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Foreword

"ere is an important distinction between learning history, on the 
one hand, and doing history, on the other. Learning history is the usual 
preoccupation of university-level coursework, at McGill or elsewhere. It 
is largely a matter of reading and discussing, of committing to memory 
some basic chronologies and frameworks and then steeping oneself 
in the vast—if radically incomplete—range of sources that have come 
down to us from medieval France, or Meiji Japan, or $rst-century Rome. 
"e intellectual as well as the social bene$ts of learning history are 
fairly obvious, at least to those of us in Departments of History. Besides 
sharpening the cognitive skills of information gathering and organization 
and the professional skills of writing and researching, learning history 
o%ers us a vital perspective on the human experience. Someone who has 
seriously studied history might still be an unlikable or anti-social person, 
but he or she should at least have a deeper sense of how much our species 
has gone through since it started keeping records. 

Doing history is a di%erent kind of endeavor. It involves taking 
responsibility to narrate a given event or process in the past, usually 
through the use of primary sources. It is a matter of knowledge creation 
rather than retention. It is a way to contribute to the sum total of human 
wisdom, no matter how distant in time or space its subject might be. It is 
also extremely di!cult, o#en tedious, and sometimes thankless. 

Everyone who has contributed to this year’s edition of Historical 
Discourses—including those whose essays do not appear in the $nal 
product—has done history in this fashion. "ey all deserve our thanks 
and congratulations for having done so. As a way of introducing the 
articles, I want to o%er some thoughts about the social and indeed 
political bene$ts of doing history and then leave it to the reader to 
appreciate the collective work of the authors. 
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**********

In undemocratic societies of one miserable kind or another, 
powerful and ruthless people feel no need to pretend to be honest. "ey 
simply do what they want to do: shoot protestors, imprison journalists, 
threaten workers. Sometimes they go through the motions of pretending 
when addressing the alleged “international community,” unless, as in the 
case of North Korea’s leaders, they no longer even care enough to do that. 
Obviously we are fortunate here in (take your pick) Quebec, Canada, 
and North America to live in societies where democratic concepts carry 
real meaning, even though those concepts are fragile, contested, and 
incomplete. But living in such societies brings its own perils, some of 
which we historians are surprisingly well-positioned to face. 

"ose who have power but not scruples are o#en and unfortunately 
quite clever. "ey adapt to democratic milieus. "ey learn how to get 
around those irritating journalists who ask questions, those damnable 
commissions that issue subpoenas, and, worst of all, those rights-bearing 
citizens who go on strike, organize political parties, and take to the 
streets. What to do with such impediments to their insatiable desires for 
power or pro$t? Usually they just try to keep uncomfortable information 
from seeing the light of day, meaning the light of public notice. Or they 
&at-out make things up and hope no one will go to the trouble to $gure 
it out. But sometimes they also pretend to level with whatever public they 
have to face. In many respects this is the biggest threat to democratic 
ways of life.

“We look forward to cooperating fully with the [insert toothless 
government agency here] and will do everything we can to bring to light 
what happened during the [insert horri$c human rights violation here].” 
"is is a standard way for a government or corporation that has done 
something very bad, or that plans to do something very bad, to deal 
with a democratic milieu. You know the drill. A smug, bland person in 
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a blue suit and green (sometimes red!) tie stands behind a podium and 
stonewalls with prefabricated phrases that do not constitute lies per se but 
that also o%er no information whatsoever about the issue at hand. "ey 
speak in such generalities and abstractions as to prevent any concrete 
understanding, with the usual e%ect that anyone who was listening stops 
doing so. Why listen, when there is nothing to hear? If speech is a process 
whereby information, ideas, or sentiments are exchanged, this is anti-
speech. And it o#en works, in the sense that it enables many actual crimes 
and much more malfeasance to unfold more or less unmolested. 

Doing history trains the mind to recognize and contest such 
dangerous blather. For in tracking down sources and constructing 
an argument, someone doing history must constantly pose concrete, 
speci$c questions and $nd sound, logical answers. "ey must play the 
role of the dogged and annoying journalist at the well-orchestrated press 
conference. Let me o%er an example. Just this past week, in my seminar 
on early American democracy, we discussed the Indian Removal Act 
of 1831. Aggressively supported by President Andrew Jackson, this Act 
paved the way for the deportation of the entire Cherokee Nation to the 
trans-Mississippi west, during which several thousand Cherokees died 
of hunger, exposure, and, according to some sources, heartbreak. "e 
President and many interested land speculators from the state of Georgia 
used anti-speech to explain what they were doing: “the Indians,” they said, 
were both a threat to their white neighbors and threatened by those white 
neighbors. Removing them was both prudent and humane. 

"is was not entirely or literally untrue, in that whites and natives 
had indeed killed one another in deeply depraved ways during wars in 
the 1790s and 1810s. And the overall population of native peoples had 
indeed declined disastrously in rough proportion to their contact with 
whites. But none of this was relevant to the Cherokee Nation as of 1831. 
"ey posed no threat to their neighbors, and they were in no danger of 
disappearing. "ey had undergone a remarkable process of adaptation 
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and acculturation over the past two generations, embracing in various 
ways all the trappings of Anglo-American “civilization”: livestock-and-
tillage agriculture, the English language, the Christian religion, and even 
chattel slavery. Someone doing history will notice this, because they will 
respond to the anti-speech they encounter with speci$c questions: How 
were the Cherokees threatened? Who were they threatening? Exactly what 
was at stake in their removal from the hills of northern Georgia?

Doing history, in other words, is a way to $nd good information 
through speci$c inquiries. "at is exactly what can stop anti-speech. It 
might be the only thing that can stop anti-speech. And that skill, that 
conditioned ability to keep asking concrete questions, is as important in 
2013 as it has ever been.

Jason Opal
Montreal, QC
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Excused Homicide:
A Study of the Acquittals of Six African-

Americans for Killing in Self-Defence in the
Jim Crow South

Jonathan Cohen

Set in the midst of the Great Depression, Harper Lee’s timeless 
American novel To Kill a Mockingbird (1960) has at its climax a 
classically familiar courtroom narrative: Tom Robinson, black, stands 
accused in a rural Alabama courthouse of attacking a local white girl, 
Mayella Ewell. Over the course of the trial, thanks to the heroic and 
controversial legal defence constructed by Atticus Finch, it becomes 
progressively clear that Mayella is lying. Her father, not Robinson, is 
responsible for assaulting her. "is fact is evident to all but the twelve 
white male jurors who, despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary, 
vote to convict Robinson. Unfortunately, much of the narrative of Lee’s 
trial scene is grounded in historical fact. Had there actually been a Tom 
Robinson and a Mayella Ewell, we could almost certainly have counted 
on Robinson’s conviction.1  

On the morning of March 11, 1937, Louis Josephs took his seat 
at the Miller County Courthouse, on the Arkansas side of Texarkana, 
a city straddling the state border with Texas. Josephs, aged 63, had 
a prestigious career behind him. A German-Jewish immigrant and 
Spanish-American War veteran, Josephs had served three terms as 
a representative on the Arkansas State Legislature and ten years as 
the municipal judge for Texarkana.2 Yet, acting as a defence attorney, 
Josephs now faced one of his most di!cult cases. His client, an African- 
American janitor named Butch Moorehead, stood accused of $rst-
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degree murder. Not only had Moorehead allegedly committed murder, 
but he was charged with killing Brice Williams, a prominent local white 
businessman and landowner. Josephs argued that Moorehead had killed 
Williams in self-defence, though he remained none too con$dent with 
the impending judgment. A#er two days of testimony, the all-white 
jury retired to reach a verdict while Josephs and an associate discussed 
what could be done for Moorehead following the seemingly inevitable 
pronouncement of guilt. On the morning of March 11, foreman A. 
Baldwin arose and declared the verdict: “not guilty.” Out of a mixture of 
shock and relief, Josephs fainted.3  

"roughout the nineteenth and much of the twentieth century, 
African-Americans were consistently denied justice in the South as Jim 
Crow laws segregated daily life and racism pervaded local and federal 
courtrooms.4 However, even as southern courts continued to reinforce 
the segregationist society that emerged following Emancipation, by the 
end of the 1930s, one legal right began to transcend the colour barrier 
and become a privilege for blacks as it had been for centuries for whites. 
Since at least the eighteenth century, Anglo-American legal tradition 
had recognized one’s ability to act to preserve their life when threatened 
by another, de$ned as the right to self-defence. White Americans 
have always been endowed with the right to self-defence, though the 
permitted aggressiveness of one’s resistance to an assault changed 
drastically over the nineteenth century.  

While slaves in the United States held an, albeit severely limited, 
right to defend themselves, this right, as protected by the courts, 
disappeared for blacks with the end of slavery. Whites continued to use 
violence to assert their racial dominance, though post-Emancipation 
black resistance meant a challenge not just to an economic system 
of bondage but to white racial supremacy. "us, through legal and 
extralegal means, white mobs and courts in the South eliminated any 
possibility of acquittal on the grounds of self-defence when an African-
American was charged with the murder of a white person.  
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Nonetheless, Moorehead’s case is, surprisingly, not unique. "is 
essay will introduce six cases from the pre-World War II era wherein 
an African-American was acquitted in a southern state for the murder 
of a white person on the grounds of personal self-defence. Of these 
cases, only Moorehead’s has ever been mentioned in a secondary 
source.5 Relying heavily on historical court cases, this essay provides 
background for understanding these verdicts by elucidating American 
conceptions of self-defence in the early twentieth century and blacks’ 
right to violently resist white assault under Jim Crow. "is work begins 
with an explanation of the development of self-defence in the United 
States from a last-resort conception to one of violent confrontation. 
"erea#er, I connect this shi# to the rights of blacks, both as slaves and 
freedmen, to self-defence.6   

"e crux of this work relies on contemporary newspaper sources 
as well as other archival materials to tell what is known of the stories 
of each of the six acquittal verdicts secured by blacks for the murder 
of a white person on the speci$c grounds of self-defence. "is essay 
o%ers an explanation for the acquittals, outlining the e%ects of the 
socio-economic factors resulting from the Great Migration on the six 
acquittals. While still in need of further exploration, this conclusion 
helps to explain the shi# in legal status of African-Americans in the 
early twentieth-century South. In closing, this essay indicates what we 
may learn from the self-defence acquittal verdicts about American self-
defence law, southern segregation, black citizenship, and the judicial 
protection of civil rights. Self-defence has long represented a central 
right of citizenship in the United States, and the extension of this right 
to African-Americans provides a salient case study of the evolution of 
a singular civil and legal right in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.  

"e question of when an individual has a right to defend oneself 
(usually himself) in the face of an attack began in the United States 
as a defensive, unaggressive notion. In his Commentaries on the Laws 
of England, William Blackstone claims homicide in self-defence is 



4 Jonathan Cohen

“excusable, rather than justi$able, by the English law” and that “the law 
requires, that the person, who kills another in his own defence, should 
have retreated as far as he conveniently or safely can … before he turns 
upon his assailant.”7 Founding Father James Wilson, a leading legal 
theorist of his day, expressed an opinion of self-defence almost identical 
to Blackstone. "anks to Wilson and other Anglo-minded American 
jurists, the initial understanding of self-defence in the emergent 
American republic maintained Blackstone’s de$nition, forcing victims 
to seek all possible routes of escape before delivering a $nal, fatal blow 
to save themselves.8 

However, despite Blackstone’s and Wilson’s perception of one’s 
limited right to strike in self-preservation, in the early nineteenth 
century, an understanding of self-defence as an aggressive notion began 
to develop. As Whitley R.P. Kaufman explains, no single “code” enacts 
American self-defence doctrine; instead, the law “has long followed 
a [causal] method … through judges deciding individual cases and 
developing principles on a case-by-case basis, and these principles are 
not always consistent between di%erent cases.”9 "us, in a number of 
key verdicts at the turn of the nineteenth century, juries opted for a 
more aggressive notion of self-defence, a view furthered in Grainger 
v. State, 13 Tenn. (5 Yer.) 459 (1830) which held that one need only to 
believe that bodily injury may be in&icted on them in order to justify 
acting in self-defence.10 

"e newly perceived connection between self-defence and the 
individual right to bear arms played a key role in the rede$nition of 
self-defence as a more aggressive notion. "e state constitutions of 
Pennsylvania (1776), Kentucky (1792), Ohio (1802), Indiana (1816), 
and Missouri (1820) utilized used individual-focused language 
recognizing citizens’ rights to bear arms in “defense of themselves and 
the state,” in the words of the Pennsylvania constitution.11 "us, the shi# 
away from adherence to Blackstonian notions of self-defence coincided 
with the increased allowance of the use of $rearms for self-protection. 
According to Lee Kennet and James Anderson, as self-defence became 
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intrinsically connected with $rearms, the right to defend oneself 
“became the true meaning of the Second Amendment.”12 

Evidence of the relationship between the Second Amendment 
and the emergent aggressive self-defence conception is further evinced 
in the reaction against the passage in the nineteenth century of the 
nation’s $rst gun restrictions, upheld in key court cases in Kentucky, 
Tennessee, and Arkansas.13 Contrary to the state constitutions described 
above, these verdicts asserted arms-bearing as solely a collective notion, 
for national rather than personal self-defence. Further restrictions on 
individual $rearms possession, especially against concealed weaponry, 
were passed nearly exclusively in the South, according to David B. 
Kopel, due to issues surrounding duelling that were speci$c to the 
region.14 

However, Saul Cornell illustrates the “backlash” response to 
arms restrictions, a movement “premised on the idea of a constitutional 
right to bear arms for individual self-defense.”15 Especially in the South, 
limiting access to $rearms was understood as limiting one’s ability to 
defend oneself.  Southern support for self-defence extended beyond 
traditional defensive measures to include the carrying of a concealed 
weapon, an inherently aggressive act.  "e development of an aggressive 
conception of self-defence and, related, an aggressive right to bear 
arms emerged especially in the South. As Joseph H. Beale Jr. explained 
in the 1903 Harvard Law Review, while the duelling tradition began to 
fade in the North by the early nineteenth century, in the western and 
southern states the still prevalent “ethics of the duelist” meant that “it is 
abhorrent to the courts to require one who is assailed to seek dishonor 
in &ight.”16 By the turn of the twentieth century, the aggressive right to 
self-defence became the norm for white Americans. As the Yale Law 
Journal wrote in 1906, debating the common aggressive interpretation 
of self-defence: “the more lenient construction … may be attributed 
to the introduction of $re arms and the recognition by courts that 
self-defense should not be distorted into self-destructions by the 
unreasonable requirements of the duty to retreat.”17 
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Beyond concerns over duelling, the individual right to bear 
arms and employ violence defensively held extra signi$cance in the 
antebellum South due to the violent nature of slave societies. Many 
white southerners were quick to adopt the increasingly-recognized 
aggressive self-defence notion which allowed for pre-emptive 
armament and apply it to the institution of slavery. "is is especially 
evident with regard to the arming of slave patrols which were viewed 
as an ostensibly defensive mechanism against revolt or resistance, not 
an aggressive one enforcing or preserving slavery.18 Slavery’s survival 
predicated on the right of whites to be armed and exert violence for 
their own protection. "us, H.M. Henry deems slavery a “police 
system” which kept white southerners “constantly armed” to protect 
themselves and their economic system.19   

While a number of court cases—especially State v. Mann, 13 N.C. 
263 (1829) and Commonwealth v. Turner, 26 Va. (5 Rand.), 678, (Va. 
Gen. Ct.) (1827)—upheld slave-owners’ right to exert violence against 
their slaves, masters were not permitted to unleash unrestrained, 
unwarranted violence. Speci$cally, various court rulings barred slave 
masters from murdering their slaves. State v. Jones, Walk. Miss. 83, 
(1820), for example, declared that “it would be a stigma upon the 
character of the state, and a reproach to the administration of justice, 
if the life of a slave could be taken with impunity … without subjecting 
the o%ender to the highest penalty.”20

"us, within the slave system replete with dehumanizing abuse, 
because of the legal condemnations against murdering slaves, slaves 
were sometimes entitled to defend themselves. However, while slaves’ 
right to self-defence expressed some liberalization from conservative 
Blackstonian precepts, southern courts explicitly stated that a slave had 
to perceive that their life was actually in danger. An assault that would 
have provided ample cause for a white person to retaliate did not always 
serve su!cient grounds for a slave to act in self-defence. Nonetheless, 
a number of cases held that a slave had committed manslaughter, not 
murder, when they killed a white stranger who had attacked them 
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excessively.21 

While not equal to the rights of whites, slaves’ right to defend 
themselves against attempts on their lives is nonetheless crucial for 
understanding their status in the pre-Emancipation United States. 
Self-defence, as a natural right protected by civil law, remained a right 
inherently for citizens. "ough they certainly did not endow slaves with 
equal rights, many southerners, or at least southern courts, implicitly 
recognized slaves’ humanity. Despite the ruling of Dred Scott v. 
Sandford, 60 U.S. 393 (1857), the self-defence verdicts described above 
indicate that slaves in the early nineteenth century retained some legal 
status as people rather than merely property. As we will see, with the 
end of slavery, self-defence was a tactic blacks would not soon abandon. 

As under slavery, whites in the Jim Crow South resorted to 
violence, both legal and extralegal, in order to preserve the existing 
racially-hierarchical society. "ough the slave system had come to an 
end, the black-white relationship in the Jim Crow era continued to 
resemble a state of constant con&ict. Even seemingly minor violations 
of racial norms (which could vary from town to town) could be 
perceived as a challenge to white authority and were met with violence 
in order to reassert white dominance.22 Lynchings, the most recognized 
form of violence against blacks, were o#en committed by groups of 
armed whites or by entire communities.  However, courts, too, played 
a role in endorsing the violent suppression of blacks. O#en in response 
to alleged black murderers, southern courts utilized lynch trials which 
legally, quickly, and o#en with equal showmanship accomplished the 
same ends as extralegal lynchings in the execution of an accused black 
man or woman.23 George Wright, in fact, views legal lynchings as “the 
most brutal form of racial violence” because lynch verdicts purported 
to execute justice while they in fact propagated a discriminatory and 
inherently unjust society.24  

"ough slaves possessed the—albeit limited—right to defend 
themselves in the antebellum era, because the legal system of the 
Jim Crow South did not provide physical or legal defence for blacks, 
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blacks completely lost their legal right to resist white violence within 
a decade of the end of Reconstruction. Unsurprisingly, all-white 
juries in criminal cases were infrequently persuaded that an accused 
African-American had, in fact, murdered a white person in self-
defence.25 However, a white person could be acquitted in the death of 
an African-American by claiming self-defence, even based on &imsy or 
no evidence, thanks to what Christopher Strain deems the race-based 
“double-standard” of legal violence.26 "ough whites were privileged 
with claiming the aggressive notion of self-defence, which had become 
ingrained in the popular and legal mind by the early twentieth century, 
blacks were certainly not frequently entitled to do so.  

A common form of resistance to Jim Crow could come against 
authorities attempting to assert the protocols of segregation and 
reinforce the common white-man’s law of the southern states. Due 
to blacks’ tenuous position in society and the ease with which whites 
could carry out violence against them with little to no justi$cation, 
for an African-American to spontaneously resist white aggression 
with violence meant risking their life or the lives of members of their 
community.27 However, an act of violent self-defence also meant 
asserting a bold right to belonging in a society where self-defence was 
interpreted aggressively, and as a key right of citizenship. Acts of self-
defence challenged the unjusti$ed society whites had built that legally—
but unconstitutionally—deprived blacks of their rights.  

Black acts of self-defence were inherently predicated on white-
instigated violence, but by the early years of the twentieth century, 
lynchings and white violence were in clear decline. According to 
statistics collected by the National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored Peoples (NAACP), in the eleven former Confederate states 
as well as in Oklahoma, Missouri, and Kentucky, from 1889-1898, 
on average 137 lynchings occurred per year, with 84.5 a year from 
1899-1908, and 65.3 from 1909-1918.28 Furthermore, the number of 
black victims of white lynch mobs decreased sharply, from 799 in the 
1890s to 206 in the 1920s and 88 in the 1930s.29 However, even with 
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the ebbing of extralegal violence, legally, blacks remained second-class 
citizens. Yet, the decline of lynchings and racial terror (but not the end 
of segregation) in the 1920s and 1930s meant the close of the white 
monopoly on violence. Blacks would continue, as they had during 
slavery, to resist white oppression that persisted in daily interactions. 
As white violence against blacks became less commonplace but blacks 
continued to resist the violence they did face, a number of incredible 
court cases occurred. Mostly in the 1930s, these cases a!rmed, for the 
$rst time in the South, the right of blacks to aggressively defend their 
person against attempts on their lives by a member of the white race.  

In eastern Durham County, North Carolina in 1918, Louis 
He&in, white foreman of a local sawmill, advanced on Charlie 
"ompson, a black labourer, with a knife. "ompson shot at He&in, 
killed him, and was charged with second-degree murder. "ompson’s 
lawyers pleaded self-defence and his acquittal of September 6th, 1918 
became, according to the Chicago Defender, “the $rst time in the history 
of Durham county” wherein “a verdict of not guilty was rendered in 
favor” of an African-American.30 

“Believe it or not,” the Pittsburgh Courier cried, in 1931 in York, 
South Carolina, a court acquitted Charlie Waldrath, a local African-
American, based on testimony that he had acted in self-defence when 
he shot and killed Robert Shelton, white.31 "e court’s verdict marked, 
in the words of a local Alabama newspaper, “the $rst time in the history 
of the county that a negro had been freed of such a charge.”32 

On October 16, 1933, Wash Bryant, a sixty-eight-year-old black 
farmer in Coweta County, Georgia drove his car up to a gas station 
in Union Station, Georgia.33 Bryant drove too close to the vehicle of 
Joe Moss for Moss’ liking and Moss began cursing at Bryant. Bryant 
allegedly talked back to Moss who lunged forward to attack Bryant, 
possibly with his hand in his hip pocket, implying his intent to draw 
a weapon. However, Bryant reacted quickly, drawing his pistol and 
shooting Moss, killing him.34 On November 4, a black newspaper 
based in Virginia, the Norfolk New Journal and Guide, predicted the 
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seemingly inevitable for Bryant: “if Mr. Wash Bryant does not come 
to his death, ‘at the hands of parties unknown’ [i.e. by a lynch mob] 
before he is brought to trial, there is the barest possibility that he will 
escape the electric chair.”35 Yet, a#er only two minutes of deliberation, 
an all-white jury acquitted Bryant, much to the surprise of a packed 
courthouse.36 With two white witnesses testifying on behalf of his client, 
Bryant’s lawyer, Reuben Garland, successfully proved to the Georgia 
jury that Bryant had acted purely out of self-defence.37 

Indicted in Inverness, Florida for the 1935 murder of William 
Coleman, white, authorities feared that a lynch mob would capture 
She!eld Roberts prior to his trial. "ough the Afro-American writes 
that Roberts was acquitted by a court in Tampa, the story provided 
by the Associated Negro Press proves more plausible: following his 
indictment, Roberts was brought to Tampa (65 miles away) to keep 
him safe, but his case was still conducted in Inverness. Furthermore, 
the announcement of the “not guilty” verdict was delayed until the 
morning a#er the all-white jury concluded their deliberations in order 
to provide Roberts su!cient time to return to Tampa to avoid any 
reactionary local violence.38 Coleman had drunkenly attacked Roberts’ 
wife, allegedly “beating her severely” and “jumping on her stomach 
during an unprovoked argument.”39 Seeing the attack from his window, 
Roberts grabbed his gun, shot Coleman, and was promptly indicted 
for $rst-degree murder, though his counsel pleaded that Roberts had 
acted in self-defence. "e acquittal came as a surprise to most: “feeling 
was intense at the trial but apparently it was the general opinion that 
[Roberts] would be found guilty and the death penalty in&icted,” 
claimed the Courier.40  

On the second &oor of the State National Bank Building on 
the Arkansas side of Texarkana on November 8, 1936, janitor Butch 
Moorehead killed prominent white banker and landowner Brice 
Williams.41 Williams asked Moorehead, who was the tenant of a house 
Williams owned, for his weekly rent.42 Moorehead refused, claiming 
Williams had reneged on his promise to $x Moorehead’s leaking roof. 
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Williams grew enraged, cursed at his tenant, and pulled a gun on 
Moorehead and threatened to kill him. Moorehead lunged for the gun, 
which went o%, wounding him in the side. "e two began to tussle, 
and Williams fell unconscious as his head hit the &oor. Williams was 
either shot accidentally in the scu'e or, as is better attested by various 
sources, Moorehead grabbed Williams’ gun and shot the unconscious 
banker. Departing the bank, Moorehead had his wound treated at a 
black hospital and then turned himself in to the police.43   

Moorehead went on trial in March 1937, charged with $rst 
degree murder. Louis Josephs, president of Texarkana’s Mount Sinai 
Congregation, served as his primary defence attorney with David 
Max Eichhorn, the synagogue’s rabbi, as amicus curiae.44 Prosecuting 
attorney Ned Stewart and defence attorney Josephs called witnesses 
of both races. Josephs produced a key surprise witness, Mrs. Ethel 
Shepard, who had previously informed Stewart that she had been 
present at the shooting but was rebu%ed, her calls unreturned by 
Stewart’s o!ce. Shepard’s testimony helped paint the picture Josephs 
desired, namely that Moorehead’s life had been in danger and that 
he had been $ghting for his life when Williams was killed.45 Stewart, 
however, sought to show that Moorehead had committed murder in 
the $rst degree: that he had “unlawfully, wilfully [sic], feloniously and 
of malice aforethought and a#er premeditation and with deliberation 
kill[ed]… Brice Williams.”46   

Eichhorn’s memoir alleges that while the district attorney, 
Stewart, was “fair and objective” with regard to Moorehead’s race, 
the family attorney working with the prosecution was anything 
but. Eichhorn deems him a “venomous racist” who claimed that if 
Moorehead’s “life is spared, it will be unsafe for any white woman to 
walk the streets of Texarkana” and insisted that Moorehead be sent to 
the electric chair.47 "e family attorney’s cries, however, did not $nd 
favour with the all-white jury. According to the Texarkana Gazette, 
as deliberations began, nine jurors favoured acquittal with three 
advocating for conviction, two supporting life-imprisonment and one, a 



12 Jonathan Cohen

twenty-one year jail sentence.48 

A#er deliberating all night, the jury returned a verdict shortly 
before dawn: not guilty. Josephs and Eichhorn had assumed that the 
best possible scenario would be a verdict declaring Moorehead guilty of 
manslaughter or of second-degree murder, though they had feared, too, 
that Moorehead may receive the death penalty. Both men were shocked 
by the verdict, which Eichhorn claims was “the $rst time, in the entire 
history of the State of Arkansas, [wherein] a black who killed a white 
was acquitted.” Fearing for his life following his acquittal, Moorehead 
reportedly did not even return to his home, but disappeared on the $rst 
train out of town.49   

In 1938 in Walterboro, South Carolina, Lottie Kinsey, a black 
woman, killed J. Scott Padgett, white, in her home. Kinsey and Padgett 
may have been, illegally, lovers as one newspaper claimed it was 
“understood,” that they “had been friendly for some time and the man 
had gone to her house to spend the night” on February 21st.50 In the 
early morning hours, Padgett entered a dispute with Kinsey and “grew 
enraged and advanced on her with a stick and beat her several times,” 
according to a reporter for the Atlanta Daily World.51 Kinsey shot 
Padgett and admitted to doing so in court, claiming self-defence. "e 
jury acquitted Kinsey who was ably represented by court-appointed 
lawyer Isadore Bogoslow.52  

Local black leaders used Kinsey’s acquittal to advocate for 
changes in the southern legal system. "ey claimed that though all-
white juries could be, as in Kinsey’s case, unprejudiced in their rulings 
involving blacks, they were inherently undemocratic; the objectivity 
of some all-white juries’ verdicts did not make the exclusion of blacks 
“fair” or constitutional, black leaders argued.53 "e judge presiding over 
Kinsey’s case, too, saw the signi$cance of the verdict, remarking: “I 
hope our friends from the North will hear of this verdict, as it will show 
that a Negro can get justice at the hand of a white jury a#er all” and 
“that Southerners understand race conditions better than those who 
live elsewhere.”54  
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More than anything, economic forces can explain what drove 
courts and white juries to protect blacks and endow them with the right 
to defend themselves. In A Festival of Violence: An Analysis of Southern 
Lynchings, 1882-1930, Stuart Tolnay and E.M. Beck draw a correlation 
between lynchings and the southern agricultural-industrial economy, 
arguing that a decline in prices could prompt a drop in labour demand, 
producing a coalition of poor and upper-class whites against blacks.55 

Yet, as massive numbers of blacks moved to urban areas and to the 
North in the Great Migration of the $rst third of the twentieth century, 
white mob violence, understood as a reason for blacks’ &ight, suddenly 
countered the economic interests of white elites as it prompted a 
continuous drain on their supply of cheap black labour. Similarly, the 
decline in labour supply lessened the threat to working-class whites’ 
economic status. With fewer blacks in southern counties, poor whites 
faced reduced competition, and southern blacks no longer presented 
as great an economic, political, or social threat, leading to a decline in 
interracial violence.56 

"e decline in white violence in the South had an important 
side e%ect: as white hegemony no longer relied on day-to-day violent 
enforcement of the Jim Crow status quo, black self-defence became 
a less rebellious act. As noted above, in the late nineteenth century, 
violent reactions against agents of Jim Crow segregation could produce 
white retaliation on a massive scale to reinforce racial norms. Yet, while 
white violence certainly persisted—as evinced in the cases at the heart 
of this study—the de-politicization of black resistance meant that self-
defence could cross the line of segregation and become a right held by 
both whites and blacks. 

"us, with the decline of white violence in the early twentieth 
century, black self-defence became a relatively minor legal right 
compared to other aspects of segregation. By protecting black self-
defence, courts could secure blacks’ view of southern courts as just 
without threatening white rule. "omas Jackson Woo#er opined in 
1920 that “injustice in the courts,” as much as lynchings, segregation 
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and disenfranchisement, provided a strong impetus for blacks to 
leave the South en masse.57 Violence, too, was no longer needed 
as the chief means of social control, as indicated by a shi# in local 
southern lawmakers from the use of violence to the enlistment of the 
law to attempt to halt black outmigration.58 With white violence now 
both unnecessary and contrary to whites’ economic interests, white 
endowment of blacks with the right to defend themselves represented a 
conservative and tokenistic change.  

In conclusion, however, this theory correlating southern juries’ 
recognition of blacks’ legal right to self-defence with the decreasing 
supply of black labour, begs a number of key questions which provide 
material for further study. Foremost: Why did southern courts choose 
self-defence as the right with which to indicate to blacks that justice 
could be found on both sides of the Mason-Dixon Line? While, as 
illustrated, self-defence represented a tokenistic change for whites with 
signi$cant implications for blacks, it does not fully explain how six 
independent, all-white juries would have reached the same conclusion. 
Given that segregated education would remain legal until Brown v. 
Board of Education of Topeka, 347 U.S. 483 (1954) and miscegenation 
laws were banned only in 1967 in Loving v. Virginia, 388 U.S. 1, (1967), 
why were southern courts willing to endow blacks the same right to 
self-defence which had formerly remained a preserve of whites, while 
education and marriage law remained separate? Why did self-defence 
become the right of blacks that transcended the vast chasm of unequal 
racial privilege? 

 "is essay has attempted to o%er a preliminary answer to these 
three questions, o%ering two answers whose implications cannot be 
separated. First, by the 1930s, courts’ endowment of blacks with the 
right to personal self-defence did not represent a signi$cant challenge 
to white authority. Second, that the right to self-defence had become 
so engrained in American thought by the early twentieth century 
that it represented belonging and a more general access to civil rights 
for blacks. Even if the change was a minor one, the right to defend 
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oneself meant far more than the ability to meet an assault with resistive 
violence.  

Yet, if blacks’ new right to self-defence served as merely a 
symbolic but not practical change, why would the ability to legally 
defend themselves convince them that the southern court system was 
indeed just? We must consider that, as even slaves held a semblance of 
a right to resist attempts on their lives, aggressive self-defence by the 
early twentieth century had become a vitally important American right. 
Self-defence law evolved &uidly in the United States, on a case-by-case 
basis, meaning that the task of de$ning American self-defence fell on 
juries and local judges, not legislators or Supreme Court Justices. In 
fact, Oliver Wendell Holmes’ famous propagation of aggressive self-
defence doctrine in Brown v. United States (1921) 256 U.S. 335 (1921) 
indicates a clear example of lower courts and average American citizens 
in&uencing the law. Holmes did not create the aggressive self-defence 
notion in Brown, he merely cemented into national law what had 
already been understood and decided by individual judges and juries 
since the early nineteenth century. With the proliferation of guns and, 
in the South, their use to enforce slavery in the antebellum period and 
then enforce the racial hierarchy a#er Emancipation, many Americans, 
especially southerners, understood the organically developed tradition 
that allowed them to bear arms for personal self-defence and make use 
of those arms in situations they deemed necessary. 

"us, endowing black Americans with the aggressive right to 
self-defence marked the beginning of inclusion in the American legal 
tradition, which had, since Emancipation, excluded them. As a key 
American right, self-defence symbolized belonging and citizenship. 
"e right to respond with violence to someone who presents only a 
perceived threat to ones’ life could only be held by citizens capable of 
judging when the use of violence was appropriate. Slaves had earned 
a degree of this recognition, but all legal justi$cation for black self-
defence had been destroyed by the segregationist system of Jim Crow. 
"erefore, for blacks to be recognized as capable of acting in aggressive 
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self-defence in the 1930s meant that blacks were not merely mindless 
aggressors, nor were whites always well-intentioned victims.59 Members 
of both races could act in self-defence to preserve their lives against any 
assault. "ese self-defence verdicts thus illustrate a notable convergence 
of the right to self-defence by blacks and the aggressive right held by 
whites since the nineteenth century.  

We should not be surprised, then, that racially based self-defence 
custom which prohibited black-on-white retaliatory assault became 
one of the $rst parts of Jim Crow to be mitigated.60 However, we must 
question, too, how exceptional these cases were. For every Butch 
Moorehead acquitted for self-defence, how many Tom Robinsons 
were convicted despite overwhelming evidence in their favour? 
Certainly, many blacks were convicted of murder in this era, too, 
while the circumstances of the case dictated clear self-defence.61 Yet, 
regardless of how out of the ordinary the self-defence acquittals were, 
they present a clear break in the once seemingly invincible Jim Crow 
system. While not carrying the weight of Brown v. Board of Education 
or Loving v. Virginia, the racial dimension of self-defence law, like the 
aggressiveness permitted by the law in the nineteenth century, could 
never be dictated by one single court verdict.  

"e six cases at the focus of this study, then, serve as key civil 
rights cases of the twentieth century, indicating the progression of 
self-defence law to include blacks as well as whites. Furthermore, these 
cases indicate that some southerners in the 1930s began to recognize 
that the law of whites was, in fact, the same as the law of blacks. Twenty 
years preceding the violence of the Little Rock school integration and 
the infamous murder of Emmett Till, these six verdicts help to illustrate 
the role of violence in the black experience in the South. Furthermore, 
the cases challenge the dominant historical narrative of a hegemonic, 
unjust, and racist Jim Crow society. While certainly racist in structure 
and everyday execution, we cannot claim to analyze racial issues in a 
vacuum, as economic patterns greatly a%ected southern society’s racial 
coda. "e cases presented above additionally elucidate southern blacks’ 
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longstanding tradition, both within and outside of the con$nes of the 
law, to struggle against the restrictions against them and to meet white 
tyrannical assault with calculated acts of legal self-defence. 
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A Selective Memory: 

A History of Civil War Monuments in 

Washington, D.C.

Honor Lay

"e rich and varied monuments of Washington, D.C. demarcate 
the capital of the United States as a pilgrimage site for American history.1 
Millions of visitors pass through the city every year to marvel at the 
elaborate statuary and absorb national history through ritual tours of the 
capital. With over $ve hundred monuments, Washington commemorates 
a signi$cant amount of the country’s history in public space. A pedestrian 
interested in the Civil War would encounter some thirty statues of heroic 
soldiers, witness monuments dedicated to Emancipation or the charity 
of nuns, and behold female-bodied tableaux of such noble principles as 
Peace or Loyalty. At the end of this tour, the pedestrian might learn much 
about the Union actors who exercised decisive roles during the con&ict. 
Questions about slavery, its abolition, or the role of African Americans in 
the war would, however, remain largely unanswered. "e memorial land-
scape established in the capital in the postwar period ending in the First 
World War celebrates the Civil War as a valorous struggle between white 
brothers even as it erases the involvement of African Americans. "is 
deliberate construction of public space heavily re&ects the contemporary 
political climate that sought to alleviate sectional strife, marginalize Afric-
an American citizens, and erode the legacy of emancipation.

Between 1874 and 1914, Washington commemorated the Civil 
War by erecting monuments to Lincoln, to Union heroes, and to allegor-
ies of the virtues of the Union cause. "ough the resolution of the Civil 
War formally dissolved slavery and reunited the states, racial ideologies 
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persisted and sectional relations were still fraught with tension and 
animosity. As the capital embarked on a policy of reconciliation with the 
South, the $gure of the white body thus became the predominant motif 
of commemoration. Few monuments mark the revolutionary changes 
instituted during the Reconstruction era, particularly those intended to 
protect the constitutional rights of African Americans. "ese changes 
include the Fourteenth and Fi#eenth Amendments to the U.S. Consti-
tution, which established the citizenship and voting rights of African 
Americans; the establishment of a federal Bureau in 1865, the Freedmen’s 
Bureau, to oversee the protection and implementation of these rights; and 
the deployment of the federal army to suppress all attempts to encroach 
on these rights. "e monuments are all imbued with white supremacist 
sentiments, so entrenched in the fabric of American society that even 
Emancipation could not shake them.

“Washington is a city of statues,” boasted !e Washington Post in 
1891.2 "e wave of statue building reached its apogee at the turn of the 
century, when Washington came to rival the memorial panorama of 
European cities.3 "e urban landscape became a battleground for north-
ern and southern commemorative groups, each striving to codify their 
own version of the war. As monuments to Union generals proliferated 
across the North, statues to heroic Confederate common soldiers crowded 
the squares of cities in the South. "e vast majority of these memorials 
were built by veterans’ organizations, which commandeered the public 
voice. In the capital, however, the need to garner community consent 
and the approval of the federal government meant that the monuments 
erected tended to correspond with the beliefs of the majority.4 "e sheer 
physical presence of monuments over time also ensured their power to 
in&uence public opinion long a#er the respective statue’s sculptor and 
commission had passed. Despite their political origins, these monuments, 
once erected, bore a peculiar and extraordinary power to cast o% their 
own deeply political origins and become sacred relics.5 As historical texts, 
these monuments, in the absence of a critical American populace, present 
a story of the past that appears authentic and unbiased.6
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One of the $rst monuments to be erected in Washington, D.C. 
was the 1876 Emancipation Monument.7 "e memorial depicts Lincoln’s 
emancipation of a slave, who is shown kneeling, near naked, and shackled 
at the President’s feet. "e monument is technically accurate, insofar as 
Lincoln granted freedom to slaves in the Confederacy in 1863. Yet the 
monument rhetorically portrays Emancipation as an isolated gesture 
enacted by this single, albeit powerful, person and slaves of the South 
as passive recipients of their freedom. "is depiction ignores the many 
slaves who &ed to Union territory since the beginning of the war and 
the even greater number who fought for liberation by various means for 
centuries prior. Lincoln himself understood Emancipation as a collabor-
ative synergy of slave revolt and Union aid, a process initiated by slaves 
and accelerated by his Proclamation.8 "e way in which the memorial 
condenses this problematic and dynamic history into a heroic act by this 
one benevolent $gure re&ects the emancipationist attempt to bring the 
institution of slavery, which marred the capital since its beginning, to an 
epic and $nal conclusion. Such a conclusion must, as pro%ered by the 
monument, validate the moral distinction of the nation.9 

"ough the Emancipation Monument is one of the few national 
monuments to include a life-size statue of an African American—and is 
thus revolutionary—the memorial $xes the African American body on 
his knees, in a position of perpetual subservience. "e God-like $gure of 
Lincoln stands above the slave, holding his hand over him as though in 
blessing. "e slave is bent humbly to the ground while Lincoln’s posture 
appears divine in comparison. It is notable that the original design for the 
monument depicted the ex-slave with a ri&e. "is much more militant 
version clearly positioned the African American as the principal agent in 
the struggle for Emancipation. Although freed slaves almost exclusively 
sponsored the erection of the Emancipation Monument, the Western San-
itary Commission of St. Louis in charge, a commission of white abolition-
ists, had the $nal word on the design. "e African American is but a foil 
to Lincoln, whose moral majesty is unchallenged.10 
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"e emancipationist sentiment embedded in this memorial is 
indicative of northern patriotism for the triumph of the Union. 1876, 
the year the Emancipation Monument was dedicated, marked the end of 
Reconstruction and the beginning of Jim Crow legislation in the South 
as well as the nationwide rise of Democrat rule.11 "e last years of the 
nineteenth and the $rst years of the twentieth centuries were thus charac-
terized by violent tension as a revolutionary movement dedicated to civil 
rights ran up against the traditional values of the white supremacist status 
quo. While the Civil War settled the issue of reuni$cation, it could not 
destroy the racial ideologies that dominated race relations in American 
culture for several centuries. Ten years of Radical Republicanism ex-
hausted many northerners as well as southerners in their support for the 
Reconstruction agenda. North and South increasingly allowed the issues 
central to the con&ict to fall by the wayside. "ey chose to re&ect instead 
on the heroic sacri$ces of all soldiers, whether of Union or Confederate 
allegiance, who sought to protect their nation.12 "is era of unpreceden-
ted monument building in the capital, as well as throughout the country, 
testi$es to the growing impulse of Americans to cast aside the rancorous 
memories of the Civil War.

In many ways, another war was exactly the remedy for lingering 
national schism. In 1887, former Confederate general and Reconstruc-
tion opponent John Brown Gordon (1832-1904) expressed to a Cleveland 
audience: “I have sometimes thought that I would be willing to see one 
more war, that we might march under the stars and stripes, shoulder 
to shoulder, against a common foe.”13 In his last years, Gordon would 
be happy to see North and South do just that in the Philippines in the 
Spanish-American War of 1898. Before the declaration of war with Spain, 
Gordon assured his fellow southern Americans that the war would lead 
“to the complete and permanent obliteration of all sectional distrusts, and 
to the establishment of the too long delayed brotherhood and unity of the 
American people, which shall never be broken nor called into question 
no more forever.”14 Southern involvement in the Spanish-American War 
and the excitement spawned by American annexation of the Philippines, 
Puerto Rico, and Guam redeemed northern estimation for the South 
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and respect for the South’s rightful place in the United States.15 Ex-Con-
federate soldiers and the sons of Confederate veterans conducted war in 
tattered blue uniforms alongside northerners, clad in gray.16 "e white 
South felt vindicated in 1898 as never before. One Virginian wrote to his 
father, an ex-Confederate: “It would have pleased you to know and have 
heard the wild ‘rebel yell’ echoing from the ancient walls of Manila.”17 
“We of the younger generation owe you of ‘61 a debt of untold gratitude,” 
he continued, “and admiration for the noble examples & high ideals set 
for us to follow.”18 "e irony of the expression “putting down rebels with 
a rebel yell” was somehow lost on the younger generation of southern 
soldiers.19 Instead, these men noticed the Confederate soldier’s discipline 
and martial courage.

"e Spanish-American War inspired a return of con$dence in the 
united nation in several ways, as evidenced by the erection of a monu-
ment to Confederate general Albert Pike (1809-91) in Washington in 
1901. In 1898, the House approved the resolution by the Scottish Rite 
Masons of the Southern Jurisdiction to sponsor a monument to Pike, also 
a master of Masonic rite.20 Pike is represented holding a large book, likely 
his famous Morals and Dogma of the Ancient and Accepted Scottish Rite 
of Freemasonry, as he towers over the goddess of Masonry. "e United 
Daughters of the Confederacy, an organization of southern women com-
mitted to redeeming the Confederate cause, have since used this ground 
to host memorials to the Confederate general.21 His depiction as a Mason-
ic icon instead of a soldier may well be an intentional remark on Union 
superiority. As a gi# from the largely southern commission, however, the 
civilian dress might also indicate an olive branch gesture to the northern 
audience, given the impact of the Spanish-American War on North-South 
relations. "e federal government would have likely shunned the plans for 
the monument had Pike been dressed in military uniform. Or, the Ma-
sonic dress might signify an attempt, also in the spirit of reconciliation, to 
neutralize his Civil War record so that he might still be remembered by 
the nation for his contributions to the Freemasonry.
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Sectional reconciliation required northern and southern Americ-
ans to forget or to overlook various o%ensive memories of the Civil War, 
occasioning the absence of Albert Pike’s Confederate costume. For many 
Americans, remembering the Civil War was perilous. In 1899, one Con-
federate veteran referenced the fallen soldiers of the Spanish-American 
War, relieved that “[t]hese dead, at least, belong to us all.”22 “"e last hate-
ful memory that could divide our country,” he announced, “is buried with 
them.”23 “About their graves,” he assured, “kneels a new nation, loving all 
her children everywhere the same.”24 According to this man, the reuni-
$cation of the nation was the direct result of the Spanish-American War. 
North and South targeted a new and shared enemy, an unwitting salve for 
the wounds of the Civil War. As this veteran acknowledged, moreover, the 
nation as a whole bore the psychological and historical responsibility to 
forget charged memories of the past, and to embrace reconciliation.

Around this same time of frantic monument building in the United 
States, both Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) and Ernest Renan (1823-
92) discussed the problematic nature of collective memory. In Nietzsche’s 
1873 On the Use and Abuse of History for Life, he insisted that “it is gener-
ally completely impossible to live without forgetting.”25 Similarly, Renan 
famously declared in his lecture, “What is a Nation?”, at the Sorbonne in 
1882: “the ability to forget and, I would even say that the erroneous rep-
resentation of history, are essential to the creation of a nation.” "e Civil 
War memorial landscape in the United States displays the most interest-
ing paradox of historical memory, as the imperative to remember the war 
through monuments occurred contemporaneously with sectional recon-
ciliation and a collective desire to bury divisive memories of the war. 

"e principal imperative to remember the Civil War in the years 
that followed was for national reassurance that the estimated 600,000 war 
casualties did not die in vain, but rather for a noble cause. "is imper-
ative to honour the noble sacri$ces of the veterans was taken somewhat 
literally, as the statues both north and south of the Mason-Dixon Line 
were imbued with relic status. Northern and southern communities, 
for example, reclaimed most of the enemy’s cannons as raw material for 
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the monuments. "is symbolically disarmed the enemy and liquidated 
his weapon stock. "e statues were converted into relics as authentic 
remnants of the war and imprints on the nation’s landscape, which was 
otherwise devastated by the warfare of the 1860s. 

Further attempts to imbue relic status on statues were also made. 
"e construction the 1876 monument to General James B. McPherson 
(1828-64) is one such example. McPherson commanded the Army of 
the Tennessee, campaigned with famed General William T. Sherman in 
the March to the Sea, and was killed in 1864 during the Battle of Atlanta. 
"e Society of the Army of Tennessee patronized the monument and 
obtained McPherson’s mother’s consent to bury his remains within the 
pedestal of the monument.26 Similarly, the commission responsible for the 
1881 monument to David G. Farragut (1801-70) interred relics into the 
foundation of the statue. Farragut had been in the Navy since the age of 
ten and had fought in the War of 1812 as well as the Mexican-American 
War (1846-48) before 1861. During the Civil War, he commanded the 
U.S.S. Hartford, which crippled the Confederate &eet in the Mississippi 
River and subsequently subjected the waterway to Union control in 1864. 
"e monument to Farragut was unveiled with a copy of the Army and 
Navy Register, documents pertaining to the history of the monument and 
Farragut’s military career, and a small-scale bronze model of the U.S.S. 
Hartford propeller buried inside the pedestal.27 

"e nationwide proliferation of statues that carried sacred status 
rendered the American landscape progressively sacrosanct, literally 
sanctifying what had been tainted by the Civil War. "e statues addition-
ally claimed relic signi$cance as they came to serve as public objects of 
reverence. "e postbellum American society held $rmly to the convic-
tion that the best way to commemorate the dead was to live according 
to the examples set by the soldiers, vicariously reliving their legacies and 
justifying their sacri$ces. By bombarding the public with monuments 
that conveyed the nobility of martial ethics, it was thought that the public 
would emulate those ideals.28 Monuments incorporating themes of valour, 
masculinity, obedience, and self-sacri$ce were erected in northern states 
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as well as southern. "e turn of the century bolstered the pertinence of 
these qualities as the country declared war on Spain. 

A cult of masculinity thrived in post-Civil War generations of 
young men. Because the Army was exclusively male, masculinity in 
the postwar era became the paragon of and even precondition for the 
other ideals of valour, obedience, and self-sacri$ce. Despite the daugh-
ters, wives, and sisters of Confederate and Union soldiers who served 
indispensible roles in the war e%orts, Washington did not acknowledge 
women’s importance in the Civil War in public space until 1924, when 
the monument Nuns of the Battle#eld was built. Preceding this, the female 
body was relegated entirely to allegory. Rather than persons in their own 
right, women represented abstract principles, employed as tools to de-
scribe the valiant actions committed by men. 

"e classical female body is employed as allegory in the 1877 Peace 
Monument. Unlike monuments such as the Lincoln Memorial on the 
National Mall, which engages the subjective experience of the observer, 
allegorical monuments are much more conservative. "is style instructs 
the spectator how to feel by projecting emotions and principles onto 
the viewer.29 Originally dedicated to the U.S. Navy, the Peace Monument 
displays various female allegorical $gures: at the top of the monument, 
America wails over the loss of her marines onto the shoulder of His-
tory, who dutifully inscribes the names of the fallen in a book. In vague 
reconciliationist terms, an inscription reads: “"ey died that their coun-
try might live.” Midway down the monument, Victory crowns the men, 
who bore the burden of naval warfare during the Civil War. Peace, the 
backside of the monument, faces the Capitol Building, extending an olive 
branch towards it. A dove, seated on wheat (symbolizing Agriculture and 
Plenty) and emblems of Science, Literature, and Art, accompany Peace 
and represent the progress that follows with peace.30 

"e personi$cation of these traditional American values by the 
white body serves to assert the superiority of the white race. Additionally, 
this memorial portrays a fantasy of the Civil War in its selective depiction 
of self-sacri$ce, heroism, victory, and progress as redeeming virtues of 
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the war. With the massive loss of life during the war, self-sacri$ce and 
heroism are historical facts that will forever remain imperative to remem-
ber. "is monument incorporates another agenda, though, an insidious 
revision of the history of the war and the imperative to forget. By the time 
this monument was unveiled, the country had already begun to throttle 
back its promise to protect the rights of African Americans. "is commit-
ment, starting with the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, was sus-
tained during the Reconstruction era through amendments made to the 
American Constitution and the establishment of the federal Freedmen’s 
Bureau to protect the constitutional rights of African Americans, and 
sustained further by the guarantee of a federal army presence in the South 
to suppress violence and protect the voting rights, in particular, of blacks. 
"e majority of the white American population and the o!cials they 
elected to o!ce, however, quickly forgot this result of the Union victory 
and this de$nition of progress.

In 1909, the Grand Army of the Republic, a Union veterans organ-
ization, erected an allegorical memorial to its founder, Dr. Benjamin F. 
Stephenson (1823-1871). Stephenson served as surgeon and then brigade 
surgeon of the 14th Illinois Infantry Regiment before he was honourably 
discharged from service in 1864. In 1866, the doctor invited all honour-
ably discharged Union veterans to join the GAR to preserve the legacies 
of the Union under the banner of “Fraternity, Charity, and Loyalty.” "e 
main face of the tri-faceted monument features two bronze $gures, a 
sailor and a soldier, standing together in fraternity. Loyalty is presented 
as a woman on the southeast side of the monument with sword drawn, 
holding a shield. "e northeast face displays Charity and is represented by 
a mother protecting her child.31 "e description of martial ideals through 
female-bodied allegories gives prominence to the ideal of masculinity. Be-
cause the Peace and Stephenson monuments honour the Union men who 
fought during the Civil War, the speci$c ideals portrayed are necessarily 
male. "e presentation of these ideals through the female body, however, 
implies the female body to be possessed by the male body, idealizing mas-
culinity through a traditional patriarchal representation. "e monument 
conveys an imperative to remember the Civil War through an idealized 
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conception of the veterans. "is rare$ed memory casually glosses over the 
historical forces and issues that underpinned the Civil War.

"e double bind of memory that facilitated sectional reconcili-
ation is visible in each of the ten portrait statues to Union soldiers erected 
before the First World War. "ese include the statue to General John A. 
Rawlins in 1874, to General Win$eld Scott in 1874, to General James B. 
McPherson in 1876, to General George H. "omas in 1879, to Admiral 
David G. Farragut in 1881, to General Win$eld S. Hancock in 1896, to 
General John A. Logan in 1901, to General William T. Sherman in 1903, 
to General George B. McClellan in 1907, and to General Philip H. Sherid-
an in 1908. Although the majority of these statues were personally erected 
by veterans’ organizations, each general was commemorated for his 
demonstration of valour. Most of these men were career soldiers—serving 
in the War of 1812, the Mexican-American War, or both—and each 
succeeded in accomplishing a signi$cant military feat. All of these o!cers 
are depicted in their military uniforms, appearing ready for combat but 
not combative. "ey each emanate the ideal of valour as they prepare 
themselves fearlessly for the ultimate demonstration of self-sacri$ce, mas-
culinity, heroism, and patriotism.

"is vigilant but at-ease posture became a popular mould for 
Civil War statuary in both northern and southern communities. While 
still conveying the exemplary American soldier, the more disturbing 
and violent memories of the war that still haunted many in the decades 
between 1865 and 1914 could be swept aside. Remembering how hun-
dreds of thousands had mowed each other down had to be subsumed for 
the sake of the country’s peace of mind and recovery. "e vast majority of 
Civil War monuments built on battle$elds and in town squares across the 
country during this time refrained from any mention of death, indulging 
instead in idealized representations of stoic white soldiers. "e “Cavalry 
Charge” of the monument to Ulysses S. Grant in Washington, D.C. is one 
of the few monuments in the nation that attempts to illustrate the violent 
truth about the war, but it was not erected until 1921. 
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"e countless soldiers and civilians caught in the slaughter could at 
least be venerated as national martyrs. "is morality tale was a slim silver 
lining in an otherwise horri$c chapter in American history. If the country 
at large could agree that each soldier served heroically, this tale would 
also prove to support the country’s incumbent political and economic 
needs. "e Spanish-American War aside, if the country wanted to re-
main united, reconciliation was necessary. Moreover, while the European 
powers were revolutionizing their industries during and a#er the time of 
the Civil War, the United States was nearly bankrupt and its infrastruc-
ture severely damaged. "e complications that attended coping with the 
memories of the Civil War was the price the United States paid in order 
to rebuild the nation, restore peace, and become a major industrial super 
power.32

Unlike the “Cavalry Charge,” none of the statues in Washington 
built before the First World War depict the general even brandishing 
his sword, let alone trampling over casualties. Understating the violence 
was certainly a form of denial; during this period, the country refused 
to question whether the war was worth the mass death and destruction. 
"ese statues to the lone heroic soldier, which resemble each other across 
North-South borders, also concretized the nation’s power and racial ideo-
logies.33 Even though race and racism were at the heart of the Civil War 
and its a#ermath—central to the institution of slavery, Emancipation, 
the postwar Reconstruction policies, and the subsequent institution of 
Jim Crow in the South—the public space of Washington excised African 
Americans from its history. 

It is no coincidence that during this pre-First World War period, as 
a modernized version of slavery was forming in the South and as dis-
crimination was being enforced in the North, the same narrative of a war 
between white brothers that found its way into the historical texts of the 
time was also carved out in stone and space. Most citizens paid little at-
tention to the statues, but this was precisely the point: these objects could 
be understood immediately, because they reduced the complexities of the 
war and traditional American ideals into the most recognizable and banal 
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form, the human body.34 During this time of reconciliation, Washington’s 
public space indoctrinated a history of the Civil War that denied the war’s 
social origins, obscured the federal government’s pledge to establish a 
new interracial order in the postwar America, and personi$ed patriotism 
and heroism as inherently male and white. As pedestrians gazed upon 
these statues, they were taught to remember the Civil War as a political 
and legislative dispute between states, a time of white American heroism 
and patriotism, and as an a#erthought, to consider the fate of African 
Americans as having been rescued by Lincoln and awarded the privilege 
of Emancipation.

Shedding the history of slavery was no easy task for former slaves 
or white Americans a#er the passage of the "irteenth Amendment. 
Slaves had to rede$ne and recreate their identities, stake out new lines 
of work, and delimit new arenas for social participation.35 "is tension 
between tradition and change also applied to the larger society. "e 
United States could not rapidly relinquish its tradition of slavery and 
white supremacist ideology because of a civil rights movement that was 
instigated abruptly, and then only subsequently sustained by a minority of 
the population. As the failed e%ort by former slaves to raise a monument 
to Emancipation attests, African Americans continued to struggle to have 
their story told in Washington. Still, they would not be able to reclaim 
monumental space in the capital until the Civil Rights movement of the 
1960s. A#er the March on Washington in 1953, African Americans would 
succeed in exercising a very powerful voice in the political, social, and 
historical memory of the nation.36 

Until this time, further e%orts to reinforce white supremacy in the 
capital through public monuments would continue. In the early 1900s, 
the United Confederate Veterans lobbied unsuccessfully for a monument 
to the “faithful slave” to be erected in Washington.37 Again, in 1923, the 
United Daughters of the Confederacy excited certain controversy when 
they proposed a statue of “Mammy” to be built in the Washington Cap-
itol.38 Both Confederate commemorative groups felt that the slaves who 
had not taken part in toppling the plantation system should be honoured. 
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However much Union pride and the emancipationist vision of the war 
had diminished in the capital for the sake of sectional reconciliation by 
the twentieth century, the federal government at least recognized the con-
tradiction of commemorating slavery alongside Emancipation. 

"e American public today no longer accepts overtly racist de-
pictions of African Americans. "e selective memory of the Civil War 
in textbooks and institutions has been largely revised since the country 
underwent a cultural shi# in the 1960s. Nevertheless, African Americans 
remain absent in many forms of history. Since the 1876 Emancipation 
Monument, only one additional monument erected in Washington fea-
tures African Americans in the public history of the Civil War. !e Spirit 
of Freedom, dedicated in 1997, commemorates the 200,000 African Amer-
ican Union veterans who fought as sailors and soldiers during the war. 
Of Washington’s thirty total Civil War monuments, !e Spirit of Freedom 
is the only one that honours African Americans. White supremacy thus 
remains a deep-seated legacy within commemorative tradition.

"e desire to commemorate soldiers’ sacri$ces gained momentum 
as the nation struggled to come to terms with the war’s devastation. 
Reconciliation was pursued when war was declared with Spain, when 
Reconstruction spurred a panic to protect the white supremacist her-
itage of the nation, and amidst a race to industrialization between the 
global powers. In this setting, any consideration for the importance of 
memorializing African Americans was neglected by white Americans and 
memorial committees. Washington’s public space indoctrinated a his-
tory of the Civil War that denied race as central to the war, concealed the 
federal government’s commitment to establishing a new interracial order, 
and constructed the ideal of patriotism and heroism as embodied by the 
white man. "e statues broadcast this selective memory of the Civil War 
throughout the city to locals and tourists. As relics, these monuments 
also continue to redeem the history of a terrible and bloody war that the 
nation would rather forget. In Washington’s Civil War monuments, as 
elsewhere, the late-nineteenth-century imperative to remember the war 
through a lens of great, white, masculine patriotism endures. 
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No Day But Tomorrow: 
!e Delayed Evolution of Jewish Social 

Action in the Context of HIV/AIDS 
 

Maurice Neishlos

In 1996, Martin Peretz, editor in chief of !e New Republic, told 
David Sanford, an HIV positive gay male sta% reporter at !e Wall Street 
Journal, a story about Dr. Jerry Groopman. Dr. Groopman practiced 
medicine in Boston and gained credence for his aggressive treatment of 
AIDS. One day, Martin and Dr. Groopman were both at temple. During 
the misha berach (the Hebrew prayer for the sick), Dr. Groopman read 
a list of each of his patients, continuing to read a#er services had ended. 
Martin later asked him about it: “Jerry, but you are a man of science.” Dr. 
Groopman replied, “Yes, but I am also a Jew.”1 Dr. Groopman’s response 
re&ects the personal and public responsibility Jews have towards the sick 
and disabled. However, Groopman’s response does not re&ect the typical 
Jewish response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the United States. When 
AIDS $rst emerged in the public purview, Judaism linked it to homosexu-
ality, the Jewish view of which ranged from moral ambiguity and dis-
comfort, at best, to outright condemnation. "ough Judaism places social 
action centrally within its doctrine, the Jewish social response to AIDS 
in the 1980s was hesitant, disorganized, and overdue. As the progres-
sive Jewish view of homosexuality liberalized, a more organized Jewish 
response to HIV/AIDS developed. Jewish AIDS relief programs coincided 
with the “de-gayi$cation” of AIDS and, in turn, the liberalization of the 
Jewish view of homosexuality. Judaism acted only when it no longer felt 
uncomfortable with the social issues at hand.

Before any theological or historical discussion, it is pertinent to 
establish two caveats that remain constant throughout the duration of the 
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analysis. First, there is a profound di%erence between Jewish social activ-
ism and social activism performed by Jews. "is analysis will focus on 
the former: a historical exploration of organized Jewish activism and the 
response of Jewish organizations during the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the 
United States. "is primarily includes synagogue councils and religious 
organizations; that is, organizations with a religious mandate that claim 
to speak and act (at least in part) on behalf of the Jewish people. "is 
analysis will not focus on activism performed by Jewish actors if their 
motivations were not religious. For example, AIDS activist Larry Kramer 
is Jewish; however, he has no religious motivations for his activism. 
Kramer deliberately de$nes AIDS as a Holocaust, but his discourse indi-
cates that he links American apathy and negligence regarding AIDS to the 
Nazi treatment of poor and powerless minorities (with speci$c reference 
to homosexuals, not Jews).2 Kramer uses an inverted pink triangle in his 
activism, which was the symbol Nazis used to mark homosexuals during 
the Nazi genocide during World War II.3 Kramer’s identi$cation as a gay 
man trumped his Judaism. His work alludes to genocide against homo-
sexuals, not against Jews. Kramer states that he is “not a particularly good 
Jew,” adding that his “mother was a social worker and maybe [he] picked 
up from her that sense of helping people.”4 "us, Kramer’s action does not 
constitute Jewish social activism.

Second, Judaism is internally diverse. "roughout the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, Judaism fragmented into a multiplicity of reli-
gious groups. "ese fragments developed into contemporary denomina-
tions, most prominently, Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform. Despite 
di%erences among the movements’ speci$c rituals and practices, certain 
commonalities united them. Until the 1970s, it is possible to speak about 
a monolithic American Jewish community.5 "us, up until and includ-
ing this time, one can speak about monolithically organized Jewish social 
action without denominational speci$city. For example, all of the major 
movements had similarly liberal responses to the Civil Rights Move-
ment and the antiwar movement of the 1950s and 1960s. However, in the 
1970s, prominent social issues surrounding gender and sexuality high-
lighted and rigidi$ed the diverse factions within Judaism. Accordingly, 
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when discussing a Jewish response to AIDS, which emerged during the 
1980s, denominational speci$city becomes important.

It is now possible to outline thoughtfully the theological central-
ity social justice occupies in Jewish tradition. In spite of Judaism’s post-
poned action during the AIDS epidemic, social justice has always been 
a pivotal component of Judaism’s worldview. "e concept of tikkun olam 
(the Hebrew phrase that means “repairing the world”) originated in the 
early rabbinic period by the phrase mipnei tikkun ha’olam (“for the sake of 
the patch for the world”). "e ambiguous Talmudic interpretation of the 
verse led the rabbis to use it in the case of a change in legal practice. "ey 
mandated its use simply “because of tikkun ha’olam” without any other 
justi$cation.6 "e Talmud explains that the principle relates to communal 
distress. Its use indicates that a given practice should not be followed if it 
leads to social disharmony, not simply because Biblical law prohibits it.7 
"e principle envisions a concern for the state of the present as well as the 
future. "e invocation of tikkun ha’olam re&ects the understanding that 
the purpose of a given law is to “create a more just society, rather than a 
perfect one.”8 "e modern conception of tikkun olam is a human attitude 
expressed by compassion, generosity, and righteousness. It is a response 
to a perception of overarching injustice and a sense that society must 
modify existing laws to become more balanced.9 Contemporary Jewish 
social justice largely envisions how the world ought to be, and how to use 
Jewish principles to achieve that vision. Tikkun olam is a pervasive prin-
ciple in Jewish thought that transcends denominational a!liation or level 
of religious observance. It is a humanitarian impulse that serves as “the 
most common organizing principle of Jewish identity.”10 It is the most 
explicit expression of Judaism as “ethnical monotheism.”11

Jews perceive themselves to be a “light unto the nations.”12 "is 
perception strengthens Jewish identity through the work of tikkun olam. 
Judaism does not justify its right to exist merely for its own sake. "e 
desire to attain a perfection of the soul is intrinsic in the conception of 
the Jewish faith. In the Book of Isaiah, God designates the Jewish people 
as “a light unto the nations” to seek this perfection and present a model 
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from which other nations and religious may draw. A literal interpreta-
tion of scripture may expose a sense of vanity or elitism within Judaism; 
however, the modern interpretation of the verse suggests that the Jewish 
mission is to lead in humanity’s shared responsibility (with God) to create 
a world where peace and harmony may &ourish. Tikkun olam re&ects the 
operationalization of the Jewish mission to be a light unto the nations. 

During the twentieth century, social justice was central to the 
ethos, culture, and program of American Jewish life. "e postwar era 
saw the diversi$cation of religious expressions within Judaism. While 
many Jews assimilated into American society, others preserved their piety 
through a radicalization of their religious fervor. While varied in their 
idiosyncrasies, such diversity of Jewish expression created a distinctly 
American Judaism, which synthesized the multiple expressions of Jewish 
and American identity. "e shared belief in the perfectibility of human 
society and the central role of social justice to create a more just and 
compassionate society fused this hybrid identity. "is belief transcended 
denominational boundaries. American Jewry is “an amalgam of these 
God-oriented, rationalist-oriented, and existentially oriented religious 
worldviews—each with its distinctive embrace of tikkun olam.”13 A#er 
the Second World War, the memory of the Holocaust contributed to an 
acute recognition that good people do not stand idly by while others suf-
fer oppression, persecution, and victimization. "us, social justice in the 
postwar era became a matter of Jewish morality and values. Jews continue 
to believe that they have a historical imperative to ensure the peace of 
their community. "ey base this necessity on a profound sense of insecu-
rity; that is, Jews will never be safe or secure if they live in a world where 
marginalized groups can be victims of oppression and persecution.14

"e Holocaust had a tremendous impact on Jews’ mobilization 
against social injustice; however, the American Jewish community’s reac-
tion was mostly one of silence and discomfort until the early 1960s.15 "e 
trial of Adolf Eichmann in Israel in 1961 elicited a sense of retribution 
that empowered Jews throughout the Diaspora; furthermore, the Six Day 
War of June 1967 provoked the paralyzing fear of a “second Holocaust.” 
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Historically, Jewishness had been a source of anxiety and discomfort in 
the United States. However, the establishment of a militarily powerful 
Jewish state resurrected a sense of mission. During the counterculture 
movement in the United States, Jewish activism &ourished. A Holocaust 
discourse with the mantra “Never Again” emerged as Jews commemorat-
ed the tragedy while simultaneously grappling with how to move forward. 
Jewish theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel summarized this dilemma by 
examining the State of Israel: “Israel enables us [Jews] to bear the agony 
of Auschwitz without radical despair, to sense a ray [of] God’s radiance in 
the jungles of history.”16 "e fact that Jews had seemed to become anes-
thetized to the hurt and su%ering of the world discouraged Heschel.17 
However, the new lessons taken from the Holocaust fashioned a mono-
lithic Jewish response to concerns about meaningful Jewish survival a#er 
the Holocaust. "e fact that Jews survived the Holocaust was not enough; 
as long as they continued to exist, Jews felt that “it was [their] duty to 
make life in America better for all people.”18

A major outlet for the realization of a Jewish humanitarian mission 
was Jews’ involvement in liberal politics. At the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, Eastern European Jews migrated to the United States en 
masse, seeking to escape persecution. "ey came to America with expe-
rience in socialist, labor, and anarchist movements. Many Jews rose to 
leadership positions in the early twentieth century labor movement and 
played signi$cant roles in Democratic Party politics.19 By the 1930s, Jews 
were a major political factor in New York City. "ey strongly supported 
the most liberal programs of the New Deal and remained a major bloc in 
the New Deal coalition, giving special support to the Civil Rights Move-
ment. Many emphasized the not dissimilar relationship Jews shared with 
African Americans, claiming that “Jews have known within [their] lives 
and the live other [their] fathers the problems which have confronted the 
Negro,” and that “no minority group is safe while others are the victims of 
persecution.”20 "e Jewish people faced a historic struggle against preju-
dice that led to a natural sympathy for African Americans confronting 
discrimination.
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In the 1970s, the tone of the discourse surrounding the American 
Jewish family became noticeably overwrought. "e traditional Jewish 
community saw the Jewish family in a state of peril amidst what they 
believed to be the evaporation of taboo, inhibition, and moral restraint. 
Despite this state of alarm, overwhelming evidence suggested that many 
Jews were not heeding such calls.21 "e more traditional factions of the 
Jewish community blared the sirens. "eir outrage stemmed from the in-
volvement of Jewish youth in the counterculture and antiwar movements 
of the 1960s, the vast majority of these youth coming from non-Orthodox 
(i.e. perceptually less observant) homes. "e state of crisis snowballed and 
became unbearably acute. Jews blamed each other across borders of ideol-
ogy, theology, and generation; they lumped together seemingly unrelated 
matters: abortion and intermarriage, gay sex and parenting, promiscuous 
dress and radical feminism—Jews grouped these together with impu-
nity.22 

During this time, homophobia was “blunt, unapologetic, and fre-
quently extreme.”23 Traditional Judaism considers homosexuality an “evil 
practice” and explicitly states that sodomy is a crime of sexual immoral-
ity. It is a form of sexual perversion, the punishment for which is death, 
unless the crime is sodomy with a minor – the punishment for this lesser 
o%ense is &agellation. Despite the strictures of tradition, many progressive 
Jews established gay synagogues in several major American cities as early 
as 1972.24 Many recognized the existence of closeted gay rabbis; however 
under the social conditions of the time, an open and honest declaration 
of sexuality would be perilous.25 In light of the perversity of the sexual 
revolution, traditional Jewish authorities did not feel that they had to 
revise their moral absolutism. To Orthodox Judaism, homosexuality still 
required moral condemnation.26 Under such circumstances, Orthodox Ju-
daism could not accept separate Jewish homosexual societies or organiza-
tions (i.e. synagogues); morally, it made no sense to them. Other denomi-
nations also felt that nothing good would result if the Jewish community 
legitimated homosexual relationships. Professor Fritz A. Rothschild of 
the Jewish "eological Seminary (the citadel of Conservative Judaism) 
believed that it was “an open-and-shut issue,” since it was clear to him 
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that homosexuals as a group “are ill.”27 Judaism uniquely reprimanded 
homosexuality because, whereas sins are usually incidental to the sinner’s 
identity, the gay community de$ned itself speci$cally with reference to 
their sin. Homosexuals’ sexuality was “constitutive of their very identity.”28

In the 1970s, the Jewish approach to homosexuality transcended 
denominational barriers. Despite how progressive the Reform or Con-
servative movements claimed to be, and despite how involved their 
congregants were in liberal politics, the Jewish view of homosexuality 
was, at best, “disquieting,” and, at worst, “an abomination.”29 "e fact that 
millions of men and women had voluntarily elected to withdraw from the 
procreative process (or so it seemed) disturbed religious authorities. "e 
concerns of Reform and Conservative rabbis stemmed largely from con-
temporary concerns for Jewish survival more than concerns surrounding 
sexual immorality. "ey believed that homosexuality was an idea that 
was antithetical to the continuity of Judaism. As such, sexual orientation 
could not be a matter of indi%erence to the Jewish community.30 "ey 
perceived homosexuality as voluntary, and thus, narcissistic. "ey felt 
it would contribute to the decline of civilization (like it had in Ancient 
Greece and Rome). Discomfort towards homosexuality persisted through 
the 1970s and 1980s. "e $rst attempt to make Judaism accommodating 
toward homosexuality was in 1990 when the Central Council of Ameri-
can Rabbis (the organized movement of Reform rabbis) approved a policy 
statement urging that gay and lesbian rabbis be permitted to serve their 
congregations openly. Still, however, the Ad Hoc committee of the Coun-
cil felt obligated to add a paragraph that reinforced heterosexuality as the 
norm.31

In the 1970s, American Jews turned primarily inward. E%orts to 
ensure social justice, the importance of which had been elevated through 
activist e%orts in the 1960s, declined. However, this decline did not signal 
a loss in Jewish faith or conviction; rather, the following decades saw con-
tinued religious renewal within the community. "e more observant right 
wing factions of Judaism strengthened at the expense of more socially 
oriented segments. "e various denominations of Judaism (i.e. Ortho-
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dox, Conservative, and Reform) drew lines of distinction, which in turn 
had the e%ect of ensuring that the Jewish community as a whole “could 
scarcely again even pretend to speak in one voice, believe in one faith, or 
act as one people.”32 During the 1970s, American Jews moved subtly, but 
conclusively, from being One People to many peoples. "is fragmentation 
and internal diversity meant that when HIV/AIDS arrived a few years 
later, Reform Jews responded very di%erently than Orthodox Jews. "e 
denominations had drastically di%erent positions regarding sexuality, 
disease, caring for the sick, and man’s relationship with God. However, 
amidst the diversi$cation of the Jewish people, one fact remains: despite 
the idiosyncrasies of each denomination, none of them truly responded 
to the HIV/AIDS epidemic until hundreds of thousands of people had 
already died. Some neglected to respond at all. In the context of the AIDS 
epidemic during the 1980s, Jewish social justice and tikkun olam faltered.

"e AIDS epidemic confronted Judaism with a number of novel 
problems and issues. Practically, how would Judaism assist people su%er-
ing from AIDS and those who had contracted HIV? How would Judaism 
theologically or spiritually respond to AIDS? From the outset, public 
perception closely linked AIDS to homosexuality, and since Judaism 
opposed the development of group consciousness in the gay community 
the “gay disease” posed a challenge to the Jewish community. "e Ameri-
can public $rst became aware of AIDS in 1981. Record shows no o!cial 
response from any religious denominations to the nascent AIDS epidemic 
during the early years of the epidemic.33 "e crisis that faced gay men 
rested largely outside the religious sphere and thus, drew little attention. 
"e early religious silence occurred in the context of a virtual absence of 
gay people from the life of religious communities.34 "e situation allowed 
rabbis and laity to assume that gay men at risk for HIV were not involved 
in congregational life. In 1983, the National Council of Churches and 
Christ was the $rst religious organization to respond to the disease. It 
a!rmed its commitment to advocacy for homosexuals and ambiguously 
called from an increase to funding and education. Some other Christian 
organizations responded in the following months and years; however, 
their response was largely discursive, not active.
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In the United States, there are three major governing bodies that 
correspond to the three branches of Judaism: the Union of American 
Hebrew Congregations (Reform), the United Synagogue of Conservative 
Judaism (Conservative), and the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congrega-
tions of America (Orthodox). As of 2012, only the Reform and Conser-
vative movements have issued resolutions concerning care for people 
with AIDS and advocacy statements against their discrimination. "ose 
resolutions incorporated the particular branch’s belief structures, tradi-
tions, and religious customs..35

In 1985, four years a#er medical authorities recognized the epi-
demic, the Union of American Hebrew Congregations (UAHC) became 
the $rst Jewish organization to issue a statement on AIDS. "e UAHC 
called for increased funding for research and education, and the prohibi-
tion of discrimination against people with AIDS.36 "e 1985 response was 
followed by a 1986 resolution from the Board of Trustees of the UAHC, 
which urged all arms of Reform Judaism to join the e%ort to help stimu-
late awareness among members about the AIDS crisis. "ey took up the 
same issue and extended the same response the following year (1987).37 
Every Reform congregation in the United States and Canada received 
a packet of informational material about AIDS by early 1987.38 "ese 
statements were exceptional because they stood out against the deafen-
ing silence of other Jewish authorities and organizations. Most religious 
bodies preserved their o!cial silence during the majority of the 1980s. 
Even in the Reform movement, the discourse of sympathy did not imme-
diately evolve into action. As late as 1988, there were no support groups 
for people with AIDS held in synagogues in New York City because no 
synagogue would open its doors and extend their support to AIDS vic-
tims or their grieving families.39 Synagogue authorities failed to consider 
that gay men had families who were active members of congregations and 
who could be drawn into the epidemic through the diagnosis of a family 
member.40 

Contemporary Reform Judaism does not link AIDS to sexually 
immoral human behavior. In this way, it desexualizes and “de-gays” the 
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disease, reducing stigma from it. "e movement straightforwardly states 
that Jews have a religious and humane obligation to take care of the sick. 
Reform Judaism tries to place AIDS in the objective duty of care; how-
ever, by equating AIDS to every other disease, Reform Judaism eliminates 
a need for activism. Yet, stigma and political ambivalence surrounding 
AIDS still exist. By eliminating the social aspect of AIDS, Reform Juda-
ism inhibits social action to combat the disease. Conversely, AIDS may 
have had a positive impact on the liberalization of the Reform Movement 
and its movement away from the rigid traditionalism of Orthodoxy. In 
the late 1980s, "e Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, 
the primary seminary of the Reform movement, changed its admission 
requirements to allow gay people to join the student body. In 1990, the 
Central Conference of American Rabbis o!cially endorsed a report of 
their committee on homosexuality and rabbis, concluding that “all rabbis, 
regardless of sexual orientation, be accorded the opportunity to ful$ll the 
sacred vocation that they have chosen” and that “all Jews are religiously 
equal regardless of their sexual orientation.”41AIDS propelled and gave 
purpose to an evolving gay rights movement. "is movement contributed 
to the liberal modernization of Reform Judaism. In the 1990s, Reform 
Judaism reasserted its mission to “recognize the Divine image within the 
faces of the individual people infected and a%ected by this disease.”42

"e Conservative movement $rst responded to HIV/AIDS in 1991, 
ten years a#er the medical community recognized the disease. "e 1991 
United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism’s resolution concerning AIDS 
described the epidemic as “one of the most devastating public health cri-
ses faced in modern times… which has the possibility of destroying civi-
lization as we know it.”43 "e statement paralleled the Reform resolutions 
that preceded it. "e United Synagogue framed the statement in Jewish 
law and traditions, and it included speci$c references to concepts and 
sources of care, compassion, and prevention from Jewish tradition and 
scripture. Furthermore, the statement delineated the kinds of stigmatiza-
tion that people with AIDS faced and pointed out that much of the stigma 
came, in fact, from religious groups. It was the $rst document from any 
Jewish rabbinical authority that took any responsibility for the perpetu-
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ation fear and stigma.44 "e Conservative resolution was also the $rst 
by any Jewish rabbinical body that pledged not to exclude people with 
AIDS from synagogue life. It further promised that the Jewish "eological 
Seminary would train rabbis and other Jewish professionals to deal with 
and counsel people with AIDS and their families.45

"e Conservative resolution marked a watershed moment in the 
slow Jewish response to HIV/AIDS in the United States. Immediately fol-
lowing the Conservative response, synagogues began to play a vital role in 
addressing the AIDS crisis by undertaking education and prevention pro-
grams. "ey began welcoming and supporting people with HIV/AIDS, 
their friends, and their families. Furthermore, Reform and Conservative 
synagogues began working with AIDS service and advocacy organiza-
tions to develop a policy platform to combat HIV/AIDS.46 In 1994, "e 
Commission of Social Action and Public Policy of the United Synagogue 
of Conservative Judaism published a platform on their social action 
initiative to combat HIV/AIDS. "e platform outlined practical elements 
to reform AIDS education, conquer stigma, and ensure the provision of 
spiritual and emotional support by the Conservative synagogue.47 "ese 
e%orts emerged when Conservative Judaism was wrestling with the ac-
ceptability of homosexuality. "ough it o!cially a!rmed its traditional 
prohibition on homosexual conduct and the ordination of gay clergy, 
these prohibitions grew increasingly controversial among Conservative 
congregants. "us, the Conservative responses to HIV/AIDS in 1991 and 
1994 $t within the context of the “de-gayi$cation” of the disease. Conser-
vative Judaism did not respond earlier because of its traditional condem-
nation of homosexuality. Furthermore, it chose not to follow the e%orts of 
the Reform Movement precisely because it actively sought to distinguish 
itself from the more progressive branch of Judaism, which it looked down 
upon. In the early 1990s, Conservative Jews saw Reform Judaism as a 
perversion of traditional values.48

Orthodox Judaism, the most traditional of the major movements, 
explicitly links AIDS to immoral sexual behavior. In 1986, the Orthodox 
movement mentioned AIDS for the $rst time during a debate on the issue 
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of whether it constituted divine retribution.49 However, in 1987, Imman-
uel Jakobovits, Baron Jakobovits, Chief Rabbi of England and prominent 
scholar in Jewish medical ethics, responded that AIDS was not a punish-
ment for sexual immorality. In “Halachic Perspectives on AIDS,” he states: 

From my reading of Jewish sources, it would appear that 
under no circumstances would we be justi$ed in branding 
the incidence of the disease as punishment…It is one think 
to speak of a consequence, and it is quite another think to 
speak of punishment… I think we should declare in very 
plain and explicit terms indicating that our society violated 
some norms of the Divine Law, and of the natural law, and 
that as a consequence we pay a prince, and an exceedingly 
heavy price. "is certainly is Jewish doctrine…50

"e stigma surrounding the perception of AIDS as a “gay disease” 
exacerbated the fears that factored into the religious response to the dis-
ease. Orthodox Judaism considers having AIDS a mark of disgrace. In the 
1980s, the mere suspicion of homosexual activity was enough to erect a 
barrier of fear.51 In the late 1980s, a number of Orthodox Jewish responses 
emerged that addressed practical issues such as di%erential treatment of 
AIDS patients, condom use, and revealing one’s sero-status.52 However, 
Orthodox literature that discusses AIDS limits the discussion to patient 
care and religious concerns. Orthodox Judaism has not addressed any 
of the social issues surrounding AIDS (with the exception that patients 
should receive indiscriminate medical care). "is seems unsurprising 
due to the links the movement makes with sexual immorality. However, 
a 1991 survey of Jews in the New York area that re-explored the notion of 
“social justice” revealed that Orthodox Jews rate social justice and hu-
manitarianism more highly than other, more “progressive,” movements.53 
In 1991, most Orthodox Jews believed in the essentiality in supporting all 
humanitarian causes. "e only exception was when social justice exacer-
bated fears of secular assimilation. In those cases, the need for survival 
and group identity outweighed the broader concern for humanity or so-
cial justice.54 Since Orthodox Judaism views homosexuality as a voluntary 
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exclusion from the procreative process, thereby inhibiting the continuity 
of the Jewish people, Orthodox Judaism has not made an e%ort to engage 
in social activism on behalf of people with AIDS.

 Denominationally speci$c Jewish social activism that extended 
beyond rhetoric of care did not exist in the United States until the early 
1990s. However, there were some e%orts on the part of una!liated LGBT 
synagogues, gay and lesbian groups, and Jewish organizations that suc-
ceeding in mobilizing modest support for people with AIDS. In early 
1986, gay and lesbian Jewish groups joined the Rabbinical Assembly of 
Conservative Judaism, the UAHC, and the Association of Jewish Family 
and Children’s Agencies to address the impact of AIDS on Jews.55 Rep-
resentatives from the Orthodox Jewish community were notably absent 
from the resulting National Jewish AIDS Project. "e Project sought to 
provide pastoral care, delivery of kosher food, and proper burial services 
from Jewish funeral homes. In addition, it advocated increased funding 
for hospice and home health care programs and civil rights protection for 
people with AIDS.56 "e National Jewish AIDS Project contributed to the 
de-gayi$cation of AIDS in the United States. By emphasizing outreach 
based on a standard of care, it tried to eliminate the traditional stigma 
Judaism had associated with the disease. In contemporary discourse, the 
Project is not highly visible because it did not seek to enact widespread 
change. Instead, it focused on grassroots e%orts for a community-oriented 
response to the AIDS epidemic.

"e Jewish Board of Family and Children’s Services (JBFCS) in 
Manhattan also contributed to raising awareness and doing outreach to 
people with AIDS. In late 1985, it began providing services to AIDS cli-
ents and their families (Jews and non-Jews).57 Its quiet approach focused 
on patient care and limited outreach. By the early 1990s, the JBFCS began 
working limitedly with schools, focusing on AIDS and sexual health edu-
cation.58 In the 1991, the JBFCS joined the National Jewish AIDS Project 
to form the AIDS Education and Training Program, which increased 
awareness for HIV/AIDS in the Jewish community, particularly among 
teenagers. It implemented new curricular approaches on HIV/AIDS to 
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better meet its target audience’s needs. However, the 1991 $gures indicate 
that the program reached only 2400 individuals, a relatively meager $gure 
for an epidemic that was ten years old.59

LGBT and Reform synagogues also contributed to early AIDS 
education and awareness. In 1986, Temple Beth Torah in Dix Hills, New 
York sponsored a symposium on AIDS, stating that it was a “community 
issue and one the synagogue ought to address.”60 In 1989, a group of vol-
unteers at Beth Chayim Chadashim, a LGBT synagogue in Los Angeles, 
founded Nechama, a Jewish response to AIDS (later renamed “Project 
Chicken Soup”) that held persons with AIDS dinners and provided food 
and community outreach to HIV-positive individuals, as well as their 
friends and families.61 Many saw these grassroots responses as helpful to 
their communities, but they did not extend far beyond municipal bound-
aries. Even the National Jewish AIDS Project mainly focused on e%orts in 
Washington D.C. and New York City.62 "ese community e%orts emerged 
when AIDS shredded its traditional association with homosexuality. Jew-
ish community e%orts contributed to this disassociation by acknowledg-
ing that “Being a homosexual is one thing, but having AIDS is a#er the 
fact and we as Jews need to administer care and counseling.”63 Judaism 
increasingly viewed people with AIDS as patients that needed indiscrimi-
nate care. "e association with homosexuality slowly dissolved.

"e American Jewish World Service (AJWS) organized the most 
signi$cant and visible action against AIDS by a Jewish organization; 
however, its commitment to combatting the disease also extends to the 
developing world. AJWS sees its work in the context of a global bikhur 
cholim chevrah (the Jewish responsibility to care for the sick).64 It engages 
in prevention e%orts and clinical treatment programs in the developing 
world. It also works to reduce stigma and fear, so that “people living with 
HIV/AIDS are able to exercise their human rights and live with dignity.”65 
"e AJWS’s notion of tikkun olam reemerged during a period of global-
ization. Inspired by Judaism’s traditional commitment to tikkun olam, 
AJWS $ghts for human rights and an end to poverty in the developing 
world. It recognizes the existence of an HIV/AIDS epidemic in the United 
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States, but focuses its e%orts on the developing world. AJWS believes that 
“supporting people who are claiming the tools and resources that are 
rightfully theirs to care for one another represents the ultimate Jewish 
response to this pandemic.”66 "rough its work in the developing world to 
empower people with AIDS, it emulates Jewish organizations’ grassroots 
community responses in the United States. AJWS’s HIV/AIDS program 
developed in 2003 when the public increasingly saw AIDS and disease 
as symptoms of poverty. "us, the organization’s focus on the developing 
world re&ects a commitment to relief where sexuality does not play a role.

When it writes about the global AIDS crisis, AJWS states that Jews 
should not stand at the sidelines as spectators, and when the opportunity 
to save a life presents itself, a Jew must act.67 However, this statement 
exposes the great irony and hypocrisy of Jewish social activism during the 
late twentieth century. Contemporary organized Jewish e%orts to enact 
social change mipnei tikkun ha’olam occur only in contexts where such 
change does not present a challenge to Jewish tradition. In the 1970s, 
Judaism wrestled with social issues that challenged its commitment to 
tradition. Consequently, each denomination struggled to de$ne its posi-
tion toward the emerging sexual revolution, gay rights movement, and 
ultimately, the AIDS epidemic. Tikkun olam was not central to Judaism in 
the 1980s because Judaism had not yet decided what it would defend. "e 
major Jewish movements hesitantly received homosexuality and initially 
refused to believe that gay people existed in religious life. "e move-
ments de$ned AIDS as a “gay issue,” and thus, did not respond to it. A 
Jewish response to AIDS came slowly and in multiple episodes. As AIDS 
strengthened the gay rights movement, progressive Judaism rea!rmed its 
support for liberal causes, and their commitment to tikkun olam and so-
cial justice. Tikkun olam revived and experienced renewed importance in 
the twenty $rst century. "e evolution of an organized Jewish response to 
AIDS indicates that progressive Jewish movements are coming around to 
the worldviews of Dr. Groopman and of the liberal United States, which 
increasingly accept homosexuality and decent treatment of people with 
AIDS as the norm.
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Co-opting Discourse, Capturing History: 
Perestroika and the Estonian Revolution

Hanna Jones

Re&ecting on the fate of the Baltic peoples in 1953, Czesław Miłosz 
referred to them collectively as “nations trampled down by History,” 
predicting that they would inevitably wind up forgotten casualties in 
the unrelenting drive to build a new Communist civilization.1 In light of 
the recent Stalinist national deportations, Miłosz’s concern that entire 
populations could fall victim to the imperatives of historical necessity 
seemed all too plausible. However, the events that transpired in Estonia 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s de$nitively showed that Miłosz’s worst 
fears had not come to pass as, in fact, the opposite process occurred. 
Between 1987 and 1991, the people of Estonia seized the opportunity 
created by Gorbachev’s program of developing socialism through 
“revolutionary change” to rede$ne their history, reassert their national 
identity, and reclaim their right to dictate the fate of their own country. 
"e Estonian Revolution manifested itself through a co-option of the 
discourse surrounding Gorbachev’s perestroika program, taking the 
terminology that had been passed down by Moscow and instilling it with 
new, particularly Estonian meanings. Remarkably, the Estonians managed 
to invert two traditional sources of Soviet legitimation and authority 
– speech and history – and use them as tools to undermine Soviet 
hegemony and to regain control of their nation. 
Perestroika: A Revolution of Contradictions 

Considering the word’s later development and appropriation 
by Estonians, it is signi$cant to note how Gorbachev $rst presented 
perestroika as a kind of “revolution” with explicit aims. In attempting 
to de$ne the term in 1987, he asserted “Perestroika is a word with 
many meanings,” but that “if we are to choose from its many possible 
synonyms the key one which expresses its essence most accurately, then 
we can say thus: perestroika is a revolution.”2 Gorbachev’s particular 
conceptualization equated the term “revolution” with a process of “radical 
reforms” aimed at bringing about “a moral puri$cation and a renewal of 
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socialism” in all spheres of Soviet society.3 He presented perestroika as a 
reaction to conditions of ethical and political stagnation that had come 
to plague the Soviet Bloc over the course of the 1970s and early 1980s, 
arguing that these problems were the result of continued deviations 
from the true intentions of Leninism and the October Revolution.4 
"e ultimate intended outcome of this “revolutionary process” was to 
demonstrate the correctness of the path embarked upon in 1917, to 
a!rm socialism as a viable alternative to western-style capitalism, and to 
advance toward the goal of achieving communism.5 

 In attempting to clarify the revolutionary nature of perestroika, 
Gorbachev asserted that it was to be “simultaneously a revolution ‘from 
above’ and ‘from below,’” a renegotiation of the relationship between 
state and society. Although centrally determined, the restructuring 
course was intended to include a popular dimension as well. "is latter 
strain of the revolutionary process was to take the form of a widespread 
democratization e%ort because, as Gorbachev put it, “Perestroika itself 
can only come through democracy.” Bringing the individual back into 
the realm of politics was presented as concurrent with Lenin’s true 
vision for a socialist society, and therefore essential to the success of the 
restructuring e%ort as a whole. "e policy of glasnost’, or “openness,” 
was intended to advance this process by relaxing censorship, facilitating 
communication, and allowing criticisms to be openly voiced for the $rst 
time in decades. Gorbachev made it clear that he wanted to hear from 
the people, to get feedback on the reforms being implemented, and to 
ensure that the tenets of perestroika were being carried through at the 
local level. "is imperative for participation was supplemented by the 
fact that perestroika was conceptualized as a fundamentally protean 
undertaking, the exact meaning and composition of which would be 
determined as the reforms unfolded. Gorbachev referred to it as a 
“living process,” further stating that, “Of course, our notions about the 
contents, methods and forms of perestroika will be developed, clari$ed 
and corrected later on. "is is inevitable and natural.”6 "e combination 
of calls for democratization and openness with the &exible nature of the 
reform process suggested a genuine mandate for action, implying that 
Gorbachev wanted the people to participate in determining the meanings 
and implications of perestroika. 

In spite of the decentralizing ethos implicit in the calls for 
participation “from below,” there still existed a hierarchical relationship 
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between the two strains of the revolutionary process. Perestroika entailed 
democratization, but not a complete departure from centralization, or 
even a nascent kind of political pluralism. Gorbachev described the 
function of the Communist Party as “preparing the masses for radical 
changes” and spoke repeatedly of “planned” policies received and reacted 
to by the people, but never fully determined by them.7 "e popular 
components of the process were intended to guarantee the success of the 
revolution initiated by the Soviet authorities, but not to go so far as to 
dictate the course of the revolution itself. “Democratization” still meant 
a fundamentally limited kind of participation that did not entail the end 
of the Communist Party’s leading role, but rather a more e%ective kind of 
centralism intended to strengthen rather than replace the existing features 
of the Soviet System.8 

It is easy to assert in hindsight that a reform movement from below 
intended primarily for the fuller realization of mandates decreed from 
above carried with it the potential for central authorities to lose control.9 
Gorbachev even anticipated running into problems, noting that “of 
course negative side e%ects are inevitable in any undertaking, particularly 
if it is novel.”10 However, in the mid-1980s he still had every reason to 
think that the Communist Party would be able to stay one step ahead 
of the reform process and to continue to dictate the limits of perestroika 
and glasnost’. Despite the mounting economic and diplomatic problems 
faced by the countries of the Soviet Bloc, people still believed that they 
lived in an “eternal state” and that the Soviet system would continue to 
exist inde$nitely regardless of what kinds of reforms were introduced 
from the top.11 "is sense of permanence and immutability was due in 
large part to the lexical control that had been successfully maintained 
by the Communist Party almost since the formation of the Soviet state. 
In the context of Soviet history, political language and terminology had 
primarily served to perpetuate existing power relations and substantiate 
central authority. Authors analyzing the relationship between Soviet 
power and discourse describe it as a “monopoly of information” that was 
“authoritative,” “unitary,” and even “totalizing.”12 While they di%er in their 
assessments of how e%ective o!cial representations of reality were at 
in&uencing peoples’ personal beliefs and diminishing alternative points of 
view, they tend to agree that discursive control provided the Communist 
Party with both a source of power and a means of legitimizing its 
authority. From the start, Soviet leaders understood the importance 
of language as a “political resource,” with Lenin even going so far as to 
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state that the printing press was the Bolsheviks’ “strongest weapon” in 
their quest for ascendency.13 "e nationalization of the press industry on 
October 27, 1917, and the subsequent con$scation of all private printing 
presses and paper stocks granted the Bolsheviks an e%ective “dictatorship 
of the word,” or control over all forms of verbal communication.14 "is 
established a discursive precedent that would be mostly maintained 
through to the 1980s, with Soviet authorities retaining hegemony over 
both the form and content of language.

"ough the imperatives of democratization and glasnost’ 
undeniably represented a departure from the absolute control of language 
and speech exercised by Gorbachev’s predecessors, they amounted to 
more of an extension of the preexisting discursive precedent rather than 
a complete break from it.15 Gorbachev’s presentation of perestroika as a 
“revolution” based on the ideals and intentions of Lenin served to situate 
the term within the established political lexicon by de$ning it relative 
to traditional Soviet symbols of legitimation. "e idea of “revolution” 
served as a source of perpetual legitimacy for Soviet authorities due to 
its mythologized connection with the establishment of socialist society.16 
To this end, Perestroika was presented by Gorbachev as a continuation 
of the October Revolution, a second revolution necessary for the full 
realization of the developmental process begun by Lenin in 1917.17 "e 
“revolutionary” concept of democratization was thus conceived of as an 
evolution of – rather than a complete departure from – the existing lexical 
regime.
Creating New Meanings: !e Transformation of Perestroika in Estonia

Both the limited nature of the restructuring course and the 
inherent congruity between perestroika and existing Soviet terminology 
are perhaps best attested to by the fact that the program initially failed 
to garner much popular support or bring about actual changes. Because 
the reforms were being initiated by the Communist Party and were 
presented in relation to over-utilized mechanisms of control, Soviet 
citizens in Estonia—and elsewhere in the Union— “saw perestroika and 
glasnost as Soviet propaganda tricks for legitimizing the lamentable 
system.”18 In Estonia, the period between April 1985 and the beginning 
of 1987 saw few developments that suggested any meaningful departures 
from past precedents, let alone that the Soviet system would come to 
an end so shortly a#er celebrating its forty-$#h anniversary.19 However 
once the “revolutionary process” took hold, changes proceeded apace in 
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both actions undertaken by Estonians themselves, as well as in how they 
understood the terminology that had been passed down from Moscow. 
Between 1987 and 1991, a revolutionary co-option of the discourse took 
place in Estonia, whereby perestroika acquired meanings that transcended 
Gorbachev’s stated understanding of and intentions for the reform 
process. What transpired was a revolution of word as much as action, 
with the vocabulary provided by Moscow supplying the means for the 
realization of what had previously been thought to be impossible. 

Studies of Soviet discourse tend to emphasize how language serves 
as a “primary facilitator of both hegemonic authority and resistance to it,” 
that speech re&ects and perpetuates existing realities while simultaneously 
facilitating the creation of new meanings and possibilities.20 Analyzing 
the evolution of how perestroika was employed and understood during 
the events that transpired in Estonia in the late 1980s and early 1990s 
therefore provides insight into the course of the developments as well 
into underlying mechanisms of causality. "e process of co-option, of 
instilling the terms perestroika and glasnost’ with new and particularly 
Estonian meanings, is attested to by the transformation of their usage 
in both periodicals and in the programs and platforms of the largest 
and most vocal popular movements. As Je%ery Brooks has stated, 
newspapers in the Soviet Union served the particular discursive function 
of “setting agendas by telling people what to think about, if not what to 
think.”21 Because of this relationship between popular news sources and 
Soviet lexical hegemony, tracing the evolution of the meanings vested 
in perestroika and glasnost’ as manifested in the pages of the Estonian 
periodical, Homeland, provides an insightful narrative of the evolution 
and subversion of the two terms and, through them, of the revolution that 
occurred in Estonia between 1987 and 1991. 
“More Socialism!”

When $rst passed down from Moscow, the imperatives of 
perestroika and glasnost’ met with a tempered, though discernable, 
feeling of hopefulness. Although occasional references to “the policies of 
renewal” appeared in Homeland over the course of 1985 and 1986, talk of 
“restructuring” in the Estonian press did not begin in earnest until 1987 
However, once the terms related to perestroika $nally entered the popular 
discourse, they began to be applied to everything from discussions of the 
policies adopted at the March 1986 Congress of the Communist Party 
of the Soviet Union (CPSU), to the implications of the reform course 
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for the development of Estonian agriculture and journalistic openness.22 
When conducting interviews, it became common practice to incorporate 
references to perestroika by posing questions about peoples’ perceptions 
of the changes that had already taken place and about their expectations 
for future developments. An interview with a “hero of socialist labour” 
queried; “Have the current reforms, going on in all spheres of Soviet 
society, made life easier for the farmer?”23 Another conducted with a 
foreign visitor to Estonia was more explicit, asking, “What was your 
impression of the people’s attitude to perestroika?”24 Although responses 
varied depending on the topic, the initial discussion surrounding the 
term was characterized by a pervasive, if inchoate, kind of optimism, a 
sense the that tenets of restructuring and particularly of glasnost’ were 
allowing for shortcomings to be openly discussed for the $rst time, and 
that such discussion would invariably result in solutions to all manner of 
long-standing problems. 

During the course of 1987, both perestroika and glasnost’ remained 
vested with the same meanings with which Gorbachev had presented 
them. "ey were referred to collectively as the “party’s strategic course 
towards acceleration,” and much of the discussion took place using 
Gorbachev as a speci$c point of reference.25 It was acknowledged that all 
of the reforms originated from the center and that the point and purpose 
of the process was to bring about a renewal of socialism and facilitate 
the eventual building of communism. A November 4, 1987, article in 
Homeland entitled “Blazing the Trail” was particularly explicit about the 
latter point, stating that “"e essence of perestroika (restructuring) and 
glasnost (openness), characterizing the Soviet Union today may be put 
into just two words—more socialism!”26 Similarly, the series “Perestroika: 
Essence and Goals” that appeared in the periodical between October 
14 and October 28, 1987, discussed making the economic switch from 
extensive to intensive development, the need for democratization and 
greater worker control, and spoke of socialism as “the $rst and lower 
stage” on the path of building Communism – all phrases and goals 
speci$cally elucidated by Gorbachev in his meditations on the meanings 
and intentions vested in perestroika and glasnost’.27 Perestroika was not 
considered in distinctly Estonian terms, but rather meant promoting 
socialist renewal in all areas of society in order to strengthen and facilitate 
the development of the Soviet Union as a whole. 
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Developments From Below
Starting in the fall of 1987 and continuing through the spring of 

1988, a subtle transformation took place in the discussion surrounding 
perestroika and in the way the term was utilized in the Estonian context. 
"is period saw the beginning of a frank and open deliberation on the 
most pressing issues faced by Estonian society and, by extension, the 
restructuring course itself. Optimism regarding the potential of the 
process was still evident, but it became more quali$ed; people had begun 
to de$ne “the major issues of perestroika” and expected to start seeing 
them addressed in a meaningful and e!cient manner.28 In e%ect, they had 
started to demand the ful$llment of Gorbachev’s promise that perestroika 
di%ered from the reform programs that had preceded it because it would 
actually entail “the unity of words and deeds, rights and duties” and 
that, unlike in the past, the promised changes would be forthcoming, 
pervasive, and permanent.29 

An article appearing in Homeland on April 13, 1988, entitled 
“How to Break "rough” summarized the most urgent problems facing 
the Estonian Soviet Socialist Republic (ESSR) as elaborated by a panel of 
Estonian intellectuals. Speci$cally, it pointed to issues related to the state 
of the environment and the maintenance of a distinctly Estonian identity, 
or: 

how to preserve the Estonian language and culture, how to 
prevent the Estonians from becoming a minority in their 
homeland on the Baltic they have permanently inhabited 
for $#y centuries, how to fend o% the danger of Estonia 
being turned into an industrial desert as a result of carrying 
out dubious large-scale industrial projects by all-Union 
ministries and departments which all too o#en have the 
privilege of passing important decisions, instead of the local 
government, about the development of Estonia.30

Estonians had begun to voice their concerns over their declining share 
of the population of the ESSR and the related issues of the subordinate 
position of the Estonian language and the inherent potential for inter-
ethnic con&ict in a state where the minority ethnicity dominated all 
cultural and governmental institutions.31 In addition, they demanded 
that the environmental degradation that had resulted from four decades 
of heavy industrialization be openly addressed, and asserted that justice 
should be done for the crimes of the Stalinist era.32 What began as a 
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more general desire for change only a few months before had quickly 
crystallized into demands that were more speci$c and more clearly 
related to the particular conditions and history of the Estonian nation.  

"is in turn led to a critical assessment of what the perestroika 
process had actually accomplished so far, and the conclusion that the 
course needed to be adapted; steps needed to be taken to facilitate and 
guarantee the success of the restructuring e%ort. "e critique began in 
earnest at a joint board meeting of the Creative Unions of the ESSR that 
took place on April 1-2, 1988. "e meeting had been called to address 
“the progress and fate of the ongoing reform e%ort in the Soviet Union at 
large,” and to elaborate a set of suggestions for the upcoming nineteenth 
CPSU Conference set to be held in Moscow in June.33 It resulted in the 
$rst widely publicized critical assessment of perestroika, whereby the 
board members asserted that, while the process as a whole represented 
a positive step in Estonia’s development, the speci$c policy of glasnost’ 
had revealed problems that were in urgent need of solutions. Speeches 
were made that denounced the hierarchical nature of the reform course, 
referring to “government organs” which had “played a part in stalling 
our democratization process” and calling for greater Estonian self-
assertion as a means of dealing with more pressing concerns.34 "e open 
letter adopted at the meeting suggested that a partial solution to the 
issue of the relationship between the center and the various states lay in 
a reorganization of the federal structure of the Soviet Union along the 
lines of “the Leninist principles of the sovereignty and equality of the 
Union republics.”35 "e letter itself marked a departure from previous 
discussions of the restructuring course in that it not only acknowledged 
problems, but also took the step of suggesting concrete solutions. 

"is newly established precedent for critical assessments of the 
reform process was furthered by Homeland in interviews with the 
periodical’s most prominent contributors which appeared on May 11, 
1988. "e participants were asked to voice their opinions regarding the 
“ongoing process of renewal,” and while all of their responses began on a 
positive note, they also unanimously echoed the concern for the fate of 
perestroika that had been expressed at the meeting of the Creative Unions. 
"e journalist Piret Pukk asserted that, although “"e drive for openness 
is making good progress,” the process had yet to actually get underway 
and that “if somebody were to claim that perestroika has already got into 
full swing, I would most de$nitely disagree: we are still in a preparatory 



75Co-opting Discourse, Capturing History

stage, creating the prerequisites for radical change.”36 Heinz Valk built o% 
of this assessment, speaking of coming to a “fork in the road” on the “path 
of perestroika” and urging people to seize the initiative and acknowledge 
that “the present chance of change is the last one we’re going to have.”37 
"e historian Hannes Valter supplied the most direct and forceful appeal 
for taking action, stating that “at the highest level perestroika has been 
de$ned as a revolution. Well, a revolution mustn’t stop: either it goes 
deeper or else reaction will set in.”38 All of their responses along with the 
speeches made at the meeting of the Creative Unions communicated the 
sentiment that perestroika had not gone far enough, that the process had 
to be furthered, and that action needed to be taken in order to guarantee 
its success.  

"ese more intellectually-centered critiques and calls for 
concrete solutions and actions were preceded and complimented by 
the development of movements from below intended to address the 
same speci$cally Estonian problems. "e $rst such group to come 
into being was the Estonian Group for the Disclosure of the Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact, or MRP-AEG, created on August 15, 1987.39 Formed 
for the express purpose of bringing about historical justice by $ghting 
for the full “disclosure of the secret document signed in Moscow on 
August 23, 1939 by the governments of Stalin and Nazi Germany,” the 
group speci$cally aimed to bring about the publication of the pact’s 
rumored “secret protocols” that provided for the division of Europe and 
had resulted in the Soviet occupation of Estonia in 1940.40 "eir actions 
marked the beginning of both open criticism of the Soviet government 
and popular participation in the reform process. At their formative rally 
at Hirvepark in Tallinn on August 23, 1987, a crowd of approximately 
2,000 people came out to protest the pact and demonstrate their support 
for the new initiative.41  Although denounced in the press as a subversive, 
anti-perestroika plot instigated on behalf of western journalists, the group 
presented its aims as fundamentally concurrent with the restructuring 
e%ort, a means of giving body to the imperatives of glasnost. Speeches 
made at the demonstration repeatedly emphasized that, in attempting 
to $ll in “blank spots” in Estonia’s history, the MRP-AEG was acting 
in accordance with Gorbachev’s mandate for popular participation 
and had “taken the $rst step towards supporting the Party Leader’s 
plans…. Because without our help, his call for democratization could 
remain fruitless.”42 Although the central authorities had not speci$cally 
sanctioned their goals and actions, the group still conceptualized its 
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undertaking in terms of a more particularly Estonian extension of the 
same fundamental restructuring drive. 

"is discourse of furthering perestroika through speci$c action 
was taken up in a more direct manner by the Popular Front of Estonia, 
the next major reform from below movement to emerge over the course 
of the restructuring e%ort. Initially referred to as the “Popular Front for 
Perestroika,” it was formed at the end of April 1988 in the wake of the 
discussion that had taken place at the meeting of the Creative Unions.43 
"e group was conceptualized as an umbrella organization to facilitate 
cooperation between the di%erent pro-reform initiatives that were 
emerging in order to guarantee the “irreversibility of the perestroika 
process.”44 In its “Manifesto,” the Popular Front referred to itself as “a 
political movement that must help Estonia, and thereby the whole of the 
Soviet Union, embark on a road to democracy and a law-based society,” a 
goal which it intended to accomplish by supporting “restructuring in all 
spheres of state and social life in the Estonian Soviet Socialist Republic.”45 
Like the MRP-AEG, the Popular Front saw itself as the ful$llment of 
Gorbachev’s calls for the “democratization” needed to further the reform 
e%ort. 

"ough maintaining that all of their actions were intended to 
facilitate perestroika in the Soviet Union as a whole, the Popular Front 
was more speci$c about what it thought restructuring should entail. Its 
program addressed most of the major issues that had been identi$ed 
in Estonian society, calling for the introduction of economic self-
management, a more open and thorough assessment of the crimes 
of the Stalinist period, and measures to curb Russian immigration in 
order to “stop the decrease of the share of Estonians in the population 
of the Estonian SSR.” More signi$cantly, the Popular Front echoed the 
letter of the Creative Unions by stating that perestroika should mean 
a renegotiation of the federal structure of the Soviet Union so as to 
guarantee “the sovereignty of the union republics.”46 “Sovereignty” was 
conceptualized as more local self-government within the framework of 
the Union, speci$cally de$ned as “the freedom of the Estonian people to 
decide its own matters without any outside pressure or interference.”47 All 
of the proposed reforms were seen as both arising out of and concurrent 
with Gorbachev’s intentions for the “revolutionary process,” but they were 
also decidedly more speci$ed to $t the local conditions – a more fully 
elaborated conception of what perestroika should entail. 
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From Singing to Sovereignty
Events that transpired over the course of the summer and fall of 

1988 intensi$ed the discursive transformations that had begun with the 
emergence of reform from below initiatives. "e Estonian developments 
acquired a mass character during “the Singing Revolution,” a phrase 
coined by the Popular Front activist Heinz Valk to describe the period 
between June and September 1988 when an unprecedented portion of 
the population began to display an increasing concern for the fate of 
the perestroika program.48 What had started as a speci$cation of the 
reform initiatives to the particular conditions of Estonia evolved into 
a full-on national revival to the point where, by the beginning of 1989, 
it had become possible to speak of “perestroika the Estonian way.”49 By 
that time, perestroika in the Estonian context had e%ectively become 
synonymous with the idea of “sovereignty.” 

"e emergence of both the popular and nationalistic dimensions 
of the Estonian revolutionary process was in large part precipitated by 
actions of the central government. At the beginning of the summer 
of 1988, the remaining optimism regarding the restructuring process 
in Estonia had become centered on the upcoming nineteenth CPSU 
Conference, set to begin in Moscow on June 28. It was expected to enact 
policies that would bring about “radical renewals in the Soviet political 
system” and was even referred to as “a conference of hopes.”50 However, 
at the May 31 meeting of the Central Committee of the Estonian 
Communist Party, First Secretary Karl Vaino ignored calls for a more 
democratic selection process and instead handpicked a list of delegates 
to send to the conference.51 "e move immediately caused widespread 
outrage due to the fact that Vaino had “excluded the most outspoken 
proponents of renewal” in the CPE.52 

Vaino’s anti-perestroika action resulted in a series of mass protests 
that took on a distinctly nationalistic character through their employment 
of symbols related to Estonian cultural and historical identity. "e 
transformation began on June 10 with the Old Town Days Festival, where 
the national tri-color &ag of the independence period was displayed for 
the $rst time in over forty years.53 Demonstrations against Vaino’s actions 
peaked later that night when more than 60,000 people spontaneously 
converged on Tallinn’s festival grounds to take part in what became 
known as the “Night Song Festival.”54 Featuring traditional Estonian folk 
songs as well as anti-regime speeches, the very form of the protest was 
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an assertion of Estonian national identity. "ere exists a long-standing 
relationship between singing and Estonian national consciousness; song 
festivals had played a central role in Estonian history since the $rst “All 
Estonian Song Festival” was held in Tartu in 1869 during the initial 
period of Estonian national awakening.55 At the time, it had provided 
a means of asserting Estonian national identity in the face of Imperial 
Russian and Baltic German hegemony, serving as a massive display 
of Estonian cultural distinctiveness and group identity. "e tradition 
of the song festival persisted throughout the Soviet period, but it had 
come to epitomize the Stalinist principle of “national in form, socialist 
in content.”56 "ough serving as a continual reminder of the one-time 
existence of an independent Estonian nation, the ceremonies had become 
increasingly Russi$ed and Sovietized with time, as certain traditional 
songs were banned and speeches were mostly given in Russian.57 
Because of its historical signi$cance, using the song festival as a means of 
protesting against Soviet authority made a strong political and cultural 
statement. Likened to “Rousseau’s ‘General Will’ set to music,” taking 
part in a festival that was not explicitly state-sanctioned served as a clear 
demonstration of anti-regime sentiments.58 By using the festival as a 
means of subverting authority, Estonians were e%ectively reclaiming their 
tradition, harkening back to the practice’s original intentions, and, in the 
process, rediscovering and reasserting their national identity. 

As a result of the demonstrations, Vaino was removed from his 
position as First Secretary on June 16. "e reasons for his dismissal 
were $t into the typical discourse of perestroika, citing his “inability to 
cope with the tasks posed by the reconstruction process and the spread 
of democracy.”59 "e native Estonian Communist Party member Vaino 
Väljas took his place and immediately set about electing a more reform-
minded delegation to the CPSU Conference. In a further demonstration 
of the mass-politicization of the Estonian populace that had occurred, 
a June 17 rally sponsored by the Popular Front to meet the new 
delegates drew between 150,000 and 200,000 people back to the Tallinn 
festival grounds. Heralded as “an impressive milestone in the course 
of perestroika in Estonia,” it was a truly remarkable feat given that the 
Estonian population at the time did not exceed 1.5 million people.60 "is 
kind of popular political participation continued to develop throughout 
the summer, culminating in the 400,000-person strong “Song of Estonia” 
festival held on September 11.61 
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Re&ecting on the events of the past months, Heinz Valk noted 
that a perceptible shi# had occurred in people’s attitudes and manifested 
identities. He referred to the Estonians collectively as “a people making 
history,” further stating that “they were very di%erent from the kind 
of people we were used to seeing earlier: emanating from them was a 
glowing aura of self-assertion and strength; once again they had become 
their

 
own masters.”62 "ere was a distinctive sense following the events 

of the summer that a kind of fear which had dominated Estonian society 
for the duration of the Soviet period had been pushed aside and that 
people were now able to reassert aspects of their personalities that they 
had hidden for decades – speci$cally, their Estonian identities.63 At the 
same time, this reemergence of national sentiments did not translate 
into an immediate desire to escape the framework of the Soviet Union. 
As Valk put it, “nothing we demand is illegal or anti-Soviet.”64 Rather, 
the concerns, goals, and meanings that had started to become connected 
with perestroika in its Estonian incarnation had simply gained widespread 
acceptance as more people became involved in the political process.65 

In the fall of 1988, hopes for the achievement of sovereignty still 
rested on the future of the perestroika process. However, conservative 
reactions from Moscow in response to newly expressed desires for greater 
autonomy suggested that the Estonian ideas about what restructuring 
should entail were running up against the limits of what Gorbachev had 
intended. "is de$nitional con&ict came to a head at the beginning of 
November when news of possible amendments to the USSR Constitution 
reached Estonia. Instead of renegotiating the federal structure of the 
Union to a%ord the various republics a greater degree of autonomy, the 
proposed changes entailed creating an electoral system that was deemed 
to be “undemocratic” and, more signi$cantly, suggested granting the 
Congress of the People’s Deputies “the supreme right to decide matters 
concerning the composition of the Soviet Union.”66  "e latter change 
would have e%ectively invalidated Article 72 of the USSR Constitution, 
which guaranteed the Union republics the right of “self-determination:” 
the ability to voluntarily secede from the state.67 

"ese developments evoked a visceral reaction in Estonia, where 
they were perceived as contrary to the spirit of the nineteenth CPSU 
Conference and as a direct a%ront to the Estonian understanding of 
the perestroika process. A petition denouncing the proposed changes 
quickly garnered upwards of 800,000 signatures and it was intimated that 
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passage of the amendments might even “push Estonia to secession.”68 "e 
Estonian backlash culminated in the “Declaration on the Sovereignty 
of the Estonian SSR” adopted by an emergency session of the Supreme 
Soviet convened on November 16. "e Declaration was decidedly not a 
call for Estonian independence, but rather an assertion that Estonian laws 
should take precedence over all-Union laws, speci$cally stating that “the 
sovereignty of the Estonian SSR means that its supreme organs of power, 
government and justice shall hold supreme power on its own territory.”69 
Signi$cantly, the move was presented by Väljas as “an inevitable part of 
perestroika in Estonia,” the logical conclusion to be drawn from how 
the restructuring course had proceeded up to that point.70 Both the 
popular petition and the Declaration of the Supreme Soviet demonstrated 
that perestroika in Estonia had come to mean “sovereignty” and self-
realization, and that Estonians were willing to take action to defend this 
understanding if Moscow would not accept it.
!e Capture of History

By the beginning of 1990, perestroika was no longer a prominent 
feature of the Estonian political lexicon. Instead, it had been supplanted 
by the particular meanings it had come to embody: “sovereignty,” and 
most of all, “independence,” the latter of which had gained widespread 
popular acceptance over the course of 1989.71 Even more than continued 
Soviet conservatism with regards to the Estonian version of perestroika, 
the factor that had served to push the discourse from “sovereignty” to 
“independence” and eventually beyond the framework of restructuring 
entirely was the reclamation of Estonia’s history, which began outright in 
the summer of 1988 and continued throughout 1989. "e implications 
stemming from the historical reinterpretation that transpired served 
to turn yet another traditional means of Soviet control into a tool for 
asserting the right of the Estonian people to determine their own future. 

Soviet power in Estonia, as in all Socialist Republics, was 
legitimized through a particular version of history that stressed the 
centrality of a voluntary revolution bringing about the founding of 
a socialist order. In Estonia, the speci$c historical line espoused by 
authorities maintained that Soviet troops had entered Estonia in June 
of 1940 in order to protect the small nation from mounting German 
hostilities and ostensible Western power indi%erence.72 It was contended 
that, concurrently with the beginning of military intervention, a 
spontaneous Estonian socialist revolution began which resulted in the 
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overthrow of the “bourgeois government,” incidentally bringing socialists 
to power at the same moment that Soviet troops had stationed themselves 
on Estonian soil.73 "is event came to be presented in the popular 
discourse as the “re-establishment of Soviet power,” using a brief socialist 
uprising that had taken place in 1917 prior to the establishment of the 
“bourgeois republic” as the point of reference.74 "e “revolution” was 
followed by supposedly legitimate elections and ended with the newly 
elected parliament unanimously voting for voluntary incorporation into 
the USSR on July 21, 1940.75

"is interpretation of Estonian history provided part of the 
rationale for why presenting perestroika as a revolution served to make 
it a continuation of existing discursive precedents. In this case, however, 
Gorbachev’s program again carried with it the potential for its own 
undoing. Gorbachev consistently maintained that, in the process of 
determining how to build a better socialist future, it was “essential to 
assess the past with a sense of historical responsibility and on the basis 
of historical truth.”76 Perhaps without realizing it, Gorbachev was calling 
for the kind of action that would throw into question the fundamental 
legitimacy of the reform drive it was supposed to be facilitating. 

Since the beginning of perestroika in Estonia, certain groups 
– speci$cally the MRP-AEG – had been advocating a di%erent 
interpretation of the events of 1940: one where the secret clauses of the 
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact had speci$cally ceded Estonia to Stalin and 
where the Soviet invasion had provided a means of annexing the country 
rather than protecting it.77 Proponents of this view upheld that the 
supposedly free and fair elections that had taken place in 1940 had in fact 
featured only one socialist candidate running unopposed for each seat 
in government, and that joining with the Soviet Union had never been a 
part of the candidates’ campaign platforms.78 For those two reasons, they 
maintained that the later vote to voluntarily become part of the Union did 
not represent the true will of the Estonian people and was in fact illegal 
under the tenets of international law. Estonia was therefore technically an 
“occupied” country, and the Republic of Estonia acknowledged by Lenin 
in the terms of the Tartu Peace Treaty signed in February 1920 had never 
legally ceased to exist.79 To provide proof for this alternative historical 
interpretation the MRP-AEG sought to bring about the full revelation of 
the secret protocols, a goal they accomplished on August 10, 1988, when 
the full text of the pact was published in the Estonian newspaper Rahva 
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Hääl.80 "e body of the pact con$rmed what members of the MRP-
AEG had long suspected, and led immediately to the entrance of the 
term “independence” into the popular discourse. Members of the MRP-
AEG formed the Estonian National Independence Party (known as the 
ENIP) on August 20 and began advocating for the reestablishment of an 
independent Estonia based on the Republic that had existed in 1940.81

Although initially a fringe group, both the ENIP and its preferred 
version of Estonia’s past gained popular acceptance over the course 
of 1989, with “independence” gradually coming to replace talk of 
“sovereignty” in the discourse.82 "e Popular Front had come to embrace 
the same understanding by May, asserting that in 1940 the Baltic states 
had been deprived of their independence “as a direct consequence of 
the realization of the criminal collusion between Stalin and Hitler in the 
division of Eastern Europe,” which was referred to as “a gross violation 
of the rules of international law and obligations of the USSR.”83 "e 
“cautious” declaration of Estonian independence eventually put forth by 
the Supreme Soviet on March 30, 1990, also employed this reinterpreted 
version of the Estonian past, legitimizing the beginning of a “transition 
period” to end Soviet rule based on the fact that the state authority of 
the USSR had been “illegal” ever since 1940, and that “50 years of Soviet 
occupation have not ended the de jure existence of the Republic of 
Estonia.”84 "e implication following from the revelation of the secret 
protocols—that the Soviet regime had always been illegitimate—proved 
the ultimate undoing of perestroika in Estonia; the program had been 
initiated by the center and was therefore fundamentally another means of 
perpetuating an illegal regime, whether or not Estonians set the terms of 
the discourse.  
Restructuring and Independence 

As presented by Gorbachev, perestroika was a kind of inchoate 
revolution fundamentally built upon internalized contradictions. It 
called for widespread changes without clearly expressing what those 
changes would mean. It was intended to entail a large degree of popular 
participation while also perpetuating some of the more entrenched 
hierarchical structures that had de$ned Soviet society as a whole 
for the duration of the Union’s existence. While the imperatives of 
democratization and glasnost’ produced an opening in the “authoritative” 
discursive regime, relying on traditional sources of legitimization served 
to create a sense of continuity and stability, attenuating the radicalism of 



83Co-opting Discourse, Capturing History

this purported “revolution.” Overall, perestroika entailed an incongruous 
mixture of the old and the new that created a feeling of indeterminate 
boundaries and a sense that, while Gorbachev may not have intended 
to maintain strict control over the exact meanings of the terms he 
introduced into the political lexicon, he expected to retain the power to 
set both the intentions and the limits of the restructuring process. 

What was revolutionary about perestroika in its Estonian 
manifestation was not the actual changes that the reform process brought 
about, but rather the way that Estonians were able to take the initiative 
away from the center, to capitalize on the contradictions and ambiguities 
inherent in the reform program itself in order to instill the terms 
glasnost’ and perestroika with new meanings that di%ered fundamentally 
from Moscow’s intentions. "e lack of clarity in perestroika as de$ned 
by Gorbachev, combined with his calls for “democratization” and the 
imperatives of glasnost’, created a discursive space in which Estonians 
had the freedom to determine for themselves the exact nature of 
the changes they wanted to see take place in their own country. "e 
realization that those desired changes entailed a complete departure from 
the Soviet Union itself was not the result of one dramatic moment, but 
rather the outcome of a re&exive process of self-discovery and linguistic 
assertion. It was the product of a continual feedback between reforms 
initiated from below and the reactions they received in Moscow, between 
people’s experiences of change and how those developments were 
described and understood in the popular discourse. "e combined force 
of these discursive developments and the historical awareness that arose 
as a result of perestroika itself allowed Estonians to turn old means of 
legitimation against the Soviet authorities; history and speech provided 
tools for gaining the right to determine their country’s future. What 
transpired in Estonia was, in the words of Gorbachev, a “revolutionary 
process,” just not the one he had been expecting.
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Bucking the Iron Horse: 
!e Destruction of China’s First Railroad

!eodore Na"

Introduction: China’s First Railroad
"e historian Fernand Braudel was an advocate of applying a more 

rigorous and scienti$c approach to the study of history, one focused on 
discovering causality rather than simply reporting events. In doing so, 
Braudel introduced into the study of history one of the fundamental 
problems of the social sciences: the lack of counterfactual evidence. 
Although some historians, most notably Niall Ferguson, have attempted 
to develop such counterfactuals, this approach has simply become 
another method of contradicting previous historical studies. Nowhere 
is this methodology more debated than on the bene$ts of railroads, 
with W.W. Rostov arguing in 1960 that railroads were essential to the 
economic development of the United States, only to be contradicted 
by Robert Fogel (who would win the Nobel Prize in Economics for 
his cliometric analysis of the railroads).1 Still, the question remains: 
Do railroads matter for economic growth? More pertinently to this 
paper, would the Woosung railroad in Shanghai, had it been allowed to 
continue, have generated more economic growth for China and, if so, 
why was it scrapped in 1876? Before pursuing this line of inquiry, a brief 
history of China’s $rst railroad is essential.

Development of the Woosung Railroad, a foreign venture, began 
a#er a wave of concessions were granted to foreign powers following 
the Opium Wars (1839-42 and 1856-60). In 1872-3, the American 
government, through the American vice-consul in Shanghai, leased land 
from the Chinese to build a “carriage road.” However, as this violated the 
Burlingame-Seward Treaty of 1868, which provided that the United States 
would refrain from constructing railroad or telegraph lines in China, the 
interest was sold o% to the British $rm Jardine, Matheson and Company, 
and the Woosung Tramway Company was formed. Within three years, 
the company had covertly laid a mile of track with the tacit agreement of 
local o!cials. With the arrival of a steam engine from England, however, 
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the Shanghai taotai, Feng Chun-kuang, complained to the British Consul 
in Shanghai about the actions of the company. "ough he had tried to 
keep the matter at the local level up to this point, perhaps in the hope that 
higher-ranking o!cials would simply accept the line as a fait accompli, 
the introduction of the engine, and the publicity surrounding its arrival, 
forced Feng to involve the Governor-General, Shen Pao-chen. 2 As one 
of the champions of the “Self-Strengthening Movement,” which sought 
to modernize the Qing military and state through the introduction of 
Western engineering and production techniques, it was believed that 
Shen might be able to secure an arrangement by which the Chinese would 
buy the railroad.

Initial negotiations between the company and Feng, however, were 
halted by the reception of a letter from Wu Yüan-ping, the Governor 
of Kiangsu, who categorically opposed the railroad, purchased or not. 
Despite this, construction continued unimpeded and a four-and-a-
half mile line between Shanghai and Chiang-wan was completed in 
the early summer of 1877 to enthusiastic public response.3 Subsequent 
negotiations between Shen and the British Consul were complicated 
by these construction e%orts and the occurrence of a fatal accident on 
the now operational rail line. Finally, a deal was reached whereby the 
Chinese agreed to purchase the railroad for 285,000 taels made in three 
payments.4 Soon a#er the Chinese took ownership of the railroad in 
October of 1877, Shen had the rails disassembled and all equipment 
sent to Taiwan. To justify his actions, Shen contended that, “although 
the railway is a necessary development for China, I cannot allow those 
who came a#er me to be able to say, ‘["e Woosung Railway] was built 
by foreigners when Shen Pao-Chen [was] Governor-General of Liang-
Kiang.”5 Subsequently, China’s $rst railroad was le# to rust in Taiwan due 
to disuse and a lack of maintenance funds. 

"e question remains: Would the economic development of China 
have been signi$cantly di%erent if the Woosung railroad had continued 
operating? 

Although a dearth of available data prohibits a more thorough 
econometric study, economic theory suggests a di%erent course of 
development in Chinese economic history had the Woosung Railroad 
continued.  Ricardo’s theory of comparative advantage, which emphasizes 
the process of specialization and trade, provides the reasoning behind 
the economic bene$ts of railroads. "e basis for this theory is that the 
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primary cost of producing any particular object, its “opportunity cost,” 
is equal to the amount of another object that could be produced with 
equivalent inputs.  However, if regions di%er in their opportunity costs, 
then there is incentive for each to specialize in producing the good with 
which they have a comparative advantage (lower opportunity cost) 
exchange products.6 "is specialization will raise the total production of 
each region and thereby make all participants more prosperous. However, 
the ability of producers to make such exchanges is greatly in&uenced 
by the speed with which those exchanges can be made (since speed will 
impact payments and therefore uncertainty). Since railroads insure more 
rapid exchanges between regions, they further enhance the gains from 
trade made in each region.

"is view of the railroad as an engine of expanding inter-regional 
exchange was widely held by many, both in the West and in China. "e 
proponents of specialization recognized that railroads o%ered previously 
unimaginable economies of scale, dramatically increasing market size 
and mobility between urban and rural areas of China. Indeed, Dr. Sun 
Yat-sen, writing a half-century a#er the events in Woosung, re&ected this 
view as he commented on the Shanghai region:

"is region is very rich in mineral and agricultural 
products, especially iron and coal deposits which are found 
everywhere. And the whole region is thickly populated. So 
railway construction will be very remunerative.7

"e problem, however, is that railroads, like any other form of 
technological change, create unemployment for those who had 
previously transported good by less e!cient methods. "e overall 
bene$t of a railroad can therefore be summarized as the gains in trade 
from implementing the technology minus the costs of investment and 
technological unemployment.
 "e values that each party predicted as resulting from this 
cost-bene$t analysis are fundamental to understanding why China’s $rst 
railroad was scrapped. Although Shen Pao-Chen considered the bene$ts 
of the Woosung railroad to be net positive, he still chose to scrap the 
railroad out of fear of rebellion and Western exploitation, and above all, 
the Luddite fears and Confucian Nativism of higher ranking o!cials. 
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!e Mob and the Iron Horse
 Shen Pao-Shen, in his personal writings on the railroad, stated 

the limited conditions under which railroads could be constructed in 
China: 

If indeed [westerners] can devise a method whereby 
arable $elds, houses, and ancestral graves would not be 
harmed in the least, let them draw up a plan and have it 
widely disseminated. "en the masses will yield without 
further protest. In this case, the Court had best give its 
magnanimous permission.8

"is conservatism on the part of Qing o!cials stemmed primarily from 
the weakening of the late empire as a result of a series of rebellions. "e 
largest of these, the Taiping Rebellion, cost twenty to thirty million lives, 
and might have toppled the dynasty were it not for the intervention 
of foreign powers.9 One of the most important facets of the rebellion 
from the perspective of the Confucian elites was that its leader, Hong 
Xiuquan, held distinctly un-Confucian ideas: most notably, he believed 
that he was the brother of Jesus Christ sent to reform China. Under such 
circumstances, there was some legitimate concern that trampling on 
the traditions of the peasants might lead further rebellion. "ere was a 
particular fear that the railroads would violate the feng-shui (a traditional 
folk practice in the realm of geomancy) and while leveling sacred graves, 
cottages, and $elds. "e Taiping Rebellion had underscored the waning 
loyalty of the lower classes, and provided the dynasty with good reason to 
fear further provocations. 

Western sources, however, tell a tale in which peasants and elites 
played signi$cantly di%erent roles. "e North China Herald reported 
that, contrary to Qing expectations, the Woosung Railroad attracted 
widespread interest from local peasants.10 "e obituary of the Chief 
Engineer of the Woosung Railroad Project notes that occasional native 
hostility was successfully surmounted through “great intrepidity, 
perseverance and resource.”11 With regards to the issue of burial sites, 
many Chinese reformers attempted to circumvent Confucian opposition 
by asserting, somewhat incredulously, that all of the lines would be 
built on level ground a safe distance from villages and cemeteries.12 All 
these accounts suggest that reactionary opposition had more to do with 
Confucian nativist sentiments rather than any practical desire to prevent 
further rebellion.
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By the late Qing period, major Confucian thinkers had become 
remarkably nativist in their thinking both on science and technology 
in general. Major Confucian scholars of the late Qing ignored and even 
deprecated Western science, leaving the learning of new western ideas, 
like new western mathematical techniques, to commoners like Li Shan-
lan.13 Indeed, when a proposal was put forward in 1867 to teach Western 
engineering to a select group of scholars, the conservative Mongol Wo-
Jen reacted by saying, “If these subjects are to be taught by Westerners as 
regular studies, the damage will be great…”14 "is was not an attempt to 
preserve Confucian culture but rather an e%ort to preserve the Confucian 
monopoly on learning. As Joseph Levenson reported, “[the] social 
position of the Confucian gentry-literati-o!cialdom was tightly linked 
with the intellectual pre-eminence of Confucianism; no formula… which 
threatened to break the Confucian intellectual monopoly could expect 
general support from the old bureaucracy.”15 In short, as Li Hung-chang 
would later write, two of the most important reasons for the destruction 
of the railroad were the desire to appease Confucian Nativists and a fear 
that Confucian traditions would be undermined by the Western threat.16 
Political Instability and the Fear of the West

 In 1885, the conservative scholar Yen Mao articulated Confucian 
perceptions of the motives of foreigners, portraying them as crass and 
debased.:

"ey rise at the crow of the rooster to seek pro$ts wherever 
pro$ts are to be found, but where there is [the desire for] 
pro$ts the relationships of prince and minister and father 
and son cease to exist. "is is the reason why Europe has 
twice the pro$ts of China and the reason why Europe has 
more disturbances than China. "us China should not build 
railways.17

"e Mandarins had every reason to be skeptical of Western intentions. 
A#er all, less than half a decade before, the British had annihilated the 
ill-equipped Qing forces for attempting to restrict the &ow of an illegal 
and destructive commodity, Opium. "e result of the $rst of these wars 
had been the e%ective of surrender of Qing sovereignty over elements of 
trade, social and foreign policy as ‘treaty ports’ were e%ectively handed 
over to foreign powers. "e most vibrant of these, Shanghai, soon had 
20,000 chests of opium &owing in each year despite the fact that the drug 
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remained illegal.18 "e second war proved even more disastrous and 
further violations of Chinese sovereignty followed. "e Qing were forced 
to permit free travel up the Yangzte and into the interior of China while 
surrendering their their ability to place tari%s on foreign goods. By the 
1870’s, resentment against foreigners and patriotic sentiments stirred by 
the failures of the previous decades had found their way into the debate 
over Woosung and railroads in general.

 Unfortunately, in setting up the Woosung Railway, the British and 
their American counterparts displayed many of the same high-handed 
tactics that they had exhibited during the Opium Wars. As a result, there 
was a fear that Chinese sovereignty would be further infringed upon, 
and a reactionary ideology  of “Confucian Patriotism” emerged. Despite 
being a member of the “Self-Strengthening Movement,” Shen, the protegé 
of a long line of strict Confucians who bore overwhelming loyalty to the 
Chinese throne, its culture, and its  polity, and who strongly opposed any 
form of foreign intrusion, was also a Confucian Patriot.19 

Opponents of the railroad thus saw it not as an economic vehicle 
but as an instrument of invasion. In his discussion of railroads, for 
example, Li Kuo-ch’I, made sure to point out that the Franco-Prussian 
War of 1870-1 taught the world that railroads could dramatically, 
and decisively, increase the mobility of armies.20 Moreover, there was 
a considerable fear amongst the ruling Mandarins that, in an era of 
rebellion and state weakness, the railroads would be hijacked and used to 
overthrow the Qing. A prominent opponent of railroads, Liu Hsi-Hung, 
noted that, should rebels seize a railroad, “ we must pull up [the track] up 
completely to defend ourselves against bandits, [and] it would not be so 
easy to repair later.”21 

In other words, there was a considerable fear that railroads 
would be the last nail in the co!n of Confucian China. Although this 
“Confucian Patriotism” explains well Shen’s decision to take control of 
the railway, it cannot fully explain why Shen had the railroad scrapped. 
If Shen was simply a reform-minded Confucian patriot, assuming 
ownership of the Woosung Railway should have defused many of his 
concerns, rendering its scrapping unnecessary. "e $nal step was most 
likely taken primarily out of fear of technological unemployment and 
because of “Confucian Nativism”.
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Long Live Emperor Ludd
 David Pong developed the notion that “Confucian Patriotism” 

was the primary reason for the destruction of the Woosung railroad 
in the journal Modern East Asian Studies in 1973. In his article, Pong 
contends that the railroad was dismantled because it “presented a 
number of threats to the Chinese social and political order without a 
commensurate amount of bene$ts”22 Pong convincingly argues that Shen 
feared the corrupting in&uence of the Woosung railroad on traditional 
Confucian values and, as a result, had the railroad scrapped. 

"e railroads, however, posed a dual threat to the Mandarins. It 
sparked a fear of Luddite unemployment and a fear that industries would 
develop outside the purview of traditional Confucian values.  

Imperial regimes typically have di!culty in adopting new 
technologies because of the exigency of preserving employment levels 
and thus preventing social discontentment; the Qing Empire was no 
di%erent. Indeed, in opposition to the railroads, Chang Tzu-mu, a Qing 
commentator on the West, wrote, “it has been less than a century since 
machines have come to be widely used in the West, but many great 
rebellions have already occurred there from this cause.”23 "e Qing had 
good cause to fear such rebellion, as many of the rebels involved in the 
Taiping rebellion had been former transport workers who had lost their 
jobs. Reformers attempted to assuage these fears and countered that 
the railroad could also create jobs. "e reformer Kuo Sung-tao tactfully 
noted that “[Employment in England grew] because the convenience of 
the railroad daily attracted more tra!c and, since the train could run on 
only one route, those who lived several tens of li away and came to take 
the train had to make use of more horses.”24 In other words, if the railroad 
were constructed, there would still be a need for other forms of transport 
to move goods to railway terminals. While Ludditism was a factor, it was 
not the driving force behind the scrapping of the Woosung Road. A more 
in&uential factor was a reactionary fear of technological competition.  

One of the initiatives developed by the Self-Strengthening 
movement was the creation of the China Merchants’ Steam Navigation 
Company in 1872. Eighty percent Chinese owned, the company enjoyed 
a virtual monopoly over trade on large sections of the Yangtze as a result 
of a peculiar feature their boats. Namely, the boats possessed shallower 
dra#s than most and could, as a result, operate in low-tidal areas.25 
"e creation of a railroad between Shanghai and Woosung threatened 
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this advantage and therefore Shen’s project of an independent Qing 
transportation company. 

Additionally, the most vocal opponents of the railroad seem to 
have been landholders with land along the line. Despite the fact that land 
values along the line had risen dramatically following the construction 
of the railroad, one petition sent to Shen in opposition of the railway was 
primarily signed by government o!cials and those holding land along the 
line.26 In other words, Shen was acting to protect those Confucian values 
that favoured agricultural wealth over mercantile pursuits, which the 
railroad the railroad represented. Indeed, the fact that Shen was willing 
to scrap an enterprise that had a pro$t margin as high as railroads in 
England (27£ per mile per week), suggests that the gentry regarded the 
threat of mercantile pursuits to Confucian values as very real. 27 

"is Luddite fear of technological unemployment and a collapse 
of Confucian values highlight the fundamental contradiction of the 
“Self-Strengthening Movement.” Although the movement believed that 
the Qing had to adopt western technologies to resist humiliation (yü 
wu), they also shared with Confucian idealists an economic interest in 
agriculture. Indeed, the reformer Kuo Sung-Tao wrote of the situation:

We have to exhaust our mental energy in order to progress 
alongside the westerners. If this is practiced for one day, 
then we can reap the results a#er several years or several 
tens of years. However, people in o!ce are not willing to 
do this. "is [unfortunately] is an unavoidable trend. Why? 
Because in the search of wealth and power there must be a 
foundation and this foundation is the accumulative product 
of popular will, customs, and moral government. But, is it 
really e!cacious to use the popular will and customs as the 
basis in our search for wealth and power? Even a person as 
enlightened as Shen fails to perceive this point in depth.28

Nowhere is this contradiction made clear than by the fact that it was only 
a#er the humiliation of the Sino-French war, nearly a decade later, which 
the court took an active interest in promoting railroad construction. 
"is delay, compared with a $rm impetus on behalf of Japan to adopt 
Western technologies, had rami$cations not only for China’s economic 
development but also for its position in the intra-Asian balance of 
power; in 1894-5, Japan demonstrated its new position of dominance, 
humiliating antiquated Qing military and naval forces before imposing 
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the devastating Treaty of Shimonoseki. 
Conclusion: A Modest Counterfactual

Although Shen Pao-chen favored the creation of railroads in 
China, he chose to scrap the Woosung railroad. In part due to Qing 
fears of domestic instability and foreign in&uence, this act was carried 
out primarily due to a Luddite fear of technological unemployment and 
the prospect that Confucian values, both economic and social, would be 
diluted by mercantile values. "e preservation of these values, however, 
came at the terrible opportunity cost of half a century of economic 
stagnation. While a true counterfactual history may not be available, a 
limited comparison with nearby Japan paints a costly picture. Because 
of Japan’s enthusiastic embrace of Western technology, by 1906, 70% of 
all coal mined in Japan was carried by train,29 while China had only one 
pro$table rail coal line, greater development having been retarded by 
Qing conservatism. 
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!e Jewish Question and the Woman Question: 
Constructions of the Jewish Woman in Victorian 

London
Laura Moncion 

She is like the ships of the merchant,
she brings her food from far away.
She rises while it is still night
and provides food for her household…
She considers a $eld and buys it;
with the fruit of her hands she plants a vineyard…
Strength and dignity are her clothing,
and she laughs at the time to come.
She opens her mouth with wisdom,
and the teaching of kindness is on her tongue.
She looks well to the ways of her household,
and does not eat the bread of idleness.
    Proverbs 31:14-27

 In his essay, “"e Unbearable Lightness of Britain,” Mitchell B. 
Hart writes, “happy periods, as Hegel said, are blank pages in the volume 
of history.” 1 Since modern Jewish populations in England experienced 
little persecution in comparison to their continental relatives, he 
contends, it is di!cult to justify the usefulness of doing Anglo-Jewish 
history. Although periods of tragedy and upheaval certainly do prompt a 
pressing need for historical evaluation, in the enduring and perhaps vain 
hope that people will one day stop repeating history, it is dangerously 
shortsighted to dismiss seemingly calm periods as historically 
uninteresting. "e history of Jews in modern England is certainly 
not a blank page, and tensions existed between English society and a 
disconcertingly “successful” minority group.

"ese tensions become ampli$ed when we look at the ideals and 
discourses surrounding women’s places in English and Jewish society. 
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Women’s history has o#en been a blank page, especially in the context of 
minority groups. In the $rst half of the nineteenth century, the Anglo-
Jewish community was, $rst and foremost, concerned with establishing its 
men as respectable citizens; only once this battle was won, they thought, 
would they turn to the emancipation of Jewish women.2 Unsurprisingly, 
Jewish women thought otherwise. Books, novels, poetry, memoirs, 
letters, and periodicals written by Jewish women in this period became 
increasingly critical of both Christian missionary e%orts and the Jewish 
community’s failure to reform its attitudes towards women. Sometimes 
these works were frozen out of publication, such as the women’s 
periodical Jewish Sabbath Journal spearheaded by Marion Hartog.3 
However, some of them, such as the works of Grace Aguilar, achieved 
remarkable popular success. A#er emancipation, Jewish women did 
not stop writing, and they also began to explore di%erent ways of living 
their lives, through higher education, contact with the $gure of the “New 
Woman,” and through involvement in philanthropic organizations which 
sprang up to address the needs of Jewish immigrants, especially during 
the wave of Russian and East European immigration in the 1880s.

"e women living through this ideologically vibrant period of 
Anglo-Jewish history constructed their identities in a variety of ways, 
o#en in dialogue with ideals and models constructed for them by 
outside sources. "ese sources could come from Jewish men aiming 
to structure and control life within the community, or from the wider 
scope of English society. Over the course of the nineteenth century, 
constructions of the Jewish woman in English sources shi#ed from a 
plethora of missionary narratives and ‘philosemitic’ documents, o#en 
disseminated by missionary societies, to more observational, less 
overtly or negatively moralizing accounts, such as George Eliot’s Daniel 
Deronda, or the “sociological” accounts found in Henry Mayhew or 
Charles Booth. "e response to these constructions from Jewish women 
themselves shi#ed accordingly. Although these dialogues are important, 
and I will draw on them to compare constructions of the Jewish woman, 
it is obviously incorrect to imagine that Jewish women’s identities were 
wholly reactionary in nature. In many cases Jewish women writers would 
incorporate conversion motifs or tropes and subvert them to serve their 
own, non-conversionary but not necessarily traditionalist, purposes.

"is paper is intended to be an exploration of these constructions 
and images of the Jewish woman in Victorian London, as woman, as Jew, 
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as mother, as reformer, as philanthropist, as resisting philanthropy, as 
writer, as human being and as ideal. It will also to some extent chart the 
change (and persistence) of these feminine ideals over time, in&uenced by 
the writers’ own lives and by changes in the Jewish and English societies 
in which they lived.

"e modern Jewish community began to establish itself in the East 
End of London in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, trickling 
back a#er the li#ing of the ban on Jewish settlement in 1655. Due to a 
relatively safe and successful existence in London, the Jewish population 
grew from some six thousand in 1760 to twenty thousand in 1815, and 
grew steadily into the 1850s.4 Most of the early Jewish community was 
Sephardi5—o#en those who, in the wake of expulsions and the Spanish 
Inquisition, had emigrated northward by way of the Netherlands or 
Germany, and eventually went on to England. Eastern European Jews 
(Ashkenazim) had also been present in the London community since 
the seventeenth century, and many prominent Jews in the nineteenth 
century, such as the German Rothschilds, were Ashkenazi. "e story of 
Ashkenazi migration is integral to understanding the Victorian Jewish 
community, as Lara Marks has noted, so that the massive in&ux of 
Ashkenazi immigrants at the end of the nineteenth century was, while a 
shock in volume and intensity to the London population, not an entirely 
novel phenomenon.6 While Sephardi families were an established and 
prominent “vieille noblesse,” as Amy Levy describes the heritage of 
Judith Quixano, throughout the nineteenth century there was a trickling 
Ashkenazi migration which resulted in the majority of the mid- to late-
nineteenth-century middle class Jewish community claiming Ashkenazi 
heritage, such as the eponymous character of Levy’s novel, Reuben 
Sachs.7 Furthermore, it seems that Sephardim, perhaps because they were 
more integrated, were more likely to convert to Christianity, whether for 
pragmatic, business-related reasons, or because of a disagreement with 
the synagogue leadership, as in the case of Benjamin Disraeli’s8 father, 
Isaac.9 "erefore, the Jewish community was in a state of shi#ing majority 
and in&uence.

"e Jewish community in Victorian London was shi#ing in 
other ways during this period as well, speci$cally through movements 
for religious reform and for political emancipation, both of which are 
re&ected in the works of Jewish women writers. "e distrust of the 
Talmud and resulting Bibliocentrism of the German Haskalah (Jewish 



110 Laura Moncion

Enlightenment) was imported into Britain, and visible not only among 
the upper classes who founded the West London Reform Synagogue in 
1842, but also in the writings of Grace Aguilar. It is telling that, while 
!e Women of Israel draws heavily on every female bit part in the Bible, 
only some forty pages at the end of a two-volume tome treat Talmudic 
subjects.10 Furthermore, Aguilar explicitly states that the Talmud is “a 
human creation, to preserve the purity … of the law unsullied, when 
circumstances might otherwise have crushed it.”11 "is current in Jewish 
religious thought allowed her to straddle reform and tradition, and to be 
bold enough to write about women’s place in Judaism, while also being 
read and accepted by the majority.

"e question of Jewish emancipation also weighed heavily on the 
minds of the community, no less its women than its men. With Catholic 
emancipation in 1829, hopes were $rst kindled that full civil rights, 
including sitting in Parliament, could also be accorded to Jews. "ere was 
no concerted program or theory of emancipation produced by English 
Jews, unlike, for example, the German Haskalah; however, there was still a 
sense that reform was needed in order to appear deserving of full rights.12 
"is is evident in the discussions on female education, which are taken 
up not only by writers such as Grace Aguilar, Marion Moss, and Charlotte 
Monte$ore, but are also widely discussed in Jewish periodicals. A#er 
emancipation, the tensions between the Jewish community and English 
Christian society continued to needle Jewish reformers and intellectuals, 
constantly negotiating, revaluing, and questioning Jewish identity against 
the attitudes of the majority, such as in M.H. Bresslau’s inaugural Editor’s 
Preface to the main Jewish periodical, !e Hebrew Review, in 1860:

Whilst the “fountain of the living waters,” &owing through 
the rich $eld of ancient and modern literature has grown 
stagnant among us, our Christian brethren have not 
remained inactive… Is it not lamentable to re&ect, that 
British Jews, who are anxious to become acquainted with 
the literary works of their ancestors, should be compelled 
to draw their information from “broken cisterns”—sources 
tainted with anti-Jewish feelings—instead of drinking from 
the pure springs of honest and 
impartial instruction [by fellow Jews]?13
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Many of these “broken cisterns” were philo-Semitic documents 
disseminated by Christian missionary societies, such as the London 
Society for the Promotion of Christianity Amongst the Jews. An 1848 
collection of articles from the Society’s journal, the Jewish Intelligence, 
includes didactic articles on Jewish rites and rituals (“Jewish Synagogue 
Services,” “On the Use of the Hebrew Language”), some history (“"e 
Chasidim in Galicia”), and rhetorical methods for winning an argument 
against those who prove di!cult to convert (“Jewish Explanation of 
the Motives By Which the London Society is Actuated in Seeking the 
Welfare of "eir Nation”).14 It also contains interviews and biographies 
of converted Jews, such as that of one young woman who, a#er su%ering 
a serious spinal injury, is approached in the hospital by a woman from 
the Society, who proclaims the truth of Jesus Christ to her captive 
audience.15 Although the tale is presented in this document as a great 
victory for Christianity, and as proof that “our Jewish brethren may 
learn from this simple narrative, and that there is hope in Christianity 
which their learning and works of piety cannot give”16 because it also lays 
claim to stating “facts which may be relied on, as having occurred a very 
short time since,”17 the narrator has to admit that the Jewess in question 
requests a deathbed baptism only a#er “being somewhat revived by 
powerful stimulants.”18 

Conversion stories became more commonplace in the mid-
nineteenth century not in pamphlet form, as above, but in novels. "e 
$rst of the “conversionary romance” genre was Charlotte Anley’s Miriam; 
or the Power of Truth, a Jewish Tale, published in 1826, followed by the 
works of Amelia Bristow, Emily Eden, Dorothea Gerard, and others. 
It is interesting to note that almost invariably the subjects of these 
conversionary $ctions were women, and o#en the authors were, as well. 
Conversionary societies too speci$cally targeted women as a way into 
Jewish society. "is was partially due to their role as primary caregiver 
and educator of children. It also stemmed from an Orientalist perception 
of Jewish women as Eastern, therefore hyper-feminine, mysterious, 
and foreign, as well as notions of women as more sensible to religious 
feeling.19 However, by the time that these novels began to appear, it 
was obvious that the conversionary e%orts were failing, and it does not 
seem that these novels were aimed at the Jewish population. "e vicious 
portrayals of Jews and overblown rhetoric20 in Amelia Bristow’s Emma de 
Lissau, for example, would probably have been as o%putting as anything 
else to even a potential Jewish convert, and furthermore, the subtitle 
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“Illustrative of the Manners and Customs of the Jews” resembles the 
pseudo-didactic project of the Jewish Intelligence. "is re&ects perhaps 
a sentiment that if the Jews would not be converted en masse in reality, 
then at least they would be converted in $ction. 

"ere was also a trend towards the feminisation of religion in this 
period, that is, a conception of femininity that was very much bound 
up with religion and virtue, which may also be a factor in explaining 
why missionaries assumed that Jewish women would be more likely 
to convert. "is is evident in several Christian conduct manuals, 
including one by Elizabeth (Poole) Sandford, who outlines the virtues 
of domesticity, self-sacri$cing motherhood, and dependence on a male 
$gure as being the ideals of womanhood, cemented in Christianity. She 
claims that “women are overlooked in almost every humanly devised 
system of religion and ethics… but it is the glory of Christianity to elevate 
the weak; and to do so by ennobling their virtues … lowliness, gentleness, 
meekness have an honourable place in the Christian calendar; and these 
graces, so especially appropriate to women, are the peculiar and exclusive 
products of Christianity.”21 

Although the conversionary $ctions were clearly problematic in 
terms of images of the Jewish woman, the feminisation of religion also 
empowered Jewish women writers to take up their pens, using their 
supposed sensibility as leverage into a position of moral authority. 

One such “moral governess” was Grace Aguilar, perhaps the most 
successful Anglo-Jewish female novelist of the nineteenth century. Her 
$rst published works, Home In$uence: A Tale for Mothers and Daughters, 
A Mother’s Recompense, and Woman’s Friendship, all centred on a 
romanticized notion of the domestic sphere. Only once these had been 
well received did Aguilar begin writing on Jewish topics, such as the Spirit 
of Judaism, which argued that “were the Jewish religion studied as it ought 
to be by its professors of every age and sex; were the Bible, not tradition, 
its foundation and defence; were its spirit felt, pervading the inmost 
heart… we should stand forth $rm as an ocean rock.”22 Incidentally, 
this comment was followed by a page-long footnote by the publisher 
refuting her prioritization of scripture over tradition, claiming that 
Aguilar “only used the above expression in a general, inde$nite manner, 
without weighing the whole force her words might receive”23—re&ecting 
the limitations of Aguilar’s ability as a woman writing about what was 
traditionally a Jewish man’s area of expertise. Tapping into the Christian 
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notion of the feminisation of religion, however, she extends this emphasis 
on the spirit of Judaism to women’s piety in !e Women of Israel. "is 
work, written between 1844 and 1845,24 is a collection of biographies of 
notable Jewish women, mostly from the Bible and from Jewish history, 
intended to refute the notion, the main premise of conversionary 
$ction, that Judaism has “sunk the Hebrew female to the lowest state 
of degradation, [and] placed her on a level with slaves and heathens.”25 
Instead Aguilar argues that “the female Hebrew was even more an object 
of tender and soothing care of the Eternal than the male,”26 establishing 
both the spiritual, sentimental element of Judaism for women, as well as 
her own authority, as a woman, to excavate it.

However, while there are elements of reform—both religious and 
social—in Aguilar’s writing, they are also tempered by her subscription 
to the idea of women in the home, “a more lowly and domestic, though 
not a less hallowed sphere,”27 and to the ideals of Victorian middle-class 
morality which were making inroads in the Jewish community. In some 
instances Aguilar explicitly states, “we have no need of Christianity, or 
the examples of the females in the Gospel, to raise us to an equality with 
men.”28 What Aguilar means by equality, though, is not full and equal 
participation in all spheres of life, but recognition that women, like the 
original Eve, are “endowed equally with man, but di%erently as to the 
nature of those endowments.”29 "ese endowments, aside from religious 
feeling, are generally qualities such as sel&essness and unconditional 
love, traits well explicated by the tales of Biblical mothers, such as Eve, 
Jochebed, and Rebecca, to name a few.

Aguilar’s treatment of Eve is particularly interesting in terms of her 
construction of the Jewish woman. She establishes the duty of the Jewish 
woman to the happiness of those around her, by observing that “she was 
created, not only to feel happiness herself, but to make it for others… 
woman has a higher and holier mission than the mere pursuit of pleasure 
and individual enjoyment.”30 "is comes mostly in the form of su%ering 
and self-sacri$ce, as Eve is the $rst to be “exposed, as a mother, to a 
hundred sources of anguish of which man knows nothing… [which] $ll 
her heart from the moment she hears the $rst faint cry of the new-born 
until death. And these trials were Eve’s, and they are woman’s.”31 Aguilar 
presents both aspects of self-sacri$ce and unconditional love in the ideal 
mother, remarking in the case of Eve’s love for her murderous son Cain 
that “it was vain to measure maternal love by the worth or unworthiness 
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of its objects.”32 
In Eve, the virtues and roles intended by God are at $rst perfect 

and unsullied, and so the temptation of Eve cannot be other than a 
subversion of her gender role. In this transgression, Aguilar notes, “she 
was INDEPENDENT, had acted by herself, had shaken o% all control.”33 
"us, the expulsion from Eden is a result of

woman’s unfortunate desire to grasp something more than 
her allotted portion;—her discontent with the lowlier 
station which her weaker frame and less powerful mind 
mark imperatively as her own—her mistaken notion, that 
humility is degradation; and unless she compels man to 
accede to her her rights, they will be trampled on, and never 
acknowledged—her curiosity leading her too o#en to covet 
knowledge which she needs not for the continuance of her 
happiness.34

"e story of Eve becomes an opportunity for Aguilar to instruct the 
reader on the virtue of humility, which, “teaching her her true station in 
regard to man, leads her ever to the footstool of her God.”35 While she 
protests that women, “in the sight of God, in their special privileges, in 
their… power of performing their duties in their own sphere… are on 
a perfect equality with man,” Aguilar also “would conjure them to seek 
humility, simply from its magic power of keeping woman in her own 
beautiful sphere, without one wish, one ambitious whisper, to exchange it 
for another.”36 "us, in her interpretation of Eve, Aguilar allows her power 
only within an explicitly patriarchal framework, “in regard to man,” and 
her virtue is concentrated on withstanding the su%ering which comes 
from motherhood.

 Since the vast majority of female $gures in the Bible are mothers, 
most of Aguilar’s biographies in !e Women of Israel contain similar 
motifs of motherly su%ering. However, the story of Esther allows Aguilar 
to develop di%erent, and particularly Jewish, female virtues. Esther is 
not a typical Biblical woman: she unwittingly wins the a%ections of the 
king of Persia, and, becoming his favourite wife, hides her Judaism from 
him, until eventually, to counteract threats of persecution, Esther reveals 
to the king her allegiance to the Jewish people and succeeds in winning 
royal protection for the community. Rather than stress, for example, her 
revolutionary chutzpah, Aguilar concentrates on “the exquisitely feminine 
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character of Esther… the still undercurrent of deep feeling, which betrays 
itself throughout her history, and which is so peculiarly woman’s—the 
power of uncomplaining endurance—the $rm reliance on a higher and 
all-merciful power… the courage, not natural, but acquired by prayer.”37 
"us, the potential subversiveness of Esther as female role model is muted 
and transformed into a $gure that can be aligned with Aguilar’s middle-
class morality. As such, Aguilar casts her as an everywoman: 

she was not, indeed, a heroine… energy of purpose, and 
of action, though essentially a woman’s attribute, is yet 
a portion only for the few. "ere are more to resemble 
Esther than Abigail; and to those that are timid and fearful, 
and shrinking for an imperative duty, or some imposed 
task… we would point to the consoling moral of Esther’s 
history, and beseech them, like her, to arm themselves with 
the arrows of fervent prayer, in the very face of inward 
tremblings and a failing frame, and go forth and do, and 
leave in kinder hands the rest.38

"ere is a tension in Aguilar between the reformist, ambitious woman 
writer and the domestic ideal she is propagating. Aguilar herself was 
wary of showing too much ambition, writing in her diary that “to be 
known and loved thro’ my writings has been the yearning and the prayer 
of my secret heart”39—‘secret’ perhaps because intellectual ambition was 
a taboo she felt she was breaking. "is is what Michael Galchinsky calls 
her “trade-o% ”: the promise that, once given access to religious education 
and equality, women will retreat happily into the home, having learnt the 
lesson of Eve.40 Although she incites women to action by exhorting that 
“the women of Israel must themselves arise, and prove the truth of what 
we urge—by their own conduct, their own belief, their own ever-acting 
and ever-in&uencing religion, prove without doubt or question that we 
need not Christianity to teach us our mission,”41 this ‘arising’ must take 
place within an acceptably and rigidly domestic atmosphere. While this 
was no doubt in part an in&uence of the Victorian domestic ideal, it may 
also have had something to do with her Sephardic heritage—the tradition 
of mothers and daughters passing on crypto-Jewish traditions may have 
in&uenced both Aguilar’s $xation on the mother-child relationship as 
well as her emphasis on domestic religion.42 It is telling that her only work 
which goes into any sort of detailed description of Jewish ritual is the 
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Sabbath scene in !e Perez Family, which happens in the home with the 
mother presiding, rather than a rabbi, husband, or oldest son.43 

 "is $rmly domestic ideal has its foil in some of Aguilar’s 
contemporaries, namely the sisters Marion (Hartog) and Celia Moss 
(Levetus),44 and Charlotte Monte$ore, niece of the legendary Moses 
and Judith Monte$ore.45 "ough also from a Sephardi background, 
Charlotte Monte$ore’s membership in the aristocratic circle of Anglo-
Jewish families meant that she had the means to extend her in&uence 
beyond the domestic sphere. In A Few Words to the Jews, by One of 
!emselves, Monte$ore invokes the passage on the “ideal woman” from 
Proverbs, listing the most important female qualities as “energy, strength 
of purpose, and active zeal… [though] perhaps, on the contrary, they 
sound to many ears unfeminine and harsh, we contend that without 
them woman cannot even aspire to ful$l the task entrusted to her in the 
holy page.”46 "is energy is the essential property of a woman, rather 
than the strength passively acquired in prayer by Aguilar’s Esther. While 
Monte$ore also stresses the Jewish woman’s duty to better the lives of 
those around her, it is not in self-sacri$ce, but as a natural extension of 
her potent agency. "us “a sense of duty bids her rise from her luxurious 
repose, and stretch forth a gentle woman’s hand, to heal their wounds… 
she will impart to them what she has learnt herself from the good and the 
wise, the living and the dead.”47 While Aguilar’s Eve is led to temptation 
by curiosity and discontent, Monte$ore’s Jewish everywoman “will turn 
evil into good, by making it conduce to her moral improvement.”48 She 
does so by combining wisdom and kindness, commenting on Proverbs 
31:26: “her wisdom is tempered and made graceful and winning by 
kindness; her kindness derives truth and power from wisdom—like the 
light and heat of the sun, they ought to be inseparable, and whilst the 
one enlightens, the other cheers with its genial warmth.”49 In Monte$ore, 
then, we have a construction of the Jewish woman as active and educated, 
though still “graceful and winning.” However, this education and active 
virtue is not for the woman’s own individual happiness, or because these 
are her intrinsic rights, but for the bene$t of those around her. "is begins 
with her children, “beings she must prepare for this life and for eternity. 
All the powers of her mind and all the energies of her soul will be tasked 
to make her worthy of what she feels to be at once a blessed privilege 
and a fearful responsibility.”50 By calling on the image of the Jewish 
mother whose life revolves around her children, Monte$ore can make an 
argument for women’s education and active, ‘unfeminine’ virtues in a way 
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which seems acceptable to her contemporaries.
"e Moss sisters, Celia and Marion, also carefully tread this line 

between active and passive female virtue. "e Mosses were a large, 
lower-middle-class Ashkenazi family, and the daughters began to 
publish in order to help the family income with a collection of poetry, 
followed by two collections of historical romances, !e Romance of 
Jewish History, published in 1840 and Tales of Jewish History in 1843. 
Like Aguilar, the Mosses were also subject to the censure of men in the 
Jewish community.51 Nevertheless, in their early historical romances, 
the Moss sisters cast their female characters as $gures of reform, o#en 
in opposition to a father $gure, a direct representative of patriarchy.52 
However, this opposition does not propel them out of Judaism, but rather 
sets up these female characters as embodiments of its spirit. In “A Legend 
of the Sephardim,” a short story by Celia in the Tales of Jewish History, 
this trope is visible in a scene between the Rabbi Asher, whose son has 
just been wrongfully imprisoned for murder, and Telsia, the unfortunate 
son’s $ancée. While the rabbi laments that “it is the crime more than the 
punishment, that wrings my heart,” assuming that his son is guilty, Telsia 
retorts: “It is for God alone to read men’s hearts and judge of their guilt or 
innocence… learn more charity, and deem everyone innocent until they 
be proven guilty.”53 She continues: “If you loved your child as I love him, 
you would hope against conviction. But, alas! man’s heart is moulded 
di%erently from woman’s.”54 "us the young woman corrects the elderly 
rabbi based on an understanding of God and ethics that stems from her 
gender, supposedly richer in kindness, which tempers wisdom.

"is trope is also present in one of Marion’s stories, “"e Twin 
Brothers of Nearda,” which appears in the same collection. "e main 
female character, Paula, is the beloved daughter of a nefarious and 
materialistic merchant, whose “graceful beauty and… intellectual 
powers, which her father had spared no expense to cultivate, made her 
[her father’s] worshipped one.”55 Although she does eventually defy the 
patriarch by falling in love and eloping with one of his ex-slaves, Paula, 
more than Celia’s abovementioned Telsia, is a $gure not only of active 
reform but also of passive, domesticated female virtue. Her sensibility, 
rather than resulting in an argument with a rabbi, causes Paula to faint 
away at the mention of corporal punishment: “‘Scourged!’ she said, once 
or twice, very slowly… a cold shiver passed through her frame, ‘it was a 
fearful, a most fearful punishment.’”56 Although Paula escapes her father’s 



118 Laura Moncion

authority, she does so only with the help of Anilai, her ex-slave lover, 
and only for the purpose of setting up house with him. Galchinsky reads 
this as the author’s call for a shi# in Jewish masculinity, from Paula’s 
authoritarian father, who thunders: “seemly or unseemly, I will not 
have my authority questioned!”57 to Anilai, an ex-slave and “self-made 
gentleman” not unlike a middle-class Victorian reformer.58 What makes 
Anilai even more desirable to Paula is the way in which he interprets 
Judaism, praying “not in prescribed sentences. "at was no prayer of 
form. "e words of homage come warm from the heart.”59 "us, the 
Jewish woman’s disillusionment with her father’s authority does not end 
in conversion, but in a reinterpretation of Jewish tradition through an 
alliance with another, more suitable Jewish man- a reformist move from 
sti&ing traditions to reformist ones, more liberating not only for female 
religious feeling but for the Anglo-Jewish community as a whole.

While Aguilar, Monte$ore, and the Moss sisters all supported 
reform and with it a revaluing of the Jewish woman’s religious and 
intellectual capabilities, this was mediated by a need to appeal to 
Victorian middle-class morality and the ideal of female domesticity which 
was at the heart of it. 

A#er the Oaths and Jewish Relief Acts of 1858, Jews were o!cially 
full citizens with full rights in the English state, and the same year Lionel 
de Rothschild took his seat in Parliament swearing to uphold the laws “so 
help me Jehovah,” rather than “Jesus.” While this was, of course, a victory 
for the Jewish community, political emancipation did not necessarily 
mean that they were any better integrated socially into English society. 
Some missionary $ction continued to be produced, such as Emily Eden’s 
!e Semi-Detached House, published in 1859, a novel about a respectable 
middle-class English family living next door to a boorish, materialistic 
Jewish family, eventually resulting in the conversion of one of the Jewish 
daughters. In the mainstream press, though, Jewish characters began 
to be drawn with more sympathy and accuracy, such in the novels of 
Anthony Trollope,60 and in George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda, which, though 
generally well-received by the Jewish community as an accurate portrayal, 
irked Amy Levy enough to rewrite it in the form of Reuben Sachs. 
Emancipation seems to have enabled a greater degree of integration for 
some Jews, the social climbers whom Lara Marks and Bill Williams refer 
to as “the nouveaux riches or ‘alrightniks,’61- generally Ashkenazim who 
were prosperous but had no genealogical connection to the Sephardi 
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“vieille noblesse”. Paradoxically, emancipation also reinforced a curious 
sense of separateness. "is separateness existed on two levels, within 
and without the Jewish community. Firstly, emancipation meant that 
prominent Jews, while participating in the highest levels of English 
politics, would remain nominally Jewish, marry only Jews, and dictate 
the same for their children, reinforcing Jewish cultural and communal 
separateness even if, in their public lives, they were more active in 
Parliament than in any given synagogue.62 Within the Jewish community, 
the division was between these “alrightniks” and those whose lives were 
not particularly enhanced by Jewish emancipation- those who, when 
interviewed by Henry Mayhew in 1851, “would not walk the length of the 
street in which [they] lived to secure Baron Rothschild’s admission to the 
House of Commons.”63 

Increasingly, and even before the great in&ux of Russian Jews in 
the 1880s, the upper and middle classes of the English Jewish community 
began to turn to their poorer brethren with what was supposed to be 
the comforting face of co-religionist philanthropy. Philanthropy was a 
growing trend among the English middle classes in the late nineteenth 
century—a survey of forty-two middle-class families in the 1890s showed 
that they spent more on charity than on rent, clothing, servants’ wages, 
or any other item except food64—and women, bearers of nurturing, 
comforting virtues, were heavily involved in this enterprise. Much of 
this philanthropic e%ort was channelled through religious a!liation, 
almost to the point of sectarian rivalry between Anglicans, Catholics, 
Tractarians, Unitarians, and, of course, Jews, as to whose benevolent 
society could raise the most money or e%ect the greatest good.65 "e 
Jewish Ladies’ Benevolent Society and its adjunct Ladies’ Visiting Society 
were the main philanthropic organizations for Jewish women. Both were 
founded by Louise Lady Rothschild, niece of Moses Monte$ore,66 who 
clearly agreed with her cousin Charlotte that “the power to give is one of 
the luxuries of the rich; in the exercise of it no self-sacri$ce, no spirit of 
devotion is required.”67 Her daughter, Constance, records in her memoirs 
the experience of visiting poor Jewish neighbourhoods, remarking that 
“singularly hospitable, friendly, and unceremonious were these women—
not respectful, not observers of class distinction, but with a kind of genial 
familiarity, originating in a strong racial fellow-feeling for their visitors.”68 
However, she also notes the ine%ectiveness of these Jewish societies in 
educating poor Jewish mothers, unlike similar Christian societies. She 
remarks that “the claims on this society were slight, if we are to believe 
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one of the Jewish mothers visited by the charity: ‘We are not like the 
goyim, we do not want to be talked to or taught, we do not drink, and we 
know how to bring up our children religiously and soberly.’”69

"is image of the poor Jewish woman as a capable mother is 
another interesting construction, especially when it leads her to refuse 
charity from another Jewish woman who sees her philanthropic ‘visiting’ 
as the embodiment of nurturing virtue. "e idea of poor Jews as more 
respectable than other urban poor, measured by proximity to the middle-
class domestic ideal, shows up in Henry Mayhew’s account of the London 
poor in 1851, remarking that “there is not among the Jew street-sellers 
generally anything of the concubinage or cohabitation common among 
the costermongers. Marriage is the rule.”70 Perhaps because of the early 
age of marriage,71 and the ability of these women to work in small 
workshops around the home rather than in factories or on the street, 
Mayhew reports that among the “street-Jews” there was not “anything 
like the proportion which the females were found to bear to the males 
among the Irish street-folk and the English costermongers.”72 Working-
class Jewish women themselves were also concerned with appearing 
respectable and able, such as the woman who refused the young 
Constance Rothschild’s aid, or one interviewed by Mayhew who insisted 
that 

When I hawk… I hawk only good glass, and it can hardly be 
called hawking, for I swop it for more than I sell it. I always 
ask the mistress, and if she wants any of my glass we come 
to a bargain if we can… I don’t do much, there’s so many in 
the line, and I don’t go out regularly. I can’t say how many 
women are in my way—very few… I don’t calculate my 
pro$ts or what I sell. My family do that, and I don’t trouble 
myself.73 

"is unnamed woman’s careful description of the process of selling glass 
is interesting in the way in which she speaks of herself as undertaking 
this work. Her insistence that she “doesn’t go out regularly” and leaves the 
calculation of the pro$ts to her family suggest that she is appealing at least 
in part to the idea of female domesticity, even while standing in the street 
being interviewed by Henry Mayhew.

"is construction of the working-class Jewish woman as more 
respectable and as a more capable mother than her Gentile neighbours 
was extended in the section in Charles Booth’s London on the “Jews of 
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London.” Beatrice (Webb) Potter not only describes Jewish women as 
better mothers, but also as more respectable Jewish representatives than 
their husbands or fathers, noting that “their shapely $gures and so# skins 
compare favourably with the sickly appearance of the men… You address 
them [Jewish men] kindly, they gaze on you with silent suspicion… whilst 
the women pick up their ragged bundles from out of the way with an air 
of deprecating gentleness.”74 Perhaps because of the history of missionary 
$ction with its fundamental premise that Jewish women were easier to 
convert, and therefore easier to integrate into English society, and perhaps 
because the respectable domesticity which they seemed to embody, 
even as new immigrants, was less threatening to Victorian middle-class 
morality, it was possible for the Jewish woman to be constructed, at least 
by Potter, as less ‘other’ than the Jewish man.

However, the late nineteenth century was also a time for 
questioning gender roles, speci$cally with the growing movement for 
female emancipation and the debate over what came to be known as 
the Woman Question. A di%erent ideal of womanhood took shape, 
in&uenced by and in&uencing these debates: that of the New Woman, 
who wore bloomers, rode bicycles, and had ambitions beyond the home. 
As Amy Levy put it, in a letter to the Jewish Chronicle on the subject of 
“Jewish Women and Women’s Rights,” her $rst published document, 
“there has sprung up a large class of intelligent, capable women, who are 
willing and able to perform work from which they $nd themselves shut 
out by the tradition of ages… the growth of such a class seems to point 
to the higher development of woman, to the fact that she is beginning to 
wake up to the sense of her own responsibility as a human being.”75 "is 
tradition refers not only to Judaism, but also to the patriarchal structure 
of respectable middle-class Victorian life, both of which, Levy argues, 
need reforming by the New Woman.

Amy Levy was born in London to a mildly observant Ashkenazi 
family. She was the second Jewish female student at Cambridge, and 
the $rst at Newnham College; in 1881 she moved back to London to 
concentrate on writing, resulting in an impressive collection of poetry, 
novels, essays, and letters before her suicide in 1889.76 Her $rst novel, !e 
Romance of a Shop, is the story of four sisters who, $nding themselves 
destitute a#er the death of their father, open a photography studio 
and earn a living for themselves. "e sisters represent a spectrum of 
‘femininity’: from the protagonist Gertrude, who longs “to taste the 
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sweets of genuine work and genuine social intercourse,”77 to Frances, “an 
anachronism, belonging by rights to the period when young ladies played 
the harp, wore ringlets, and went into hysterics… a round, sentimental 
peg in the square scienti$c hole of the latter half of the nineteenth 
century.”78 "e novel also critiques the long-standing ideal of women in 
the home, as seen in both Christian and Jewish sources, by warning of 
the dangers of domesticity. In one scene, Frances, who has been keeping 
house while her sisters work as photographers, cries: “What do you 
care how dull it is for me up here all day, alone from morning till night, 
while you are amusing yourselves below, or gadding about at gentlemen’s 
studies!”79 "is outburst is explained by her sisters as a result of Frances 
having “had none of the fun” of working for her own living, and she is 
pointedly described as having been “a little hysterical.”80

"e question of reform and women’s place in society gains intensity 
when Levy turns to her own Jewish community. In 1886, she wrote an 
article, again in the Jewish Chronicle, criticizing the stalemate of Jewish 
gender reform, claiming that “the assertion even of comparative freedom 
on the part of a Jewess o#en means the severance of the closest ties, both 
of family and of race; its renunciation, a lifelong personal bitterness.”81 
"is renunciation is less a threat of conversion than of assimilation and 
rejection of religion altogether, as with Levy herself, as some of her poems 
can attest. “A Ballad of Religion and Marriage,” for example, questions 
the institution of middle-class marriage by comparing it to both Jewish 
and Christian Gods, “pale, and defeated,” asking at the end of each stanza, 
“Shall marriage go the way of God?” that is, whether it will also die out as 
a social institution.82 However, this disillusionment from Jewish religion 
does not lead to Levy’s rejection of the Jewish community; rather, it 
results in a proposed method of reforming it. Like the Mosses, Levy sees 
Jewish women as principal agents of reform, not because they are more 
spiritual or the bearers of Jewish traditions, but because they are “more 
readily adaptable, more eager to absorb the atmosphere around them.”83

Levy’s idea of the Jewish woman is embedded in her most famous 
novel, Reuben Sachs, a love story and critique of the Jewish community’s 
“marriage market,” as well as a direct response to the portrayal of Jews in 
George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda. Reuben Sachs, like Daniel Deronda, should 
have been named for its female protagonist: it is essentially the story of 
Judith Quixano realizing, through her thwarted love for Reuben Sachs, 
the con$nes of tradition and gender, which she overcomes by marriage to 
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a convert and by a better knowledge of “the bitter lesson of existence: that 
the sacred serves only to teach the full meaning of sacrilege; the beautiful 
of the hideous; modesty of outrage; joy of sorrow; life of death.”84 Judith 
begins the novel dehumanised by the Jewish community’s obsession 
with early marriage and female domesticity; “this woman,” laments Levy, 
“with her beauty, her intelligence, her power of feeling, saw herself merely 
as one of a vast crowd of girls awaiting their promotion by marriage.”85 
However, Judith is also described as “utterly free from such sentimental 
aberrations… she was so sensible, oh, she was thoroughly sensible and 
matter-of-fact!”86 indicating that she has potential to realize herself as a 
human being, perhaps even in the mould of the New Woman. While she 
never assumes an independent existence, at the climax of the story Judith 
has a moment of clarity: “Had she ever been calm, save with the false 
calmness which narcotic drugs bestow? She was frightened of herself, of 
her own daring, of the wild, strange thoughts and feelings that struggled 
for mastery within her. "ere is nothing more terrible, more tragic than 
this ignorance of a woman of her own nature, her own possibilities, 
her own passions.”87 "ese possibilities and passions, for Levy, exist 
independently in each woman, and should be cultivated regardless of 
whether they lead to the public or private spheres. Although Judith’s story 
does come to a conventional, domestic ending, her marriage to a “self-
made Jew,” a reformer worthy of any Moss heroine, results in a “great, 
inde$nable change… her beauty indeed had ripened and deepened… 
she had grown strangely wise,”88 a sort of maturity and self-possession in 
place of her previous passivity. 

Nevertheless, there is a tension between the ideals of freedom 
and domesticity, which is better captured by contrasting Judith Quixano 
with the character of her pseudo-cousin Esther Kohnthal, who describes 
herself as “the biggest heiress and the ugliest woman in all Bayswater.”89 
Due to this implied abdication from the marriage market, Esther is free to 
wander the plotline as a “feminist soothsayer,”90 dispensing such wisdom 
as “Marriage is an opiate,”91 and “Cursed art thou, O Lord my God, who 
hast had the cruelty to make me a woman.”92 "e last comment is a 
reversal of the section of the morning blessings which reads, “Blessed art 
thou, Lord our God, King of the Universe, that thou hast not made me a 
woman,” o#en cited by feminists as evidence of the essentially patriarchal 
nature of Judaism. However, Esther does not come o% as a particularly 
important or well-developed character in and of herself. "e soothsayer 
metaphor is apt; Esther only appears at certain moments marking Judith’s 
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transition from passive, obedient daughter to self-possessed woman.
"e image of the Jewish woman was interpreted in a variety of 

ways by Victorian authors, both Jewish and Christian, male and female. 
Common themes such as domesticity, religiosity, tradition, and reform, 
in&uencing each woman di%erently depending on her integration or 
relationship to both English and Jewish society, have coloured the ways 
in which Jewish women have written or spoken about themselves, and 
consequently how they have lived their lives. "erefore, as I have tried to 
show in this essay, the study of tropes and types is not a plucking of these 
$gures out of history, but precisely a replanting of them in the soil of 
historical context.
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A Poet’s Revolution: 
Rhetorical Violence, Irish Nationalism and the 

Easter Rising
Nathalie O’Neill

"e links between literary rhetoric and political action play a part 
in any reform movement. Prominent strains of Irish nationalism, leading 
up to independence in the early twentieth century, are notable for their 
reliance on literature and popular culture to cement nationalist ideas in 
the collective consciousness. "e 1916 Easter Rising in which Dublin 
was held for a week by various groups of militant nationalists has been 
described as “a revolution led by poets.”1 Indeed, Irish literature and 
cultural discourse were central elements leading to the 1916 insurrection. 
Many cultural expressions of what it meant to be Irish in the lead-up to 
the Rising contained discussion of violence as a noble tradition, rooted 
in the past and intimately tied to masculinity. "ese cultural traditions 
can be witnessed in Irish rhetoric, a rhetoric which shaped the form the 
Rising would take in Irish memory. "is cultural association of violence 
with the Irish national project had been kept relatively at bay in the 
nineteenth-century overlap of constitutional and radical means towards 
greater Irish autonomy or independence. However, the situation changed 
in early twentieth-century Ireland as cultural depictions of violence 
gained greater political weight, acting as essential tools to the portrayal of 
the Rising in popular opinion. Political alienation and the Irish cultural 
revival brought about a resurgence of mysticism surrounding violence, 
allowing the Rising to be marked as the foundation of independence and 
its leaders as symbolic martyrs of Irish nationalism.

E%orts for Irish independence had swelled and receded repeatedly 
since the 1800 Acts of Union. In the 1870s, the Home Rule movement 
for greater domestic autonomy began to gain terrain. Yet the Home Rule 
movement was largely unsuccessful in its aims. "e First Home Rule 
Bill was defeated in 1866 followed by defeat of the Second Bill in 1893. 
Turmoil increased with the late nineteenth-century Land War, a struggle 
led by the Irish National Land League bringing the disa%ected peasantry 
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together in a $ght for more tenant rights and redistribution of land to 
tenants from (largely absentee) landlords. It was within this context of 
struggle for agency and political power that the Easter Rising came to life. 
"e turn of the century saw the birth of a multitude of nationalist groups, 
including the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) and the Irish Citizen 
Army, both formed in 1913 as di%erent organizations with much overlap. 
In 1915-6, the IRB, the Irish Volunteers and the Irish Citizen Army began 
to meet regularly to coordinate an uprising before the end of the war. 
"e immediacy of action was of prime importance as these nationalists 
desired to enter the peaceful European community on their own terms 
as an independent nation, the end of the war setting the stage for a 
rede$nition of European relations. Arms shipments were expected from 
Germany for the Dublin Rising. Upon hearing news that these shipments 
would not arrive in time for the planned rising, Volunteers’ leader Eoin 
MacNeill called o% action. However, other leaders of the rising, thinking 
they would be arrested anyhow, decided to carry on as planned. Buildings 
were seized on Easter Monday, April 24, and $ghting continued in the 
city until the radicals, who in Dublin numbered just over a thousand, 
surrendered on the next Sunday. "e British government dealt harshly 
with the rebels, executing $#een leaders of the Rising and interning many 
other participants.2 
Cathleen ni Houlihan, or the culture of independence

 "e political stirrings motivating the rebels were felt by the 
Irish population as a whole. In early twentieth-century Ireland, in the 
words of author J. M. Hone (1912), “it [was] not possible for an Irish 
writer working in Ireland to live detachedly.”3 Literary $gures were 
also important political contributors. Authors were in&uenced by the 
historical context, and many nationalist leaders had literary backgrounds. 
"e reciprocal in&uence and overlap of these two spheres was a 
pillar of Irish tradition but also largely a product of the Irish cultural 
revival of the late nineteenth century. In October 1891, following the 
death of nationalist political leader Charles Stewart Parnell, the Irish 
Parliamentary Party (IPP) was divided and political aims became foggy. 
"e lack of clear direction in politics led many writers to strongly support 
the Irish cultural revival. "e anonymous author of an article on the Irish 
Literary Society celebration recounts the opinions of W. B. Yeats on the 
revival:
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Mr Yeats recalled how, in the dark winter of 1891-92, 
Ireland, its high hopes dashed and its outlook darkened, 
was rent and torn with dissension. "at, he felt, was an 
appropriate time to attempt to turn men’s thoughts from the 
$erce $eld of politics to the higher realm of literature, where 
all could again unite on a common basis.4 

Journalist Eleanor Hull aptly described the role authors had in shaping 
the nation: “On our death-roll are the names of men and women who 
have helped to re-create what is best in the Ireland of to-day; on our roll 
of the living are many who are shaping the Ireland of the future.”5 Yeats 
himself lamented, “those who looked for the old energies, which were 
the utterance of the common will and hope, were unable to see that a 
new kind of Ireland, as full of energy as a boiling pot, was rising up amid 
the wreck of the old kind, and that the national life was $nding a new 
utterance.”6 

Despite the long-standing Protestant/Catholic divide in Ireland, 
Irish nationalism in the early twentieth century largely bridged 
denominational di%erences. Most militant nationalists were described 
as Catholics, and theredid appear to be a higher proportion of Catholic 
involvement in the Easter Rising and ensuing violent struggle for 
independence. However, there were important Irish writers employing 
strong nationalistic themes, such as Yeats, who were in fact Protestants. 
Many strains of nationalism openly declared themselves to be secular. 
Revolutionary leader Wolfe Tone expressed the goal for nationalists of 
bringing together both Protestant and Catholic Irishmen: “To unite the 
whole people of Ireland, to abolish the memory of all past dissensions, 
and to substitute the common name of Irishmen in place of the 
denomination of Protestant, Catholic, and Dissenter – these were my 
means.”7 Revolutionary and literary $gures were attempting to carefully 
maintain the already strained Catholic/Protestant relations and funnel 
national sentiment into resisting British rule.

"e plethora of Irish literature that arose from the revival addresses 
many nationalist themes, helping to bring back to the forefront important 
cultural traditions. "e legacy of Irish culture rested heavily on violent 
resistance against a tyrannical oppressor, a struggle most o#en described 
in gendered terms. Ireland was almost always designated as female, and 
o#en in the literature of this period is personi$ed in female characters. 
Yeats writes repeatedly of the famous $gure of Cathleen ni Houlihan, 
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o#en depicted as a poor old woman as in Yeats’ play of the same name. 
Cathleen ni Houlihan was performed multiple times during the Rising 
itself, con$rming the mutual relationship between the artistic and the 
political in Irish nationalism. In Cathleen ni Houlihan, a young Irishman 
is planning his upcoming wedding with his parents and siblings in their 
rural home. Noises and shouts are heard from the nearby town, political 
struggle acting as a background to the family’s routine. An old woman 
interrupts the familial scene as she recounts her troubles with intruders 
on her land. "e old woman, a $gure of patriotism, manages to dissuade 
the young Michael Gillane from marrying, convincing him to come $ght 
for his nation and the “four beautiful green $elds” she has lost (Ireland’s 
four provinces, Munster, Connacht, Leinster and Ulster). "e closing of 
the play sees Gillane joining his fellow villagers in the quest to $ll the old 
woman’s “hope of getting [her] beautiful $elds back again; the hope of 
putting the strangers out of [our] house.” 8

Yeats’s Cathleen hints repeatedly at an upcoming uprising, 
indicating stirrings as early as its $rst publication in 1902: “I have good 
friends that will help me. "ey are gathering to help me now. I am 
not afraid. If they are put down to-day they will get the upper hand 
to-morrow.” "is $gure of Cathleen ni Houlihan is one of the many 
recurrent mythical elements of discourse on Irish nationalism. Resistance 
and the eventual possible overthrow of British rule was $rmly rooted in 
the contemporary moment but connected to a mystical past and future 
as a reality that had always been and that would always be a foundational 
part of Irish identity. Symbolic female $gures play a part in much of 
Yeats’ writing, as with other writers of the revival. Yeats’ “Red Hanrahan’s 
Song About Ireland,” written shortly before the Rising, was republished 
frequently in the early twentieth century. Red Hanrahan is, in legend and 
in Yeats’ writing, the father of Cathleen ni Houlihan.9 In his “Song,” the 
author describes the men’s allegiance to Ireland: “we have all bent low and 
low and kissed the quiet feet/ Of Cathleen, the daughter of Houlihan […] 
purer than a tall candle before the Holy Rood/ Is Cathleen, the daughter 
of Houlihan.”10 

In Irish literary imagery, women are o#en portraits of feminine 
values; they are either young and pretty, or poor and old, and urging 
the men to $ght for her defence and protection. "ese themes of valiant 
protection served to glorify violence as disinterested, stressing men’s $ght 
as one not for themselves but for their women and, by extension, Ireland 
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herself.
Cleansing violence: masculinity and the "ght against modernity

In pursuit of masculine valiancy, the rise of militant nationalism 
was shaped as a return to traditional manliness and a $ght against 
e%eminate modernity. Constitutional politicians had long relied on 
rhetorical violence to uphold their cause. By always keeping open 
the option of physical violence, they retained the people’s favour and 
maintained a lever of threat over the British. Militant and constitutional 
means had long been intertwined, and many nationalist groups were of 
a “peaceably if we can, forcibly if we must” ideology.11 "is balancing act 
was somewhat le# aside by Irish Party leader John Redmond who was in 
o!ce between 1900 and 1918. Redmond was perceived as cooperating 
increasingly with the British, alienating many supporters of Irish 
independence. Radicals increasingly branched out, gaining favour with 
Redmond’s decreasing popularity. Violence was increasingly appealing to 
nationalists, leading George Russell to write he would “war […] for my 
dream is to conquer the heavens and battle for kingship on high.”12  

In 1899, James Connolly, member of the IRB and leader of the 
ICA, was still a moderate, advocating the use of the vote rather than 
the use of arms. But violence was not out of the question, rather, a form 
of rational violence was to be prized, marking “the di%erence between 
a mob in revolt and an army in preparation.” Connolly wrote in 1899, 
“every revolutionary movement of Ireland has drawn the bulk of its 
adherents from the ranks of defeated constitutional movements.”13 
Under Redmond’s leadership, the climate in Ireland was one of general 
disenchantment with o!cial political methods, and reliance on the 
British parliamentary system to achieve nationalist ends was losing 
appeal. 

"e masculine revolt against constitutional means towards 
autonomy had an important cultural legacy in Ireland.. "e strong 
ties Irish nationalists felt to the past were o#en displayed in the 
constitutional/radical divide, but to an even larger extent these traditions 
were re&ected in the perceived urban/rural divide. "e urban/rural divide 
was a longstanding binary of Irish culture. Many landlords actually ruled 
as absentee landlords, and Dublin politicians were seen as elites closely 
allied with the British Parliament. Irish MPs in the British Parliament 
were mostly gentry, part of a class of educated urban men. Nationalists 
were increasingly harking back to a traditional Ireland and calling for 
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a return to the mythical past, a past which would embrace the value of 
violence as noble, which was largely considered to be a rural notion. 
Padraic Colum (1881-1972), a playwright, novelist, and poet, explored 
many themes of rural Ireland in his writing. His portrait of a scholar 
dreaming of the intellectual pleasures Dublin has to o%er shows how 
the divide between urban and rural Ireland paralleled that between 
constitutional and radical means, reaching back to the struggles for 
repeal of the 1840s and radical nationalists’ rejection of constitutional 
means. Glorious violence was traditionally associated with rural Ireland, 
while Dublin was o#en dismissed as an intellectual centre where weaker, 
more e%eminate men wasted away, merely discussing and negotiating as 
opposed to violently acting:

A Poor Scholar In "e Forties

My eyelids red and heavy are
With bending o’er the smould’ring peat.   
I know the AEneid now by heart,   
My Virgil read in cold and heat.   
In loneliness and hunger smart.  
And I know Homer, too, I ween  
As Munster poets know Oisin.   

And I must walk this road that winds  
‘Twixt bog and bog, while east there lies  
A city with its men and books,  
With treasures open to the wise,  
Heart-words from equals, comrade-looks ;  
Down here they have but tale and song,  
"ey talk Repeal the whole night long.   

“You teach Greek verbs and Latin nouns,”  
"e dreamer of young Ireland said.  
“You do not hear the mu'ed call,  
"e sword being forged, the far-o% tread  
Of hosts to meet as Gael and Gall.  
What good to us your wisdom store,  
Your Latin verse, your Grecian lore ?”     
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And what to me is Gael or Gall?   
Less than the Latin or the Greek.   
I teach these by the dim rush-light,   
In smoky cabins night and week.   
But what avail my teaching slight.  
Years hence in rustic speech, a phrase  
As in wild earth a Grecian vase.14

"is revolt against modernity was one that occurred very much 
in a gendered manner. "e return to militancy was a return to the 
traditional virility assumed by the Irish population. "is yielding to 
tradition was part of a greater European revolt against reason that 
occurred in the early twentieth century, in which positivism was rejected 
and notions of political motivations that were perceived to have deeper 
cultural roots and that could not always be explained by logic were 
increasingly appealing to leading cultural $gures.15 "e issues in Ireland 
were not isolated from what was happening on the continent, culturally 
and politically. French philosopher Georges Sorel wrote of “the revolution 
[appearing] as a revolt, pure and simple, [with] no place reserved for 
sociologists, for fashionable people who are in favour of social reforms, 
and for the Intellectuals who have embraced the profession of thinking 
for the proletariat.”16 Militant nationalists believed that, through their 
violent methods, they would turn back on the perils of modernity and 
wipe the slate clean for a new start. In this vein, violent insurrection 
represented a quasi-religious movement, motivated by myth and feeling 
rather than solely by reason. "is idea of a violent revolution appealed 
to 1916 Rising leader Patrick Pearse because he saw this return to 
traditional Irish culture as the path to a new beginning for Ireland, 
mythical and cultural ideas thus serving as the moral basis for the 
doctrine of  “physical force” nationalism. Pearse believed the Irish were 
being dragged downwards into the modernity of the British Empire in 
which the vulgar and commercial culminated in the search for material 
prosperity. "e validity of physical-force nationalists’ claims was only 
reinforced by the failure of constitutional nationalism. Constitutional 
politicians had compromised whereas militant leaders had not, lending 
the latter greater legitimacy and swaying Irish who were still on the fence, 
gaining supporters for their cause. Pearse and his followers believed the 
true Ireland was losing its soul to Britain’s modernity, and that this was an 
attack on traditional Irish norms of masculinity.17 
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Due to this increasing perceived cultural degradation among the 
Irish population, Pearse and other nationalists supported reforms that 
would hold up the bastions of Irish culture, such as Irish education. 
"rough the threats to its culture, Ireland had allowed itself to be 
emasculated by the Empire. Peaceful acceptance of foreign rule was 
dishonourable, the refuge of the weak and emasculated. Not $ghting at 
all, rather than losing the battle, was the greatest possible dishonour for 
Irishmen.18 Participants in the Rising wanted to “prove that they were 
proud men and not afraid of bullets.”19

"ese cultural ideas of claiming back masculinity shaped the 
self-portrayal of the Easter Rising rebels. Pearse was inspired by a mix of 
myths, including the cruci$xion of Jesus Christ, with self-immolation as 
the path to personal and cultural redemption and the shedding of blood 
as an act of cleansing. Pearse wrote during the Rising that the sacri$ces 
of the rebels provided a “redemption of Dublin from its innumerable 
su%erings.”20 In a speech during the Rising, Pearse indicated he knew 
the uprising would fail, but that it was an important symbolic sacri$ce. 
Other leaders also acknowledged the impending “wipe-out.”21 "e 
acknowledgment and acceptance of physical demise was a way for the 
rebels to seize masculinity through death, as martyrdom subverted and 
obliterated the notion of death as a loss of power and masculinity. It was 
this act of sel&ess sacri$ce that shaped later popular conception of the 
Rising, with “the action of a citizen giving away his life in de$ance of 
guns [marking] the spirit of Easter Week.”22 As a phoenix, Ireland would, 
through the sacri$ce of men, resurge from its ashes. In historian Patrick 
O’Farrell’s words, “resurrected in the present, Ireland’s past glories, pagan 
and Christian, gave birth to a new messianism which looked forward 
to that future time when a new Ireland would rise equal to the old.”23 
Although they understood they would not have the support of all the 
Irish behind them, the Rising’s leaders wanted this event to draw attention 
to the actions that should be undertaken to achieve Irish independence. 

"e timing of the Rising, coinciding with the Great War, was also 
instrumental in altering popular sentiment towards violence. Death had 
become somewhat fresh and exciting, less foreign and more real, in the 
climate of the war. In his account of the Rising, written in 1916, James 
Stephens explained: 

In the last two years of world war our ideas on death have 
undergone a change. It is not now the furtive thing that 
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crawled into your bed and which you fought with pill-boxes 
and medicine bottles. It has become again a rider of the 
wind whom you may go cursing with through the $elds and 
open places. All the morbidity is gone, and the sickness, 
and what remains to Death is not health and excitement. So 
Dublin laughed at the noise of its own bombardment, and 
made no moan about its dead – in the sunlight. A#erwards 
– in the rooms, when the night fell, and instead of silence 
that mechanical barking of the maxims and the whistle and 
screams of the ri&es, the solemn roar of the heavier guns, 
and the red glare covering the sky. It is possible that in the 
night Dublin did not laugh, and that she was gay in the 
sunlight for no other reason than that the night was past.24

Primary accounts of the Rising repeatedly compare Dublin to Great 
War battle sites. Destroyed Dublin is likened to, among others, Ypres 
and Louvain. Military language was used to describe the Rising both 
by participants and onlookers. Fighting was a much more strategic 
and serious business as leaders’ decisions were shaped by the wider 
European context. Rebels were described as “laying siege to one of the 
city barracks,” as the framework of understanding of the Great War was 
applied in miniature to the Dublin events.25 

Notions of rising up against Britain were also framed in colonial 
terms as a proud nationalist struggle against slavery and a long-standing 
tradition in nationalist thought. “A Nation Once Again,” a song by 
"omas Osbourne Davis which was popular in early twentieth century 
Ireland, illustrates this feeling: “And then I prayed I yet might see /
Our fetters rent in twain/And Ireland, long a province, be/A Nation 
once again!”26 "e blame was also, according to Stephens, to be placed 
on England: “We are a little country and you, a huge country, have 
persistently beaten us. We are a poor country and you, the richest country 
in the world, have persistently robbed us.”27 Participants in the 1916 
insurrection were reported as frequently singing “"e Soldier’s Song:”

Soldiers are wewhose lives are pledged to Ireland;Some have 
comefrom a land beyond the wave.Sworn to be free,No more our 
ancient sire landShall shelter the despot or the slave.
[…]
We’re children of a $ghting race,"at never yet has known 
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disgrace, And as we march, the foe to face,We’ll chant a soldier’s 
song.28

“A brawl in the streets:” popular perception of the Rising 
"ese themes of masculinity in violence shaped how the Rising 

was conceived in popular opinion. Popular conceptions of the Rising 
shi#ed as the week unfolded and, most notably, a#er the executions 
of the Rising’s leaders. Many civilians seem to have felt indi%erent at 
$rst. Accounts describe a bemused and indi%erent crowd of onlookers, 
noting the carnival-like atmosphere in Dublin, accompanied by almost 
continuous looting. A large part of the city’s population felt the rebels’ 
e%orts were not to be taken seriously. "ere was scepticism about their 
ability to succeeded  , as illustrated by Irish writer St John Greer Ervine’s 
primary account: “at most, one imagined, there would be a brawl in 
the streets, quickly and easily suppressed by a small force of police.”29 
Residents crowded in the streets in an “orderly, but curious” fashion.30 
"e feelings of exhilaration were compounded by the fact that Dublin 
was put under martial law and cut o% from the rest of the country. 
Insurrectionists cleverly seized the centres of communication, most 
notably the General Post O!ce, rendering their occupation an e%ective a 
takeover of communication lines. Trams were blocked by insurrectionists, 
along with the post, the telephone, the telegraph and trains. "e Irish 
Times was the only Dublin paper that managed to continue some 
publication, sporadic though it was. "e lack of o!cial news for the $rst 
part of the Rising meant that wild and contradictory rumours circulated 
among a curious and bewildered population.

As the Rising unfolded, an excited mob in Dublin was breaking 
into shops and looting, taking advantage of the disruption. Civilians 
walked into shops and took all the goods they could, distributing them 
to an awaiting crowd. Reports describe “boys [parading] with gold sticks, 
air-guns, toy drums, and a small Union Jack given to the &ames amid 
great cheering.”31 "e city was animated with people and “there were no 
morose faces to be seen [as] almost everyone was smiling and attentive.”32 
"e $rst few days of the Rising were notably gay as the Crown troops had 
yet to arrive. "e rebels had no one to $ght against as of yet, since “no 
police service, and no military on streets […] no police and no authority 
of any kind” were present, which surprisingly led to the “very orderly 
[conduct of the population] in the backward streets and lanes.”33 People 
remained cheerful and in the streets even as British forces arrived. Crowd 
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enthusiasm and dangerous street $ghting happened side by side, one 
manifestly not excluding the other.34 What is particularly notable in the 
feeling of the city is the lack of political concern, as accounts describe 
“no expression for or against [being] anywhere formulated.”35 Other 
accounts describe di%erent levels of expression of opinion publicly, with 
a particular divide between women and men. "e men seem to have 
remained more neutral whereas most of the female opinions Stephens 
heard were “not alone unfavourable but actively and viciously hostile 
to the rising.”36 Stephens reports only one man publicly speaking out in 
favour of the Volunteers, “the sole individual whom [he] heard de$nitely 
taking a side.”37

 Although direct opinions were not generally stated openly, there 
was still an astonishing level of interaction between the rebels and the 
civilians throughout the Rising. "is insurrection did not take place in a 
vacuum, and civilians were right beside the $ghters. Many Dubliners were 
friends, families, or acquaintances of at least one participant in the rising. 
A#er a few days, food started to run out since none had been delivered 
to the city since the Saturday before the rising. But civilians continued to 
supply sustenance to those $ghting. Milkmen helped the Volunteers and 
eventually the rebels were obtaining more milk than civilians.38 A civilian 
woman o%ered tea from her house to rebels nearby.39 Some civilian 
supporters delivered food themselves to the rebels isolated in the General 
Post O!ce.40 Some supporters, especially women, urged people to join in 
the $ghting. J. R. Clegg described a woman walking through the $ghting, 
“quite young and very good-looking, […] utterly reckless, and a!rmed 
that the women aren’t such cowards as the man, and that she ‘de$es their 
blank charthers [sic].’”41 James Stephens recounts a similar incident, in 
which a young woman “demanded of the folk in the laneway that they 
should march at least into the roadway and prove that they were proud 
men and not afraid of bullets.”42

As the Rising unfolded, onlookers became increasingly “excited 
and expectant of something [as] great concern and excitement [&ooded] 
the crowded streets.”43 "e Rising started  to lose favour with increased 
$ghting and a rising civilian death toll. Dublin was shocked by the 
violence occurring on its very streets. Stephens emphasized: “small boys 
do not believe that people will really kill them, but small boys were 
killed.”44 "e total $gure of civilian casualties rose to over two thousand, 
of which over three hundred died.45 "e death of those $ghting was also 



143A Poet’s Revolution

lamented. Clegg describes an incident where a young girl was crying 
because her father, a Volunteer, was killed by the soldiers.46 "e Irish 
Times commented a#er the Rising that “nothing [remained] of this act 
of criminal lunacy except its track of sorrow, misery, and destruction 
[…] "e fantastic inducements of Messrs. Pearse, Connolly, and their 
colleagues have deprived hundreds of innocent women and children of 
their bread-winners.”47 Ervine echoed the lack of support felt by many, 
and the perceived futility of the rebels’ cause, when he wrote of the “men 
[who] had risen against a power which they could not possibly beat in 
behalf of people who did not wish for their championship.”48 

Dubliners also felt betrayed by the rebels’ resort to violence due 
to the large number of  Irishmen $ghting with British troops along the 
warfront. It was believed by some civilians that the rebels were showing 
disloyalty to the Irish o% $ghting in the war: 

"e country was not with [the Rising], for be it remembered 
that a whole army of Irishmen, possibly three hundred 
thousand of our race, are $ghting with England instead of 
against her. In Dublin alone there is scarcely a poor home in 
which a father, a brother, or a son is not serving in one of the 
many front which England is defending.49 
Following the Proclamation of Martial Law, British forces were sent 

to search homes of possible sympathizers for hiding rebels, prompting an 
Irish Times commentator to deplore “[…] those who insisted, despite the 
utter hopelessness of their plight, in continuing a forlorn $ght, [causing] 
great uneasiness in the district,” especially as previous opportunities for 
surrender had been “stubbornly refused.”50 It was this commentator’s 
opinion that “the military dealt leniently with it in consideration of the 
inmates and other innocent persons whose lives were endangered by the 
fatuous action of the rebels.”51 Fighting increased, despite the Irish Times 
assurance on May 3 that Ireland was peaceful while martial law was being 
declared in Dublin.52 

Although the Irish rebels were deplored, the blame was heavily 
put on the Germans, who were initially thought to have orchestrated the 
Rising. Irish commentators deplored “this very well-organised German 
plot which so very nearly succeeded in gravely embarrassing us.”53 To 
many observers, there was “no doubt that the Dublin insurrection was 
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encouraged by German promises and assisted by German gold.”54 "ose 
opposing the Rising stressed the idea that the rebels’ actions did not 
represent the majority of the Irish population. 

"e Irish who professed themselves neutral still attached 
importance to the outcome of the Rising. Although Dubliners expected 
the participants in the insurrection to fall within a day or two to British 
forces, there was “almost a feeling of gratitude towards the Volunteers 
because they [held] out for a little while, for had they been beaten the 
$rst or second day the City would have been humiliated to the soul.”55 
"e Irish population, despite its professed aversion to the violence of the 
uprising, attached heavy weight to the masculine dignity $ghting could 
hold. Ervine describes an incident where a civilian was slightly injured 
and loudly complaining of his pain: “"ere was no dignity in him, only 
foolish bravado that speedily turned to squealing; and so one laughed 
at him.”56 Writer and popular paci$st $gure Francis Sheehy Ske!ngton 
saw the rebellion as “folly, but noble folly.”57 Citizens, as Irishmen, 
were connected to the rebels’ struggle, even though they may not have 
expressed personal opinions publicly. Stephens manages aptly to take the 
pulse of the Irish population once more in this regard:

People say: “Of course, they will be beaten.” "e 
statement is almost a query, and they continue, “but 
they are putting up a decent $ght.” For being beaten 
does not greatly matter in Ireland, but not $ghting does 
matter. “"ey went forth always to the battle; and they 
always fell.” Indeed, the history of the Irish race is in that 
phrase.58

Ervine expresses similar opinions in his account of the Rising, stating 
admiration at the way the rebels conducted themselves: 

I do not know what dreams these men had in their 
minds, but this much is certain, there was nothing 
unclean or mean about their motives. I think that they 
were foolish men, and I think that they did incalculable 
harm to their country; but whatever was their belief, they 
were prepared to su%er the hardest test for it – the test of 
death.59 

A British slaughter, a rising phoenix
 From May 3 to May 17, $#een leading $gures of the Rising were 
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executed. "ey were Patrick Pearse, "omas Clarke, "omas MacDonagh, 
Joseph Mary Plunkett, Edward Daly, William Pearse, Michael Hanrahan, 
John MacBride, Eamon Ceannt, Michael Mallin, Con Colbert, Sean 
Heuston, "omas Kent, James Connolly and Sean MacDiarmada. 
Connolly’s execution was especially instrumental in swaying public 
opinion. Injured, he was carried to his execution on a stretcher and 
strapped to a chair in order for him to sit upright while dying. "e British 
executions made the insurrectionists into martyrs, legitimizing physical 
force as a method. Irish MP John Dillon had warned Redmond in a 
letter of “the extreme unwisdom of any wholesale shooting of prisoners 
[…] If there were shootings of prisoners on a large scale the e%ect on 
public opinion might be disastrous in the extreme.”60 Redmond’s political 
failure lay in his complete disassociation from militant separatist groups, 
increasingly alienating from o!cial government a large part of public 
opinion, and the sanctioning of the executions following the Rising 
contributed to his ultimate demise in 1918. His stance as completely 
constitutionalist marked a departure from traditional Irish politics 
in which leaders performed a balancing act, toeing the line between 
peaceful negotiations and violent means in the traditional Irish “militant 
constitutionalism,” utilized by the likes of Parnell.61 Stephens was of this 
opinion, arguing that the Rising had happened “because the leader of the 
Irish Party misrepresented his people in the English House of Parliament 
[…] He took the Irish case, weighty with eight centuries of history and 
tradition, and he threw it out of the window […] He is the immediate 
cause of this our latest Insurrection.”62 

"e executions of the rebels led to a swell of support for the 
Rising across Ireland. Relic-like objects belonging to insurrectionists were 
circulated a#er the executions. Detailed accounts searching for veracity 
and exactitude arose alongside mythical portrayals in this dual attempt 
to conceptualize the rising. When the prisoners were taken to jail, “the 
crowd which witnessed their arrival indulged in boohing [of the British 
troops] as they passed through the gates.”63 "e commemoration of the 
martyred rebels resulted in a unique blending of political nationalism and 
religious sentiment as masses were held and prayers said. Ireland at $rst 
had been against the insurrection, but “her heart which was withering 
[was] warmed by the knowledge that men have thought her worth dying 
for.”64 Shaw sums up national sentiment in his piece for the Irish Times:

It is absolutely impossible to slaughter a man in this 
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position without making him a martyr and a hero, even 
though the day before the rising he may have been only a 
minor poet […] "e military authorities and the British 
Government must have known that they were canonizing 
their prisoners.65 

In his campaign for wide acceptance of the rebels’ cause, George 
Bernard Shaw also repeatedly played the foreign rule card: “An Irishman 
resorting to arms to achieve the independence of his country is doing 
only what Englishmen will do if it be their misfortune to be invaded 
and conquered by the Germans in the course of the present war.”66 Shaw 
compared the Ireland-Britain relation to other colonial ones, including 
the relation of the former American colonies to the British Empire. Shaw 
argued that the Rising was the occasion for Ireland to rise out from 
Britain’s tyranny, maintaining that “all autocracies are shams as to real 
public power […] Ireland is governed by police inspectors, gombeen 
men, and priests, not by Secretaries of State.”67 

Dublin a#er the Rising became a landmark of commemoration. 
"e sites of Rising battle became pilgrimage destinations, accompanying 
the search for relics.68 Postcards of the rising were printed in 
commemoration, showing scenes of the insurrection. People publicly 
showed support for those executed through badges, songs and &ags. 
Postcards, pamphlets, calendars, and photo albums were sold en masse. 
Patricia Lynch, arriving in Dublin three days a#er the end of the rising, 
noted Dubliners contrasting the romanticized and pure rebels with the 
unfair treatment doled out by the British.69 F. A. McKenzie, a Canadian 
journalist, reported from the scene: 

As I was passing a street near the Castle cheer a#er cheer 
could be heard […] "e people were cheering not the 
soldiers but the rebels [British troops were escorting several 
hundred rebels]. ‘Shure [sic], we cheer them,’ said one 
woman. ‘Why shouldn’t we? Aren’t they our own &esh and 
blood?’ […] "ere was a vast amount of sympathy with the 
rebels, particularly a#er the rebels were defeated.70 

Historians have o#en argued that the sway in public opinion was 
caused by the executions. However, the basis for the construction of the 
executed leaders as martyrs goes back to the mysticism present in Irish 
literature and culture, these myths providing the basis for the way the 



147A Poet’s Revolution

Rising was written in Irish history as a fundamental and noble $rst step 
towards independence. "e cultural and literary glori$cation of violence 
as a masculine ideal was an essential element in the legitimization of the 
violence of the Rising and the canonization of rebel leaders. Rhetorical 
violence had continually remained a part of Irish artistic and political 
culture, ascertaining that traditional values of nobility in violence would 
play a part in the choice of militancy tactics.
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“Double Oppression”: 
Homosexuality and !e Irish Republican 

Movement
Benjamin Stidworthy

In 1991, the Irish Republican prisoner of war magazine An Glor 
Gafa ("e Captive Voice) published an article written by the Long 
Kesh prisoner Brendi McClenaghan entitled Invisible Comrades: Gays 
and Lesbians in the Struggle. McClenaghan described what he called 
the “double oppression” of homosexuals in the Republican movement 
and issued a challenge to Republicans to initiate debate on issues of 
gay and lesbian oppression in the movement. "e signi$cance of this 
article in the context of the Irish Republican movement cannot be 
understated. For the $rst time, a gay Republican publicly addressed 
and challenged the oppression of queer individuals perpetrated 
by self-identi$ed “liberation” groups like the Provisional IRA and 
Sinn Fein. In addition, it indicated an impending liberation that 
could not be realized within the movement itself since it evidently 
excluded those who did not $t neatly into the Irish national narrative. 
By asserting the notion that “national liberation by its very nature 
incorporates gay/lesbian liberation as an integral part,” just as 
Republicans supposedly believed women’s liberation was integral to 
the struggle, Brendi McClenaghan confronted the duplicity in his 
own movement.1 In the article, the words of one man’s experience 
re&ected those of homosexuals struggling against homophobia in the 
traditionally conservative nation of Ireland.  Furthermore, the article 
revealed the inconsistencies in the Republican movement, whereby 
those $ghting against the subjugation of Catholics in the Orange 
State were unwilling to acknowledge and prevent the oppression of 
homosexual comrades in their own struggle for Irish liberation.

Using Brendi McClenaghan’s article as a point of departure, 
this paper will provide an overview of homosexuality within the 
Republican movement, from the social history to o!cial policy to 
the politics of national and sexual identity. It will then argue that the 
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progressive policies regarding LGBTQ rights and equality enacted 
by Sinn Fein were both tokenistic and ine%ective at combating 
homophobia within the Republican movement and that the experience 
of LGBTQ individuals involved in the Republican movement was 
fraught with alienation and harassment. Due to the nature of this 
paper and availability of sources, the scope is limited primarily to the 
experiences of gay men within the Irish Republican community in 
Northern Ireland from 1969 to the present. By accepting Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s theories of intersectionality and the matrix of oppression, 
the experience of non-male identi$ed queer individuals would without 
a doubt re&ect a deeper alienation and oppression from within the 
movement.2 While the Republican movement decided not to genuinely 
address the struggle of homosexuals in their movement, the $eld of 
cultural studies has addressed the subject in far greater depth and vital 
information was found within these sources. 

Discourse surrounding the subject of homosexuality in the 
Irish Republican movement o#en begins with Roger Casement and to 
a lesser extent, Eoin O’Du%y, who occupies a very di%erent place in 
the Irish national narrative because of his vice and fascist sympathies, 
which stand in stark contrast to Casement’s virtue. Casement, a British 
consul turned anti-imperialist Irish Republican, was caught attempting 
to secure arms from Germany for an Irish rebellion against British 
rule in the spring of 1916 and subsequently executed for treason the 
same year. Beyond Casement’s magni$cent public life, the focal point 
in his life narrative has been the “Black Diaries”, which documented 
his promiscuous gay sex life. "us in the context of conservative and 
Catholic society, how did Irish Republicans grapple with the fact that 
Casement, one of Ireland’s most famed nationalist $ghters, was in fact 
gay? "e initial reaction upon the publication of his diaries was one of 
complete denial by many of Casement’s Republican contemporaries. 
"ey believed that the Black Diaries  were forged in an attempt to 
bar Casement from passing into martyrdom through slander. On 
the other side of the con&ict, the British used the “outing” of gay 
Republicans as a tool to exacerbate the Irish population’s homophobia 
to discredit the Republican movement.  When forensic research 
conducted in 2002 concluded that the diaries were indeed genuine, 
some Republicans claimed that the forensic investigations were &awed 
and that the debate surrounding the authenticity of the diaries was 
still open.3 Alternatively, others argued that his sexual identity is 
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irrelevant because the focus should instead be on his contributions 
“to the cause of universal human rights and Irish Freedom.”4 While 
Casement’s historical position in terms of contributions to the welfare 
of humankind should be respected, his sexuality simply cannot be 
cast aside. "e discourse regarding Casement and the Black Diaries 
o%ers perspectives into early twentieth-century attitudes regarding 
homosexuality, as well as the Republican movement’s use of an 
apparently inconvenient martyr. But the most important point is that 
Casement would not be the Irish hero he is today without being gay. 
Indeed, it has been argued that the oppression he witnessed abroad 
re&ected his own closeted experience as a gay man and that it inspired 
his participation in the anti-imperial struggle at home.5 

When contemplating the sexualities of $gures such as Casement 
and O’Du%y, the questions of identity are important to address. 
A#er all, it is not known whether or not Casement possessed a 
conscious homosexual identity or if O’Du%y ever actually engaged 
in homosexual acts. While it is convenient to explain the denial of 
Casement’s sexuality coming from within a conservative social context 
and the hegemony of the Catholic Church in the Republic of Ireland, 
Republicans’ fears of homosexuality extended deeper into their 
collective notions of nationhood and identity. In her article, “Queer 
Treasons: Homosexuality and Irish National Identity,” Kathryn Conrad 
describes how homosexuality threatens the stability of the narrative of 
nation:

Any identity category potentially troubles the national 
border, but homosexuality in particular threatens the 
stability of the narrative of Nation, the very instability 
and speci$c historical contingency of the de$nition of 
homosexuality makes the category more &uid than most, 
and thus brings into question the $xity and coherence of 
all identity categories.6 
Conrad’s sharp insight into the troublesome nature of 

homosexuality in national narratives explains one of the motivations 
for homosexual Republicans to keep their identity a secret. As 
McClanaghan notes in Invisible Comrades, the most common form 
of homophobia in the Republican community involved pressure to 
“be what you are but keep it a secret and don’t rock the boat” since 
“it will harm the movement.”7 "e contradiction of this widespread 
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oppression was that many members of the Republican movement, 
speci$cally those involved with the Provisional IRA, were kept “in the 
closet” and le# unable to express their identity due to fear of violent 
and retribution for their acts. 

"e inability of the Provisional IRA and the Republican 
movement in general to recognize the hypocrisy of their failure to 
create and incorporate safe and spaces in their own movement, let 
alone the whole of Ireland, resulted in homosexuals feeling unable to 
continue to participate in the movement. In an interview conducted 
by Robert W. White for a paper on the post-recruitment activism of 
Irish Republicans, he describes the troubles of a gay Republican who 
went from being a Sinn Fein activist to a gay activist because of the 
incompatibility of the lifestyles. When describing his experience in the 
Provisional Sinn Fein, the respondent stated: 

I was fuckin’ worn out fairly—you were just worn out 
[…] being gay, being lesbian, being bisexual, particularly 
being lesbian and gay means you needed supports and 
identi$cation with your own community. You don’t get 
that. It’s very hard to get that in a straight dominated, 
ehm, environment, you know? And I think that’s why a lot 
of people leave.8 

While this volunteer chose to simply leave his Republican activism 
because of his gay identity, in the case of Brendi McClenaghan, the 
situation was far more claustrophobic. As a prisoner in H-Block 5, 
a Republican wing of Long Kesh prison, McClenaghan experienced 
horri$c homophobic behaviour from his Republican comrades such as 
“innuendo, the accusations of ‘touching up’ others guys on the wing” 
and “of ‘screwing’ every new guy.”9 "e discrimination was so intense 
that McClenaghan contemplated leaving the Republican wings or even 
committing suicide.10 While the remarkable lack of solidarity from his 
comrades is dreadful, it is not surprising. Both the Republic of Ireland 
and Northern Ireland are traditionally conservative and homophobic 
societies. In terms of state policy, for example, Northern Ireland was 
the last country in the United Kingdom to decriminalize homosexual 
acts when the Homosexual O%ences (Northern Ireland) Order 
passed in 1982, $#een years a#er England and Wales.11 In addition, 
the ages of consent for homosexual and heterosexual acts were 
only equalized in 2000, indicating that Northern Ireland is the least 
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progressive country in the British Isles in terms of attitudes towards 
homosexuality.12 What these facts illustrate is that the Republican 
movement treaded a $ne line within their primary nation of operation 
due to a complex socio-religious and political context. In addition, 
a recent poll conducted in Northern Ireland in 2003 indicated that 
69% of LGB people “always avoid” holding hands in public while 26% 
would “sometimes avoid” holding hands in public because they feared 
potentially violent reprisals against them.13  If this were the situation 
of LGBTQ individuals only nine years ago, it is easy to infer the lack of 
safe space for LGBTQ individuals within Northern Ireland would have 
been greater during the Troubles, especially in militant organizations 
propped up by violence and a heteronormative nationalist narrative.

Similarly, it is also important to understand the local branches 
of the Provisional IRA were largely composed of volunteers who 
had no previous military training and whose reasons for enlisting 
varied from their socialist beliefs to the adherence to the “Brits out” 
refrain. While the Provisional IRA was well organized and structured, 
the volunteers represented a swath of Northern Ireland’s Catholic 
population; coming from rural and urban backgrounds, volunteers 
were degree holders and dropouts alike and they were not selected 
for their dedication to social justice and equity. Indeed, the only 
prerequisite reading for entry into the army, !e Green Book, consisted 
of information related to security, anti-interrogation, and the goals of 
the Provisional IRA, which did not mention anything on feminism, 
anti-oppression, or queer theory. "e risk-$lled measures taken by 
the Provisional IRA resulted in extreme paranoia and a complex 
culture of security within the ranks. For many such members, they 
perceived homosexuals as threats to security because of a vulnerability 
to blackmail. Sean Cahill signalled these concerns to members of the 
Provisional IRA in an article by stating, “closeted gay men cruising 
along Derry’s Foyle River are picked up by police or soldiers and 
threatened with outing to their friends and families if they don’t 
become informers.”14 Here, Republicans feared the homosexuality 
of volunteers and their lifestyle because of the potentially harmful 
consequences of their actions. Essentially, the normalized masculinity 
of the national narrative had little consideration for those who did not 
$t neatly in the prescribed roles and procedures deemed necessary for 
the liberation of Ireland.
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 Beyond the homophobic paranoia over security, there were 
other avenues of oppression and additional motivations behind the 
lack of action. As the Republican movement shi#ed its focus from 
“the bullet to the ballot,” Sinn Fein began to take a stance on equality 
and justice for homosexuals. "eir $rst e%ort came in 1980 when 
they issued a one-line motion of support for gay and lesbian rights, 
yet it was regarded as insu!cient and tokenistic because it did not 
gather strong political support from Sinn Fein.15 Indeed, these active 
and passive homophobic tendencies within the movement continued 
for years a#er the recognition of homosexuals in the republican 
movement. For example, almost a decade a#er McClenaghan $rst 
published his article demanding authentic support for homosexuals, 
he awoke to $nd threatening gra!ti near the walls of his family 
home. In fact, McClenaghan’s article was one of only two texts in 
the magazines history that the Republican leadership threatened to 
censor.16 

Republicans who either ignored or tokenized the struggles of 
homosexual individuals in the movement believed that active support 
of gay and lesbian issues might alienate core supporters and thereby 
jeopardize the goals of the Provisional IRA and Sinn Fein. A#er all, 
the movement was based on popular support of the Catholic minority, 
which traditionally regarded homosexuality as a sin. Since the nature 
of the con&ict centered around a Nationalist and Loyalist divide 
de$ned by the notion of religious identity, the Catholic population was 
o#en perceived as homophobic by default. With Irish reuni$cation 
being one of its primary goals, maintaining the support of a core group 
of conservative Catholic supporters by straying from controversial 
social policy was clearly a priority for Sinn Fein. "e dynamic between 
these two groups took an interesting turn in 1977. "e Loyalists, 
led by Ian Paisley and the Democratic Unionist Party, led the “Save 
Ulster from Sodomy” campaign to prevent the decriminalization of 
homosexual acts in Northern Ireland despite the fact that branches 
of Protestantism technically permitted homosexuality. In fact, the 
Republican movement was o#en in the forefront on issues like justice 
and equality; for example, the Provisional IRA to organized workshops 
on topics such as feminism and social justice, the work of female 
prisoners in the Armagh prison, and the desire to unite Ireland under 
socialist principles. To further illustrate the generally progressive 
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attitudes of Republicans, a recent poll conducted on a Republican 
website indicated that eighty-two percent of persons in Northern 
Ireland said they had no issues with homosexuality.17 However, a 
public survey conducted in Northern Ireland indicated that about 
half Northern Ireland’s residents believed that homosexuality was 
wrong and only a quarter were in favor of civil partnerships.18 If these 
polls provide an accurate representation of contemporary opinions, it 
would be fair to assume that members of the Republican movement 
and its sympathizers represented a more favorable attitude towards 
homosexuality. But despite these $gures, the fear of losing popular 
support from conservative Republicans was a real, and it sti&ed actual 
action from the Republican leadership. "en there were others who 
supported homosexual inclusion and equality in theory, but believed it 
to be a low priority because of the potentially harmful impact it would 
have on the movement.19

Currently, the o!cial policy of Sinn Fein on the subject of 
homosexuality is expressed in their article, “Moving on: A Policy for 
Gay, Lesbian, and Bi-Sexual Equality.” It states, “Republicans are only 
too well aware of what it means to be treated as second-class citizens. 
Our politics are the result of decades of resistance to marginalization 
and discrimination. Self-determination is our core demand, not only 
as a nation, but also as diverse communities within that nation.”20 
In these words lays an ironic and tacit recognition of Brendi 
McClenaghan’s theory of “double oppression” inside the Republican 
movement. In addition, this policy only includes gay, lesbian, and 
bi-sexual equality within its stated mission, and therefore disregards 
other LGBTQ identi$ed individuals. While this policy does present 
progressive and tangible legislative, educational, and direct measures 
to ensure equality, the document does not necessarily re&ect the 
opinions of those who would identify most with the political entity or 
even the actions of Sinn Fein’s leadership. In 1996, when Gerry Adams 
attended the Boston St. Patrick’s Day parade despite its organizers’ ban 
on gay and lesbian participation, the disconnect between o!cial policy 
and pragmatic implementation was well demonstrated. Indeed, even 
the mayor of Boston, Tomas Menino, refused to attend the parade 
because of the exclusive and discriminatory policy of its organizers. A 
few years prior to the parade, Sinn Fein had removed McClenaghan’s 
article from the copies of the winter 1992 issue of An Glor Gafa that 
were to be sent to the United States and instead replaced it with an 
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article written by Gerry Adams that solicited funds for Sinn Fein.21 
"is action demonstrates that Sinn Fein was far more concerned with 
support and funding than supporting gay and lesbian issues even 
though Irish-Americans in the United States provided signi$cant 
$nancial backing to their organizations. 

In 1994, Brendi McClenaghan wrote a letter from prison to the 
editors of a book entitled Lesbian and Gay Visions of Ireland. In this 
letter, McClenaghan discusses his own experiences as a gay Republican 
similar to Invisible Struggles while also unveiling “the links that exist 
between the Republican and gay/lesbian struggles.”22 At the time of 
writing, McClenaghan had been incarcerated for seventeen years and 
although he was originally serving a life sentence, he was released 
from prison on license later that year. Towards the end of the letter, 
McClenaghan shows a stronger sense of optimism for the future of the 
movement. In reference to both “gay/lesbian rights” and “Irish national 
self-determination,” McClenaghan wrote, “today both struggles are 
continuing, but there is a sense that real liberation is no longer just a 
dream, it is a visible reality that is almost within our grasp.”23 Indeed, 
presently, while homophobia in Northern Ireland is still a very real 
problem, steps are being taken in the direction of a more inclusive and 
equitable society. In 2011, Sinn Fein selected an openly gay candidate 
for elections in Derry24 and in June of 2012, the Belfast City Sinn Fein 
Councillor Mary Ellen Campbell presented a marriage equality motion 
in response to the 160 legal di%erences between civil partnerships and 
civil marriages.25 

What we can learn from McClenaghan’s writings is that despite 
the oppressive stance of the Provisional IRA and Sinn Fein toward 
gay men, there were those who had the courage to $ght for equality 
and space free from homophobia. When Invisible Comrades was $rst 
published, it was both historically groundbreaking and in&uential in 
shaping Sinn Fein’s policy. Despite the fact that the tokenistic policies 
implemented occupied only a theoretic space without pragmatic 
implementation, the work of activists like McClenaghan has allowed 
for queer and republican identities to become increasingly compatible 
as the struggles intersected. 
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!e Reinterpretation of Gokhale’s 
Political Legacy:

Gandhi’s Probationary Period, 1915
Benjamin Sher

Introduction: “!e Period of Prohibition”
Mohandas Gandhi’s South African sojourn closed de$nitively and 

hastily in the middle of July 1914. Gandhi le# South Africa to begin a 
new political career in India on a mission that would later develop into 
the campaign for Indian self-rule. However, Gandhi spent the majority 
of the year 1915 largely absent from the political sphere. Gopal Krishna 
Gokhale, one of the foremost $gures in Indian nationalist politics at the 
time, had vowed Gandhi to a year of silence on Indian political issues. In 
this regard, Judith M. Brown contends, “Gokhale’s insistence … suggested 
that the Bombay veteran felt that Gandhi was out of touch with his native 
land and would be something of a mis$t in Indian politics.” 1 Indeed, as 
Gandhi himself described in an interview on January 9, 1915, Gandhi had 
been relegated to the status of “an observer and a student.”2 1915 was to 
be a “period of probation.”3 Gandhi’s Autobiography retrospectively cor-
roborates this analysis; he emphasizes the renegotiation that was required 
of his politics while “launching on the stormy sea of Indian public life.”4 
"e interplay of these factors—Gandhi’s haste to establish himself politi-
cally in India, the enforced silence by his political mentor Gokhale, and 
the inevitable acclimatization to the Indian political environment—makes 
1915, the “period of probation,” one of the most interesting and dynamic 
years of Gandhi’s life. 

"us, it is curious that many of Gandhi’s biographers have under-
mined the importance of 1915 in the establishment of Gandhi’s political 
career. Some biographies disregard the year precisely because of its sup-
posed political silence. "ese accounts also tend to assume that Gandhi 
arrived in India with a solid extensive political following and was simply 
waiting to champion a worthy political cause once the year was through. 
For example, one of Gandhi’s earliest biographies, Romain Rolland’s 



166 Benjamin Sher

Mahatma Gandhi, claims, “when Gandhi returned to India he had the 
prestige of a leader. … Until 1919, however, Gandhi did not participate 
actively in the Indian nationalist movement.”5 However, other historians 
dismiss 1915 as a year of learning, a#er which Gandhi entered the pub-
lic eye. Louis Fischer’s !e Life of Mahatma Gandhi asserts that by 1915 
“[Gandhi] was not well known in India. Nor did he know India.”6 Both of 
these macro-narratives are truthful in some respects, but they also evade 
the signi$cance of 1915 as Gandhi’s formative political period. Neglect-
ing the speci$city of Gandhi’s transition allows for the persistence of such 
con&icting historical conceptions of Gandhi’s entry into Indian national 
politics. "is essay will attempt to chart the active ways in which Gan-
dhi established his political legitimacy through analyzing the methods 
by which Gandhi capitalized on and reinterpreted his role as Gokhale’s 
successor. Over the course of 1915, Gandhi used the platform conferred 
to him by his position as Gokhale’s heir to consciously, publicly, and 
strategically reinterpret the parameters and politics of this role. Gandhi 
largely rejected Gokhale’s approach to political strategy and used the 
“year of probation” to build popular momentum towards his own political 
philosophy. By the end of 1915, the stage was set for the era of Gandhian 
populism in Indian nationalism. "e terms of the struggle for Swaraj had 
been radically altered.
Establishing His Legitimacy

 Gandhi’s name was not unknown when he arrived in India in 
1915. In fact, Gandhi’s arrival was greeted by a slew of receptions, speech-
es, and interviews. "ese events ranged from private meetings with spe-
ci$c groups to large-scale public speeches. In Gandhi’s $rst week back in 
India, he attended at least one reception per day with most days including 
two or more receptions. Moreover, Gandhi o#en received gi#s at these 
meetings, such as a pair of golden manacles on January 11.7 "is pattern 
continued mostly unabated until Gandhi relocated to the newly founded 
Satyagraha Ashram on May 25.8 It is indeed plausible that when Gandhi 
writes to Maganbhai Patel on March 21 claiming, “I am now tired of all 
the honour and respect being showered on me, I do not see any meaning 
in it,” his exhaustion is legitimate.9 In fact, Gandhi writes to his cousin 
Maganlal as early as January 12 complaining about “the endless stream 
of visitors.”10 "e sheer intensity of Gandhi’s public life immediately a#er 
his arrival indicates that he was already a moderately-famous $gure in the 
Indian political scene; he was at least famous enough to warrant a steady 
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stream of receptions and meetings with important Indian political $gures 
for the $rst four months. In addition to substantially validating Rolland’s 
early account of Gandhi’s probation period, Gandhi’s early popularity 
then begs the question of why exactly he was so well received so quickly. 

For his part, Gandhi later propounded the idea that his instanta-
neous entry into the public sphere of Indian politics was due to positive 
responses to the success of his work in South Africa. In his Autobiogra-
phy, Gandhi recounts “what a deep impression [his] humble services in 
South Africa had made throughout the whole of India.”11 Many Gandhi 
scholars have certainly adopted this interpretation. Brown proposes that 
Gandhi’s laudatory reception stemmed from his status as “ a skilled politi-
cal mobilizer” with “an evolved political technique of superb &exibility”.12 
Joseph Lelyveld also reads this reception as Gandhi being “hailed wherev-
er he landed for his struggles in South Africa.”13 While there is likely some 
truth in this explanation, it is also probable that Gandhi propounded this 
idea so as to portray himself retrospectively as politically triumphant and 
well-received entirely through his own merit.

Alternatively, the more plausible explanation for Gandhi’s posi-
tive reception was his thoroughly cemented position as Gokhale’s suc-
cessor. As D. B. Mathur, a biographer of Gokhale, maintains, “the legacy 
of Gokhale was Gandhi.”14 For the several years that preceded Gokhale’s 
death on February 19, 1915, Gandhi was quite visibly being trained to 
take over Gokhale’s position as a prominent $gure in the Indian National 
Congress and as leader of the Servants of India Society. One of the most 
notable incidents in their shared history is undoubtedly Gokhale’s visit 
to South Africa in October 1912, during which time “Gandhi acted as 
Gokhale’s secretary on the tour.”15 "e fact that Gokhale suspended his 
activities in India and despite his faltering health, journeyed to South 
Africa to observe Gandhi’s work with the Satyagraha campaigns was 
a salient public endorsement of Gandhi to Gokhale’s followers. Fur-
thermore, Gokhale o#en praised Gandhi’s political tactics: “look at the 
splendid manner in which the whole movement has been managed. … 
Surely a man who can achieve this must represent a great moral force 
and must not be lightly judged.”16 Gokhale even directly aided some of 
Gandhi’s campaigns. For example, as early as 1909, Gokhale “sent out ap-
peals for contributions to be sent over to Gandhi to $nance the impend-
ing resumption of the struggle in South Africa.”17 Gokhale’s insistence on 
Gandhi’s political silence for his $rst year in India acted much in the same 



168 Benjamin Sher

way as had the visit to South Africa. In giving Gandhi that which can be 
construed as a special mandate to familiarize himself with the Indian po-
litical landscape, Gokhale overtly marked Gandhi as a $gure that would 
emerge at the forefront of Indian politics; he tacitly identi$ed him as an 
apprentice. It is also crucial to recall that it was Gokhale who suggested 
that Gandhi return to India to take up politics in his home country.18 "is 
suggestion, placed in its biographical context, insinuates a very similar 
conclusion. On one hand, Gandhi had just completed a relatively suc-
cessful campaign for Indian rights in South Africa. On the other hand, 
Gokhale’s health was slowly deteriorating. Read between these two con-
texts, Gokhale’s appeal for Gandhi’s return to India seems to convey to the 
public that Gokhale selected Gandhi to be his political successor. 

It is therefore no wonder that Gandhi was welcomed to India with 
a readily available and relatively prominent platform upon which he 
could speak. While in hindsight Gandhi and Gokhale’s politics are largely 
irreconcilable—which complicates the image of Gandhi as Gokhale’s 
heir—at the time, their political views were ostensibly not dissimilar. For 
example, Gandhi had just recently displayed an acute ability for diploma-
cy on the Settlement with the South African Government, while Gokhale 
consistently stood for conciliation as opposed to aggressive national-
ism.19 Although Gandhi was already beginning to formulate the wholly 
anti-Western, anti-imperialist school of his thought, on August 14, 1914 
he pledged to the Under Secretary of State for India his support for the 
British e%ort in the First World War: “We would respectfully emphasize 
the fact that the one dominant idea guiding us is that of rendering such 
humble assistance as we may be considered capable of performing, as an 
earnest of our desire to share the responsibilities of membership of this 
great Empire, if we would share its privileges.”20 "is discourse is striking-
ly similar to Gokhale’s vision of “British rule as an opportunity which was 
directed to prepare the people for self-government.”21 Gokhale’s implicit 
selection of Gandhi as his political successor, coupled with broad (yet 
super$cial) similarities in their political strategies, conferred on Gandhi 
the legitimacy of a future political leader.
Expanding his Audience

Indeed, Gandhi began using this legitimacy to expand his political 
audience almost immediately. Ambivalent toward the restrictions placed 
upon his political activity for the duration of 1915, Gandhi seems to have 
regarded his vow to Gokhale as merely impeding him from taking an ex-
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plicit political stance on Indian domestic issues. Meanwhile, he remained 
a politician in all senses of the word. "e series of receptions and speeches 
upon which he embarked a#er his arrival on January 9 closely resembles 
the trail of a political (electoral) campaign. Travelling with his wife 
Kasturba, he visited key points all across British India and the Princely 
States. Beginning in Bombay, he went to his home province of Gujarat 
in the northwest, then eastwards through Poona to Shantiniketan and 
Calcutta in West Bengal until March 14. From there, he sailed to Rangoon 
and went north upon his return to Hardwar and Delhi. He then went 
southeast to Madras, Tranquebar, and Nellore before $nally returning to 
settle near Ahmedabad at the Satyagraha ashram in May.22 Essentially, his 
campaign reached a substantial variety of geographical areas as well as 
most of the diverse ethnic groups that comprise the Indian population. 
In this sense, the intention of the campaign was not only to reach the 
maximum number and variety of people, but also to visually map the all-
inclusive Indian nation that he wished to lead. Rajmohan Gandhi identi-
$ed this goal as Gandhi’s long-term political strategy upon his arrival: “all 
of the Indian land towards which his steamer was making its way would 
be his battle$eld and so his home…and all those living there his people.”23 
Gandhi may have vowed to Gokhale that he would not directly involve 
himself in Indian politics during 1915, but he nonetheless adopted the 
rhetoric of a politician.  

Moreover, Gandhi’s tour did not only resemble an electoral cam-
paign in geography; he clearly campaigned through his speech as well. He 
did so in three distinct manners. Firstly, he o#en referred to his successes 
with the Satyagraha campaign in South Africa, reassuring his audience 
of his capabilities. In an interview with the Times of India regarding “the 
position of Indians in South Africa, he [Gandhiji] said that it was much 
better than it was before the settlement, all the points to which passive 
resistance was applied having been gained.”24 A month later, at a public 
meeting in Poona, Gandhi again defended the results of the Settlement by 
arguing that the remaining grievances, “though serious, were not felt so 
acutely as to justify the initiation or continuation of the Passive Resistance 
Movement.”25 Secondly, Gandhi always presented himself as sympathetic 
to the interests of each particular audience. For example, at the Annual 
Madras Law Dinner on April 24 he lauded the “free scope of the British 
Empire” to an audience that was undoubtedly mostly British or so-called 
British Indian.26 Conversely, three days later, at a student meeting at the 
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Y.M.C.A., he pronounced tantalizing images of “Mother India” and pro-
fessed once again his rejection of Western civilization.27 Gandhi was bla-
tantly attempting to gain popularity by acting politically &exible. Finally, 
Gandhi doggedly repeated his willingness to “serve [his] Motherland” and 
“bow down to anyone who is devoted to the service of the Motherland” 
over the course of his tour.28 During 1915 Gandhi appeared to be a politi-
cian in all but name. 

Instead, Gandhi used the legitimacy conferred by his position as 
Gokhale’s ‘successor’ to redraw the boundaries of his in&uence and reaf-
$rm the foundations of this legitimacy. He performed this political court-
ship $rst and foremost by repeatedly asserting his legitimacy as Gokhale’s 
successor. He o#en reminded his audience that Gokhale was his political 
mentor, and that his mentor had charged him with the special task of ob-
serving the nuances of Indian politics for a year. For example, speaking on 
January 14 in front of the Servants of India Society, founded by Gokhale, 
Gandhi reminded the audience that “he had accepted Mr. Gokhale as his 
political leader and guide and he considered those people fortunate who 
had the privilege of being associated with Mr. Gokhale in their work. 
He would go over the country for one year and, a#er studying things 
for himself, he would decide his line of work.”29 "is deference should 
be somewhat expected given the location of this speech, but the public 
a!rmation of his loyalty to Gokhale certainly solidi$ed the connection 
between them. In addition, the language Gandhi used to introduce his 
tribute can be read as quite patronizing: “he was proud to have seen so 
many men and women who helped the Servants of India Society, which 
would soon be the sphere of his work.”30 Using the term “proud” betrayed 
Gandhi’s underlying assumption that he would soon enter the society as 
its leader, as expressing pride in another o#en implies a position of su-
periority. Gandhi stressed their mentor-apprentice relationship on many 
other public occasions. In his many eulogies of Gokhale, the deceased 
leader was introduced as some variation of a “friend, philosopher, and 
guide, in whose footsteps I have followed in serving the motherland.”31 
Even before Gokhale’s death, Gandhi persistently referred to him as “my 
revered guru.” Yet most importantly, Gandhi was certain to explain to his 
audience his own absence in the political arena. His “guru” had demands, 
and “accordingly, I keep my ears open and my mouth shut.”32 

Perhaps the most visible signal of Gandhi’s position as Gokhale’s 
successor was his decision to walk barefoot for a year a#er his death. 
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Lelyveld argues that this performance “underscored Gandhi’s singularity, 
as if he were claiming a place for himself as Gokhale’s chief mourner.”33 
"is argument is rather compelling, given the importance of the sarto-
rial image to Gandhi’s representation of self. Gandhi had used a similar 
technique to expand the sphere of his in&uence from the very moment of 
his arrival in India, whereupon he discarded the Western clothing he had 
worn in South Africa and London and began wearing only Khadi. Both 
Lelyveld and Rajmohan Gandhi a!rm that Gandhi’s intention behind 
this conversion was to dissociate himself from the Western-educated, 
typically Hindu elites, and demonstrate a direct a!liation and fraternity 
with the non-elite Indian masses.34 "is understanding is entirely consis-
tent with the intent of Gandhi’s actions and speeches over the course of 
his campaign and a#erwards, in which he quite noticeably attempted to 
adopt the role of leader of the oppressed.

Expanding the frontiers of his audience to include non-elite 
Indians necessarily implied reinterpreting the signi$cance of Gokhale’s 
legacy. Gokhale’s political adherents were predominantly British-educated 
high-caste Hindus, and his liberalist conception of Indian nationalism 
was limited to those groups.35 However, for Gandhi, the inclusion of all 
castes became one of the most important goals of his campaign. Gandhi 
famously travelled almost entirely in third class for the duration of his 
tour. In doing so, he visibly associated himself with the lower classes of 
Indian society. As !e Hindu reported on April 17, “when [Gandhi’s] 
train arrived, [the people gathered to greet him] searched all the $rst and 
second class compartments, but in vain … A long search discovered Mr. 
and Mrs. Gandhi sitting in a third class compartment.”36 Here, the article 
reenacts the powerful message that the Indian public received from this 
performance. "e fact that Gandhi’s third-class travel was even worthy of 
mention reveals its novelty and its impact as a political statement. Fur-
thermore, it is impossible to examine Gandhi’s active association with 
the lower classes without considering his admission of an untouchable 
family into the Satyagraha ashram in September 1915. It is not clear how 
much in&uence this action had on the greater public, as it occurred in 
relative silence and seclusion. Certainly it had somewhat negative conse-
quences within the ashram. His letters to Hermann Kallenbach, a close 
personal friend, divulge a marked anxiety at the time. Gandhi, usually 
quite positive about the quotidian happenings of the ashram, discloses 
on September 17, “many developments will take place and I may become 
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a deserted man. "is tries the resources of the Ashram to an enormous 
extent.”37 Whether the public registered the signi$cance of this endeavor 
or not, Gandhi de$nitely intended it to be read as an act of solidarity with 
the dalits. In a letter dated September 23 to V. S. Srinivasa Sastria of the 
Servants of India Society, he admits, “the step is momentous because it so 
links me with the suppressed classes mission.”38 In this sense, Gandhi was 
well aware of the degree of divergence between his politics and those of 
his mentor. 

Gandhi also did not hesitate to court the favour of marginalized 
ethnic groups through his verbal rhetoric. In an interview with a Tamil 
reporter on March 22, he claimed, “I consider I have more in common 
with the Tamil community than with any other”, as well as speci$cally 
commended the contributions of the Tamils in South Africa to the Satya-
graha campaigns.39 Interestingly, he employed very similar comments in a 
speech in Madras on April 21, declaring that “it was the Madrassees who 
of all the Indians were singled out by the great Divinity that rules over us 
for this great work.”40 Speaking to the Muslim League of Madras on April 
24, he exulted several instances of “valuable services rendered by Musul-
mans in South Africa.”41 His singling out of each of these communities for 
the services they had rendered implies an entreaty to see these services 
renewed on the Indian subcontinent. Furthermore, although Gandhi kept 
his vow to remain apolitical for the most part, the few times that he did 
mention some facet of Indian politics during the period of probation it 
related either to “happier and closer relations” between Hindus and Mus-
lims or the “hateful system of indenture.”42 Both of these issues, of course, 
were central to certain communities outside Gokhale’s narrow scope of 
high-caste educated Hindus. In this manner, Gandhi repositioned the 
traditional boundaries of scope and in&uence of his inherited position, 
reorienting it to a constituency that consciously included the “suppressed 
classes.” "us, Gandhi’s constant reiteration of Gokhale’s mentorship can 
also be understood as Gandhi’s way of anchoring himself to the legiti-
macy of his position as ‘successor’ while simultaneously changing the 
fundamental political underpinnings of Gokhale’s legacy.
Reinterpreting his Message

 It is already evident in this process that Gandhi actually es-
poused political views that were highly contrary to those of his mentor. 
Of course, it would be disingenuous to insist that Gokhale did not wish 
to include anyone other than British Indians in his concept of the Indian 
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nation.  As Gokhale once stated, the victory of Indian nationalism would 
occur “when the men and women of India begin again to grow to the full 
height of their stature.”43 "is assertion would seem to include as wide 
of a subject as did Gandhi’s call for the upli# of the suppressed classes. 
However, this statement must be read in tandem with his o#-repeated 
belief that the moral purpose of British rule in India was to help Indians 
“advance steadily to a position of equality with them so that they might 
in due course acquire the capacity to govern themselves in accordance 
with the higher standards of the West.”44 Gokhale’s discourse on upli#, 
advance, and growth, then, is $rmly rooted within the parallel (or coin-
cident) colonial discourse. In turn, Indian nationalism is precluded by 
British education and underwritten by loyalty, gradualism, and liberal 
self-interest. In this sense, Gokhale’s nationalism is indeed spatialized in 
England and enacted by his British-Indian peers.

Although Gandhi’s philosophy on nationalism was still nascent in 
1915, it was still almost irreconcilably di%erent from that of his mentor. A 
succinct summary of his ideas can be found in his speech at the opening 
of Benares Hindu University on February 6, 1916. "is speech came di-
rectly a#er the end of the period of probation, and it is clear that Gandhi 
re-emerged in the Indian political scene with a vengeance. In fact, the 
political ideas that Gandhi presented over the course of his talk were so 
radical that he was interrupted before he could even $nish. "is act alone 
is highly indicative of the stark unconventionality of Gandhi’s nationalist 
thought. In this speech, Gandhi explicitly argued that self-government—
arguably, the victory of Indian nationalism—“shall never be granted”; in-
stead, “we shall have to take it.”45 "is statement blatantly contradicted the 
loyalty and gradualism inherent in Gokhale’s politics. Moreover, Gandhi 
also called for the upli# of the Indian people as a strategy for achieving 
self-rule. Yet Gandhi’s conception of “upli#” outwardly denies the valid-
ity of Gokhale’s colonial rhetoric. Over the course of his speech, Gandhi 
neatly refuted all of Gokhale’s methods of upli#, most notably British 
education: “suppose that we had been receiving during the past $#y years 
education through our vernaculars, what should we have had today? We 
should have today a free India, we should have our educated men, not as 
if they were foreigners in their own land but speaking to the heart of the 
nation.”46 In place of upli# by Western standards, Gandhi proposes in this 
speech a strengthening of the Indian nation through vernacular educa-
tion, as well as social and moral reform with respect to sanitation, exces-
sive material possession, and non-violence. Gandhi thus emerges from 
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his year of probation with a public political philosophy that starkly di%ers 
from that of Gokhale.47

"e most concrete evidence of the incompatibility of their thought 
is Gandhi’s discord with the Servants of India Society over the period of 
probation, which culminated in the seemingly mutual decision to remain 
independent actors.48 While it would be incorrect to assume that the 
Society perfectly represented Gokhale’s political views, the division does 
show at the very least that Gandhian nationalism was discordant with the 
broad basis of Gokhale’s thought around which the Society was con-
structed. So the question then arises: how did Gandhi manage to main-
tain the political legitimacy he received in being Gokhale’s successor if his 
politics were so radically di%erent from the dominant interpretation of 
Gokhale’s legacy? A simple explanation would be that their politics were 
actually not very visibly di%erent. Super$cially, their rhetoric was indeed 
similar. Like Gandhi, Gokhale emphasized the need for “harmonious 
cooperation between Hindus and Muhammadans,” “spiritualization of 
public life,” “unity of means and end” and “a deep rooted sense of national 
mission.”49 Furthermore, perhaps the most important similarity between 
them was their status as the $gurehead of the Indian national movement 
(although again, in this regard Gandhi was still developing). As Lelyveld 
a!rms throughout his campaign, “[Gandhi] can be heard only in the 
front ranks of the crowds; and when he barnstorms beyond North India, 
he’s forced to speak in a language that’s little or not at all understood by 
most of those within the sound of his voice.”50 "is statement implies that 
Gandhi’s public legitimacy had relatively little to do with his thoughts. 
Rather, the visual markers of Gandhi’s status—the act of his campaigning 
and speaking under the crest of Gokhale’s political mentorship—were suf-
$cient to maintain Gandhi’s legitimacy in the eyes of the public.

Nonetheless, there were inevitably actors for whom Gandhi’s 
speech and thought was indeed relevant. To maintain his legitimacy 
among staunch Gokhale followers, Gandhi calculatedly reinterpreted and 
recon$gured many facets of Gokhale’s thought in the public arena. Most 
directly, Gandhi stressed the aspects of their thought that were congru-
ous, the most notable of which was the motif of service. In a eulogy at 
Santiniketan on February 20, one day a#er Gokhale’s death, he o%ered 
‘service’ as a singular theme and portrayed it to be of the utmost im-
portance to Gokhale’s political vision. To this e%ect, he cited Gokhale’s 
last words to the Servants of India Society as follows: “I do not want any 
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memorial or any statue. I want only that men should love their county 
and serve it with their lives.”51 Gandhi bestowed on Gokhale the title of “a 
really truthful hero in India” and justi$ed this claim by holding, “for serv-
ing his country, he completely eschewed all happiness and self-interest.”52 
"is language is remarkably analogous to Gandhi’s own well-developed 
views on self-sacri$cial service. For example, in a speech in Gandhi’s 
native Rajkot on January 20, he lionized the seventy-$ve-year-old man 
and seventeen-year-old girl who died in jail during the South African 
Satyagraha campaign: “"ese persons, like truly heroic spirits, sacri$ced 
their lives.”53 Gandhi then professed his wish to emulate this sacri$ce and 
avowed that “accepting, now, this honour you have done to [Kasturba and 
me] as a form of blessing, we dedicate our services to the country.”54 Cer-
tainly, service was an important concept in Gokhale’s politics—indeed, he 
founded the Servants of India Society —but it is also clear that Gandhi ac-
centuated this motif as the most noteworthy aspect of Gokhale’s thought 
so as to demonstrate the congruence in their political philosophies.

In outlining a tribute to Gokhale at another condolence meet-
ing, this time in Poona on March 3, Gandhi chose instead to highlight 
his mentor’s “deep-seated religious feelings.”55 "is statement is curious 
because, although Gokhale “stood for the spiritualization of public life,” 
he was also well known as a proponent of a markedly secular national-
ism.56 In fact, to be rather blunt, what Gokhale meant by the “spiritual-
ization of public life” was not religious at all. As Mathur explains, “for 
[Gokhale], a people’s national character and capacity as a community 
were synonymous with public life.”57 Rather, Gokhale ventured to make 
the improvement of character as outlined above a spiritual quest. Content 
with the spiritualization of public life in name but not in content, Gandhi 
set about strategically recon$guring its political implications to echo his 
own message. In a speech at St. Stephen’s College on April 13, he sug-
gested, “[Gokhale’s] religion was fearlessness”, and so “the spiritualization 
of public life” entailed “bring[ing] this religion of the Fear of God into all 
our lives and even into politics.”58 Fearing God as opposed to fearing men 
was a central tenet of Gandhi’s strategies of non-violent passive resistance 
and steadfast commitment to truth. "ese strategies were quite opposite 
to many of the ways in which Gokhale advocated the spiritualization of 
individual growth and political gradualism. On April 27, again to a group 
of students—which is itself an important consideration, as who better to 
indoctrinate with a reimagined politics than youth?—Gandhi added that 
Gokhale believed that “politics cannot be divorced from religion,” which 
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was certainly a misrepresentation of Gokhale’s intention.59 In Bangalore 
on May 8, Gandhi deliberately construed “the spiritualization of public 
life” as ambiguous and unclear, and then interpreted it within his own 
message of personal puri$cation and the unity of private and public life.60 
In these ways, Gandhi willfully harmonized his and Gokhale’s thoughts 
where they could be interpreted as opposing.

It is also useful to consider Gandhi’s use of the Satyagraha ashram 
as a method of aligning Gokhale’s politics with his own. Gandhi had just 
completed a whirlwind tour of India during which he had presented 
himself, and had been largely received as, Gokhale’s successor and a new 
$gurehead of Indian nationalism. "us, Gandhi subsequent retreat to 
the ashram meant moving the locus of Indian nationalism away from the 
British-Indian cities (particularly Bombay) and to the rural villages. "is 
translocation is signi$cant because it entailed negating the necessity of 
engagement with the British colonial government as a method of advanc-
ing the nationalist cause. In an interview with the Madras Mail on April 
22, Gandhi explicitly confessed this aim of the retreat, and even attempted 
to portray Gokhale as an architect of the project: 

it was agreed upon between Mr. Gokhale and myself that 
I should continue … the conduct of what he called the 
Phoenix institution. … "e experiment consists in train-
ing young men, for long service to the Motherland. … [In 
the experiment,] everyone should perform some form of 
manual labour. … It is proposed also to introduce hand 
weaving. All who are in the institution will also study the 
chief vernaculars of the country … "e vow of brahmacha-
rya and poverty will be strictly observed. … It is easy to see 
that an important part of the service is really included in the 
training itself.61

Of course, Gandhi’s use of the language of “service” relates this 
project to Gokhale’s message and further rea!rms its legitimacy. Yet here 
Gandhi presents a radically di%erent vision of the program of Indian 
nationalism. Gandhi essentially denied Gokhale’s espousal of Western 
modes of personal advance in favour of strengthening the nation through 
localization, puri$cation, and self-reliance. Implicit in this rede$ni-
tion of Indian nationalism is a complete reversal of Gokhale’s rhetoric 
of liberalism into one of ascetic spiritual communalism. In this sense, 
Gandhi’s withdrawal to the isolated Ashram may well have been the most 
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expressly political statement he made during his period of probation. As 
Brown con$rms, the ashram was presented as “a factory for what Gandhi 
considered to be ideal Indians for the service of their motherland.”62 "e 
ashram can therefore be imagined as the $gurative space of the distinctly 
Gandhian nationalism that was to come.  

Yet perhaps the most e%ective way in which Gandhi reinter-
preted Gokhale’s politics to the public was that which Gandhi did not 
say. Gandhi consciously omitted some of the most elemental aspects of 
his predecessor’s thought in his speeches. For example, despite his many 
mentions of Gokhale and Gokhale’s political vision, Gandhi never once 
mentioned his fundamental belief in the bene$ts of British education and 
achieving independence through negotiation and proving India’s capacity 
for self-rule. Having essentially erased these notions from the discourse 
surrounding independence, Gandhi could expound on his contrasting 
views and yet remain the legitimate heir to Gokhale’s position.

"is political maneuvering was neither wholly premeditated nor 
completely instantaneous. Gandhi’s calculated attempt to radically re-
interpret Gokhale’s political legacy and simultaneously retain his politi-
cal legitimacy was likewise neither entirely successful, nor was it easy. 
Gandhi privately and publicly expressed anxiety about how India would 
receive him at numerous points in 1915. Many of his letters to Kallen-
bach expose this apprehension. On December 30, 1914, he wrote, “I am 
returning [to India] a broken-down man not knowing what he is to do 
or be”.63 A letter dated 15 June 1915 questioned, “how will I regulate the 
morality of the people?”64 On October 3, he wrote with respect to the 
admission of an untouchable family to the ashram, “I have told you that 
a time may come when I may irresistibly take a step which may result in 
my being alone. Well, I must still follow the light as I $nd it.”65 "is same 
persistent anxiety can be read into many of his public speeches, in which 
he repeatedly entreated the public’s patience; for example, on January 12th, 
he announced, “[the public] would now see [his successes] in the naked 
light and would see his faults, and anticipating such faults and failures, he 
asked them to overlook them.”66 His anxiety carries two important impli-
cations: one, that he was aware of the radical nature of his ideas; and two, 
that he knew he would have to balance the presentation of his politics 
with the maintenance of his legitimacy. To achieve this balance, Gandhi 
persistently asserted and reasserted his legitimacy as Gokhale’s successor 
in both speech and action, and simultaneously repositioned the constitu-
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ency and constitution of Gokhale’s legacy in Indian nationalist thought. 
Conclusion

1915 was neither a year of strict silence or a year of pure learning. 
Rather, 1915 saw Gandhi slowly push the boundaries of his power and his 
politics outwards. Upon his arrival in India in January, Gandhi immedi-
ately began building his legitimacy as Gokhale’s heir and transforming 
the parameters of Gokhale’s politics. "e extent to which this complicates 
the very notion of the “period of probation” is debatable; even if Gandhi 
was, as he claimed, “observer” and “student”, he was also quietly a politi-
cal strategist and campaigner. "us, by the time that Gandhi attended the 
Indian National Congress conferences in December, he was in “isolation 
at the centre of institutionalized politics.”67 In other words, Gandhi had 
radically altered the program of Indian nationalism to primarily focus 
on social and moral reform, and established his primacy as its arbiter. 
Nonetheless, as Brown argues convincingly, this isolation was “the foun-
dation of much of his later strength” as the period of probation ended and 
he recommenced undertaking concrete political projects.68 "e era of a 
distinctly Gandhian nationalism in Indian politics was due to begin.
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Diet and Disease in the A#ermath of the 
Black Death: !e Case for the Role of Diet in 

Overcoming Population Stagnation in England, 
1350-1600

Rozman Lynch

Following the $rst epidemic of the Black Death in 1348, England’s 
agriculture faced a radically changing economy. In the years leading up 
to the plague, during which about half of England’s and much of Europe’s 
population died, agricultural techniques consisted mainly of the intensive 
cultivation of grain. "e population of Britain had more or less reached 
capacity, as pre-industrial agriculture was operating at its highest level 
with the technology available. Every parcel of land that could be planted 
upon was being used to cultivate crops.1 As a result of this pattern, the 
economy of English agriculture prior to the Black Death was a%ected by 
land scarcity, meaning that the kinds of production and cultivation in 
practice were forms which produced the most output per acre of arable 
land and marginal lands that were poorly suited to crop cultivation were 
brought into production despite poor marginal returns in crop yields.2 
Although this kind of grain cultivation was e!cient in terms of available 
land it was ine!cient in terms of the manpower it required, as driving 
plows and sowing land took much more manpower than pasturing 
animals.3 When half of the English population was eliminated during the 
plague, this situation changed drastically: labor scarcity replaced land 
scarcity as the most important factor in English food production. As 
$elds lay fallow and lords struggled to hold onto the peasants le# who 
would work the land, agriculture shi#ed more and more towards forms 
of production that would produce the most output per worker.4 In turn, 
resources were diverted from grain production to pasturing animals for 
dairy and meat.5 "e shi# in agricultural practices is well documented 
and researched in the historical record, but the impact of this shi# on 
the diet of English people of the time is overlooked. Historiography 
focuses overwhelmingly on the e%ects of these changes on day-to-day 
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life, workers’ rights, and social organization. However, the transformation 
of eating habits was considerable, and contributed in signi$cant ways 
to increasing nutrition among the English population. Moreover, 
such nutritional changes played an important role in the recovery 
from recurring epidemics, which caused the population stagnation 
characteristic of England from 1350 to 1500.

"e extent to which English agriculture and diet changed in 
the period a#er the Black Death can be traced using several di%erent 
historical methods. In English Seigniorial Agriculture, 1250-1450, Bruce 
Campbell organizes data from a wide array of primary sources (including 
tax forms and manorial accounts) into exhaustive databases. "ese results 
identify patterns of English agriculture in the century following the Black 
Death, from 1350 to 1450.To fully deduce the number of animals that 
were being pastured for meat and dairy, the functional use of the animals 
in the agricultural setting must be examined. During the pre-industrial 
period in England many animals were used to drive ploughs and aid 
the production of grain.6 "ese “working animals,” therefore, must be 
taken into account when calculating the relationship between animals 
and production of meat and dairy.7 While an increase in the number of 
animals kept at a farm may indicate more meat and dairy production, 
because of the presence of working animals it could in fact signal 
more agriculture and grain production as more $elds are planted more 
intensively.

"e change towards increased meat and dairy production is 
evidenced in the make-up of the animal populations on English farms 
before and a#er the Black Death. Campbell divides all agricultural 
demesnes involved in pasturing animals into six categories based on their 
reliance on working and/or non-working animals: one to four represent 
farms where non-working animals make up over half of the pastured 
animals; $ve and six represent farms where working animals dominated.8 
In this way we can determine whether a farm pastured animals for the 
primary purpose of foodstu%s or farm work.

"e data shows a trend towards more farms pasturing animals for 
meat and dairy a#er the Black Death, as farm types one to four grew in 
number over the fourteenth and $#eenth centuries; representing seventy-
eight percent of demesnes that pastured animals in the pre-Black Death 
years of 1250 to 1349, and rising to eighty-$ve percent in the years 1350 
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to 1449. Conversely, the proportion of farms in the �ve or six categories
dropped from twenty-one to ��een percent, with most of the drop
coming from demesnes in category six, which showed almost no presence
of non-working animals overall. 9 We can see from Campbell’s breakdown 
of pasturing types that a�er the Black Death more farmers were keeping
more animals for extractive purposes. 

e overall proportion of farms that pastured non-working animals 
shows a shi  towards more meat and dairy production; nevertheless, the 
total number of animals needs to be examined in order to see the whole 
picture. is shi  is even more pronounced when examining the total 
proportion of non-working animals. Between 1250 to 1299, only 34.4 
percent of animals in demesnes in England were non-working; by 1450 
that gure rose to 57.9 percent.10 e change in types of animals being 
pastured occurred as a slow and steady increase over two hundred years. 
Pairing changes in types of animals being pastured with the shi s in the 
number of overall animals being kept implies that, in absolute terms, the 
total number of non-working animals being pastured was seventy percent 
higher in 1450 than in 1250, and for every one hundred grain acres, there 
were one hundred and y percent more non-working animals.11 It is 
apparent that not only were more animals being kept for meat and dairy, 
but also less land was being used for grain production. 

roughout the fourteenth and eenth centuries, English 
agriculture was changing, producing less grain and more meat and 
dairy. Nobility and the landholding class secured an abundance of 
meat, dairy, and other more luxurious and nutritious foodstu s (to 
the point of waste). erefore, it is possible that this new source of 
protein and nutrients made its way solely to the tables of the wealthiest 
in medieval English society, and that the diet of most of the populace 
remained unchanged. However, manorial accounts suggest otherwise: the 
historian can determine the diet of the lower classes (who made up the 
vast majority of the English population) as they record food and drink 
allowances given to harvest workers from the mid-thirteenth century to 
the mid- eenth.12

Although harvest workers were somewhat better o  than most 
wage workers at the time, the shi s in their diets were mirrored in most 
of the agricultural and wage workers found in England during this 
period. Also, the similar patterns of consumption across many di erent 
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landholdings, which had di%erent cultures, administrative structures, 
and, ways of life, suggest that these changes are re&ective of average diets 
and consumption across the country as opposed to a particularly rich 
or generous lord.13 "e allowances of food from Sedgeford, Norwalk 
give a relatively complete record of the food given to harvest workers 
from the period 1256 to1424. "is record shows that the changes in food 
production were re&ected in the diets of the lower classes by measuring 
the composition (in adjusted price) of the total food allowances. 
Allowances of bread were between 41 percent and 48 percent (of total 
allowances) from 1256-1294 and fell slightly in the years 1310 to 1341.14 
Although there was some variance in bread allowances during these years, 
bread never consisted of less than 34 percent of the total food allowance. 
Following the Black Death this amount dropped from 1353 to 1378 down 
to 15 percent and remained between fourteen percent and twenty percent 
for the years 1378 to 1424.15 "e decrease in the importance of bread 
is mirrored by an increasing importance of meat. For the years 1256 to 
1341 the average proportion of meat in harvest worker’s allotment was a 
meager 8.2 percent. However, following the Black Death this proportion 
steadily climbed, $rst to $#een, then to twenty-$ve, then to thirty in 
the years of 1353, 1368, and 1387 respectively. "e years of 1368 to 1424 
saw meat’s proportion of food allowance at an average of 22.5 percent.16 
"ese amounts can be extrapolated to give very rough estimates of 
caloric contribution of each factor in a harvest worker at Norfolk’s food 
allowances: in 1256, seventy-four percent of calories were derived from 
bread and a mere four percent from ale and two percent from meat. By 
1424 these numbers had changed signi$cantly, with only forty percent 
of calories coming from bread while meat and ale contributed twenty-
three precent each.17 If the example of Norfolk is somewhat isolated, and 
if no other record nearly as complete over so many years still exists, the 
sporadic records found in many manors in England nevertheless exhibit 
the same general trends as Sedgeford. "e most notable transformation 
was the reduction in grain consumption in favour of meat, dairy, and $sh, 
showing that the changes in food production was, in fact, re&ected in the 
diet of the lower classes in society.18

Although the historical record appears to lack accounts of the diet 
of middle- and lower-class Englishmen, to some extent records support 
the conclusions drawn from agricultural and food allowance records. A 
few records of more wealthy farmers have survived, and suggest a rich 
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and nutritious diet.19 In the 1500s, accounts of foreign travelers show the 
varied diet in which all of society was able to indulge. Emmaneul van 
Meteren, a merchant from Antwerp, said “(the English) eat a great deal of 
meat: and as the Germans pass the bounds of sobriety in drinking, these 
do the same in eating.”20 Lupold von Wedel echoed this sentiment: “the 
peasants and citizens (of England) are on the average rich people” and “I 
have seen some peasants…keeping a more sumptuous table than some 
noblemen do in Germany.”21 Probate inventories also reinforce the idea of 
an increasingly rich diet for English people following the Black Death, as 
the records of farmers who died in the sixteenth show signi$cantly larger 
holdings of meat and dairy producing animals than in centuries before.22 

 "is improvement in diet was mirrored and compounded by an 
improvement in the labour economy; as labour scarcity increased, so did 
the wages for many jobs. Such scarcity also resulted in many previously 
unpaid occupations becoming paid - occupations which gentry and 
lords had historically demanded as part of the farmer’s taxes or duties.23 
Farmers were also able to secure more rights, with certain areas in East 
Anglia having a free population of eighty percent.24 

Other parts of England did not reach these levels of peasant rights, 
but the English peasantry gained more rights in the a#ermath of the 
Black Death almost universally. "erefore, not only did peasants keep 
and raise more meat and dairy, but they also had more money with which 
to buy supplemental foodstu%s, which would have likely been luxurious 
or nutritious in nature. Also, during this period, due to the increased 
number of animals being pastured, meat prices fell.25 Not only did this 
compound the increased purchasing power of lower-class people with 
regard to meat, but it also made purchasing it over other luxury foods 
more attractive. In fact, during the $#eenth century, unprecedented 
proportions of workers were able to engage in non-agricultural work, 
showing the ability of the new agricultural system to support larger 
numbers of people. Such increases in non-agricultural wage workers were 
re&ected in the growth of lay wealth.26 Tax records support this change, 
especially in Southern England where many provinces show an increase 
of lay wealth of three hundred to four hundred percent.27 "is further 
supports the evidence for increasing purchasing power of the lower 
classes.

Changes in agricultural practices following the Black Death had 
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profound e%ects on the diet of the English. "e improvement in the 
quality of life and general nutrition caused by this change cannot be 
overstated. However, what is less apparent, but just as important, is the 
impact of this dietary revolution on the recurring epidemics that kept 
population stagnant from 1350 to 1500, and in turn what role it had in 
the population recovery and later boom that occurred from the sixteenth 
century onwards.

Precise $gures on the number of deaths caused by the Black 
Death in England are debated, however, many estimates put the $gure at 
around one-half of all people. "ere are many di%erent theories as to why 
population stagnated at that low level for one hundred and $#y years a#er 
the initial plague, and why growth was slow and erratic for the century 
following the return to pre-Black-Death levels in 1500. Some argue 
population stagnation was a result of new marriage, work, and migration 
patterns (such as higher ages of marriages, more women choosing to 
work and not marry, and a populace which moved from place to place 
in search of optimal employment). In fact, the primary reason for this 
stagnation was recurring epidemics: the driver of population demography 
during this period was not any cultural factor, but rather mortality rates.28

 Arguments which claim that the population stagnation of the 
fourteenth and $#eenth centuries was a result of cultural factors overlook 
statistics of births and marriage ages in favor of indirect evidence, much 
of which were taken from court rolls, "e argument for epidemic disease 
is much more strongly supported by sparse, yet more reliable records of 
deaths.29 Most of this data comes from monastic accounts. Corroborating 
this conclusion are Testamentary records, which although mainly 
restricted to the upper classes (with ninety-four percent of gentry having 
recorded testamentary upon their death, while only $#y percent of 
farmers and fourteen percent of laborers did so),30 show patterns of death 
consistent with recurring epidemics across many di%erent dioceses with 
especially strong correlations in the 1550s.31 Records of burials also show 
signi$cant increases from 1557 to 1559, 1586 to 1588, and 1596 to 1598, 
which are matched by increased numbers of Testamentary records.32 
Although these epidemics occurred a#er the return to the pre-Black-
Death population, population growth in the sixteenth century was erratic 
speci$cally because of these epidemics, which would support the idea 
that more severe epidemics are the factors that caused the population 
stagnation of 1350 to 1500.
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 All in all, the data available suggests that from 1350 to 1500 the 
death rate was the primary limiting factor on English population, and 
that population growth that occurred during the 1500s was possible only 
because of an escape from the recurring epidemics and high death rates 
that characterized the previous one hundred and $#y years. Wrigley and 
Scho$eld remarked that the epidemics of the 1500s “may have been the 
last throes of a late medieval regime of widespread epidemic mortality” 
and that the shi# away from such high levels of mortality “allowed a 
strong underlying rate of natural increase to break through.”33 In other 
words, the fertility rate during the fourteenth and $#eenth centuries was 
indeed high, but o%set by the high mortality rates during this period. 
When these mortality rates $nally dropped in the sixteenth century, the 
fertility rate that already existed was enough to drive a strong trend of 
population growth. "erefore, the demographic recovery that happened 
around the turn of the sixteenth century was a result of the English 
population overcoming recurring epidemics, something to which the 
changing diet contributed enormously.

It may seem that the increase in population from the sixteenth 
century onwards could have undone the improvements in the English diet 
resulting from agricultural changes designed in response to the low levels 
of population. "is was not the case. Many areas of land that were not 
previously cultivatable underwent extensive drainage, e%ectively changing 
large swaths of marshland into land utilizable for agricultural production 
(particularly in East Anglia).34 Forest clearings, the consolidation of 
farms, and the e%ective use of di%erent forms of land for more suitable 
agricultural production—all these increased the amount of available land 
and the productivity of land use.35 Pastoral land was also cultivated more 
extensively as new methods of irrigation allowed for more grass to grow 
per plot of land.36 Finally, the extensive introduction of legumes and root 
vegetables across English $eld systems created more productive land, 
especially enhancing the productivity of land used for grain production 
and allowing for lands to be cultivated more intensively year to year, as 
$elds cultivated with legumes needed to be le# fallow less o#en to retain 
their fertility.37 All these improvements in agriculture enabled production 
that ensured large amounts of dairy and non-working animals were able 
to continue to exist once population levels returned to, and moved past 
pre-Black Death levels.

While the connection between diet and the immune system is both 
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obvious and well known in the modern era, the connection is speci$cally 
relevant in the Medieval English context. On a basic level, famine and 
poor harvest would lead to malnutrition and susceptibility to disease. 
"is is evidenced in the historical record, as bad harvests in 1520, 1527, 
1545, 1550, and many other years were all followed by periods of high 
mortality. Going beyond the simple connection between the amount of 
food and susceptibility to disease, it can be seen that the composition of 
diet also played a key role in the populace’s ability to resist disease. "e 
most prominent evidence for this, especially the role of meat and dairy, 
can be seen in the Bovine Pestilence of 1319-20, where sixty-two percent 
of the cattle population in England and in Wales were killed in two short 
years.38 

 Recovery of England’s dairy cattle population would not be 
complete until a#er the Black Death, due to the di!culty of breeding 
cattle caused by low population and a priority for restocking work oxen 
before focusing on dairy cattle.39 A combination of &ooding and poor 
harvests, known as the Great Famine, led to food shortages for cattle as 
well, and weakened them enough to cause a massive die-o% due to disease 
in 1319.40 However, while production had to adapt to the loss of oxen 
and manure, they were able to maintain the same levels of agricultural 
land production, but were not able to maintain dairy production.41 
Milk production was down eighty percent, and did not recover to pre-
pestilence levels until 1330, creating a population that had experienced 
a severe protein and nutrient shortage for ten years.42 Compounding 
this factor was that a#er 1330, milk production was inconsistent and 
shortages of production were common, with the most notable and longest 
shortage occurring from 1345 to 50, immediately preceding the Black 
Death.43 All these factors indicate that the shortage of dairy and meat 
leading up to the Black Death was a signi$cant factor in the massive scale 
of the initial outbreak.

"e archaeological record in England also holds compelling 
evidence for the connection between diet and epidemic outbreak of 
disease. For example, in two Anglo-Saxon communities a mere $ve 
miles apart from each other (Caister-on-Sea and Burgh Castle, both in 
Norfolk) burials indicate di%erent morbidity patterns that are likely a 
result of dairy consumption. Caister-on-Seas has a much higher death 
rate of children under 10 than Burgh Castle, and Caister children su%ered 
from much more sickness, as indicated by bone growth patterns known 
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as Harris’s lines which indicate temporary halting in bone growth (most 
o#en due to disease).44 Because of the close proximity and similar 
ecosystem of the two locations, agricultural practices were the same. "e 
only signi$cant di%erence seems to be that Burgh Castle has evidence 
of the presence of dairy farming, which would have provided protein 
and nutrients for these children.45 "e correlation between consumption 
of protein and resistance to disease is also apparent in other burials, as 
skeletal remains that show evidence of di%erent forms of malnutrition are 
also likely to exhibit more evidence of disease.46 It seems that historically, 
diet in England has had a very strong connection to the outbreak and 
spread of disease, therefore, it would seem logical that the shi# in diet 
which occurred following the Black Death was no di%erent, and paved 
the way for population recovery and boom.

In addition to the unintended dietary changes created by economic 
necessity in the period following the Black Death in England, there 
were changes in diet that were understood by the people of the time as 
bene$cial beyond simple nutrition and variety. More speci$cally, people 
in the fourteenth century understood the bene$ts of increased meat 
and dairy consumption when it came to bolstering the immune system. 
John Lydgate, a monk in fourteenth- and $#eenth-century England 
and a proli$c poet, detailed how the English at the time believed the 
plague could be avoided. Although this poem, “Dietary and Doctrine 
for Pestilence,” contains erroneous beliefs, including theories of miasmas 
and the healing e%ects of prayer, it shows a clear knowledge of the role 
of meat and dairy in bolstering the immune system: “Drynk good wyn, 
and holsom meetis (meats) take…Poletis (poultry) & checkenys for ther 
tendirnesse, Ete hem with sauce & spar nat for dispence (expense).”47 
"is sentiment was echoed by another document detailing how to avoid 
the plague titled A Litil Boke the whiche trayted and reherced many Gode 
!inges Neccessaries for the… Pestilence: “thenne chese a gode disshe with 
mete (meat), and drynke clere wyne.”48

Although there exist no statistics that would allow one to compare 
data for diet, susceptibility for disease, and population growth among 
speci$c individuals or even speci$c groups while controlling for a myriad 
of other factors, the data available to us does indicate a clear relationship. 
"e well-documented change of diet that followed the shi# from an 
agricultural economy driven by land scarcity to one driven by labour 
scarcity led to greater reliance on animal rearing for dairy and meat 
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instead of grain agriculture. Evidence of harvest worker consumption as 
well as written accounts show that this change in production was re&ected 
in all sections of society, allowing peasants and lower-class citizens 
increased nutrients and protein in their diet. Epidemic disease was the 
primary factor in limiting population in the fourteenth and $#eenth 
centuries, and the eventual recovery to pre-Black-Death population 
levels around the turn of the sixteenth century and subsequent expansion 
beyond them was achievable only because of the decreasing mortality 
rates of recurring epidemics. While it is impossible to infer causation, 
the correlation between these changes in diet and the decreasing impact 
of recurring epidemics cannot be ignored, considering both the known 
e%ect of diet on immune system and the historical and archaeological 
evidence in England speci$cally relating disease and mortality to 
dairy and meat consumption. "e size of the impact of these changing 
consumption patterns on disease susceptibility is uncertain; however, 
the increasing consumption of meat and dairy greatly bolstered the 
population of England’s immune system. "is biological shi# in turn 
made possible the recovery and expansion of the English population in 
the sixteenth century.
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Performing the Private: Nineteenth-Century 
Parisian !eatre Culture and the Haute 

Bourgeoisie
Hannah Wood

In the wake of the French Revolution of 1789, the city of Paris 
underwent signi$cant transformations. "e nineteenth century saw a 
sizable increase in Paris’ urban population, with the city becoming a locus 
of production and economic expansions. Parisians themselves were not 
exempt from these changes; with the collapse of the ancien régime, the 
time-honoured social hierarchy of Parisian society was subjected to con-
siderable restructuring. "is reinvented urban environment provided the 
ideal context for the establishment of the new “middle class” of French 
society, the bourgeoisie. On the social spectrum, the bourgeoisie lay be-
tween the working classes and the aristocratic elite, and yet these catego-
ries were not de$nitive. Wide-ranging and &uid, the term “bourgeoisie” 
encompassed many manners of life and livelihood; the classes moyennes 
or petite bourgeoisie, on one hand, overlapped extensively with the work-
ing classes, whereas the haute bourgeoisie o#en moved in the same circles 
and partook in the same rituals as the French elite. "e expansion and 
solidi$cation of the latter was particularly representative of the changing 
times; equipped with the wealth and an elevated social position, the haute 
bourgeoisie of the nineteenth century was able to venture into domains 
that had previously been restricted to the nobility and elites. 

One of the places in which this bourgeois foray into the realms of 
the elite was most evident was the Parisian theatre. Once a pastime of 
royals and nobles, attending the theatre and the opera became a favoured 
avocation of the bourgeois population during the nineteenth century. "e 
increasing popularity of the theatre was re&ected in high attendance rates 
and the proliferation of theatres and opera houses within Paris over the 
course of the century; eleven theatres that had been operating in Paris 
in 1828 had grown to twenty three in 1882, while an account written in 
1888 estimated that 500 000 Parisians visited the theatre once a week, 
with 1 million to 1 200 000 visiting at least once a month.1 Subscription 
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lists from nineteenth century theatres reveal that a large portion of the 
theatre-going demographic were members of the bourgeoisie. Aside from 
being the primary spectators of plays and operas, the bourgeoisie also 
became the subject of many theatrical productions; as the naturalist the-
atre movement emerged, playwrights and librettists turned away from the 
noble or royal characters that had previously graced the stage, preferring 
instead to portray the lives and tribulations of everyday people. 

 As these points demonstrate, a large number of the Parisian bour-
geois were invested in the theatre, while the theatres and opera houses 
adapted to accommodate the whims of their new clientele. What, then, 
were the reasons behind the emergence of the increasingly bourgeois 
theatre culture of the nineteenth century? "e answer is complex and 
multifaceted. Broken down to its most simplistic terms, the newfound 
bourgeois theatre culture can be viewed as a means through which this 
emerging class established itself within the existing social milieu. "e 
theatre was a forum in which the haute bourgeoisie could &aunt its wealth 
and status while communicating that it had the means to join the ranks 
of the leisure classes. In a public space that housed a melange of individu-
als hailing from di%erent social classes and backgrounds, distinguishing 
oneself and one’s family was paramount. For the haute bourgeoisie, status 
was not awarded by birth or title, but rather through a careful cultivation 
of an image within both the private and public spheres; the theatre and 
the opera house were ideal spaces in which this image could be cultivated, 
as they o%ered the opportunity for both public and private interaction. 

On one level, the theatre functioned as locale built for spectacle, 
a place where one could consciously go to see and be seen. "e open 
and public nature of the theatre allowed the bourgeoisie to put itself on 
display, a%ording the perfect setting for this emerging class to demon-
strate its success, re$nement, and respectability. And yet, despite being 
inherently public spaces, the theatre and opera house also fostered a more 
intimate level of interaction. "e boxes or loges which bourgeois patrons 
frequented functioned as extensions of a private salon; the occupants of 
the loge could entertain guests or accept invitations to socialize in other 
loges during the production’s entr’actes, performing the necessary social 
rituals of the bourgeois private life in setting other than the household. It 
was this union of public and private, this opportunity to simultaneously 
cultivate one’s image openly and discreetly, that held such attraction for 
the bourgeoisie and encouraged its attendance at the theatre and the op-
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era. "eir presence, along with the theatres’ subsequent transformations 
to re&ect their new clientele, brought about the age of a distinctly bour-
geois theatre culture in Paris. 

“!e Second Aristocracy”: !e !eatre-Going Bourgeois of the Nine-
teenth Century 

In her comprehensive study of the Parisian bourgeoisie in the $rst 
half of the nineteenth century, historian Adeline Daumard emphasizes 
the fact that the term “bourgeoisie” cannot be absolutely de$ned. “La 
bourgeoisie,” she claims, “ est un groupe social dont les contours ne sont 
pas dé$nis. Dans une ville comme Paris, ce terme recouvre des conditions 
très diverses et correspond à une catégorie nombreuses.”2  Indeed, the 
term “bourgeoisie,” as it was used in France, encompassed a wide demo-
graphic of people, from the o#en humble boutiquiers who kept shops in 
Paris to the propriétaires and rentiers who made their money through 
investments. With such a wide spectrum of professions and social back-
grounds comprising its numbers, the bourgeoisie could not be de$ned 
in terms of fortune or a speci$c economic bracket. With limited concrete 
criteria upon which entry could be determined, the bourgeoisie came to 
be de$ned within a more abstract cultural context. Possessing a modest 
fortune did not translate into being “bourgeois”; it was, instead, a mini-
mum level of funding paired with a sense of gentility that cemented an 
individual as a member of the bourgeoisie.3 Richard Holt argues that in 
the context of nineteenth-century France, belonging to the bourgeoisie 
meant that one had mastered the “art of being correct” and was acknowl-
edged as having done so: 

"e bourgeoisie was not a legal condition as social status was 
no longer formally regulated as it had been under the ancien 
regime; nor was it an o!cial designation of the kind that 
modern census groupings confer, nor was it synonymous 
with involvement in the running of industrial capitalism. To 
be bourgeois was to be recognised as such by others on the 
basis of enjoying material security and showing an appropri-
ate attention to one’s style of life.4

While wealth was not the main determinant in belonging to the bourgeoi-
sie, it was one of the signi$cant factors that divided the classes moyennes 
from the haute bourgeoisie. "e classes moyennes were mostly comprised 



198 Hannah Wood

of individuals whose livelihoods were centred on small enterprise; they 
were the artisans, boutiquiers, and marchands, the operators of Paris’ 
small business.5 Although the capital they had invested in their produc-
tion distinguished the classes moyennes from the working classes, their 
lifestyles were o#en very similar.6 "e haute bourgeoisie comprised the 
wealthier members of the bourgeois demographic, consisting of industri-
alists, $nanciers, non-aristocratic landowners, and families with inde-
pendent income, among others.7 Where the lives of the classes moyennes 
tended to overlap with those of the working classes, the haute bourgeoisie 
shared a degree of common culture with the aristocrats, associating more 
closely with the nobility as the nineteenth century progressed.8 

"e nineteenth century can be viewed as the era in which the haute 
bourgeoisie “rose”, separating itself from the rest of the middle classes 
as it gained capital and political power and becoming a sort of “second 
aristocracy”.9 "e July Revolution of 1830 and the reign of Louis-Philippe 
is o#en considered the pivotal era of transition, when liberal capitalism 
resulted in the shi# of economic power from the nobility of ancien régime 
to the haute bourgeoisie.10 "is newly acquired power and elevation in 
social status facilitated the haute bourgeoisie’s movement into aristocratic 
domains, environments that were not always welcoming to these new-
comers that lacked both titles and lineage. It was, perhaps, this hostility 
that shaped the unique circumstance and position of the nineteenth-
century bourgeoisie, in which image and recognition became an intrinsic 
exigency of the bourgeois status. Being a member of the haute bourgeoisie 
was dependent on “a subjective assessment that had to be a!rmed in the 
company of others of either equivalent or superior standing.”11 Consid-
erable e%orts were made to emulate the gentility and re$nement of the 
nobility through the projection of certain traits that separated the haute 
bourgeoisie from the lower classes; it was this emulation of the rituals of 
the elite that “knit the social fabric together.”12 In establishing oneself as a 
member of the haute bourgeoisie, a sense of being “cultured” and familiar 
with the arts was an asset, as was the embodiment of a set of distinctive 
moral values.13 One of the most imperative characteristics to advertise, 
however, was that one was capable of partaking in leisure activities. Hav-
ing the time to participate in recreation was the trademark of the haute 
bourgeoisie. As Carol E. Harrison notes,
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Indulgence in leisure was crucial to bourgeois status not 
only because it denoted economic success. Leisure signi$ed 
disposable income, but, equally important, it represented 
bourgeois emancipation from the demands corporate 
society placed on an individual’s time. "e bourgeois man’s 
leisure was truly free time because he owed it neither to 
church, guild, town, or to any other corps.14

Advertising these traits in order to gain a positive “subjective assessment” 
required the haute bourgeoisie to partake in a high degree of socialization 
and networking. Social interaction was essential for communicating one’s 
respectability and establishing connections and solidarity with others of 
a similar status in a context outside of the cutthroat, market-driven world 
of the professional haute bourgeoisie.15 On an intimate level, this social-
ization could take the form of a#ernoon visiting, dining, and entertaining 
for the women, and evening cercles or shooting weekends for the men.16 
"ese private gatherings were not su!cient, however, when trying to 
cement one’s status; to become established in society, it was important to 
make public outings, preferably those where a “large but select” public 
was present.17 Denise Davidson argues that participation in the Parisian 
“culture of appearances” was crucial in de$ning emerging social classes, 
such as the haute bourgeoisie:

By participating in public life, men and women from across 
the social spectrum played active roles in determining how 
markers of social distinction would operate and thus how 
the distinctions themselves would function. In this way, both 
viewers and those on display—and generally people found 
themselves doing both at once—participated in constructing 
the new social order.18 

As a result of the haute bourgeoisie’s need to assert itself in both the pub-
lic and private realms, the theatre and opera house emerged as a favoured 
place of interaction. A journalist remarked in 1840, “the arts are the only 
point of cohesion between so many persons of varied rank and di%er-
ent wealth, who $nd themselves at the same gatherings and carry there 
the same desire to distinguish themselves.”19 "is statement held true for 
the theatre and the opera, which brought the haute bourgeoisie and the 
elite together under the pretense of appreciating the arts. "e ability to 
understand multiple representations of art and culture di%erentiated the 
upper classes from the lower ones; as Alexandre Dumas $ls argued, art, 
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especially that of the theatre, “address[ed] itself above all to the intelli-
gence, the passions, the senses of the delicate, re$ned classes rather than 
to the working classes.”20  Many of these theatres and opera houses had 
been frequented by the elite for centuries, and, unlike their boulevard 
counterparts, were considered venues of high culture; in attending a pro-
duction at the Opéra or the Comédie-Française, one would be expected 
to possess a certain degree of cultural knowledge, something the haute 
bourgeoisie was keen to demonstrate. "ese theatres and opera houses 
required not only the possession of culture, but more importantly, the 
possession of disposable income and time. "ese were the people who, as 
an acquaintance of the Goncourt brothers put it, “have $#een or twenty 
thousand francs a year and nothing to do.”21 It was for this reason that the 
haute bourgeoisie, and not the classes moyennes, comprised the core of 
nineteenth-century bourgeois theatre culture. 

For those who had the monetary means, purchasing a subscription 
to the theatre or opera was perhaps the best way to use the theatre to one’s 
social advantage. At the end of the ancien régime, the method of renting 
boxes and seats had changed to a $rst-come-$rst-served system22; as the 
seats were no longer reserved for their previous elite patrons, the haute 
bourgeoisie now had the opportunity to engage in the re$ned culture and 
socialization that the theatre and opera o%ered. Subscriptions operated on 
a year-round basis, with several performances a week. Individuals had the 
option of purchasing seats for one, two, or three days of the week for any 
two, three, six, or twelve month period.23 "ose who purchased subscrip-
tions to the major theatres and opera houses became the habitués, the 
regulars, of the Parisian theatre scene. For these individuals, attending 
the theatre or opera would have been part of their weekly social routine; 
several times a week, for months at a time, these theatre-goers would take 
their purchased seats or boxes and visibly assert themselves as permanent 
$xtures of this world of wealth and culture. "ose who could a%ord this 
option were a select group, comprised of the aristocracy and the haute 
bourgeoisie. 

As early as the 1820s, names without noble titles or aristocratic 
pre$xes appeared in the subscription lists of even the most exclusive 
theatres and opera houses. In his study of the social composition of 
opera audiences in the nineteenth century, Stephen Huebner analyzed 
the subscription lists of the Opéra, the "éâtre-Italien, and the Opéra-
Comique in conjunction with the Bottin-Didot professional directories 
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to determine the occupation and/or sources of income of the subscrib-
ers. Huebner’s study reveals that the haute bourgeoisie was more highly 
represented than the aristocracy; those with noble titles comprised at the 
lowest 18.4% of the subscription lists, at the highest 34.4%.24 "e remain-
der of subscriptions were held by the haute bourgeoisie; in particular, the 
propriétaires, rentiers, and high $nance négociants enjoyed the highest 
representations on the subscription lists, followed by those engaged in 
liberal professions, fonctionnaires, and business négociants.25  

In his memoirs, Louis-Désiré Véron, director of the Opéra from 
1831 to 1835, famously remarked that “the July Revolution is the triumph 
of the bourgeoisie . . . the Opera will become its Versailles, it will hurry 
there in droves to take the place of the grands seigneurs and the exiled 
court.”26 Véron’s prediction was relatively accurate; although the elite 
did not abandon the world of theatre and opera, the emergence of the 
bourgeoisie as a new demographic of patrons changed the face of theatre. 
As the haute bourgeoisie began to use the theatre and the opera house 
as locales in which it could cement its status, a new distinctly bourgeois 
theatre culture began to take hold of Paris’ theatrical and operatic com-
munities.
“!e People’s Versailles”: !eatres and Opera Houses in Paris 

"e theatres and opera houses of Paris were subjected to the same 
social hierarchy to which their patrons conformed. Each theatre had a 
public reputation and catered to certain clientele; one’s choice of theatre 
was perceived to re&ect their lifestyle and social standing. "e Opéra, the 
"éâtre-Italien, the Opéra-Comique,and the Comédie-Française served 
the elite and haute bourgeoisie almost exclusively; the classes moyennes 
and workers  favoured the smaller boulevard theatres that produced 
vaudeville, plays, and light musicals.27  "ese divisions were  fairly rigid, 
as the social composition of the audiences was determined mainly by 
ticket prices. Studies place the average daily wage for a worker in Paris 
during the Second Empires at 2 francs 49 for men and 1 franc 7 for 
women28; at its lowest price, the Opéra would have cost more than a day’s 
wages for men and twice that for women, the "éâtre-Italien two days for 
men and four for women, rendering these theatres out of reach for the 
average worker.29 

"ese prices were, however, more than reasonable for members 
of the haute bourgeoisie, many of whom could a%ord to pursue more 
expensive options than single performance tickets. "e wealthier bour-
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geois patrons might choose to purchase a subscription to a loge, which 
varied in cost depending on where it was situated in the theatre. In 1854, 
a ten seat proscenium loge located in the $rst or second tier at the Opéra 
cost 10,000 francs a year, while one with eight seats cost 8,100 francs. 
"e cheapest loge was 2,100 francs, which bought the subscriber a year’s 
access to a six seat box on the fourth tier on the side.  "ese prices would 
have been feasible for those members of the haute bourgeoisie who made 
around 30,000 francs a year, and nominal for those who possessed larger 
fortunes.30 "ese attainable prices helped transform the theatre into what 
one anonymous commentator in 1835 dubbed “the rendezvous of the 
bourgeoisie.”31 It was, as Arnold Mortier wrote in his memoirs, an envi-
ronment in which:

Restent des éléments divers, très mêlés, venus de tous 
les mondes. Il y a des $nanciers, des fonctionnaires, des 
hommes politiques, d’autres encore, qui ont tous ce trait 
commun d’aimer Paris, avec son gaz, ses épices ardentes, ses 
dessous d’une propreté douteuse… Et, autour [des $lles], 
grouille un petit peuple imbécile de vieillards gâteux et dé-
jeunes hommes au crâne étroit; sans compter les aventuriers, 
élégants, corrects, qui sont là par métier, pour luire sous le 
lustre et assurer leur fortune de la semaine.32 

As the haute bourgeoisie’s presence in the theatre increased, the theatres 
and opera houses responded accordingly, restructuring the environment 
to better suit their new patrons. Upon accepting the directorship of the 
Paris Opéra in 1831, Louis Véron began renovations to the opera house 
that were directed at accommodating the new bourgeois public. Under 
Véron’s direction, the loges were refurbished, repainted, and equipped 
with superior lighting; his goal, he claimed, was “to better suit the means 
and economical habits...of the new bourgeois court,” through the pro-
vision of “luxury and pleasure at reasonable prices.”33 In changing the 
Opéra’s aesthetics, Véron was sought to strike a balance of comfort and 
elegance, creating an atmosphere that was luxurious without being garish. 
His renovations were generally well-received;  Cornélius Hol% remarked 
in 1852, “partout on comprend que le comfortable [sic] a été soigneuse-
ment ménage par l’homme de France qui s’entend le mieux aux recher-
ches du luxe et de l’élégance.”34 

Véron’s renovations enabled the bourgeois use of the theatre as a 
private and public space; when the larger loges were divided and the front 
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section of the partitions between the loges removed, a curtain was added 
to the rear of the box so that spectators who wished to conceal themselves 
from the public could retreat behind the curtain to an e%ectively private 
space.35 An 1855 guidebook of Parisian theatres makes note of similar 
changes at the Opéra-Comique, in which the foyer and loges were remod-
eled to resemble the bourgeois salon: “la décoration intérieure est on 
ne peut plus recherchée, pleine d’éclat et de goût. Le foyer représente un 
salon très-riche, resplendissant de peintures et de dorures. C’est à la salle 
de l’Opéra-comique que l’on a appliqué pour la première fois l’heureux 
système des loges dites à salon. ”36 Just like the bourgeois home, theatres 
were to be aesthetically pleasing without being ostentatious: according 
to a participant in the Opéra’s remodelling, “theaters should be comfort-
able and decorated in the best possible taste... but we also need to remind 
ourselves that people don’t come day a#er day to see the hall; they come 
to see the spectacle.”37 

In addition to changing their decor and appearance, many theatres 
also modi$ed their operations to better suit their bourgeois audiences. 
"e most noticeable of these modi$cations was the change in the time at 
which the performances began. From 1793 to 1831, performance times 
were gradually pushed back from 5:00 at night to 7:00. In 1831, a year that 
corresponded with the rise of the haute bourgeoisie, the idea of perfor-
mances beginning at one $xed time was abandoned, and performances 
began at 7:00, 7:30, or 8:00 depending on their lengths. "ese changes 
were made in order to accommodate the new bourgeois public who spent 
the earlier parts of their days pursuing a profession, unlike the nobility of 
the ancien régime, who had possessed more &exible schedules.38 

During his stay in Paris in the early nineteenth century, the Ger-
man poet Heinrich Heine observed that “the elite of the beau monde that 
distinguishes itself by rank, by education, by birth, by fashion, and by 
laziness have all taken refuge at the Opera Italien, this oasis for music.”39 
Although he was speaking speci$cally of the "éâtre-Italien, his observa-
tions held true for most of the Paris’ elite theatres. "e bourgeoisie had 
established itself in these former havens of the aristocracy, and began 
to overshadow the nobility as those who exerted the most in&uence 
within the theatre community. "eatres and opera houses recognized the 
increased presence of the haute bourgeoisie and began to adapt to the 
customs of those who were replacing the aristocracy of yesteryear.40
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Loges and Leisure: !eatres as a Bourgeois Space
When exploring how the haute bourgeoisie used the theatre as a 

public and private space, one need not look any further than the loges. 
"e boxes or loges of the theatre and opera house were hybrids of sorts, 
microcosms of the private sphere within an inherently public venue. "e 
occupants of the loge o#en chose to use it as a private space, transform-
ing it into an extension of the bourgeois salon. Contrarily, the loge was 
also an ideal place to see and be seen by the public; the haute bourgeoisie 
was conscious of the fact that it was on display while occupying a loge, 
and dressed and conducted itself accordingly, careful to present a certain 
cra#ed image to the public. Individuals were, as F.W.J. Hemmings notes, 
“part of the show and very conscious of so being.”41

When a subscription was purchased for a loge, that loge became the 
subscriber’s property for the nights included in the contract. In purchas-
ing a subscription, the subscriber took possession of the entire loge and 
all the seats within it; it was not possible to only rent a portion.42 If it 
remained empty no one else could occupy it, unless given permission 
by the subscriber.43 For certain aristocratic families, these loges became 
hereditary property, handed down from father to son for upwards of two 
hundred years.44 "ere are few records that suggest the bourgeoisie car-
ried out this practice, but evidence does suggest that those members of 
the bourgeoisie who o#en subscribed to the loges were apt to treat them 
as valued possessions, as the aristocracy had done in the past. "e appeal 
of a subscription was probably not grounded in the theatre’s productions; 
a subscriber rarely knew in advance what productions would be mounted 
on his given days, and  with the stagnant repertoire of the period, the 
chances were that he would be attending something he had seen before 
or would see again.45 Instead, the allure of purchasing a subscription lay 
in the fact that it allowed the theatre or opera to become a permanent 
$xture of the bourgeois social life, in which the spectacle was, as Stephen 
Hueber argues, merely a “quasi-ceremonial focal point.”46 In his study of 
the Opéra in the nineteenth century, contemporary Emile Genest noted, 
“quand un abonné est resté $dèle pendant trois ans de suite, c’est miracle 
s’il ne l’est pas jusqu’à la $n de ses jours. Il a pris ses habitudes, retrouve 
les mêmes personnes, ses amis, d’anciennes connaissances ; cela fait partie 
de sa vie ; les soirées passées à l’Opéra y ajoutent du charme.”47    

Loges varied in desirability depending on their location. "e stage 
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boxes were the most sought a#er loges in the theatre, a fact that might 
seem curious considering that they were located behind the proscenium 
arch and o%ered a sideways perspective on the stage.48 "e reasons for 
their popularity had little to do with the spectacle on stage and more 
to do with taking advantage of the public and private elements of the 
theatre. During a performance these loges could be clearly observed by 
all in the auditorium, and when the curtain fell they were entirely hidden 
from view.49 In purchasing one of these boxes, a subscriber was essentially 
purchasing the best of both worlds; throughout the whole performance 
he could use the publicity of the box to project an image of wealth and 
re$nement to the audience, and during the entr’actes he would have total 
privacy to entertain as he wished. 

"ose loges that were least desirable were those situated in the 
parterre at the back of the orchestra and fourth-level amphitheatre. Un-
like the other loges of the theatre, these were never sold on subscription, 
as they did not suit the needs of the bourgeois audience.50 It was gener-
ally considered unfashionable to enter a loge before nine o’clock, even if 
the production had already started; the theatre was the $nal destination 
in an evening that o#en included strolling down the boulevard, dining 
in a restaurant, or socializing in a café.51 Composer Hector Berlioz noted 
this trend of unpunctuality, sardonically remarking “were the playbills 
to announce for the $rst act of a new opera a trio sung by the archangel 
Gabriel, the archangel Michael, and Saint Madeleine in person . . . [they] 
would sing [it] before empty boxes.”52 Latecomers expected to make an 
entrance; they did not want to be placed at the back of the orchestra or in 
the high reaches of the theatre, inconspicuous places where they would 
disappear without being seen by their fellow audience members. 

"e major appeal of the theatre as a public space lay in the politics 
of being seen. In his 1835 tract Physiologie du spectateur, Lodoys Sibille 
speculated that the patrons of the Opéra, “the aristocracies of money and 
of blood,” attended the theatre “at least as much in order to be seen as 
to see, if not more so.”53 Seeing and being seen was, as Denise Davidson 
argues, an important way of establishing identity:

"ere was a widespread desire to see and be seen, to express 
one’s sense of social position and to observe how others did 
so. "e act of seeing—of observing while participating in 
public life—allowed ordinary men and women to develop 
their own notions of how the new society around them was 
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organized and how social distinctions operated within it.54 
"is held especially true for the haute bourgeoisie, whose social position 
depended on the assessment of others and the emulation of its superiors. 
Having a visible presence at the theatre or opera house was crucial in 
communicating the haute bourgeoisie’s possession of wealth, leisure, and 
status; furthermore, by putting itself on display, the bourgeoisie encour-
aged their peers and the nobility to make the “subjective assessment” that, 
if positive, could cement their social status. "e members of the audience 
were o#en of as much interest as the actions occurring on stage. 

As observation of both the stage and the audience was of the 
utmost importance in the theatre, it became customary to keep the 
auditorium well lit during a performance. Lighting the auditorium was 
o!cially meant to facilitate the reading of librettos for those who wished 
to follow the play on paper.55 "eatre directors, however, were highly 
conscious of the fact that their audiences’ demand for a well-lit space was 
almost exclusively driven by their desire to see and be seen, especially for 
those who paid extravagant amounts to sit in the most visible loges. Irish 
theatre commentator Percy Fitzgerald agreed that lighting the auditorium 
served a twofold purpose, arguing that “a theatre should be lit soberly 
enough to see faces and features and to read a play...utter darkness is 
unnatural.”56 Any shortcomings in the theatre’s illumination, particularly 
in the premieres loges, were generally considered disastrous.57 "eatres 
were o#en subjected to public outcry if the lighting was considered to be 
inadequate and  unconducive for observation. A local paper in Rouen 
reported in 1813 that “every day people are heard deploring the darkness 
of the auditorium, and with reason, for there are few theatres in which the 
lighting is so poor and un&attering to the ladies that constitute its orna-
ment, as ours.”58 Such sentiments were echoed in Paris; in his book Trente 
ans du theatre, Adrien Bernheim complained that a darkened auditorium 
deprived him of a pleasurable theatre experience:

Give us back the splendid brightness of former times which 
allowed us to contemplate our pretty neighbours when we 
were only half interested in what was happening on stage! 
Let us beware of germanizing our theatres; let us not forget 
that if in Berlin and Vienna they go to the theatre to learn 
wisdom, we on the contrary go for the sake of amusement.59

Such lamentations reveal how much importance patrons placed in being 
seen; there was little value, it seems, in a theatre which denied its occu-
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pants the opportunity to e%ectively cultivate a public image.
"e private image was, however, equally important for the haute 

bourgeoisie. Although the theatre and opera house at large were useful for 
making public appearances, it was the more intimate setting of the loges 
that became the heart of socialization within the theatre. A subscriber 
who held a personal loge was permitted to out$t the interior to suit his 
own taste, invite friends and acquaintances to share it, or entertain other 
spectators during the performance or entr’actes.60 In his memoirs, French 
librettist Arnold Mortier speaks extensively of his evenings at the theatre, 
of which his visits to various loges during the entr’actes were the social 
focal points; tellingly, those loges he mentions visiting belonged to the 
likes of M. et madame Jules Simon, le général Schmitz, Claudius Popelin, 
Antonin Proust, Edmond Turquet, and Charles Floquet, among others - 
judging by the lack of aristocratic titles or pre$xes, probably all moneyed 
members of the bourgeoisie.61 

As the presence of the bourgeoisie became more prevalent within 
the theatres, the loges of many theatres were refurbished to closer re-
semble the bourgeois home. An 1855 guidebook marvelled over the 
newly re$tted loges à salon of the Opéra-Comique, which were equipped 
with tastefully furnished drawing rooms that were reminiscent of the 
bourgeois salon. In its description of the Opéra-Comique, the guidebook 
remarked: “On a imaginé de placer derrière certaines loges de petits 
réduits mystérieusement éclairés, tapissés, garnis de meubles confortables 
formant, pour les personnes qui occupent ces loges, des foyers intimes et 
particuliers où elles  peuvent reposer et converser pendant les entr’actes.”62 
Just like the bourgeois salon, these loges were used to pursue conversa-
tion, take refreshments, and form connections. Jules Lan, a chef du claque 
in Paris, noted, “ces loges ont chacune un salon où l’on prend des glaces 
et où l’on soupe après la représentation…un jeune homme, pour peu qu’il 
connaisse du monde, va saluer telle ou telle dame dans sa loge: [il reste] 
pour voir le spectacle, et il soupe avec la société : plaisir économique et 
agréable.”63 "e loge possessed both the comfort and privacy of the bour-
geois home; although loges were situated in a public space, exclusivity was 
maintained through the vigilance of the box-keeper or l’ouvreuse de loges, 
who answered to the subscriber and ensured that only the subscriber’s 
invited guests were given access to the loge. In 1832 Paul David noted that 
the ouvreuse de loges functioned much like a household servant, pos-
sessing the same loyalty and discretion. "e ouvreuse de loge, he wrote, 
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“est merveilleusement harmoniée à la société qui l’entoure. Ses manières 
ont un air de convenance et de dignité remarquables; elle vous rappel-
lera tout-à-fait ces valets de grande maison, si a%ables pour les égaux de 
leurs maîtres, et qui réservent aux autres l’accueil et le ton protecteurs.”64 
When aggregated, these elements— the decor that emulated the salon, 
the exclusivity of the loge and the role of the ouvreuse de loges—created an 
atmosphere that closely resembled that of the bourgeois household. 

In order for the theatre and opera to merit a spot on the bourgeois 
social calendar, patrons had to establish and maintain a palpable presence 
within the venues themselves. "e audience felt little desire to be merged 
into a collective; with the bourgeois status being so dependent on pro-
jecting and cultivating an image, disappearing into a crowd would place 
patrons in a state of oblivion and thus render their presence at the theatre 
useless. "e haute bourgeoisie preferred, rather, to purchase a loge, from 
which it could “look out from the privacy of a diminutive salon on to the 
varied scene opening above, below, and in front of them,” while con-
sciously putting itself on display.65  "e loge’s alternative function, acting 
as an extension of the bourgeois salon, allowed patrons to further culti-
vate their image through intimate socialization. In such a way, the public 
and private dimensions of the theatre and opera house merged to form an 
ideal environment in which the haute bourgeoisie could ful$l the require-
ments that could cement their &edging social position. 
Restraint and Respectability: Bourgeois Comportment at the !eatre 

"e image that the haute bourgeoisie was attempting to create for 
itself during the nineteenth century was one of re$nement. In order to 
distinguish itself from the raucous masses, the haute bourgeoisie sought 
to demonstrate that it possessed the same culture, gentility, and etiquette 
that de$ned their social superiors. When attending the theatre, bourgeois 
were conscious of their comportment and how it re&ected on their social 
status. "e social position of the bourgeoisie was precarious; James H. 
Johnson argues in his study of bourgeois behaviour at the opera that:

Where earlier elites were assured of their status by birth, the 
bourgeois knew that his place was to be continually won 
and that negligence might bring a reversal of fortune. A 
ruined aristocrat was still an aristocrat; a ruined bourgeois 
was déclassé. Hence the vigilance. It was with good reason 
that one of Balzac’s images for the bourgeois of Paris was 
the wheel of fortune that dealt out wealth one instant and 
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disaster the next.66 
As the Journal des Débats warned in 1837,  “la bourgeoisie n’est pas une 
classe, c’est une position ; on acquiert cette position, on la perd…la 
bourgeoisie est si peu une classe que les portes en sont ouvertes à tout le 
monde pour en sortir comme pour y entrer.»67 

As the haute bourgeoisie became more established in the theatre 
and opera circles during the second half of the nineteenth century, it 
began to use these public venues as arenas in which they could distance 
itself from their lower class counterparts. "is distancing manoeuvre was 
manifested in the way the bourgeoisie conducted itself during perfor-
mances. "eir comportment was consciously cra#ed to exude restraint, 
a trait that was notoriously lacking in audiences comprised of the classes 
moyennes and workers. In the theatres that catered to the lower classes, 
audiences felt no need to hold back their emotional responses to the ac-
tions on stage.68 In Paris s’amuse, a guide to the city in the 1870’s, author 
Pierre Véron made the following observations about the audiences of 
popular theatres:

Do you want to know something disgusting?...Right here 
in the 19th century, there still exist primitive creatures who 
are pushed to the incontinence of tears by the unhappiness 
of some stage heroine at the hands of a traitor. Don’t go to 
this theatre to just to witness the crying candour of these 
forthright workers, these honest petits-bourgeois... let them 
amuse themselves in becoming desolate. "ey are happy in 
their despair!69

In order to distinguish itself from these “primitive creatures,” the haute 
bourgeoisie who frequented Paris’ elite theatres adopted a policy of emo-
tional restraint and relative silence during a performance, measures that 
were equated with politeness. Emotional responses that drew attention to 
oneself were frowned upon by unspoken codes of respectability; such ac-
tions were thought to display a lack of propriety and self control.70 

"is is not to say that the bourgeois patrons of the theatre and 
opera house sat wrapped in passive silence; the theatre, a#er all, remained 
a place of socialization and discussion. Spectators tended to talk quietly 
amongst themselves and move between loges during periods of dialogue 
and recitatives, while important moments of the production, such as 
operatic arias, were generally respected with complete silence.71 For the 



210 Hannah Wood

most part, discussions regarding the production, if they were quietly and 
tastefully conducted, were tolerated. Anything above a quiet conversation 
was considered inappropriate and disruptive, signifying bad breeding. A 
nineteenth-century commentator deplored such attention-seeking chat-
ter, stating “one would think you had lived your whole life in the woods, 
and that you found yourself in good company completely by accident.”72 
Even the dilettanti, those a$cionados whose “gushing enthusiasm” 
throughout the production had once painted them as true connoisseurs, 
were satirized and made to look ridiculous by the more conservative 
bourgeois audiences.73

Other than helping to distinguish the haute bourgeoisie from the 
lower-classes, this emerging sense of stoic politeness within the theatre 
had its own intrinsic signi$cance. Writing of theatre audiences in 1832, 
Paul David noted, “dans tous les sujets, même les plus frivoles, il y a des 
choses graves à observer, surtout lorsqu’une société s’en va comme la 
nôtre, faute de moralité, de croyances religieuses et de foi en l’avenir.”74 
"e bourgeoisie sought to demonstrate that it was capable of rising above 
these acknowledged faults of modern society. In making a point to pub-
licly maintain emotional composure and courtesy, the bourgeois patrons 
of the theatre were demonstrating that they possessed what Alexis de 
Tocqueville termed “the private virtues” of decorum and moral recti-
tude.75 Emotional restraint did not only help establish the haute bourgeoi-
sie by distancing them from other classes, but also publicly reinforced the 
respectability by which members of the haute bourgeoisie de$ned them-
selves. Being classi$ed as “gauche” would negatively in&uence the way the 
bourgeoisie were seen by its peers and superiors; immunity to being con-
sidered gauche was won through careful concealment of one’s reactions 
and feelings.76 Ostentation and drawing attention to oneself at an inappro-
priate time re&ected poorly on one’s character, and, by association, their 
social position.77 Policing manners, as James H. Johnson argues, became 
a means of self-assurance; it con$rmed one’s social identity by casting a 
shadow of inferiority over those who did not demonstrate the same sense 
of propriety.78  In such a way, politeness and restraint within the theatre 
became a method of de$ning the boundaries and self-conceptions of the 
haute bourgeoisie.
Conclusion: Bourgeois !eatre Culture and Identity

Paris’ theatres and opera houses, former domains of the aristocracy 
of the ancien régime, received an in&ux of haute bourgeois patrons during 
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the nineteenth century. Possessing newfound political clout and in&u-
ence, members of the haute bourgeoisie sought to de$ne and cement their 
social status through the careful cultivation of both public and private 
images. "e haute bourgeoisie turned to the theatre as an arena in which 
it could communicate its self-conceptions to a broader public. As a public 
space, the theatre o%ered the opportunity to display one’s wealth and 
culture while advertising one’s possession of leisure time; it was a place 
where the bourgeois could di%erentiate themselves from the lower classes 
by exhibiting gentility and decorum, presenting their private values to 
their peers and social superiors. Furthermore, the loges of the theatre and 
opera house allowed socialization on a private level; functioning as an 
extension of the bourgeois salon, patrons could entertain and converse 
while maintaining a degree of exclusivity. "e theatre was an inherently 
public place that allowed its patrons to establish microcosms of their 
private lives within its walls. 

As the haute bourgeoisie became established within the theatri-
cal community over the course of the century, the productions as well as 
the operations of the theatre changed to better suit the demands of the 
demographic. By the end of the nineteenth century, the haute bourgeoisie 
had become the favoured subject of playwrights and audiences. Represen-
tation on the stages of Paris helped to establish and de$ne the bourgeois 
position; in depicting its members and their private lives, plays revealed 
and standardized the social nuances of the bourgeoisie. "e auditorium 
and the stage had fostered the de$nition and subsequent solidi$cation of 
the haute bourgeoisie; in turn, its members’ interaction with the theatre 
added dimension to French theatre culture, rede$ning its uses and per-
manently altering its social function. 
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