritage and setting it apart from its North American counterparts, such as 
the Toronto and New York subways. The new transit system helped Montreal develop 
and densify its urban core, as a counterbalance to the growing forces of suburbanization. 
Montreal was able to annex the underground and integrate that newly conceptualized 
space into the plane of existence of city life, whilst helping to integrate far-flung 
neighbourhoods and even an offshore suburb into the urban space of the city. Finally, the 
Metro had the profound effect of changing the way that Montrealers conceptualized their 
city, understanding it not through north and south but through the lines of its modern 
Metro system. The Metro was as much a forward-thinking project that was addressing 
the shortcomings of modernism as it was a thoroughly optimistic project. As Mayor 
Drapeau declared in his opener to the December 1966 issue of the city’s promotional 
magazine: “An important event occurred in my city in October … Only once in its history 
does a city inaugurate a Metro and even then, not all cities do…. Immediately after, my 

 Smith, "When You Call Montreal's Metro a Subway, Smile."45

 Langevin Cote, "Montreal's Metro: A Reason for Dancing"; Ibid., 46

 Snyder, "Next Stop - Completion," 6.47

 MacGillivray, "Montreal's Marvelous Metro."48
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fellow citizens hurried to the Metro stations. Each of them, in turn, inaugurated a new 
way of life.”  The city’s economic stagnation inevitably slowed the delivery of extensions 49

to the Metro network; the Metro went almost 20 years without any new development from 
1988 to the new Laval extension in 2007. The city has only recently begun the process to 
upgrade the rolling stock of the Metro. The fact that the original MR-63 Metro cars are 
still running on the Green and Yellow line are testament both to their engineering 
ingenuity and Montreal's poor fortunes in the last quarter of the twentieth century.  

 Jean Drapeau, "A Colossal Undertaking"; ibid.49
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Appendix 1

�

Fig 1. Montréal’s Original Metro System Map debuted in 1966.50

 Martins-Manteiga, Metro : Design in Motion = Métro : Le Design En Mouvement, 102.50
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Academic Freedom™: Museums, 
Postcolonialism, and the Accessibility of 
History  

Kristen Marie Kephalas

Museums occupy a unique position in Western society: they stand at the nexus of public 
education and academic elitism. Despite the fact that museums exist as ongoing nation-
building projects for the general public to cultivate interest in culture, the public has very 
little to do with the creation of knowledge in these arenas. In this case, by “public” here I 
mean the collection of diverse individuals who make up the fluid social grouping of 
society beyond exclusive, member-based institutions; the “public” and its spaces are 
inherently inclusive and do not require invitation. Academic institutions, which are 
exclusive and non-public (in the sense that they and their resources are not freely open 
to all participants in society), like universities and museums, act as the overbearing 
authority on cultural representation, which allows a disproportionate amount of power 
over how the public consumes and perceives these representations. The institutions, in 
this essay, are referred to as “private” because they are exclusive and member-based. 
For cultures that have been historically marginalized, this practice further inhibits their 
right to self-determination; misrepresentation is endemic to museums that fail to engage 
the public communities they represent. In Canada, the First People bear the brunt of 
irresponsible representation in public education institutions like museums. These 
inaccurate representations act within, and help perpetuate colonial legacies of cultural 
erasure. In the last twenty-five years, museums in Canada have tried to counter this 
inaccessibility by working towards community inclusion in the creation of public 
knowledge. Since the early-1990s, Canadian museums have made strides in terms of 
accessibility, but the traditional museum institution is inherently not conducive to 
community inclusivity and cannot be fully decolonized. The Royal Ontario Museum 
(ROM) provides an adequate case study.
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This essay will first examine the politics of knowledge in museums and academic 
institutions, namely issues of ownership and accessibility of knowledge to the public. It 
will then examine the effects of inaccessibility on colonized people, like Indigenous 
peoples in Canada by fleshing out museum practices like the collection, conservation, 
and presentation of artefacts. Specific case studies will be made of Canadian exhibitions 
from the 1990s onwards to highlight issues of representation of marginalized people, and 
the ways in which representation has changed. Finally, the essay will look at alternative 
museums and exhibitions to show how straying from the traditional museum structure 
makes space for respectful and inclusive representation.

It is important to understand the dynamics of entitlement, (in)accessibility, and 
(mis)representation that are endemic to traditional museum institutions. Modern 
museums are founded on the Enlightenment principle that centers human observation of 
information in order to form interpretations.  The collection, and subsequent 1

interpretation of information, is guarded and copyrighted by academic institutions. In 
museums, this information is then presented to the public as a means of showcasing 
cultural identity. This is because of the wider Western ideology that identity and 
ownership are intrinsically tied.  The idea of identity as a form of wealth, something that 2

is only made through accumulation and commodification, is actualized in museums. 
Academic institutions have a legacy of controlling fields of study through the privatization 
of knowledge. This is achieved by claiming property rights over both academic 
interpretation and raw collected data.  As a result, the use of this information is limited to 3

the institution, or person within the institution, who “owns” it. This often results in 
marginalized communities’ dispossession over their intellectual and actual property. 

The ownership of information and artefacts lies at the base of academic elitism and 
inaccessibility. Consequently, academic institutions like universities and museums 
declare their scholarly privilege and the pursuit of “science” to justify their ownership of 
knowledge.  “Inaccessibility,” for the purposes of this essay, can be defined as an 4

academic institution limiting public participation in the creation and presentation of 

 Miriam Clavir, Preserving What is Valued: Museums, Conservation, and First Nations (Vancouver, 1

2002), 10.
 James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art 2

(Cambridge, MA, 1988), 217.
 Michael Ames, “How to Decorate a House: The Renegotiation of Cultural Representations at the 3

University of British Columbia Museum of Anthropology” in Museum Anthropology 22, 3 (December 
1999), 31.
 Ibid., 32.4
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knowledge. In museums, this allows the academic institution to retain control over 
cultural representation. For example, backlash against open collections is often 
grounded in feelings of entitlement; professional museum workers see collections as 
their domain that the uneducated public would not (and would not want to) understand.  5

Ironically, while museums restrict access to the information they collect, they expect their 
pursuit of information to be limitless. This becomes an issue of privacy when dealing with 
cultures that still exist. Researchers are faced with the conflict of academic freedom 
versus the private, and deeply personal aspects of a culture.  For example, indigenous 6

peoples have been trying to reclaim the Manitou Stone, which was stolen by 
missionaries in the 1800s, from the Royal Alberta Museum for many years. Only recently 
have they made some progress due to new legislation in Alberta that aims to aid First 
Nations’ repatriation efforts within the province.  Within academic institutions there is a 7

pervasive sense that “free inquiry” is the right of scholars.  This claim is hypocritical since 8

the institutions that forgo restrictions on research end up monopolizing their findings and 
releasing them via strictly controlled channels. 

Within museums, this hypocrisy is especially disconcerting because they are public 
spaces. As defined earlier, the “public” is the inclusive collection of society’s diverse 
individuals, therefore “public space” is a space that reflects the tenets of inclusivity. 
Public space is as accessible as possible: physically, financially, and ideally, intellectually 
and culturally. In the case of a museum like the Musée des beaux arts in Montreal, the 
first two aspects of accessibility are exemplified: the museum is free to enter for those 
under thirty-five and there are elevators and ramps for those who have physical 
accessibility constraints. Intellectually and culturally, as this essay seeks to highlight, 
traditional museums are not as “accessible” as they ought to be.

 Michael Ames, Cannibal Tours and Class Boxes: The Anthropology of Museums (Vancouver, 5

1992), 96. Mostly, however, individual museum workers are not representative of the academic 
institution. The issue of funding for museums, which are often reliant on government grants (like the 
ROM), can deter museum workers from critiquing governments and the circumstances they 
influence. Additionally, part of the problem is that museum professionals are rarely trained in 
awareness of current events; their focus is on the past. This becomes an issue when dealing with 
politicized living cultures and histories that have tangible presences in the contemporary. 
 Clavir, Preserving What is Valued, 82.6

 Gareth Hampshire, “New Alberta legislation could help Indigenous people reclaim sacred items,” 7

CBC News, June 4, 2016.
 Ames, “How to Decorate a House,” 34.8
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 Museums are heralded as spaces of “truth,” but the “truths” they present reflect the 
values of the establishment that created them, rather than a more public version of 
“truth.”  The Royal Ontario Museum was created as a joint project of the Province of 9

Ontario and the University of Toronto.  Today, 50% of the ROM’s funding continues to 10

be provided by the government and only 12% by its visitors.  So, in the case of the 11

ROM, the “truths” that it chooses to present to its visitors are streamlined by the source 
of funding; this all points to a notion that traditional museums are sites of feigned 
authenticity.  The “truths” that are shown to the public are the ones that draw visitors, in 12

order to bring in revenue and to perpetuate nation-building schemes. As government 
projects, museums have helped shape the way that, “the colonial state imagine[s] its 
dominion.”  The museum’s propensity for the “infinite reproducibility” of the colonial 13

imagination is carried out through the exhibition of photographs and documents and the 
sale of trinkets and exhibit books to the public.  Whenever a museum “collaborates” with 14

a community, it is typically with partners who are willing to support the predetermined 
agenda of the exhibition; this ensures that those who do not share the museum’s 
interests do not affect the exhibit.  15

In the nineteenth century and early-twentieth century, public museums presented 
“ethnography” as unique from European cultural products. Mainly, the idea was that 
ethnographic cultures either no longer existed or were on the brink of extinction.  In the 16

early days of the ROM, the objective of the Museum of Archaeology was to “study the 
development of the handicraft of man,” and how “[m]an has risen in civilization” through 
this development.  The specific “Ethnological Collection” within the Museum of 17

Archaeology was unsurprisingly made up of archaeology from Africa, Central/South 

 Shelley Butler, Contested Representations: Revisiting Into the Heart of Africa, 3nd edition. 9

(Amsterdam: Gordon and Breach, 2011), 1.
 Royal Ontario Museum, Guide to the Galleries of the Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, Ontario: 10

Archaeology, Geology, Mineralogy, Paleontology, Zoology (Toronto, 1927), 1. 
 Royal Ontario Museum, Annual Report 2013/2014 (Toronto, 2014), 16.11

 Butler, Contested Representations, 15.12

 Benedict Anderson, “Census, Map, Museum” in Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin 13

and Spread of Nationalism, revised ed. (London/New York: Verso, 2006), 164.
 Ibid., 182.14

 Ames, “How to Decorate a House,” 32.15

 Ames, Cannibal Tours, 14.16

 Royal Ontario Museum, Guide to the Galleries, 3.17
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America, and Indigenous Peoples in Canada.  To further emphasize the difference, the 18

“Classical Collection” and the “Ethnological Collection” had different curators.  19

How much has this changed? Today, the ROM has a permanent gallery entitled the 
“Daphne Cockwell Gallery of Canada: First Peoples” that has been curated “with the 
advice of Native advisors,” however no more details are given on the public website. It is 
also designed to examine “the complex relationship between past traditions and present 
life”; which is achieved through performances and recordings of oral sources by 
contemporary Indigenous people.  These contemporary sources, however, do not 20

interact with the historical objects that are confined to the conservators’ glass boxes and 
controlled lighting; the presence of Indigenous voices is drowned out by the outdated 
presentation of the artifacts. Interestingly, the collection’s objects, which can be viewed 
through ROM Images, do not have publicly accessible information on their sources.  21

Access to the collection is limited to both the general public and even the Indigenous 
People who supplement the collection with their lived experiences.

Before exhibits are presented to the public, the museum must acquire and conserve the 
historical objects. Museums determine what objects have cultural value and 
conservators take it upon themselves to cement that value in time.  Conservation can 22

be interpreted as the physical manifestation of a museum’s ideology. Museums aim to 
preserve both the physical and intellectual integrity of an object for the purpose of 
scientific observation. The “intellectual” integrity refers to whatever aspects of the object 
reveal information about its historical context.  The definition of conservation given by 23

University of British Columbia’s Museum of Anthropology conservator Miriam Clavir 
reads as follows: “All actions aimed at the safeguarding of cultural property for the 
future.”  Thus, the goal of conservation is longevity. Most importantly, conservation aims 24

to maintain the “essence” of an object.  This is an ideological practice in itself because 25

the lack of consultation between communities and conservators leaves a knowledge gap 

 Ibid., 7.18

 Ibid., 29.19

 Royal Ontario Museum, “Daphne Cockwell Gallery of Canada: First Peoples,” Exhibitions and 20

Galleries, ROM, accessed December 4, 2015. 
 Royal Ontario Museum, “World Cultures: Canadian First Peoples,” ROM Images, ROM, accessed 21

December 8, 2015. 
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�21



that the museum or backing institution can fill with their own credo. The practice is further 
problematized by the fact that conservators are usually not included in the consultation 
with living communities for exhibits.  The system is dubious because museums use 26

these physical objects to display their ideologies. There is cultural value in these objects, 
so their management should be just as subject to community consultation as the 
ideologies they seek to present. Museums do not exist without objects, so by keeping the 
fate of objects separate from the community consultants, the museum unfairly reserves 
control over the exhibition. Consequently, many marginalized cultures take issue with the 
museum's power to decontextualize through the acquisition of objects, then 
recontextualize (often incorrectly) through the presentation of objects without community 
consultation.  27

Indigenous People have arguably been the subjects of the most extensive campaigns of 
cultural silencing and extermination by the government in Canada. Their 
misrepresentation in museums, supposedly public sites of nation-building, has 
continuously impeded their right to self-determination. For Indigenous peoples, 

[…] Indians and Others have been engaged for a decade in pitched battles 
over issues of appropriation— territorial, cultural, spiritual, commercial, 
and personal. The struggle to assert control over images, identities, and 
localities is, at another level, a dispute about representation, power, and 
identity and the social realities in which these are expressed and lived in 
political processes and popular culture.28

Control over representation becomes an issue of power: those who control 
representation wield power over understanding; and Indigenous People in Canada have 
traditionally been denied this control. Thus, Indigenous nations and peoples end up 
facing undue historicization when they are represented in museums. As discussed 
before, conservation aims to keep an object in such a state that it provides the most 
historical information possible for the researcher.  This is antithetical to living cultures 29

that are continually reinventing themselves with time. The statement that the museum 
makes by attempting to “conserve” a living culture is that the culture is not viable for 

 Ibid., 36.26

 Ibid., 97.27

 Gail Guthrie Valaskakis, “Postcards of my Past: Indians and Artifacts” in Indian Country: Essays 28

on Contemporary Native Culture, (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2005), 71.
 Clavir, Preserving What is Valued, 28.29

�22



modernization within the current colonial framework.  For many Indigenous People, 30

preservation is about the renewal and maintenance of culture for the future. For 
example, some objects are not necessarily meant to be preserved when they have 
undergone their life cycle because their meanings lay in their function.  This contrasts 31

the traditional museum institution that prioritizes unobstructed access to the past.  How 32

can an object, when trapped in a glass case, “[…] removed from the discursive exchange 
of daily life,” convey useful information when its meaning is in its function?33

The reclamation of history is not about stopping institutions from research, it is about the 
public having a stake in the direction of the research, which they historically have not.  34

One Indigenous person (their name and nation were omitted from the essay) who had 
become involved in a practice of fully inclusive curation commented at the end of the 
process that typically, museum exhibits were like “having a stranger decorate [their] 
house.”  35

This sentiment illustrates the ways that museums, when they do not consult the 
communities they are portraying, fail to capture the nuances of a culture and in turn, 
foster inaccuracy. The simple solution to this problem would seemingly be to include 
these groups in the curation process. However, the colonial and elitist legacies of 
museums hamper these opportunities. First, museum employees sometimes express 
concern over research limitations, as thoroughly implemented ethical inclusion practices 
supposedly inhibit their access to a living community’s knowledge and resources.  This 36

issue illustrates academic institutional entitlement in knowledge production. This was a 
major concern at the Museum of Anthropology (MOA) at the University of British 
Columbia when dealing with human subjects in the 1990s.  37

Secondly, in Canada, the multiculturalism policies that form the basis of national identity 
represent an ideology rather than an active democratization of power among ethnic 

 George F. Macdonald and Stephen Alsford, “Canadian Museums and the Representation of 30

Culture in a Multicultural Nation,” in Museums and Their Communities, ed. Sheila Watson, (London/
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groups.  The construction of national identity is racialized, and museums play a major 38

role in the construction of identity through public education. The preamble of the 
Canadian Multiculturalism Act of 1985 asserts that,

[…] the Constitution of Canada recognizes the importance of preserving 
and enhancing the multicultural heritage of Canadians; […] the 
Constitution of Canada recognizes rights of the aboriginal peoples of 
Canada; […] the Government of Canada recognizes the diversity of 
Canadians as regards race, national or ethnic origin, colour and religion as 
a fundamental characteristic of Canadian society and is committed to a 
policy of multiculturalism designed to preserve and enhance the 
multicultural heritage of Canadians while working to achieve the equality of 
all Canadians in the economic, social, cultural and political life of 
Canada.39

Then, article 3(1)(f) states that, based on the aforementioned value of Canada’s diverse 
cultures (expressly including Indigenous Peoples), the Government of Canada must, 
“[…] encourage and assist the social, cultural, economic and political institutions of 
Canada to be both respectful and inclusive of Canada’s multicultural character.”40

Yet despite this acknowledgement, it seems like Indigenous Peoples are “othered” in 
Canadian museums, rather than included. This is clearly demonstrated through the 
unanimous separation of “First Peoples’” collections and “Canadian” collections in 
Canadian museums, like at the McCord Museum in Montreal and the ROM in Toronto. 
Based on a museum alone, it is unclear where the histories overlap. A great museum 
does not just showcase itself, but its knowledge of the “other.”  That is why museums 41

like the ROM value their diversity of collections because it creates an illusion of cultural 
mastery.

 Timothy Mitchell, a professor of Middle Eastern Studies at Columbia University, 
theorizes that the West likes to organize the “world as exhibition”: society is organized as 
an exhibition of imperialism, which is performed by museums on a microcosmic level.  42

The organization of reality through forms of representation in museums is very similar to 

 Macdonald and Alsford, “Canadian Museums,” 278.38
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the grand domesticating processes of colonialism.  Museums like the ROM remain 43

ultimately unapologetic for their voracious collecting over the years, regardless of 
whether or not the sources were ethical. There is a persistent attitude that foreignness is 
what attracts visitors because people do not want to see what is already in their 
community. Though there is nothing wrong with exploration beyond one’s own 
community, the display of foreignness requires openness about sources and needs to 
prioritize truth over exciting exoticization.  So, for example, it is trivial to believe that 44

museums are “both respectful and inclusive of Canada’s multicultural character,” when 
the sources of the ROM’s “First People’s” collection are not publicly available.

In Canada, the representation of Indigenous Peoples in museums has been reductive of 
actual Indigenous experience and braggart of colonial domination. The Spirit Sings: 
Artistic Traditions of Canada’s First Peoples (1988) exhibit by the Glenbow Museum in 
Calgary illustrates this issue. The Spirit Sings was presented on the world stage by the 
Glenbow Museum as part of the cultural expositions for the 1988 Calgary Winter 
Olympics.  The exhibit was a Canada-wide effort: the 650 items were loaned from 19 45

different institutions.  The exhibit became the source of aggressive controversy when 46

the Glenbow Museum announced that Shell Oil would be the major sponsor. At this time, 
Shell Oil was a central player in land disputes between the Lubicon Cree people of 
Alberta and the Albertan government.  Other issues included the exhibit’s blatantly 47

incorrect displays of ceremonial items as well as the prohibited retention of human 
remains.  There were nation-wide protests over the exhibit including the resignation of 48

anthropologist Bruce Trigger from the McCord Museum’s Board of Directors. Tom Hill, 
director of the Woodland Cultural Centre of the Six Nations Reserve in Ontario, claimed it 
would have been better named “The Tourist Sings”, since the exhibit featured artifacts 
stolen by Europeans.  The Glenbow Museum and the Province of Alberta were more 49

concerned with the international audience than the respect of the people they were 
portraying. Showcasing “Canada” in this case meant showcasing white Canada’s 

 Ibid..43

 Butler, Contested Representations, 120.44
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dominion and mastery of Indigenous peoples. This was not the only case of a Canadian 
museum causing major upset because of a racist exhibit.

The ROM presented Into the Heart of Africa, an exhibit on colonial Africa, from 
November 1989 until August 1990. Though this example strays from the discourse on 
Indigenous People, Into the Heart of Africa was problematic in similar ways, namely for 
its insensitive and disrespectful representation of a historically marginalized group. It was 
the ROM’s first special exhibit on Africa; to sum up the reception of the exhibit, a poem 
by Afua Cooper, a Toronto-based activist, suffices:

The power of racism, 
The power of racism, 
The power is racism is such, 
That the ROM could mount an African exhibition, 
Without consulting Black people.50

The aim of the exhibit was to highlight the colonial past of the ROM’s African collection 
that was mostly made up of artifacts from missionaries and colonial projects. One major 
issue was the lack of African anthropologists in the curation of the exhibit; in fact there 
was minimal outside consultation on the ROM’s part.  51

The decisive mistake was the young curator’s choice to use sarcasm and irony to 
explore the hypocrisy of the museum’s collection. Many people simply did not get the 
irony and were distrustful of the lack of explicit statements outlining the aims of the 
exhibit.  That is not to say that the viewers of the exhibit were intellectually inept. The 52

issue was that museums, although being academically produced, are publicly presented 
and should prioritize accessibility. Sarcasm, without genuine explanation to balance it 
out, is easily misunderstood. This was exacerbated by the dishonesty in the advertising 
of the exhibit that presented it as being about Africa, rather than about its colonizers. For 
example, an ironic juxtaposition of an Ovimbundu hut and a colonial British compound 
ended up being perceived as an offensive and reductive presentation of a complex 
African culture. The re-creation of an Ovimbundu mud hut, next to the exquisite parlour, 
gave the impression that the occupants of the former were simple agricultural people 
despite having a complex merchant and slave-based society.  53

 Butler, Contested Representations, 59.50

 Ibid., 6.51

 Ibid., 3.52

 Ibid., 35.53
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The Coalition for the Truth about Africa (CFTA) protested and encouraged the boycott of 
the exhibit on the grounds that the ROM was depicting Africa as a primitive space that 
did not have its own history until the colonizers arrived.  The Toronto Board of Education 54

endorsed this view.  Though at the time of the protests the museums carried out the 55

exhibits regardless of criticisms, the protests surrounding The Spirit Sings and Into the 
Heart of Africa acted as the catalysts for change in Canadian museum practices.56

After these disastrous exhibits, a task force was commissioned to review museum 
practices in Canada. In 1988, a symposium was held at Carleton University called 
“Preserving Our Heritage: A Working Conference Between Museums and First Peoples” 
to discuss issues of representation and a Task Force was formed to study the concerns 
that were raised. The motivation behind the symposium was to promote the idea that 
Indigenous People and museums could be allies.  In 1992, the Task Force presented a 57

report entitled “Turning the Page: Forging New Partnerships Between Museums and 
First Peoples” that called for the increased involvement of Indigenous people in the 
creation of exhibitions, improved access to the objects in the collections by communities, 
and the repatriation of certain stolen artifacts.  The study also addressed the issue of 58

misdirected priorities in the collection of artifacts, namely that cultural materials were 
often excluded in place of more “interesting” political and warfare artifacts.  59

Throughout the 1990s, all exhibits on the First People had to be curated in accordance 
with the 1992 Canadian Task Force on Museums and First Peoples.  Essentially, 60

museums were required to extend an offer of participation to the communities they 
planned to display. The underlying philosophy was that challenging scholarly privilege 
was not the same as challenging the value of scholarly research.  Though the report 61

focused on Indigenous representation, its principles could easily be applied to multiple 
cultures.  However, the offers of participation have been falsely inclusive considering the 
hierarchical and elitist nature of museums outlined above. 
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 Trudy Nicks, “Partnerships in Developing Cultural Resources: Lessons From the Task Force on 57

Museums and First Peoples” Culture 12 (1992), 88.
 Ibid., 89.58

 Ibid..59

 Ames, “How to Decorate a House”, 33.60

 Ibid., 34.61
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A number of changes have undeniably been made since the first meetings of the Task 
Force. Reflexive museology, according to cultural anthropologist Shelley Ruth Butler, “is 
informed by the premise that exhibits of other cultures are neither neutral nor tropeless, 
despite claims otherwise.”  Through this acknowledgement, curators can continually 62

monitor the ways in which they present marginalized cultures to avoid inaccuracies that 
can arise from internalized racism in the museum. In the late-1990s, the Museum of 
Anthropology collaborated with an Indigenous group whose history was to be displayed, 
who ended up overturning the pre-existing curatorial conventions.  In 1998, the MOA 63

opened an exhibit called From Under the Delta that featured ancient Indigenous 
artifacts.  The Band agreed to participate “fully” under the Task Force and arranged a 64

process of continual consultation. They reserved the right to withdraw their artifacts and 
expertise from the exhibit if they felt that their requests were being disrespected.  This 65

represented a major shift in power in the curatorial process that previously infantilized 
Indigenous participants. The Band was especially concerned about the treatment and 
transport of their objects and demanded recognition that these objects were being held 
“in trust.” This was an unprecedented demand considering that the conservation process 
was usually omitted from community consultation.  66

Another exhibit, Written in the Earth, a smaller traveling exhibit, ended up focusing less 
on the historicization of the artifacts and rather on their contemporary value as a result of 
the community’s involvement.  The changes in the procedures ended up delaying the 67

exhibits because of the learning processes that the Band made the curators go through; 
this created a sense of discomfort around the museum staff who were not used to such 
an inclusive process.  Of course, respect trumps discomfort. The museum staff’s 68

feelings are indicative of the privileged and even ignorant position of academic 
institutions when representing marginalized cultures. The MOA had to accept that if 
people truly own their histories, then they have a right to determine how they are publicly 
exhibited, a notion that had not been exercised in Canadian museums previously.  The 69

MOA’s experience challenged institutional authority and forced the museum to see the 

 Butler, Contested Representations, 16.62

 Ames, “How to Decorate a House,” 32.63

 Ibid., 34. The article does not include information on the represented group.64

 Ibid..65

 Ibid., 36.66

 Ibid..67

 Ibid., 37.68

 Ibid., 35.69
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benefits of putting more expertise and time into project development itself, rather than 
just gathering and conserving artifacts.  In 1999, the McCord Museum put on an exhibit 70

in cooperation with Mohawk and other Iroquois cultural centres on “Iroquois Beadwork.”71

In the wake of Into the Heart of Africa, the ROM has since made changes to its depiction 
of Black history. The Underground Railroad: Next Stop Freedom (2002-2003) exemplifies 
the positive outcomes of community consultation.  The opening of the exhibit coincided 72

with Black History Month and included a regional exhibit in Buxton, Ontario, the last stop 
on the Underground Railroad.  By passing the power of representation to the 73

community, it became a source for artifacts and knowledge outside of official archives 
and museum inter-loan systems.  The traditional curation process was additionally 74

dismantled, and the result was a decidedly respectful and accurate representation of the 
slaves who fled to Canada in the nineteenth century.

It seems that when tradition is overthrown, museums are at their most accessible 
because academic elitism and exclusivity are forgone. However, despite the positive 
outcomes of these examples, they are ultimately anecdotal. Traditional museums 
continue to be tools of colonialism since typically, community consultation remains 
minimal. Examples of inclusive curation are limited to temporary exhibits and are 
generally not applied to permanent collections or museum institutions fundamentally.  At 75

the ROM, there continues to be a contradictory display of Indigenous people. Firstly, the 
First People of Canada Gallery is separate from the Canadian Gallery. Though 
Indigenous People have a unique history beyond interaction with settlers, the stark 
division between the collections suggests an “othering” of important communities in 
Canada. 

When the histories are portrayed as overlapping, there is a fictional sense of general 
cooperation and equality between the groups.  For example, the ROM’s Sovereign 76

Nations/Living Cultures exhibit from 2012-2013 was meant to show the Six Nations and 

 Ibid., 41.70

 Valaskakis, 86.71

 Susan Ashley, “State Authority and the Public Sphere,” in Museums and Their Communities, ed. 72

Sheila Watson (London/New York: Routledge, 2007), 494.
 Laslo Buhasz, “ROM exhibition focuses on black history,” The Globe and Mail, February 2, 2002.73

 Ibid., 495.74

 Ibid., 496.75

 Dickenson, “The Stories Told ,” 10.76
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the British as equal allies in the War of 1812. The exhibit was curated with the help of 
First Nations advisors, though the extent of their involvement is not explicit.  The sense 77

that the Six Nations and the British were equal in the War of 1812 is historically 
inaccurate. Both the Americans and the British actively tried to create rifts between the 
Six Nations to minimize their sovereign claims since they were settled on contested 
borderlands. The Six Nations only supported the British because they had been 
weakened by the machinations of settler colonialism to such an  extent that such 
cooperation was the only foreseeable way to maintain what little sovereign land they 
had. The War of 1812 may be considered a victory for the British (and Canadians), but it 
is widely considered a loss for Indigenous North Americans who had a divisive border 
forced through their lands. This is part of the reason why even today Indigenous people 
are adamant about maintaining the freedom to cross the borders.  What this exhibit 78

demonstrates is the fine line between colonial peoples being depicted in museums in 
ways that are educational, and outright tokenizing.  In this case, the Six Nations are 79

presented as sidekicks to the victorious British. There has also been a notable lack of 
special exhibits on Indigenous people at the ROM in the last several years. Sovereign 
Allies/Living Cultures is not mentioned in the last three annual reports; despite the press 
release, the only information about the exhibit that is available is from a review in The 
Varsity, University of Toronto’s campus newspaper.  The review mentions that the 80

exhibit was very small. 

The sustained lack of representation is likely why many ethnic minorities have begun 
opening their own museums. These culturally specific museums have become the main 
source of interpretive authority for minorities because they offer an alternative to the 
colonial traditional museum by prioritizing respectful representation over academic 
elitism.  The Aga Khan Museum in Toronto, which opened in 2014, is an Islamic art 81

museum that is in spatial and architectural conversation with the Ismaili Centre Toronto, 
a Muslim cultural centre. Contrasting the Aga Khan Museum to the ROM helps to 

 Royal Ontario Museum, “Sovereign Allies/Living Cultures: First Nations of the Great Lakes,” Press 77

Releases, ROM, September 21, 2012.
 Alan Taylor, “The Divided Ground: Upper Canada, New York, and the Iroquois Six Nations, 78

1783-1815,” Journal of the Early Republic 22, no. 1 (Spring 2002), pp. 55-75.
 Dickenson, “The Stories Told ,” 11.79

 Ishita Petkar, “Gallery Profile: ‘Sovereign Allies and Living Cultures,’” The Varsity 133, no. 3 80

(September 17, 2012), http://thevarsity.ca/2012/09/17/gallery-profile-sovereign-allies-and-living-
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 Macdonald and Alsford, “Canadian Museums,” 286.81
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highlight the ways that doing away with the traditional museum structure can cultivate 
accessibility and respectful representation. 

Firstly, the architecture of the building differs greatly from the ROM’s nineteenth-century 
structure and Crystal façade. The Aga Khan museum is based on Islamic traditions of art 
and architecture.  In the Aga Khan Museum, one’s physical presence in the space is 82

part of the cultural experience. This is different than the decontextualized layout of the 
ROM that boasts so many collections it is hard to find a common thread. Outside the Aga 
Khan Museum, a Lebanese landscaper designed the gardens—filled with black-bottom 
pools of water, white stone fields, and lined with trees—to evoke traditional Persian 
gardens.  The gardens and the architecture at the Aga Khan Museum acknowledge the 83

history of Islamic culture without relegating it to a static past. 

Secondly, there is a balance between the individuality and the intersection of cultures. 
Inside the Aga Khan Museum, the historical galleries are not separate rooms, rather one 
large space that boasts different regions of the Islamic World without physically 
separating them. There are areas of overlap and written explanations of cultural 
influence and interaction. Upstairs is the contemporary art gallery that complements the 
historical artefacts below. One Toronto-based poet, who hosts a spoken-word series at 
the Aga Khan Museum, appreciated the multiplicity of identity within the museum; it is a 
place of cultural and social gathering rather than one of separation, unlike what the 
ROM’s layout and collections suggest.84

At their worst, museums are the concretization of the ways that colonial states imagine 
their history and power.  This understanding might be a little extreme in the present day, 85

but museums have not experienced an overhaul and are fundamentally the same 
colonial institutions that they were at their foundations. Accessibility to museums 
continues to be constructed since only about 1-5% of museum collections are available 
for public access.  It is both the physical and intellectual access to museum resources 86

 Alex Bozikovic, “Building on faith: Inside Toronto’s new Aga Khan Museum, designed by the 82

world’s leading architects,” The Globe and Mail, August 1, 2014.
 Ibid..83

 Sheniz Janmohamed, “Hogtown Stories: A poet’s fascination with the Aga Khan Museum,” The 84

Globe and Mail, January 29, 2016.
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that makes a museum truly open to the public.  By excluding the community from 87

curation, the representation of marginalized cultures risks becoming inaccurate. For 
example, Canadian museums tend to view Indigenous groups as subjects, rather than 
including them in the curation process as agents.  Additionally, the repatriation of 88

objects continues to be an issue that many museums fail to address.  The exclusion of 89

Indigenous people and other ethnic groups coupled with the monopolization of artifacts 
perpetuates and validates a relationship of distrust and disrespect. In Canada, the 
hugely diverse population makes equitable museum representation difficult. Due to 
government funding and the nation-building function of museums, the default is usually 
to represent the dominant culture, or Euro-Canadian culture.  This is likely why ethnic 90

museums have become ubiquitous as a means of reappropriating both ideological and 
material history. In Canada, the traditional museum cannot be decolonized and 
accessible so long as it sees itself as entitled to the representation of the highly diverse 
society it exists for.

 Ibid., 93.87

  Macdonald and Alsford, “Canadian Museums,” 283.88
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Sex and the Prison:  A Critical Analysis of 
Historical Narratives of Prison Sexuality  

Barhilla Jesse-Buadoo

 
I. Introduction 

In the last few decades, historians of sex and sexuality have grappled with the problem 
of studying the sexual acts and practices of historical actors in an age of identity politics. 
In this essay, I argue that from the mid-to-late twentieth century, mainstream historical 
narratives of sex in prisons have not adequately accounted for inmate perspectives, 
thereby erasing many of the realities of sexual violence in prison. Inmate sexual 
practices generate new understandings of sexuality both within and outside the prison, 
challenging dominant queer identity politics. Drawing on inmate interviews from a 
Californian men’s prison from 1979-1980, I break open discussions about historical 
perceptions of sexuality as a binary, conceptions of sex and sexuality in prison, prison 
culture, the threat of gender and sexual fluidity, the racialization of sexuality and love, 
coercion, and sexual violence in male prisons. By mobilizing a social constructivist 
perspective to analyze the interviews, I present a more comprehensive and nuanced 
historical analysis of sexuality in prison.    1

II. Understanding Sexuality 

Historians of sex and sexuality have long embraced a strictly binary understanding of 
homosexuality and heterosexuality. This duality was presented as an absolute, quickly 
becoming the dominant, objective reference for sex and sexuality in American society.  2

 The social constructivism as it pertains to this essay defines sexuality as a “cultural entity [that 1

has] been constructed by social situations and values” (see Lauren E. Gibson and Christopher 
Hensley, “The Social Construction of Sexuality in Prison,” The Prison Journal 93 (2013): 356).   
 David M. Halperin, One Hundred Years of Homosexuality and Other Essays on 2

Greek Love (New York: Routledge, 1990), 45.  
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The American “everyman” could place himself in either of these categories and feel 
assured of his sexual identity; the clear delineation of homosexuality served to reinforce 
the norm of heterosexuality.  However, this dichotomous narrative of sexuality failed to 3

account for the myriad of sexual acts—same-sex or otherwise—performed at the 
margins of American society.  Sexuality in male prisons deeply disturbed this emerging 4

homosexual/heterosexual binary that was instrumental for easing the anxieties of the 
American family. 

Conventional accounts of sexuality in American society could not be easily transplanted 
into the prison context, thus bringing to light the instability of sexual identity.  The fluidity 5

of sexuality presented in the prison context undermined the fundamental concepts upon 
which notions of sexuality were based. Comprehensive knowledge of modern sexual 
identity now had to account for variations that transcended the absolutism of the dualistic 
notion of sexuality.  The threat that sex in prisons posed to normative sexuality would 6

create problematic narratives in the contemporary age, challenging mainstream 
heterosexuality in American society.  

III. The Threat of Prison Sexuality  

By the late-twentieth century, sex and sexuality in prison had become a serious concern 
for American society. Prison sex generated questions and evidence that threatened the 
foundations of conventional sexuality.  Thus the institution of the prison, though isolated, 7

permeated the national discourse on homosexuality. The binary upon which 
heterosexuality was legitimized proved to be insubstantial and contextual.  Prison 8

sexuality, by presenting a pattern whereby gendered notions of sexuality were 
considered fluid, promoted the fear that anyone’s sexuality was simply situational. Prison 
illustrated that sexual desires and partner relationships were not stable, thereby placing 
heterosexuality in a problematic realm of uncertainty.  Thus, gendered dichotomies of 9

 Ibid., 43. 3

 Ibid., 46.  4

 Regina Kunzel, Criminal Intimacy: Prison and the Uneven History of Modern Sexuality, (Chicago: 5

The University of Chicago Press, 2008), 33.  
 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punishment: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan, 6

(London: Penguin Books, 1991), 85.  
 Ibid., 81.  7

 Ibid.,  8.  8

 Ibid., 109.  9
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masculinity and femininity, in order to support heterosexual norms, had to be reimagined 
in the context of sex in prison.  

In the late-twentieth century, interpretations of sexual violence in men’s prisons began to 
permeate American social and sexual discourse.  In the aftermath of the civil rights and 10

the black power movements, tense race relations became the primary explanation for 
prison rape. Thus, a defining feature of the narrative that emerged during this period was 
that sexual violence, and therefore sex and sexuality in the prison context, were 
intersected with race.  Political and social rhetoric reconceptualized the basis of sex in 11

prison from terms of “sexual desire, drive, and identity” to terms of “anger, aggression, 
and power.”  Existing narratives of the “hypersexual” black male aggressor and 12

interracial rape (mainly of white women by black men) were re-written for the prison.  13

African American men were marked as the perpetrators of sexual violence in 
penitentiaries and white men as the victims. Race narratives dominated discussions of 
prison sex in order to present the matter as a political issue, rather than a question of 
sexuality.  For the purposes of reconciling fluid prison sexuality with distinct and fixed 14

notions of homosexuality and heterosexuality, a focus on the prison sexual violence of 
black men upheld conventional notions of gender and (hetero)sexuality in broader 
society.      15

However, these narratives put forth by prison experts, scholars, and officials contradict 
the perceptions of some living within the realm of incarceration. To highlight this, Parker 
and Wooden interviewed seven correctional officers. In response to the question “have 
you ever found any one race more prone to engage in prison sexual conduct than the 
others,” six officers answered that for the most part, they had not noticed such a 
pattern.  Contemporary scholars who have looked at the problem of racial rape in prison 16

 Ibid., 103-104.10

 Ibid., 181. 11

 Ibid., 173.12

 Ibid., 169. 13

 Ibid., 174.14

 Ibid., 188-189. Popular understandings of institutions of incarceration facilitated this racial and 15

political reorientation of prison sex and sexuality because the prison was already understood as a 
setting where crimes and degeneracy took place. Prison experts could assert their own authority 
and legitimacy on notions of sexuality because the prison was viewed as a place of illegitimacy. The 
prisoner, by virtue of this hierarchy, could have his sexual acts and identities subjugated to external 
perceptions (see Foucault, Discipline and Punishment, 266-267).  

 Jay Parker and Wayne S. Wooden, Men Behind Bars: Sexual Exploitation in Prison, (New York: 16

Da Capo Press, 1983), 189-204. 
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conclude that black inmates are not the only perpetrators of sexual violence: inmates of 
all backgrounds engage in some form of sexual assault. Furthermore, inmate accounts 
do not support the notion that race relations are the dominant cause of rape.  The 17

discrepancy between this evidence and popular prison narratives illustrate the way that 
fallacies, such as the pathologization of African American men, arise and are reinforced 
when an institutional analysis is used to determine patterns and motives of sex and 
sexuality in prison.

The prevalence and ubiquity of the narrow discourse and perceptions surrounding sex 
and penitentiaries may be ascribed to the fact that institutions of incarceration are in 
many ways places of immobility. The most obvious form of immobility in the prison 
context is that it is a place where inmates are legally and forcibly confined. Within the 
prison gates, inmates face many restraints—from their cells, to being under constant 
surveillance by guards and cameras, to the rigid scheduling of their meals, exercise time, 
and work. From the heavily patrolled and fortified chain linked fences surrounding the 
prison yard to the walls of solitary confinement, prisoners are always aware of their 
physical immobility. This stasis from within results in external paralysis. This is to say that 
because prisoners are disconnected from the outside world, they have little control over 
how they are seen, discussed, and understood by those who do not share their reality. 
They are outside society and virtually without credibility, an audience, agency, or a voice. 
As confined, marginalized persons, they are spoken about but rarely spoken to. This 
phenomenon is represented by the institutional approach which projects external 
understandings onto inmates; it does not deduce conclusions based on inmate accounts. 
A social constructivist approach, on the other hand, seeks to draw conclusions based on 
the ideas, values, norms, language, and concepts that have been developed within the 
prison culture. External perspectives are not applicable; simply the lifestyle factors, 
experiences, and identities of inmates, described by themselves, are considered.  When 18

the social constructivist model is applied to the topic of sexual violence in research, 
certain insights are brought to light that challenge dominant social, political, and 
academic habits of discourse.  

IV. Sexuality and Power Dynamics in Prison Culture  

 Nobuhle R. Chonco, “Sexual Assaults Among Male Inmates: A Descriptive Study,” The Prison 17

Journal 69 (1989): 78-80. 
 Gibson and Hensley, “The Social Construction of Sexuality in Prison,” 356. 18
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From the mid-twentieth century onwards, inmates in America amassed various terms to 
delineate the different types of sexual practices and sexualities found in the prison 
context. This system of classification illustrates the complexities and ambiguities of 
sexuality.  The sexual terminology of the prison gives insight into how ideas of 19

masculinity and femininity are understood. In penitentiaries, the concept of power is 
applied to sexual identity in a way that makes it possible for men to engage in same sex 
relations without compromising their masculinity or “normal” status; in contrast, weak or 
effeminate men who engage in same-sex acts are perceived as deviant.   The active 20

man remains a true male, while the passive man takes on the role of the female.  Thus, 21

hierarchy, as it pertains to queerness and victimization, is the guiding principle governing 
the legitimacy and sexuality of incarcerated men.  

The implications of the construct of sexual power in prison is represented in the following 
interview with a twenty-one year old inmate named “Tim” who assumes the feminine role 
in his relationship to a twenty-three year old man named “Curtis,” the bisexual wolf of the 
relationship. “Tim” and “Curtis” are a pair (couple):   22

(Tim) 
Q: How do you get off?  
A: Curt usually jacks me off.  
Q: Curt jacks you off, is that all?  
A: Well, sometimes when he’s really horny he blows me, but he won’t let 
me come in his mouth.  

 Kunzel, Criminal Intimacy, 48-49.  19

 Ibid., 63.  20

 In his work, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World 21

1890-1940, George Chauncey describes this same notion of masculinity as it related to the working 
class men of New York city. It is therefore understandable that, because much of the prison 
population is comprised of the working class, that similar mentalities and language would be used.  

 The discourse surrounding sexual classification in prisons often uses terms like wolves (jockers) 22

and punks (fairies) to delineate the types of men who engage in same-sex intercourse. Inmate 
narratives cite wolves as the primary sexual aggressors and predators. This characteristic is most 
likely due to the pressure of asserting one’s masculinity in the prison context before one can be 
perceived as a weak target. In contrast, punks are often younger and smaller men with attractive 
feminine features (see Kunzel, Criminal Intimacy, 64-66). Many characteristics define the 
relationship between a wolf and a punk in prison. Such examples are that of emotional and sexual 
reciprocity. The jocker, because he is the masculine figure, is not allowed to show emotion or 
affection to his partner. To do so would be to assume feminine characteristics, thereby undermining 
his masculinity (see Parker and Wooden, Men Behind Bars:, 23). The same holds true for sexual 
acts—the punk is not allowed to initiate, assume the dominant role in, or sometimes even derive 
pleasure from sex. 
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Don’t tell anyone that I told you this. Curt would kill me. 
Q: Have you ever fucked Curt?  
A: Well, I really shouldn’t say anything, but twice he let me screw him. The 
first time he asked me to do it.   23

The power dynamics at play in prison relationships are clearly illustrated in this account. 
The fact that “Tim,” the submissive, is not allowed to disclose the fact that he assumed 
the dominant role in his relationship to “Curtis” highlights the severity of the rules 
governing perceptions of masculinity. Moreover, the underlying danger and coercive 
nature of the relationship between the wolf and punk is made explicit within this 
exchange. Despite the erotic nature of the acts discussed, the inherent inequality of the 
relationship cannot be ignored.  Though the gendered narrative of prison sexuality 24

provides an adequate understanding of proscribed masculinity and femininity for 
inmates, it ultimately confronts those outside of prison with a provocative and 
destabilizing fact: sexual identity is subjective.   

Prisons possess distinct cultures independent of broader society.  Therefore, the prison 25

is a transformative institution that reshapes sexuality.  Within the incarcerated context, 26

inmates construct different cultural codes, symbols, and identities. The application of 
these constructs to their sexual experiences allows prisoners to develop their own 
notions of sexuality. As a result, sex, a defining feature of prison culture, is not conceived 
of in binary terms— instead, it is “idiosyncratic, various, and unsystemic.”  Thus, 27

sexuality and gender as part of the prison culture and the prisoner mentality diverge from 
external society’s normative views because they are not understood as rigid dualities.  

V. Love, Coercion, and Sexual Violence in the Prison Context 

Public and academic accounts of sexual violence in prison became so pervasive and 
explicit that by the twenty-first century, racialized notions of rape had become understood 

 Parker and Wooden, Men Behind Bars, 93.23

 Kunzel, Criminal Intimacy, 26.  24

 Harry Oosterhuis,  “Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s ‘Step-Children of Nature’ Psychiatry and the 25

Making of Homosexual Identity,” in Science and Homosexualities, ed. by Vernon A. Rosario (New 
York: Routledge, 1997), 84.  

 Jason Haslam, Fitting Sentences: Identity in Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Prison 26

Narratives (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), 12. 
 Ibid., 44. 27
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as the predominant type of sex to be found in institutions of incarceration.   These 28

discussions essentially reduced all forms of sex in men’s prisons to rape. Such discourse 
concealed the reality that same-sex relationships behind bars were complex—they 
included vast emotions and different forms of intimacy, warmth, love, and pleasure.  29

Although the institution of the prison does not seem conducive to creating such 
experiences, prisoners still desire familiarities such as affection and companionship. 
Thus, rape evidently does not encompass the full range of sexual experiences that can 
be had in prison, as illustrated by the following interview excerpt from “Flo,” “Tim” and 
“Curtis,” and “Brian”—a forty year old black man who defines himself as a heterosexual 
and his partner, “Monay,” a feminine twenty-two year old black man who delineates 
himself a homosexual:   

(Curtis)  
Q: Have you ever been hooked up with anyone besides Tim?   30

A: Tim and me aren’t really hooked up. We’re just sort of good friends, you 
know. I just sort of look out for him.   31

----------------------  
Q: Do you and Tim get along well? Do you argue or fight much?  
A: Once in a while we get pissed at each other, but nothing really serious. 
He’s a good kid. We get along pretty good.    32

(Tim)  
Q: How would you describe your relationship? Do you love each other?  
A: Gosh, I don’t really know how to answer that. I love Curt, I could really 
love him if he would let it happen. He has feelings for me, I know, because 
sometimes they show through. We have a good relationship. We spend all 
of our time together.    33

 
(Brian)  
Q: Do you love Monay?  

 Kunzel, Criminal Intimacy, 153. In this essay, sexual violence is defined as “forced, non-28

consensual sex under threat of armed or unarmed violence.” See Mark S. Fleisher and Jessie L. 
Krienert, The Myth of Prison Rape: Sexual Culture in American Prisons, (New York: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2009), xiii.  

 Ibid., 185.  29

 In this context, hooked up means to be in a relationship or partnership. However, it does not 30

necessarily denote exclusivity.  
 Parker and Wooden, Men Behind Bars, 89.31

 Ibid., 90.32

 Ibid., 93.33
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A: I don’t know if I would call it love. I really dig her, though.    34

 
(Monay)  
Q: Do you love Brian?   
A: Yeah, I sort of love him.     35

(Flo) 
Q: How would you describe you and Ed’s relationship? 
A: I don’t know. I really dig Ed a lot. He treats me good. We have a good 
understanding, I guess. I don’t know. What can I say?36

 
In each of these exchanges, inmates give accounts of their sexual relationships and the 
ways in which these partnerships foster unique types of love and affection.  The fact is, 37

love, happiness, and pleasure can be conceptualized in a myriad of ways, and can be 
perceived by participants as normal even when presented in a coercive or aggressive 
context.  In contrast to the ubiquitously negative social discourses surrounding prison 38

sexuality, inmate accounts of personal emotions depict the possibility for positive sexual 
narratives within the prison context.   

 The erasure of prison perceptions of sex allows discourses of violence, assault, and 
victimization to dominate discussions of prison culture. In an attempt to disconnect prison 
sexual identity from the normative social perceptions of sexuality, accounts of love within 
the prison are silenced.  Yet inmates create quasi-relationships of marriage or kinship 39

that present an alternative form of family love. Furthermore, sex in prison is not always 
sexual; at times, companionship is the defining characteristic of a prison relationship. 
Some inmates will write letters to each other and express love in a way that is familiar 
even to those outside the context of incarceration.  Thus, it is clear that human 40

connections, that contain certain forms of trust, romance, happiness, and comfort, can 
exist in prisons. However, this realization does not serve to undermine the fact that the 

 Notice the purposeful gendered pronoun in this passage. Brian refers to the feminine to denote 34

Monay’s role in the prison context.  See Parker and Wooden, Men Behind Bars, 81.
 Parker and Wooden, Men Behind Bars, 82.35
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 Alice M. Propper, “Love, Marriage, and Father-Son Relationships Among Male Prisoners,” The 40

Prison Journal 69 (1989): 57-60.   
�44



elements of fear, dominance, and power that pervade prisons make it difficult to 
determine which sexual interactions are consensual, and which are generated by 
different forms of coercion.  True comprehension of prison sexual violence stems from 41

understanding the nuances and complexities of homo-social relationships as they exist in 
the prison context.  

 The exclusion of inmate narratives in discourses surrounding prison sexuality has 
contributed to a lack of historical and cultural understanding concerning sexual 
subjectivity. Traditionally, prison histories have discussed the prison as an institution; little 
space has been made for the voice of the inmate.  However, when agency is given to 42

the prisoner, the personal narratives that emerge often challenge the policies and 
practices that surround conventional understandings of incarceration. Prisoners 
ultimately produce their own knowledge about prison life.  To acknowledge their 43

perspectives is to develop new and unique understandings of sex and sexuality in the 
prison context.  

Prison cultures use narratives of rape as a mechanism for regulating inmate behavior; 
this is why rape tales are so pervasive in the incarceration context.  They present 44

behavioral rules that inmates are meant to follow in order to avoid being subjected to 
physical and sexual abuse.  Since stories are easily disseminated, they are the best 45

way to acclimate newcomers to the prison culture so that they know what constitutes 
proper and problematic behavior. Thus, accounts of rape in prison are about sexual 
violence, but in the prison context they predominantly symbolize community 
knowledge.  The fact that prisoners frequently discuss incidents of rape does not 46

necessarily mean that there are many such occurrences. In the context of the prison, 
rape and sexual violence often possess different cultural interpretations.  To 47

conceptualize prison rape using the sexual violence standards of the general American 

 Kunzel, Criminal Intimacy, 181.  41

 Haslam, Fitting Sentences: Identity in Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Prison Narratives, 42
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society is to overlook how sexuality and identity are understood and enacted within the 
prison context.  

In institutions of incarceration, accounts of sexual violence are not considered abnormal. 
However, there is no standard criteria for determining inmates’ interpretations of sexual 
assault. The differences between consensual sex, coercive sex, and rape are not clearly 
delineated.  In prison culture, rape is subjective because all acts of sexual violence are 48

defined and interpreted based on the context within which they happened. Thus, the 
same act can have a different meaning depending on when and where it happens, and 
who is involved. This is why in one case, inmates may claim that rape or non-consensual 
sex occurred while in another instance, an assault may be viewed as consensual sex.  49

Such delineations vary because they are based on individuals and situations. In prison, 
sexual violence is not an isolated incident. Inmates witness, contextualize, determine, 
and ultimately legitimize the nature of the violence; they determine who is relegated to 
the parties of victim and perpetrator, of weak and powerful, of feminine and masculine. 
Prison violence, though frequent, requires explanation. It is these explanations that 
attempt to rationalize the violence, not as a random event, but as a consequence for 
violating a norm of prison culture.  Thus, the way inmates determine what constitutes 50

rape ultimately rest on perceptions of the victim and perpetrator.   

The majority of the time, the logic of prison culture blames the victim of a sexual assault. 
This is due to the gendered way in which sex and sexual identity are understood.  If an 51

inmate is sexually victimized, the general consensus is that they allowed themselves to 
be raped because they are weak.  A victim of prison sexual violence is categorized in 52

the following ways: as someone who is inherently homosexual and has yet to come out; 
as someone who wanted it—the implication being that those who do not want to engage 
in sex are able to fight off their assailant; or as someone who asks to be assaulted 
because they enjoy passivity and abuse during sex.  Since the victim of sexual violence 53

is often viewed as a perpetrator of their own misfortune, inmates can find it difficult to 
judge whether a rape actually occurred. However, once it becomes clear that the victim 

 Ibid., 53.  48

 Ibid., 83-84.  49

 Richard S. Jones and Thomas J. Schmid, “Inmates’ Conceptions of Prison Sexual Assault,” The 50
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of a sexual attack was in no way personally responsible for what happened to them, the 
assault is deemed a rape.  These exchanges with “Flo,” a twenty-four year old 
effeminate, black prisoner and “Tim,” a twenty-one year old white man illustrate how 
extensive understandings and perceptions of sexual assault in prison are:  

(Flo) 
Q: Tell me about the three times you were pressured into having sex since 
you have been here in prison.  A: It happened the first time when I was on 
fish row. This dude came into my room and he pulled out his cock and it 
was hard and he wanted me to suck it and so I just did it.  
Q: You didn’t want to?  
A: No, he was a real asshole, and I didn’t like him. He had been bothering 
me for several days. I just did it to get him out of my room.   54

 
(Tim)  
Q: How about at Chino? Did you have any sexual experiences there? 
A: Chino was the pits. God that place is fucked. I was really scared. The 
guy I was in a cell with was in for murder. He started driving on me the first 
night. He threatened to beat me up. He could have done it too. He was 
about six feet three inches tall. I was really afraid of him so I gave him 
what he wanted.   55

--------------------  
Q: What happened when you got here?  
A: The guys would push their way into my room and demand blowjobs.  
Q: Did you do it?  
A: What else could I do?  With some of them I didn’t mind but a lot of them 
were real creeps.  
Q: Did any of them fuck you?  
A: Yes, I’d usually try to give them blowjobs, but sometimes they forced me 
to let them screw me.  
Q: By forced do you mean that they physically assaulted you or just 
threatened you?  
A: Yeah, they would threaten me. A couple of times they would grab me 
and push me around and I would give in.  56

In contemporary American society, the incidents described above would be categorized 
as rape. However, within the prison context, these encounters were not labelled as such. 
“Flo” and “Tim,” because they were homosexuals, would likely have been perceived by 
other inmates as inviting their assailants to assault them. If the inmate community was 

 Parker and Wooden, Men Behind Bars, 87.54

 Ibid., 92.55

 Ibid. 56
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not going to view these acts of sexual coercion as rape, the victims would likely refrain 
from doing so as well. Moreover, “Flo” and “Tim,” confined within the prison social 
structures of race, gender, age, and sexuality, would be unwilling to use the term rape (or 
even assault) to denote their experience because to do so would be to makes 
themselves seem weaker in the eyes of other prisoners, potentially creating 
opportunities for more problems in the future.  

 Assailants would also refrain from denoting their actions as rape because other inmates 
may interpret the act as illegitimate. In prison, sexual assault is only beneficial to the 
perpetrator as a representation of their power if it is not viewed by other inmates in a 
negative light, but simply as conformance to prison norms. These instances involve 
turnout artists, who initiate others into their first sexual experience in prison under the 
pretext that they might find it enjoyable; transactions, the fair exchange of sex for 
protection or product; and bootie-bandits, those seen as playing a game where sex with 
the pursued inmate is the ultimate prize.  However, if a perpetrator is denoted as a 57

rapist, inmates may choose to perceive them as weak because they had to forcefully 
acquire sex—a real man would have been able to convince the other person to engage 
in sexual relations with him willingly.  Thus, the assailant is placed at the bottom of the 58

social hierarchy because they have violated prison rules. They become marginalized, 
ostracized, and liable to assault. Due to the contingent nature of how rape is viewed and 
the danger it poses if adversely understood, most incarcerated persons are wary of 
being labelled rapists. Thus a more nuanced form of immobility in the prison is seen in 
regards to the laws governing sexual acts. Although these rules vary throughout different 
penitentiaries and are subject to change over time, rigid adherence to them, under threat 
of personal harm, is necessary, thereby placing further restraints on inmates.

V. Conclusion   

 This essay illustrates how a historical analysis that utilizes the social constructivist 
method can accentuate and rectify misconceptions and omissions in narratives about 
prison sexuality, thereby depicting how the boundaries of sexuality and gender are 
broken down in the prison space. This work illustrates that historians must continue to 
push the boundaries of understanding sexual narratives, practices, and identities. 
Innovative, interdisciplinary scholarship is necessary if the nuances and complexities of 

 Fleisher and Krienert, The Myth of Prison Rape, 78-79. 57

 Ibid., 76. 58
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marginalized groups, who are too often ignored, silenced, or deprived of their agency are 
to be understood. They have much to tell about who they are and how they view the 
world in which they live. Further areas for research are the intersectional relationship 
between race, gender, and sexuality, as these intersects shape the narratives of 
interracial sex and sexuality in prison and how prison sexualities rework and diverge 
from historical queer and civilian sexual identities, adding to a larger dialogue about the 
development of these roles in the broader American society. 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Alfred the Great’s Translation of Gregory’s 
Liber Regulae Pastoralis: A Critical 
Exploration of the Parameters of Textual 
Authority in Ninth Century England

Christopher Steward

‘One day, therefore, when his mother was showing him and his brothers a 
book of English poetry which she held in her hand, she said “I shall give 
this book to whichever one of you can learn it the fastest.” Spurred on by 
these words, or rather by divine inspiration, and attracted by the beauty 
of the initial letter in the book, Alfred spoke as follows in reply to his 
mother, forestalling his brothers (ahead in years though not in ability): “Will 
you really give this book to the one of us who can understand it the 
soonest and recite it you?” Whereupon, smiling with pleasure she 
reassured him, saying: “Yes, I will.” He immediately took the book from her 
hand, went to his teacher and learnt it. When it was learnt he took it back 
to his mother and recited it.’

Taken from Asser’s Life of King Alfred, xxiii

***

Asser’s Life of King Alfred is nothing but hagiographical in its treatment of its subject. 
Despite the biographer’s intense level of personal respect for Alfred’s person and 
accomplishments, The Life of King Alfred remains a vital document in discerning 
accurate details of Alfred’s personality. The above passage acts as the symbolic ‘origin 
myth’ for the so-called ‘Alfredian Renaissance,’ a program of cultural and educational 
revival instigated by Alfred in the 880’s to combat the perceived decline in learning 
following decades of Viking raids. Asser prefigures Alfred as a Renaissance man, 
centuries before the term even entered Western popular discourse. Here was a man who 
(according to Asser) “frequently read aloud from books in English,” listened daily to 
“divine services and mass” but all the while did not refrain from “directing the government 
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of the kingdom.”  The most notable of these qualities, for the purpose of my research, 1

was Alfred’s unquenchable thirst for knowledge, and in this sense the above passage 
presents the perfect introduction to the themes explored in this paper. The depiction of a 
young scholarly-minded Alfred, the presence of divine inspiration, even the compelling 
beauty of the “initial letter” will be drawn together in an attempt to establish the 
parameters of textual authority. More precisely, this will be an attempt at discerning the 
capacity for Alfred’s vernacular translation of the Pastoral Care to act as a conduit 
through which to channel political prerogatives upon a nascent literate society. Hence, 
this paper also seeks to explore translation as a medium through which to catalyze and 
institute change in linguistically divided cultures. The aim of the Alfredian process can 
essentially be reduced to two fundamental questions. What values and ideas was Alfred 
attempting to impose through his promotion of textual culture? And, how did he go about 
doing this? In order to establish some parameters through which to examine these 
questions, I will be adopting a tripartite, multi-disciplinary approach drawing upon 
sociological, linguistic and codicological methods of analysis. Alfred’s innovations in the 
realm of book history necessitate nothing other than such a broad, comprehensive 
approach, particularly given the scarcity and questionable provenance of much of the 
available contemporary source material.

I. The Formation of the Angelcynn: Proto-Nationalism and a 
Kingdom United by Christianity?

Before launching into any analysis of the linguistic, rhetorical and technological 
innovations underpinning Alfred’s translation of the Regulae Pastoralis Liber, some effort 
must be made to establish a contextual framework through which to examine the desired 
effect of Alfred’s vernacular text. Introducing the concept of the “nation” is inherently 
anachronistic when studying the 9th century. The concept of “nationalism” as we know it 
today arguably only came into existence at the turn of the 18th century, following the 
collective effervescence of the French Revolution and the sacralization of the “nation” by 
the body politic.  I do not wish to overlay such concepts of nationalism (in the modern 2

sense) upon my analysis of Anglo-Saxon proto-nationalism. The ‘kingdom’ that Alfred 

 John Asser and Simon Keynes, Alfred the Great: Asser's Life of King Alfred and Other 1
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ruled over in the 880s, even after his extensive military campaigns, was extremely 
fragmented in a way that cannot be understood from a modern sociological outlook. 
Instead, Sarah Foote has provided the most cohesive approach to viewing nationalism 
through an Alfredian lens. Drawing upon Gellner’s concept of nationalism as “primarily a 
principle which holds that the political and national unit should be congruent,”  she 3

perhaps takes advantage of Gellner’s sympathy towards the idea that forms of nationalist 
sentiment might exist in pre-modern societies. This being said, adopting elements of 
modern sociological frameworks, when exercised with the correct degree of historical 
sensitivity, can be extremely helpful in explaining the dynamics of power and unity in the 
areas ruled by Alfred. Gellner seems like the most obvious starting point, particularly 
given the stress he places upon the function of education as the most important tool for 
nation building and his contention that this process is brought about by the imposition of 
principles from a “high” culture to a “low” one.  But as Sarah Foote points out, despite 4

Alfred’s attempts at reinforcing an insular collective memory through drawing together 
the separate strands of regional histories in his translation of Bede’s Historia 
Ecclesiastica,  “the creation of one political unit at this period was hindered by the 
fissiparous nature of the early Anglo-Saxon state, and the vigour of regional 
separatism.”   5

History, as the memory of collective struggle, was clearly a very tentative premise upon 
which to base any appeal to fledgling national sentiment in the 9th century. However, as 
evidenced by the religious nature of the majority of Alfred’s translations, religion 
presented a more viable option than ethnicity or language. Gregory himself had initiated 
the Christian conversion process in the British Isles as early as the year 590 and the 
prominence of Christianity across the Saxon kingdoms allowed for the creation of a more 
universalistic “origin myth” for the protean English nation. Hence, if we are to adopt any 
kind of sociological model to aid our understanding of what Alfred might have perceived 
as national unity, it should be one that incorporates religious nationalism. As Foote notes, 
the blurring of religious ideals and political prerogatives was hardly a novel concept in 

 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 53. 3
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the Ninth Century.  The popularity of  “ministerial” rulership, imbued with Solomonic 6

wisdom is corroborated by the precedent set by Carolingian and Merovingian rulers, but 
as I will elaborate upon later, Alfred was able to render such concepts applicable to more 
than just the ecclesiastical order.  Whilst Foote invokes twentieth century theorists such 7

as Gellner and Anderson to reinforce her argument, I will instead draw upon more recent 
studies in religious nationalism so as to shed light upon Alfred’s textual manipulation of 
pro-nationalist sentiment.

Philip Barker, in his recent study of religious nationalism in modern Europe, identifies two 
main components behind the establishment of religious nationalist sentiment, namely the 
emergence of a religious frontier and the presence of a perceived threat from the 
“other.”  The persistent menace of Viking raiders during the 8th century fulfilled both 8

these criteria, and Alfred was keenly aware of the potential for exploiting the obvious 
pagan threat the Vikings were able to provide. The ravaged material and spiritual state of 
the land is thus attributed to the Vikings, but also to the general decline in learning that 
Alfred laments in his Prose Preface to the Pastoral Care. “Remember what punishments 
befell us in this world when we ourselves did not cherish learning nor transmit it to other 
men. We were Christians in name alone, and very few of us possessed Christian 
virtues,”  he warns. Recent work by historians of medieval literature has indicated that 9

Alfred’s description of this decline in learning was somewhat exaggerated, citing the 
existence of at least seventeen different Latin codices and strong evidence that many 
named communities escaped the Vikings.  Nevertheless, this “acknowledgment of a 10

Common Christianity” was crucially linked with the vitality and strength of the kingdom 11

against the Vikings by Alfred, formed in opposition to the “threat” and “religious frontier” 
indicated by Barker’s model. In correspondingly associating the strength of the Christian 
faith with the importance of learning and received wisdom stressed by the Gregorian 
worldview, Alfred was able to manufacture an explicit teleology that established 
education as pivotal to constructing the ideal of national fortitude. In effectively 
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monopolizing education, I argue that Alfred was able to widely disseminate his vision of 
political authority; a vision that encapsulated both the Gregorian view that “power itself 
was the fundamental source of obligation and moral restraint”  and allowed him to 12

impose cultural, legal and linguistic unity in an age when full political unity was but a 
distant reality. But how exactly was Alfred to utilize the written word to further such aims? 
Furthermore, how effectively could Alfred exploit the medium of text at a time when 
illiteracy was the norm amongst the laity?

II. Translation, Transcription and the Transformation of Alfredian 
Rhetoric 

The verb “to translate” did not enter the English language until the fourteenth century at 
the earliest. The Old English word for the process was (a)wendan, literally meaning “to 
turn.”  So whilst there might have been no lexical precedent from which Alfred could 13

draw upon in his Prose Preface to the translation of the Pastoral Care, he was very much 
aware of the magnitude of his decision to “turn into the language that we can all 
understand certain books that are most necessary for all men to know.”  Translation into 14

the vernacular posed its own unique set of challenges. Alfred had tasked himself and his 
team of scholarly advisors with maintaining the integrity and full meaning of Gregory’s 
original, and converting this into a written representation that could convey all of this in a 
way that would resonate with lay folk. As if his translation of the Pastoral Care was not 
seminal enough, its preface was groundbreaking for its time. Here was an example of 
Old English prose that conveyed all of Alfred’s personality, political acumen and wisdom 
in a text that did not deal with narrative or translation but with intellectual concerns.  At 15

its heart was a persuasive use of rhetoric that engaged with both Latin and vernacular 
written tradition, a befitting way for the king to introduce his translation to the bishops it 
was sent to, heralding the beginning of his educational reforms. His preface even 
mimicked the stylistic trappings and structure of early papal epistles, arranging its 

 Pratt, Political Thought, 151. 12
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content sequentially from the Protocol or salutation, through to the Proem and 
concluding in a petition and some final clauses.  16

His decision to send these early translations to members of the clergy was obviously 
tactical. During the latter parts of the ninth century, the greatest obstacle to educational 
reform was not the lack of a literate population but the lack of teachers – those with the 
ability to understand Latin and to engage with the study of liberal arts popularized on the 
continent.  Alfred was highly aware of this, and emphasized the importance of teaching 17

in his preface, indicating that his educational reforms were to encourage literacy “so that 
all the free-born young men now in England who have the means to apply themselves to 
it, may be set to learning.” Furthermore, he adds that “thereafter one may instruct in 18

Latin those whom one wishes to teach further and wishes to advance to holy orders.”  19

Not only is there an established sense of linguistic hierarchy implicit in this statement, but 
also an indication of what could be defined as Alfredian social mobility. In outlining what 
he viewed as “necessary for all men to know”, Alfred was effectively able to sculpt the 
curriculum of future office holders. In this sense, it hardly mattered that most of the 
population would never engage with his work. What mattered was that Alfred was able to 
form a lasting intellectual impression upon the segment of society that he considered to 
be instrumental in exercising ministerial authority. 

Whilst there has been a great deal of debate surrounding the degree of Alfred’s personal 
involvement in the translation process, there can be little doubt that the curation of 
translated texts was very much a personal undertaking. The Pastoral Care was written 
by Gregory to John, Bishop of Ravenna, in response to John’s queries concerning the 
moral obligations of the clergy. The didactic nature of Gregory’s text served an obvious 
moralizing function in the context of ninth century England, but also revealed some of 
Alfred’s personal character in its selection and to a lesser extent through the act of 
translation. Textual scholars have noted how Alfred in fact produced a relatively close 
translation, but there are some differences brought about by this process. Some of this 
can be attributed to scribal variation, which I will address later. Most of the variations that 
can be attributed to Alfred or his helpers were purely for the purpose of clarity. As William 
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Brown Jr. notes, “long Latin sentences, heavy with nouns and participles are broken up” 
into “combinations of short clauses,” which is stylistically consistent with his translation of 
Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy . Furthermore, it is clear from Alfred’s translation 20

that less-accessible aspects of the Latin diction were toned down for the purpose of 
comprehension. The Latin “veritas” is replaced by the Old English “Crist” consistently 
throughout, for example. Whilst an argument could be made that Alfred oversimplified 
such terms so as not to conflate objective truth with Christianity, it seems far more 
plausible that such amendments were for the sake of clarity. Additionally, as Richard 
Clement has pointed out, foreign or biblical imagery is often substituted for more familiar 
diction, as in the rendering of “mala punica” (Literally translatable as “the rosy evils” - no 
doubt a reference to the biblical fruit of knowledge) as “red apples.”  Hence, Alfred’s 21

translation can be seen as relatively literal in comparison to his translation of the 
Consolation of Philosophy, indicating that the king considered it of major importance that 
the text be as straightforward and uncomplicated as possible, particularly when factoring 
in the inevitability of its transmission orally. Furthermore, it must be considered that Old 
English prose was best suited to the writing of history and narrative, and that attempting 
to translate the more abstract, metaphysical aspects of The Pastoral Care would no 
doubt have been challenging even for a more accomplished scholar of Latin than Alfred. 
The emphasis placed on clarity in this instance actually complements the didactic nature 
of the text, indicating that any discrepancies in translation represented a purely utilitarian 
outlook. 

Despite the emphasis placed on uniformity and clarity in Alfred’s translation, the process 
of transcription was responsible for some level of variation. Alfred commanded in his 
Verse Preface that scribes should “produce more copies from the exemplar”  and at a 22

time before the era of mechanical production, there was certainly some margin for 
human error. Recent studies have shown for example that more recent copies of the 
Pastoral Care manuscript appeared to be more linguistically archaic than earlier 
versions.  Out of the six surviving manuscripts, only one version (version C ii as it is 23

 William H. Brown, “Method and Style in the Old English ‘Pastoral Care,’” The Journal of English 20
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known) features multiple transcription errors, to the point where the original meaning 
becomes unclear. Dorothy Horgan attributes this to the possible persistence of plague 
amongst the tenth century monastic order that the manuscript was attributed to.  24

Furthermore she acknowledges the scriptural challenges posited by vernacular 
translation, a style that invited modernization and a somewhat relaxed style, noting that: 
“the conversion of spoken language features of the scribal dialect is most evident in 
works designed for popular, rather than learned, consumption.”  Alfred’s translation 25

hence presented a dichotomy, which meant that scribes had to preserve the theological 
weight of the original text and imbue it with a degree of clarity that lent itself being read 
aloud. Similarly to the process of translation, transcription did not provide any serious 
scope for doctrinal modification, and again, any modifications that were made can safely 
be attributed to the aforementioned utilitarian spirit that characterized Alfred’s educational 
reforms. 

Given the absence of any apparent ulterior motive in the acts of translation and 
transcription, it is important to note that on a conceptual level, The Pastoral Care 
encapsulates both Alfred’s personal ethos as a ruler, as well as the values he wished to 
instill upon those in positions of power. As aforementioned, the moral narrative of the text 
can be reduced to the idea that  “power itself was the fundamental source of obligation 
and moral restraint,”  indicated by chapter titles such as “Concerning the Burden of 26

Government, and How the Ruler Must Despise All Hardships and Must Recoil From Any 
Sense of Security.”  The context in which Alfred was to disseminate his translation of 27

The Pastoral Care implied a certain universality that belied the purely ecclesiastical 
nature of the original text. This universality meant that the conceptual value of the text 
was applicable not just to the clergy but to all office holders – be they Ealdormen, 
Reeves or Thegns. Hence, the decision to undertake the translation of this text can be 
seen as a somewhat transparent rendering of Alfred’s political thought. 

III. “Alfredian Technology”

Finally, in order to fully establish the parameters of textuality during the Alfredian 
Renaissance, some attention must be paid to the development of “Alfredian Technology” 

 Ibid, 125.24

 Ibid, 110.25
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– the process by which Alfred was able to convey meaning in the copies of his translation 
through more than just words. Adapting a classic Episcopal manual for the purpose of 
promoting vernacular literacy was no easy task. Yet it was also one of great symbolic 
significance for Alfred, given Asser’s insistence that “he could not satisfy his craving for 
what he desired the most, namely the liberal arts.”  The codicological methods that 28

Alfred was to employ demonstrated a certain originality of thought that was without 
precedent, and allowed those values he cherished most to be conveyed through form 
and function. 

The first and most obvious example of such codicological considerations was the 
absence of illustration in all the manuscripts of Alfred’s translation. Whilst illumination and 
manuscript decoration were not necessarily commonplace amongst codices at the time, 
the absence of adornment in these manuscripts is indicative of a certain strand of 
Alfredian thought and appropriate given the didacticism inherent in the Pastoral Care. 
From what we have encountered thus far, it is clear that Alfred attached a great deal of 
significance to the wisdom rooted in textual understanding. The Christian faith revolved 
around a culture of scriptural primacy that was to culminate in the doctrine of Sola 
Scriptura during the Reformation, and Alfred embodied this belief in the moral and 
spiritual efficacy of the written text. Particularly when we consider that Alfred’s effective 
monopoly on education allowed him to wield a huge amount of creative agency over all 
aspects of manuscript production. The absence of illustration is characteristic of a 
recurring theme in Alfredian political thought: one that attempted to reconcile material 
concerns with spiritual considerations and posited materiality as both antithetical to and 
harmonious with the wisdom derived from the written text. 

The most interesting aspect of the development of so-called “Alfredian technology” is 
what Pratt refers to as Ædificia, in the excellent chapter of his book he devotes to Alfred’s 
material innovations. Loosely defined as portable objects that accompanied parallel 
developments in book production, these Æedificia took many forms. Most notable 
amongst surviving artifacts is the famous “Alfred Jewel,” which has in turn come to 
symbolize an entire era of Anglo-Saxon craftsmanship. Such objects were of a dualistic 
function, partly intended to replace many of the precious treasures plundered by the 
Vikings in the years preceding Alfred’s victory at Edington, but they also allowed tangible 

 Ibid., 75.28
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associations to be made between physical skill and learned improvement.  In this sense, 29

the form and function of such Ædificia represented how the physical was intended to 
supplement the spiritual, all the while crafting a new material culture that was distinctively 
Alfredian. The term Ædificia itself was coined by Asser to describe such treasures, in 
stark contrast to its usual connotations of buildings and structures. This choice of 
translation was no doubt intentional, and historians have attributed it to the metaphorical 
construction of a temple of learning, but the term also resonates with the establishment 
of the burghal system, reinforcing the symbolic intertwining of educational and structural 
renewal.  30

These Ædificia took many forms, but of those that have survived into modernity, three 
stand out as distinctively Alfredian innovations. The aforementioned “Alfredian Jewel”, 
the candle clock and the Fuller Brooch were all imbued with significant symbolic virtue 
and their production can be traced back in some way or form to Alfred himself. After 
decades of historical contention, it can safely be assumed that the  “Alfred Jewel” was in 
fact the head of an æstel or reading stick. Alfred makes reference to these æstel in his 
Prose Preface, stating that they were to accompany each copy of his translation and that 
each was worth the sum of fifty mancuses.  Already, we can perceive some of Alfred’s 31

intention behind the distribution of such artifacts, as their symbolic value was inherently 
linked with each æstel’s considerable monetary value. The jewel also bears the 
inscription AELFED MEC HEHT GEWYRCAN (“Alfred ordered me to be made”), clearly 
attributing its production to the king itself and further emphasizing the degree of royal 
involvement. 

Other Ædificia bear less obvious but still tangible signs of Alfred’s influence. The candle 
clock represented an ingenious solution to the perennial issue of time management. 
Alfred, as with most ninth century rulers, considered it imperative that he struck the right 
balance between time spent on private devotion and secular affairs, and the temporal 
divisions marked clearly on the wood and ox-horn lantern allowed him to do this with 
renewed precision. The candle clock hence provided a source of illumination, both 
physical and mental, its functions “intimate and literate, implying far more than self-
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regulation,” and cast a distinctly Gregorian light upon all the king’s daily transactions.  32

Finally, the unprecedented iconographic sophistication of the Fuller Brooch allowed 
Alfredian principles to be imbued in an object that encapsulated the intimacy of everyday 
life. It’s didactic imagery “led the observer back to the royal written word, through 
depiction of man’s route to wisdom, playfully situated against sensory gesture.” In this 33

sense, all the Ædificia acted as material embodiments of values, be they secular, 
religious and/or spiritual, that Alfred considered as crucial to West Saxon political culture 
as those books he deemed “necessary for all men to know.” 

IV. Conclusion 

My analysis thus far has been able to reveal the multiplicity in approaches Alfred was 
able to take in appropriating the written text, its form and pre-existing historical and 
sociological conditions so as to promote a literate society. His exploitation of textual 
culture, in an age before mass mechanical culture can be seen as nothing short of 
masterful. Here was a ruler that valued the doctrinal principles of scripture and the 
authority of the written word itself, whilst maintaining an awareness of extratextual 
innovation and the power harnessed by the development of mental technology. Alfred 
was able to work within the precedent set by Carolongian and Merovingian rulers, 
drawing upon established Episcopal (particularly Gregorian) moral and spiritual 
frameworks and to transpose them into a secular key – thus complementing the 
increased accessibility of literature afforded by vernacular translation. His methods are 
hence clearly identifiable enough, but what of the ideas and principles he was trying to 
promote?

The actual rendering of Gregory’s Pastoral Care into the vernacular betrays very little of 
any ulterior motives for vernacular translation other than the obvious benevolent, 
utilitarian reasons outlined multiple times by Asser and by Alfred himself in his verse and 
prose prefaces.  An analysis of the translated version of The Consolation of Philosophy 
is perhaps more useful in this regard given the more substantial modifications in 
meaning brought about by the act of translation. Certainly, one driving force behind 
Alfred’s undertaking of the great task of translation must have been a genuine scholarly 
passion, some higher epistemological calling that required him to play the role of pastor 
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over a fragmented flock of dumb, disparate sheep. The decision to translate the Pastoral 
Care neatly supplements this view but also opens up a personal dimension to textual 
curation. In essence, the dissemination of Alfred’s translations into literate society was to 
emphasise the importance of wisdom amongst those in positions of authority. The 
Gregorian worldview that permeated everything from the translation itself to the symbolic 
objects accompanying it, also served to portray Alfred as a moral exemplum. Assuming 
this role of the “author” implicitly heightened this sense of Alfredian exceptionalism: he 
had undergone trials and tribulations in his lifetime, but had stayed fast to his principles. 
Such Gregorian principles are represented in the symbolic marriage of material and 
spiritual culture in the Ædifica. As the “author” of translated texts, this belief that 
prioritized wisdom above almost everything else placed Alfred at the epicentre of an 
emerging culture of literacy. In this sense, Alfred could be seen as more than just 
rationally utilitarian: I would argue that there was a mimetic desire inherent in the 
ambition of his translation project. This desire drove him to emulate not just the rulers 
preceding him, but to go one further. The keen epistemological curiosity he developed 
from a young age meant that it was the original authors of his translated texts instead, 
who became the moral standard to which he held himself up to. This to me poses the 
most viable solution to the question of Alfred’s aims in translation. The aforementioned 
concept of Alfredian social mobility might also be considered, but seems less likely given 
the short life expectancy of ninth century rulers. 
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The Self-Declared Prophet: Moving Beyond 
Atatürk in Modern Turkish Historiography

Melis Çağan

For freedom, we know, is a thing that we have to conquer afresh for 
ourselves every day, like love; and we are always losing freedom, just as 
we are always losing love, because after each victory, we think we can 
settle down and enjoy it without further struggle...The battle of freedom is 
never done, and the field never quite.1

-Henry W. Nevinson

The defeat of the First World War left a very weak Ottoman state, with the victors plotting 
to split the land among them. The “sick man of Europe” seemed to be on the brink of 
death. It seemed unlikely that the people of Anatolia (Asia Minor), who had already 
suffered a great deal during World War I, would have the strength to resist the partition of 
their land. Yet in a matter of five years, the Turkish Republic was founded and Anatolia 
was preserved as a unified, independent state, though who got to be a part of 
constructing this new state is a different question. The “Turkish War of Independence” 
took place between 1919 and 1922, and the Turkish Republic was declared on 29 
October 1923. Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, whose narrative of the War of Independence is 
considered authoritative Turkish historiography to this day, led the movement. This paper 
begins by contextualizing the autobiography of Atatürk, and considers the political 
motives behind it. It then moves on to discuss the construction of Mustafa Kemal as a 
prophet-like personality, and introduces two alternative narratives that compliment and 
criticize Atatürk’s Nutuk. Finally, it argues for the importance of including narratives other 
than Atatürk’s memoir while constructing a historiography of the founding of modern 
Turkey.

 Quoted in Halide Edib, The Turkish Ordeal, (London: John Murray, 1928), 317.1
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I. Nutuk as a Nation-Building Force

Mustafa Kemal Atatürk wrote the story of the Turkish War of Independence as a speech, 
which he gave to the Turkish Grand National Assembly over five days between 15 and 
20 October 1927. This speech was later transcribed into a book, appropriately named 
Nutuk (The Speech), and is considered the foundational text on the history of the modern 
Turkish state. Nutuk discusses the struggle of the Turkish people against the Allied 
Forces, and particularly the political and military leadership of Mustafa Kemal “with much 
hyperbole,”  placing Mustafa Kemal at the center of the War of Independence and 2

erasing the contributions of other members of the independence struggle. The 
development of Mustafa Kemal as a sacred figure in Nutuk is explored in the next 
section; however it is important to start with a consideration of the implications of Nutuk 
as a text. 

What sets Nutuk apart from other memoirs of Turkish generals or political leaders is the 
historiographical claims it makes and the reception of these claims in the Turkish state. 
Mustafa Kemal wrote Nutuk with the explicit aim of helping future generations construct 
the history of the War of Independence. In this sense, it was very much a part of the 
nationalist project, and one of the means through which Turkish identity was to be 
developed after the fall of the Ottoman Empire. The whole narrative reads as a 
justification of actions taken during the War of Independence, particularly by Mustafa 
Kemal, and Nutuk is still viewed by many scholars as the foundation for the official 
historiography of the Turkish Republic.  Hülya Adak makes a distinction between history 3

and myth, and argues that Nutuk can be considered a myth in the sense that it is “not 
only a ‘model of’ but also a ‘model for’ reality, and is laden with authority in a given 
society while history is not.”  Placing Nutuk as a myth is important because myths, much 4

like political slogans and ancestral invocations, enable the mobilization of a certain group 
around an idea. Though to a certain extent all history is myth, Nutuk was written not as a 
historical text but as a political speech, yet with the aim “to facilitate the writing of Turkish 
history.”  5

 Hülya Adak, "National Myths and Self-Na(rra)tions: Mustafa Kemal's Nutuk and Halide Edib's 2

Memoirs and The Turkish Ordeal," South Atlantic Quarterly (2003) no. 102 (2/3): 509.
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This historiographical claim is problematic due to the fact that it was seen as the 
authoritative voice on the Turkish War of Independence, and is still held in higher regard 
than other narratives. Adak argues that “Nutuk’s claim to history was supported by the 
incorporation of a plethora of historical documents, and for decades the ‘interpretation’ of 
documents by the narrator was taken as synonymous with historical fact” (emphasis 
mine).  This speaks to a larger problem in Turkish history that views Mustafa Kemal as 6

an objective voice despite being a major figure in the history he is narrating. The illusion 
of Nutuk as an objective narrative is shattered once one realizes that most of the cited 
historical documents are telegrams written by Mustafa Kemal himself. Moreover, these 
telegrams are often presented as “explanations” for controversial situations. One such 
exchange is between Mustafa Kemal and his fellow general Kazım Karabekir. A brief 
summary of Karabekir’s telegram is included in the main narrative of the Nutuk with 
comments by Mustafa Kemal:

I received a personal code from Kazım Karabekir Pasha on September 
17th, 1919. This code, which was written in a very sincere and brotherly 
manner, included two reminders. Kazım Karabekir Pasha: “My dear 
Pasha, the statements and notices that are sent from [the delegation in] 
Sivas are sometimes signed as the Representative Council and 
sometimes as you personally... You must believe and trust that these 
notices that are sent out in your name are being sincerely criticised even 
by those who respect and love you the most. You must realize what kind of 
an effect this will have and what kind of a response it will provoke. Thus I 
would like to ask that you always send out the decisions of the 
Representative Council and the Congress anonymously, only signed as 
the Representative Council.” The telegram ended with these words: “It is 
for the benefit of the country that your Excellency is not represented alone. 
I hope that these requests, which have been presented unanimously (It 
has not been possible until this day to learn who the people or 
organization who voted on this were), are found well.”7

After summarizing Kazım Karabekir Pasha’s telegram, Mustafa Kemal acknowledges 
that these are important concerns that should be addressed and explained. However, the 
only explanation that he provides is the telegram that he wrote in response to Karabekir 
at the time, where he does not actually address the concerns that were raised. The 
telegram is presented as an explanation to the very valid concerns of Karabekir and 

 Ibid.6
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others, but without any comments or follow-ups to the situation. This reflects how 
Mustafa Kemal is seen as a supreme authority, and how his thoughts are perceived to be 
synonymous with objective facts. Additionally, alternative narratives of the Turkish War of 
Independence and the first years of modern Turkey were banned or ignored for decades. 
For example, Kazim Karabekir’s memoir was banned when it was first published in 1933, 
which will be explained later in this paper.  This gave Nutuk a monopoly over the 8

historiography of the Turkish War of Independence.

Another way in which the Nutuk-as-myth functions is through the “Address to the Youth” 
at the end of the text. This section has the air of nationalist propaganda and was 
arguably written with the aim to instil Turkish nationalism in younger generations. It has a 
militaristic tone that encourages antagonism towards those who do not fit the constructed 
ideal of the Turkish citizen, who was expected to assimilate to Turkish culture and adopt 
the secular lifestyle imposed by the new state. Mustafa Kemal begins his address with 
“Turkish youth!” which already alienates those who do not identify as Turkish. This 
salutation is striking, especially in the context of the passage that talks exclusively about 
being Turkish and disregards those belonging to other ethnic groups who still live within 
the borders of modern day Turkey, such as Kurds, Armenians, Jews and Albanians. After 
explaining that it is the duty of the Turkish youth to protect “Turkish independence” and 
the Republic from internal and external threats, Mustafa Kemal concludes: “the strength 
you need to fulfill this task is present in the noble blood in your veins.”  Referring to the 9

“noble blood” in particular is an essentialist representation, glorifying kinship and 
alienating those who do not identify with the Turkish kin. At the same time one can 
acknowledge how this would serve to bring together those who do identify as Turkish, 
and who have just come out of a world war and a substantial civil war. Instances of 
nation-building need an “other” in order to construct a national identity, however the 
manner in which this is done in the “Address to the Youth” facilitated ethnic divisions 
within Turkish society. These bifurcations are still echoed today in Turkish nationalist 
discourses, especially regarding discussions of Kurdish rights. The nationalist nature of 
this speech and its importance in nation-building is also reflected in the education system 
in Turkey, as this speech is printed in every Ministry of Education textbook. Furthermore, 
the eleventh grade history textbook includes a chapter entitled “Personal Duties to 
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Prevent Internal and External Threats [to Turkey],” which explains that since Turkey is 
one of the most respected countries of our century, there are many countries in the world 
who want to prevent Turkey’s progress and some Turkish citizens, whether they are 
aware of it or not, have been taken under the influence of these external threats. The 
chapter goes on to discuss the hardship Turks endured during the War of Independence 
and the importance of education and secular knowledge for protecting the Turkish 
Republic. It ends by echoing Mustafa Kemal’s sentiment that the young generations are 
the protectors of Turkish independence.10

Finally, Nutuk implies a very clear and sudden separation from the Ottoman Empire, 
placing Mustafa Kemal’s arrival in Samsun on 19 May 1919, as the beginning of the new 
Turkish state. The first sentence of Nutuk, “I landed on Samsun on the nineteenth day of 
May 1919,”  characterizes Mustafa Kemal going to Samsun as a sort of “rebirth” for the 11

Turkish nation. From the start, the Sultan and the Caliphate are presented as backward 
and inefficient institutions. The separation from the Ottoman Empire also marks the 
abandonment of multi-ethnic aspirations, and allows mobilization along Turkish ethnic 
lines.  Other accounts from this era challenge the notion of a complete separation from 12

the Ottoman state as early as 1919, as Nutuk suggests, explaining that Mustafa Kemal 
himself was in cooperation with the Istanbul government up until he resigned from the 
army after being recalled to Istanbul by the Sultan. 

II. Atatürk as a Prophet

As mentioned before, Nutuk places Mustafa Kemal at the center of the independence 
struggle, describing him as a prophet-like figure. Adak quotes the preface of the 1929 
English translation of Nutuk which alludes to this quality: “[The Speech] reveals the 
activity of the speaker from the time when he first felt himself called upon to take the 
leadership of his nation into his own hands and guide it from shame and threatened ruin 
to freedom and power” (emphasis mine).  The imagery of being “called upon” to take 13

leadership is reminiscent of a prophetic calling. This effect is multiplied by the fact that 
his arrival at Samsun is considered the beginning of the independence struggle, much 

 Tuğrul Özcan, ed. Türkiye Cumhuriyeti İnkılap Tarihi ve Atatürkçülük, Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı 10
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like the beginning of time is related to a milestone in the life of the prophets of the three 
Abrahamic religions. Since Mustafa Kemal authored Nutuk, one can argue that he 
himself created this prophetic image, either knowingly or unknowingly, and thus became 
a self-declared prophet.

Being perceived as a prophet-like figure benefits the personality cult forming around the 
image of Mustafa Kemal “the saviour.” Şükrü Hanioğlu argues that the Kemalist 
personality cult is the new religion of Turkey: “regardless of his intentions, Mustafa Kemal 
[became] not just an ideologue but a twentieth-century prophet preaching the new 
combination of scientism and nationalism, the two pillars of a new religion – Kemalism.”  14

The ideas of Kemalism as a religion and Mustafa Kemal as its prophet are ingrained in 
Turkish culture to such an extent that the official Turkish Language Lexicon published by 
the government listed the following definition of 'Kemalism' as late as 1945: “A strongly 
held idea or ideal. Kemalism is the religion of the Turk.”  The basis of Kemalism is the 15

idea that Mustafa Kemal was a visionary, as well as a military genius whose unique 
school of thought underpins the founding ideology of Turkey. In his book Atatürk: An 
Intellectual Biography, Hanioğlu challenges this notion, arguing that Mustafa Kemal 
cannot be separated from his upbringing, early socialization, education, institutional 
membership, social milieu and intellectual environment: 

Much Turkish historiography tends to view him as a maker of history who 
was unaffected by the world around him and who singlehandedly wrought 
a miracle in the form of modern Turkey… [However], the fact that he sided 
with avant-garde approaches that had previously received only limited 
support in Ottoman and Turkish society should not mislead us into 
believing that he originated novel ideas.16

The idea of Mustafa Kemal as a prophet is again very prominent in the way that the 
history of the Turkish War of Independence is taught in Turkish schools. The eleventh 
grade history textbook, entitled The History of Revolution and Atatürkism, starts with a 
twelve page biography of Mustafa Kemal and includes two pages on “The Personal 
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Traits of Atatürk,” in which he is presented as a visionary who was ahead of his time and 
who could even foresee the future, in line with the discourses of his prophetism.17

Nutuk additionally operates to unify Mustafa Kemal with the Turkish nation. As previously 
mentioned, the beginning of Kemal’s involvement with the independence struggle is 
presented as the beginning of modern Turkey. Throughout Nutuk, the well-being of the 
nation is synonymous with the well-being of Mustafa Kemal and the successful 
implementation of his ideas. Pointing to this unification between the self and the nation, 
Adak argues that “the nation is denied an autonomous existence extricated from the I of 
the narrative,”  denoting the self of the Nutuk as the “I-nation.” Alluding to a meeting 18

after he resigned from his military post, Mustafa Kemal writes: “I told them that even 
though it seems like I resigned from my duty in the military, it was crucial for our success 
that everyone keeps obeying my orders as if I am still a high commander.”  This once 19

again fuels discourses of Mustafa Kemal as the “chosen one,” the only person who can 
save Turkey from internal and external threats. Similarly, on his election as President of 
the Erzurum Congress, Kemal writes: “Though I trust the good intentions and sincerities 
of some of those who were uncertain, I knew right there and then that others were 
completely insincere and even had malignant intentions.”  In the lines following, he even 20

uses the word “traitor” to refer to those who did not vote for him. Thus, Mustafa Kemal is 
equated with the nation, and the “I-nation” narrator is at play. The prophetic 
characteristics of Mustafa Kemal and the conflation of his identity with nation can explain 
the idea of Atatürk as a miraculous saviour. This concept is still prominent in Turkish 
society today, with advertisements in newspapers for the anniversary of his death 
reading: “If you [he] were not here, we would not be here,”  equating the existence of 21

Mustafa Kemal with the existence of Turkey, and even with the individual existence of the 
Turkish citizen.

 Özcan, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti İnkılap Tarihi ve Atatürkçülük, 14-5. (My translation)17

 Adak, "National Myths," 516.18

 Atatürk, Nutuk, 45. (My translation)19

 Ibid., 67. (My translation)20
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2016.

�73



III. Halide Edib and The Turkish Ordeal

Halide Edib was a feminist writer and activist who became an influential voice in mass 
mobilization against European occupation. She was the daughter of a wealthy family (her 
father had been the royal secretary) and grew up in the 1890s as part of the first wave of 
girls to attend school.  Elizabeth Thompson points out her unusual profile as an activist, 22

as she “organized with women’s groups and nationalist clubs, led reforms in education 
for girls and the poor, volunteered as a war nurse, fought in battles of the Turkish War of 
Independence, and acted as press secretary for General Mustafa Kemal.”  Yet, her 23

main medium of political action was her “pen:” through her writings, novels and 
speeches.  Her greatest speech, which she gave in the Sultanahmet square in Istanbul 24

on 23 May 1919, attracted an unprecedented 200 000 people. 

Edib was an important figure for Turkish nationalism even before the start of the Turkish 
War of Independence. In the 1910s, Edib published several highly influential novels that 
reflected Turkish nationalist and even pan-Turanist ideologies. Pan-Turanism refers to a 
nationalist political movement that calls for the unification of the Turkic people, with its 
origins in Central Asia. At this time she was referred to as “The Mother of the Turk” 
among the pan-Turanistic organizations.  Though she remained a Turkish nationalist for 25

the rest of her life, she also spoke out against injustices towards peoples of other 
communities. In 1916, she denounced the Armenian deportations in a lecture; many in 
the 700-strong audience cheered, but the leaders of the Committee of Union and 
Progress, the revolutionary organization she was a part of, were furious.  Although she 26

was a member of the independence struggle, she chose exile rather than support the 
budding authoritarianism of Mustafa Kemal. After she returned to Turkey in the 1940s 
and once again became active in Turkish politics, she advocated for a more human and 
pious brand of liberalism and opposed the state’s elitist, secular republicanism.27

 Elizabeth Thompson, “Halide Edib, Turkey’s Joan of Arc: The Fate of Liberalism after World War 22

I,” in Justice Interrupted: The Struggle for Constitutional Government in the Middle East, 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2013), 92- 96.
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Halide Edib worked very closely with Mustafa Kemal as his press secretary, and, in fact, 
several American newspapers published photos of her and Mustafa Kemal with the 
headline “The Woman Behind Kemal.”  Her memoirs reveal that in the beginning she 28

admired him deeply and had a strong belief in him as a leader. She mentions several 
times her belief that he will become “our George Washington.”  Yet as she spent more 29

time with him, she began to question some of his decisions and became critical of his 
authoritarian tendencies. She has one conversation in particular with Mustafa Kemal 
which she names as the reason why she began writing about her experiences in that 
period:

“What I mean is this: I want every person to do as I wish and command.”
“Have they not done so already in everything that is fundamental and for 
the good of the Turkish cause?”
He swept my question aside and continued in the same brutally frank 
manner.
“I don’t want any consideration, criticism, or advice. I will have only my 
own way. All shall do as I command.”
“Me too, Pasham ?”30

“You too.”
His absolute sincerity deserved a reciprocal frankness.
“I will obey you and do as you wish as long as I believe that you are 
serving the cause.”
“You shall obey me and do as I wish,” he repeated, ignoring the condition.
“Is that a threat, Pasham?”31

This passage is interesting to consider along with the “I-Nation” narrator of Nutuk. Once 
again Mustafa Kemal is conflating serving the nation and its cause with obeying his 
orders. Edib, who noticed this tendency and was bothered by it, lived in self-imposed 
exile from the 1920s until after the death of Mustafa Kemal. It was while she was in exile 
in Britain that she published her account of the Turkish War of Independence in a book 
entitled The Turkish Ordeal, in English. Since narratives of the Turkish War of 
Independence were still banned in Turkey at the time, this book was not published in 
Turkish until 1962, and with certain modifications. 

 Halide Edib, The Turkish Ordeal, (London: John Murray, 1928), 142.28

 Ibid., 142.29
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The Turkish Ordeal reads as both the autobiography of Halide Edib and a biography of 
Mustafa Kemal. Compared to Nutuk, which claims objectivity and tries to achieve this by 
including many ‘historical’ documents, The Turkish Ordeal is very much a personal 
narrative that acknowledges its subjective nature. It combines narrations of politics and 
the resistance with those about Halide Edib’s family, her relationship with her husband 
and children, her failed first marriage, etc. She brings a feminist perspective to a 
narrative often dominated by men in the military. In contrast to Nutuk, Edib’s narrator is 
aware of the separation between the self and the nation/people. Adak points out that “the 
‘narrating self’ in Edib’s autobiography manifests the permeability of its ego boundaries, 
as it tries to give existence to other selves in its description of her self.”  Adak goes on 32

to say that even when Edib has the same goals as the people, she constantly tries to 
give agency to the “people” by acknowledging them as a separate entity from her self 
and from the cause.  33

Edib also includes analyses of Mustafa Kemal’s character in her narrations of the 
independence struggle. In one such instance she observes:

He was by turns cynical, suspicious, unscrupulous and satanically shrewd. 
He bullied, he indulged in cheap street-corner heroics. Possessing 
considerable though quite undistinguished histrionic ability, one moment 
he could pass as the perfect demagogue – a second George Washington 
– and the next moment fall into some Napoleonic attitude. Sometimes he 
would appear weak and an abject coward, sometimes exhibit strength and 
daring of the highest order.34

This duality in character differs from the way Mustafa Kemal is characterized in Nutuk. 
However, one could argue that it is a more realistic representation. The insistence on 
seeing Mustafa Kemal as a perfect human with no flaws is common in Turkish society, in 
accordance with the idea of Atatürk as a prophet. In 2008, Turkish journalist and director 
Can Dündar made a documentary called Mustafa that highlighted the personal life of 
Mustafa Kemal and portrayed him as a person above all else. There was uproar among 
Kemalists who viewed the documentary as blasphemous and accused Dündar of 
defaming Mustafa Kemal.  35
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Edib’s criticism of Mustafa Kemal becomes apparent in the epilogue of The Turkish 
Ordeal. Similar to the ending of Nutuk, where Mustafa Kemal warns the future 
generations of internal and external threats to the Turkish republic, The Turkish Ordeal 
ends with Edib stating that although her nation has overcome one big ordeal towards 
freedom, there is still one more obstacle before she can attain “an ideal now a half 
century old.”  Alluding to Mustafa Kemal’s authoritarianism and the way he claimed the 36

nation’s success as his own, she writes:

All through the ordeal for independence the Turkish people itself has been 
the supreme hero – the Turkish people has honoured Mustafa Kemal 
Pasha as its symbol. For this reason Mustafa Kemal Pasha will have a 
pedestal in the heart of every true Turk, even those who have been 
irretrievably wronged by him. Yet in the unending struggle for freedom 
there can be no real individual symbol, no dictator. There will be only the 
sum total of a people’s sacrifice to bear witness to the guarding of their 
liberties.37

It is interesting that both Mustafa Kemal and Halide Edib call on the people to protect 
their liberties. While Mustafa Kemal calls for the people to preserve the secular republic 
(he believes) he has created, Edib calls for the people to question that same system, and 
encourages them to build a more inclusive national identity that promotes freedom for all. 

IV. Kazım Karabekir and The Foundations of Our War of 
Independence

Kazım Karabekir was the son of an Ottoman Pasha and graduated from the Military 
Academy and later the General Staff College. While in the military academy he met 
Mustafa Kemal, who was one year his senior. Though he was partly involved with the 
Committee of Union and Progress, he concentrated more on his career as a soldier and 
never played an important political role. During the First World War he was one of the 
most important commanders and fought in the Caucasian front, Iraq, and the 
Dardanelles.  He was one of the first people to go to Anatolia with the hopes of forming 38

a resistance movement to European colonial powers after the end of the war, and played 
an important role in the Turkish War of Independence. In the first stages of the war, he 

 Ibid., 407.36

 Ibid., 407.37

 Zürcher, “Young Turk Memoirs,” 563-4.38
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was the key general in Anatolia after successfully managing to prevent the disarmament 
of his unit by European powers. He subsequently forced Armenia to recognize the 
provinces of Kars and Ardahan as part of Turkish soil, and to cede their armed forces.  39

However, like other influential generals of the War of Independence, his contributions are 
discarded in Nutuk and pushed into the background of the official historical narrative. 

Karabekir was also a part of the first opposition party in Turkey formed in 1924, the 
Progressive Republican Party (TCF), alongside other generals from the First World War 
and the Turkish War of Independence including Rauf Orbay, Ali Fuat Cebesoy and Halide 
Edib’s second husband Doctor Adnan Adıvar. Karabekir cites Mustafa Kemal’s silencing 
of any form of opposition as the reason for which he and others decided to form their 
own political party. He argued that Mustafa Kemal’s attitude was not compatible with the 
idea of freedom.  Though he was not among the founding members of the TCF,  40

Karabekir left his army position to join the party and was elected president. The party 
presented itself as a moderate, liberal-democratic alternative to Mustafa Kemal’s 
Republican People’s Party (CHP) and faced immense backlash from its inception. In 
June 1925, the party was closed due to the introduction of the “Law on the Maintenance 
of Order” (Takrir-i Sükun Kanunu).  The ban came out of the Sheikh Sayyid Uprising, 41

which was presented as a Kurdish uprising with Islamic undertones. In 1926 most 
members of the TCF were tried in court for involvement in an assassination attempt 
against Mustafa Kemal. Though most were cleared in court, they were banned from re-
entering politics. Thus, as Hanioğlu puts it, “the opposition was either literally or 
figuratively dead.”42

Not able to participate in politics, Karabekir settled in Istanbul and devoted his time to 
writing his memoirs about the War of Independence and the first years of the Republic. 
He published a synopsis of his 1200-page memoir called İstiklal Harbimizin Esasları (The 
Foundations of Our War of Independence) in 1933. However, two close associates of 
Mustafa Kemal who had also played an important role in the prosecutions of 1926, Kılıç 
Ali and Kıl Ali Çetinkaya, halted printing of the memoir almost immediately. The book was 
recalled, and the proofs collected and burned. However the content of the book was 
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saved in time to be reprinted later.  In the afterword of a 1951 reprint of the book, the 43

publisher Sinan Omur recounts the incident of the book's destruction. He argues Kılıç Ali 
called him to his office and told him that it was not yet time to publish this book and that it 
would harm the country. A number of trucks were later sent to the publishing house to 
collect the copies of the book and took them to be dumped in holes and burned.  44

The Foundations of Our War of Independence and the full 1200-page memoir Our War of 
Independence were printed after the election of the first opposition party after TCF in 
1950.  These books have a very similar style to Nutuk with many references to historical 45

documents and some commentary. In fact, Zürcher calls them the “anti-Nutuk” since they 
were written with a clear aim of countering its narrative.  Even calling the book “Our” 46

War of Independence could be read as an attempt to reclaim the War of Independence, 
which Kemal presented in Nutuk to be his own creation. Moreover, the two subtitles of 
the books are very telling of their political motives. The subtitle of The Foundations of 
Our War of Independence is “Yanlış bilgi felaket kaynağıdır” (Incorrect information is a 
source of disaster) and the subtitle of Our War of Independence is “İstiklal Harbi yaptık, 
amilleri yazmazsa tarihi masal olur” (We fought the Independence War, if its creators do 
not write it, its history will become a fairytale).  Though it was published later, Our War 47

of Independence was written soon after the delivery of Nutuk, and it was clearly a way 
for Karabekir to vindicate himself. From his writings it is clear that he has quite the 
tendency for vanity and, according to Zürcher, he comes across as a “rather limited, 
honest man.”  Though his overconfidence brings his credibility into question, Zürcher 48

claims most of his points are confirmed in other memoirs by generals and politicians of 
the same era (what he terms the “Young Turk memoirs”).  49

The Foundations of Our War of Independence and Our War of Independence make 
arguments that do not fit the narrative of Nutuk, and thus the official state narrative of 
Turkey. The first is a conversation between Mustafa Kemal and Karabekir, in which he 
tries to convince Mustafa Kemal to start a popular resistance in Anatolia against the 
European powers. After Karabekir lists the reasons for which he believes a resistance 
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 Karabekir, İstiklal Harbimizin Esasları, 208. (My translation)44

 Zürcher, “Young Turk Memoirs,” 565.45

 Ibid., 566.46

 Ibid., 566.47

 Ibid., 567.48

 Ibid., 568.49

�79



should begin in Anatolia and a Congress should be formed in Erzurum, Mustafa Kemal 
says “Yes, this is also an idea,”  to which Karabekir replies: “Pasham this is not an idea, 50

it is a decision. I will get to work and try to save our honour.”  This contradicts the idea 51

of Mustafa Kemal as the catalyst of the independence struggle, showing that the idea of 
an armed resistance against occupation in Anatolia existed before Mustafa Kemal even 
set foot in Samsun. Secondly, Karabekir, who was the main organizer of the Erzurum 
Congress, says that Mustafa Kemal’s arrival at the congress was met with some 
uncertainty among existing members. The reasons behind this uncertainty are 
particularly interesting: 

First, though he claims that he has turned to the people he still wears the 
uniform and has not taken off the braid of the Sultan. If the Congress is 
going to be led by some uniform we would like to see [Kazım Karabekir] in 
that position.
Second, he has not yet taken a stance against the Istanbul government, 
he still recognizes it.52

This highly contradicts the impression of early and complete separation from the 
Ottoman Empire and unanimous initial support for Mustafa Kemal that is present in 
Nutuk. It appears that Mustafa Kemal is still perceived as the Sultan’s agent by soldiers 
in the East. It also paints a much different picture than Mustafa Kemal’s description of 
getting elected as the president of the congress. As mentioned earlier, Mustafa Kemal 
claims that some members of the congress were unsure about electing him as President, 
yet Karabekir’s account shows that many were opposed to even including Mustafa 
Kemal as a member of congress.  

Zürcher cites a number of instances in Our War of Independence that differ from the 
official state narrative. First, when Mustafa Kemal went to Anatolia in 1919, he tried to 
bypass the embryonic nationalist organization in the eastern provinces, which was 
preparing the congress of Erzurum, and organize a separate national congress in Sivas. 
Only with difficulty could he be persuaded to come to Erzurum first and convene the 
national congress in Sivas only afterwards. Second, Mustafa Kemal forced an 
independent and radical line on the movement by severing all communications with the 
government in Istanbul, thus in effect making the national movement independent, while 
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most other leaders still saw it as a temporary emergency. Third, Karabekir found Mustafa 
Kemal too accommodating to the Bolsheviks and their ideas. Fourth, Mustafa Kemal is 
accused of developing an authoritarian and extremist attitude, which resulted in 
widespread mistrust within the movement, especially in the Eastern provinces, where 
even the nationalist activists were ideologically much more conservative than in the 
West. And finally, Karabekir criticizes the fact that Mustafa Kemal called off the 
operations to recapture Kars and Ardahan in the summer of 1920 at the last moment, 
because of pressure from the Bolsheviks.  53

V. Conclusions

Mustafa Kemal is still very much at the centre of Turkish identity. His pictures are printed 
in schoolbooks, and hung in classrooms, government offices, and courtrooms. Every 
person who goes to school in Turkey will learn about Mustafa Kemal’s life and most 
people in Turkey know the exact time of his death (10 November , 1938 at 9:05 am). Life 
in Turkey is forced to stop for a minute, with sirens blaring all around the country at the 
time of his death every year. People take pride in stopping their cars on the road to be 
able to get out and do the classic military salute at 9:05 am. Many tourists who visit 
Turkey leave with some knowledge of Mustafa Kemal, or at least are able to recognize 
him in a picture. Many of his quotes have become national maxims, though many were 
later revealed to be fabrications and not actually written by him. Two of these most 
popular falsities include “The future is in the skies” (engraved on plaques in commercial 
airplanes) and “A society that does not respect its elderly is not a [real] society” (carved 
on the wall of the Social Security headquarters in Ankara).  Every ideology in Turkey 54

finds a way to incorporate Atatürk into their thoughts, evinced in the juxtaposition of 
books such as Atatürk was an Anti-Communist alongside The Socialist Movement, 
Atatürk and the Constitution and I Looked for Atatürk in the Qur’an and Found Him.55

Atatürk is still a taboo topic among Kemalist Turks. Defaming Atatürk is perceived to be 
synonymous with treason, and any critique of Kemal is usually considered to be 
defamation and blasphemy. Hanioğlu recounts the story of a shepherd who, in 1954, saw 
the shadows of mountains form the silhouette of Atatürk one day while he was grazing 
his sheep: “Convinced that he had been vouchsafed a religious experience, the 
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incredulous shepherd reported his encounter to the local authorities, who wasted no time 
in publicizing this rare natural phenomenon nationwide as a miracle.”  Local excitement 56

over the incident did not die down and in 1997: “The footsteps and shadow of Atatürk” 
was declared an annual festival. During the 7th festival, a shepherd inadvertently led his 
sheep over the shadow of Atatürk, and some participants expressed their anger and 
declared that grazing sheep in this mountain is treasonous and should be deemed 
illegal.  This somewhat bizarre incident serves to demonstrate the extent to which 57

Atatürk is a sacred figure. The current AKP government has opened up more space for 
critical studies of Atatürk, which are used in campaigns against the government by the 
Kemalists. However, it should be noted that the reason behind AKP’s allowance for 
critical studies of Atatürk stem from their desire to replace the Kemalist “religion” with a 
new one, rather than a commitment to objectivity and freedom of speech. 

2015 is an important year for Turkey, as it is the 100th anniversary of the Armenian 
Genocide, and yet Turkey has still not recognized the events of 1915 as genocide. 
Similarly, Nutuk excludes certain racist policies implemented by the Turkish government 
and the Turkification policies that still haunt the country today. Armenians and Kurds are 
rarely mentioned in the history curriculum and never in the texts of other subjects. Non-
Turkish students were until recently forced to recite a Turkish nationalist pledge in school 
every morning along with their Turkish classmates and say “I am a Turk” each time. 
Moreover, the ban on religious institutions and an imposed secularism on the whole 
country, which never penetrated the Turkish periphery, is the reason for one of the 
deepest fault-lines in Turkish society, that of the religious/secular divide. Though many 
Kemalist Turks believe this divide was created by the AKP government ever since the 
inception of Turkey, religious Muslims were excluded from the public sphere due to 
clothing restrictions. Islamist parties continuously face pressure from the army, which 
sees itself as the guardian of the secular republic. 

In order to create a more equal and inclusive society in Turkey, it is important to give 
voice to marginalized groups and to acknowledge the historical sources of their 
marginalization. Basing history on a sacred, prophet-like figure and declaring discussions 
of history sacrilegious harms society and causes animosity between different factions. 
Through this paper, I have illustrated that Turkey needs to enter a post-Atatürk era, 
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where he is seen as another (albeit important) member of the Turkish War of 
Independence. Kemal must be acknowledged as a human being who had a plan for 
social revolution and successfully implemented most of it, yet also made mistakes along 
the way which should be acknowledged and addressed. Thus, Halide Edib’s 1928 call for 
discursive change in the Turkish nation remains to be answered. 
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