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Foreword  
History at the End of the World

Recently, the New York Times Magazine published a lengthy feature describing a number 
of projects dedicated to the reanimation of extinct species through the reconstruction of their 
DNA.1 One origin story for these projects centres on the passenger pigeon. Once numbering 
in the billions, the last passenger pigeon, named Martha, died at the Cincinnati Zoo in Sep-
tember 1914, almost four years after the expiry of her companion. She passed her final years 
in an unresponsive state, an object of morbid fascination for crowds that pelted her with sand. 
As a young man, Ben Novak—now an employee of the project—had once seen a stuffed pas-
senger pigeon behind the display glass of a natural history museum.  His abiding passion be-
came the resurrection of this strangely elegant creature. Other scientists around the world are 
currently proceeding along similar lines: the woolly mammoth, the California grizzly bear, the 
Carolina parakeet, the Tasmanian tiger. But it was the passenger pigeon—whose disappear-
ance was so closely tied to industrialization and colonial expansion over the Americas—that 
inspired the poetry of the article. Unlike the case of ancient species deaths, humanity remains 
closely connected to the forces that eradicated this bird. They are accelerating around us.

The reanimation project represents one of the most ambitious programs of historical 
research ever undertaken. It can therefore serve as something of an allegory for the nature of 
historical thought at this moment—a moment when the meaning of time itself is undergo-
ing significant transformations. On the surface, the principle inspiration for this program is 
familiar to historians. Despite its unparalleled techno-scientific sophistication, the longing to 
recreate the past re-enacts Romantic nostalgia. It’s almost as if the desires of the twenty-first 
century have folded backwards and then literalized a nineteenth century obsession. And like 
every undertaking to reconstruct history as such, the result is a fiction. It is impossible to fully 
reconstitute the DNA of an extinct species because, of course, the archive is incomplete and 
contaminated. The natural process of decay (time in its most irreducible form) means gene 
sequencing will only result in a fragmentary model. In order to circumvent this problem, 
scientists will compare the resulting sequences with the DNA of the closest living relative, and 
then fill in the gaps with probable fits. The result will be a new species: a hybrid of fantasy and 
materiality. This outcome reflects a basic law of historical desire. The attempt to recreate the 
past, to touch it in its purity, will always produce something fundamentally new, with unpre-

* Thank you to the Historical Discourses editorial board, especially Matthew Signer and Sarah Balakrishnan, 
for inviting me to contribute this piece. Additional thanks to Ian Bogost and Michelle Murphy. 

2 Nathanial Rich, “The Mammoth Commeth,” The New York Times, March 1, 2014.

By Professor Jon Soske*



dictable results. The past is barred as a path to our redemption.
Another dimension of this project’s relationship to time is more novel. Throughout 

the article, the author and interviewees express a sense of being in the future. Techno-science 
has allowed them to occupy a position previously imaginable only as fantasy. They experience 
their relationship to time as something that is truly impossible, and therefore intoxicating, a 
drug. The common expression for this experience is well-known: “we are living inside science 
fiction.” In part, this language reflects a circulation of ideas between fiction writers and scien-
tists, whose own imaginations have been shaped by an archive of possible futures produced 
in popular culture. But this description of time represents something more than a metaphor. 
And it’s far more sinister. As futurology increasingly merges with scientific research programs 
and corporate strategy (Google’s Ray Kurzweil is a prime example), ideas like trans-humanism 
have moved out of the margins and into positions of actual influence. “Living in the future” 
constitutes an experience of time as pure possibility: the unlimited power to refashion the hu-
man through technology. Slogans recently associated with fascism now fill business strategies. 
Their promise is Eden. We can be freed from the past, today understood as constraint.

The irony of this temporality is that it exists side-by-side with an acute awareness of 
historic disaster. To a certain degree, it developed as an answer to the profound crisis generated 
by climate change, unparalleled social inequality, and the complete failure of global systems of 
governance. If no political solutions have emerged to stop mass species death, including po-
tentially our own, then our only hope lies in the intensification of scientific research supported 
by finance. This position represents one strand of the philosophical current known as accel-
erationism. It assumes that the world created by global capitalism has entered its death phase. 
To the extent that justice is possible for eradicated forms of life (each representing millions of 
years of history), it will only arise through engineering a new world that preserves images from 
the old—reborn in an ameliorated body. However much historical thinking rebels against this 
assault on the singularity of the event, and therefore the singularity of life itself, this concept 
of acceleration poses a fundamental challenge to the project of history. Predications vary by 
a number of decades, but a scientific consensus is emerging that a collapse of unprecedented 
scale will occur in the quantifiable future. As Carlo Ginzburg recently argued, we should now 
write the history of the world with the knowledge that it is something that we are in danger of 
losing.2 We must consider the possibility that history could end.   

Since its origins in late seventeenth century Europe (to choose one of many possible 
times and places), modernist historical thought has championed the uncertain proposition 
that the way events unfold across time has a particular kind of meaning. When Voltaire 
coined the term “philosophy of history,” its most radical implication was that the pattern-

2 Carlo Ginzburg, “Microhistory and World History: Some Reflections,” lecture, UCLA Department of 
History, January 23, 2014.

Historical Discourses Foreword vii



ing of time corresponded to a universal form of truth, and therefore provided a basis for 
scientific knowledge equivalent to nature or mathematics. This truth would manifest itself 
as progress: the unfolding of reason in human affairs. The historian and philosopher Karl 
Löwith once described this vision of history as the secularization of Christian eschatology.3 
It held that the meaning of the past and present would be fulfilled through civilization’s 
arrival at a fully rational future. In philosophy, this worldview had already entered into a 
protracted crisis in the mid-nineteenth century with the writings of Marx and Kierkegaard. 
The experiences of the twentieth century—the first World War, the bombings of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki, Nazism, the transformation of Marxism into a doctrine of ritualized mass 
murder by Stalin and his apologists—have left the idea of progress in tatters. As Aimé 
Césaire suggested long ago, such events universalized forms of colonial violence that had 
haunted Europe since its humble beginnings.4

During the late 1930s-40s, Walter Benjamin attempted to reformulate the project of 
historical thought in a context of permanent emergency, transforming the time of catastrophe 
into a new ground of meaning.5 If this undertaking largely failed, it is because it persisted in 
misreading the temporality of crisis according to a human scale. Rather than a revolutionary 
moment confronted by a Promethean redeemer, the term “crisis” names an open-ended inter-
action of multiple, inhuman temporalities—ranging from the nearly instantaneous transac-
tions of computerized finance to slow forms of environmental violence whose effects manifest 
over several generations.6 The categories that still organize most academic historical research 
(nation, agency, identity, memory, political economy, capitalism, etc.) provide little assistance 
in understanding the bio-existential impasse created by this profusion of incommensurate and 
diverging temporalities. We are still too wedded to the assumption that history bears some 
form of latent meaning.  

What can historians do when facing the possibility of the world’s destruction? One re-
sponse would be to reorient the discipline away from producing positive knowledge about the 
past—still too often equated with “truth”—and towards a critical engagement with the poli-
tics of temporality. The past, as such, does not exist. It is a relationship to time created through 
various kinds of practices: archival, ritual, imaginative, monumental, personal, and destructive 
(to name only a few). Such a reorientation would not occur solely, or even primarily, at the 
level of theory. Through organizing the materiality of everyday life in terms of a future that 
never arrives (i.e. investment and accumulation), capitalism progressively eradicates temporal 

3 Karl Löwith, Meaning in History: The Theological Implications of the Philosophy of History (Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 1955).

4 Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham (New York, NY: Monthly Review Press, 1972).
5 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry 

Zohn (New York, NY: Schocken, 1973), 253-264.
6 See Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology After the End of the World (Minneapolis, MN: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2013).
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experiences grounded in other types of social organization.7 Alternative modes of time—from 
the molecular to the planetary—are rendered uncanny, simultaneously unthinkable and dis-
ruptive, to the extent that they resist full incorporation into the speculative economy. Could 
the discipline of history become a space in which we develop new ethics of living—not only 
in relation to the past,but also with respect to these disavowed temporalities? This question 
has been posed, at least implicitly, by recent work on the concept of the anthropocene and 
in feminist scholarship on the environment and techno-science.8 In any case, we should also 
entertain the possibility that it is already too late. Perhaps all that remains, in Gandhi’s words, 
is to prepare for a beautiful death.

 
          This earth will grow cold,
 a star among stars
 and one of the smallest,
 a gilded mote on blue velvet—
 I mean this, our great earth.
 This earth will grow cold one day,
 not like a block of ice
 or a dead cloud even
 but like an empty walnut it will roll along
 in pitch-black space…
 You must grieve for this right now
 —you have to feel this sorrow now—
 for the world must be loved this much
 if you’re going to say “I lived”…
 
 (Nazim Hikmet, 1948)9

7 Nick Land, “Machinic Desire,” Textual Practice 1.3 (Winter 1993): 479.
8  See, for example, Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Climate of History: Four Theses,” Critical Inquiry 35.2 (Winter 

2009): 197-222; Ian Baucom, “History 4°: Postcolonial Method and Anthropocene Time,” The Cambridge Journal 
of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry 1.01 (March 2014): 123-142; Michelle Murphy, “Distributed Reproduction, Chemi-
cal Violence, and Latency,” The Scholar and Feminist Online 11.3 (Summer 2013).

9 Nazim Hikmet, “On Living,” Poems of Nazim Hikmet (New York, NY: Persea Books, 2002). 
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Editor’s Introduction 

Working on the publication of Historical Discourses’ twenty-eighth volume has been 
rife with nothing less than a plethora of sudden delays, pressures, and various occurrenc-
es. Indeed, we found ourselves frantically finalizing layout designs on one evening, and 
then learning that one of our editors was to be married the next day. Such a variety of 
experiences, however, allowed us to learn new and invaluable skills. Our work with His-
torical Discourses has had such a positive impact on our lives, and we are both glad to 
have embarked upon this journey.

Needless to say, we did not act alone, and there have been contributions from 
several individuals without whose assistance this publication would have simply been im-
possible. We would like to thank the History Students’ Association (HSA) for providing 
funding and for being the overall “master signifier” of Historical Discourses. Particularly, 
we would like to thank Disha Jani, whose assistance and advice as the President of the 
HSA while also serving on the editorial board of Historical Discourses was simply in-
dispensable, and Nina Patti, who answered patiently all of our financial questions while 
ensuring quietly that we avoided any major calamities. Jonathan Newburgh, through his 
experience as one of Historical Discourses’ editors- in-chief last year, provided us with ad-
vice and archival sources which proved to be absolutely crucial; we thank him immensely 
for his help. We would also like to thank the Arts Undergraduate Society (AUS), the 
Students’ Society of McGill University (SSMU), and Dean Christopher Manfredi of the 
Faculty of Arts for providing generous funding for our journal’s publication.

Professor Jon Soske agreed to write the foreword which now graces this publi-
cation, despite being thoroughly inundated with other academic obligations during his 
sabbatical leave, while Professor Elizabeth Elbourne provided administrative assistance 
through her role as Chair of the History department. Professor James Krapfl offered am-
ple advice and source material, providing us with back issues of Historical Discourses on 
short notice and even agreeing to lend us a copy of the history journal that he helped edit 
during his own undergraduate studies. The value of these professors’ contributions simply 
cannot be overstated, and for this we thank them.

Our own staff members are no less deserving of acknowledgment for their con-
tributions to this publication. Rachel Nam practically embodied the true meaning of 
“working under pressure,” agreeing to organize the layout of our journal within such a 
small timeframe, and for this we thank her immensely. Anya Baker designed what we can 
only describe as the absolute best piece of artwork to ever grace the cover of Historical 
Discourses, and for this we can offer only our humble gratitude. To all of our editors, who 
helped scrutinize every submission and who source-checked every footnote, we thank 
you; to our authors, whose material is the very raison d’être of our journal and who put 



up with every minute alteration we requested, we cannot thank you enough. This journal 
could have never been published without all of your support.

This year’s volume of Historical Discourses has been divided into three sections, 
each characterized by a theme grouping several different experiences together. The first 
section is titled The Ideals; from the theoretical implications of Fanonian nationalism 
to the creation and destruction—indeed the meaningfulness and meaninglessness—of 
symbols in the French, Hungarian, and Serbian revolutions, this theme addresses the role 
of idealism, rhetoric, and emotion in history. The second theme, The Struggle, focuses 
on the everyday experiences of individuals trying to maintain voice, stability, and iden-
tity within society. The intricate phenomena of duelling traditions and Stagflation, the 
ongoing fight for preservation in Montreal’s Golden Square Mile, and the transitioning 
self-identification of Third Wave Feminism all help us understand the complex trials of 
human society throughout history. The Survival describes the final section of this journal, 
which deals with extreme and protracted periods of hardship within history. The societal 
collapse and ecological disaster of the Great Depression, as well as the plight of Palestin-
ian women, are all a part of this theme; here, the brutality of inhumanity is contrasted 
with efforts to create communities and to overcome—in short, to maintain humanity, 
and to survive.

With this in mind, we sincerely hope that you find reading volume XXVIII of 
Historical Discourses to be an interesting intellectual endeavour. At the very least, we 
would like for you to reap as much pleasure reading this journal as we did in helping put 
it together.

Sarah Balakrishnan and Matthew Signer 
Co-Editors-in-Chief

Montréal, Québec, Canada, March 2014
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I

The Ideals:

Theory and Revolution



Fanon’s Nationalism: 
Its Origins and Its Legacy

to study Frantz Fanon as an intellectual situated temporally in history means to un-
derstand his thought not only as a production of the man himself, but also as a prod-
uct of his time. To study the production of his thought in this way is therefore—in a 
strikingly Fanonian way—to study thought as a product of struggle. To understand an 
intellectual in this way is to understand thought as a product of environment, but also 
how thought is formed to change this environment, both psychologically and physical-
ly. Fanon is a historian in the sense that he was actively producing history. To historicize 
the word itself, the Greek historia implies an account of one’s inquiries, or in the active 
sense, as learning or knowing through inquiry. Thus, I contend that Fanon was an ac-
tive historian of his own time. His genius came from an ability to historicize the present 
moment in a way that gave his present an existential importance with revolutionary 
consequences. In this way, he does away with the density of History and becomes his 
own foundation, both learning from history, and recreating history. Undeniably, Fanon 
is aware of the revolutionary nature of his work. Indeed, when studying Fanon through 
the lens of intellectual history, there is no better example of self-awareness than his 
writings on the role of the intellectual in the struggle for national liberation, and the 
responsibility of the intellectual to significantly deepen the national consciousness.

This paper will explore Fanon’s role as an intellectual actively engaged in the pro-
cess of nation making. Fanon’s self-assigned nationality as an Algerian is evident in the 
writings of his later years, and his works are deeply connected with the Algerian cause. 
Indeed, as a man who struggled with and eventually abandoned his French/Caribbean 
identity, the fight for a free Algeria was also a deeply personal fight for a new national 
identity. Yet, as Irene Gendzier discusses in her critical biography, only ten years after 
his death the newly independent regime was already looking to “de-Algerianize Fanon” 
through a “policy of downgrading Fanon as a theorist of the revolution” and asserting 
“that Fanon’s ideas were molded by the revolution in Algeria, and not vice versa.”1 This 
unofficial policy of denial is indicative of a crucial inconsistency in the historiography. 
Fanon was an active part of the founding of the Algerian nation in his work with the 
Front de la Libération Nationale (FLN). Yet, as an intellectual, he has been sidelined 

Maximillian Wood
Edited by Benjamin Sher

1Irene L. Gendzier, Frantz Fanon: A Critical Study (New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1973), 243-244.
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in discussions on post-colonial Algerian nation building and is rarely understood as an 
“Algerian” intellectual. In order to navigate this inconsistency, I will first explore some 
of Fanon’s intellectual influences that predate his support for the FLN, paying specific 
attention to how these influences would later shape his understanding of the nation as 
community and his understanding of nationalism as a revolutionary force. As such, I 
will remove Fanon from the Algerian context and thereby highlight some aspects of his 
thought on national consciousness that were not formed directly by the revolution. I will 
then address how Fanon’s writings continued to give meaning to struggles for nation-
al liberation after his death, and situate Fanon’s thought on authentic national culture 
and consciousness in some important postcolonial discourses on nationalist theory. In 
so doing, I attempt to address why a historical study of Fanon as a writer on nationalism 
should play a central role in critical postcolonial discussions of the nation.

Fanon’s Nationalism: Intellectual Roots
Given that the post-World War II years are often considered to be what Craw-

ford Young calls the “apotheosis of the nation state,”2 it is unsurprising that Fanon 
conceived of the liberation of Algeria as the awakening of a national consciousness.3 
Yet, in the context of the nation-state’s normalization as the “modern” polity, Fanon 
developed his own unique concept of what comprises a successfully integrated national 
community. Although Fanon rejects the idea of nationalism in the European sense, 
Nigel Gibson pinpoints a kind of Fanonian nationalism defined by the people’s united 
self-consciousness of the community.4 Fanon’s insistence that the test of a successful 
decolonization lies in a measure of human self-determination suggests that it is appro-
priate to move away from an understanding of nationalism as political ideology and 
move toward an understanding of nationalism as a vector of the individual’s psycho-
logical attachment to the nation. Indeed, Roy Baumeister and Mark Leary, leading 
psychologists on self-determination and motivation psychology, invoke nationalism as 
an expression of the “need to belong.”5 With this in mind, Fanonian nationalism can be 
explored as a theory on the development of the people’s attachment to a wider national 
community (for example, national consciousness), and through the development of 
self-expression through work and national culture. First, I will explore two important 
influences that came to shape Fanon’s understanding of the nation as a community and 
as a political entity, which would later carry over into his involvement with the FLN as 
a political activist. Specifically, I will analyze his training as a psychiatrist, and his early 
engagement with political philosophy.

2 Crawford Young, “The Dialectics of Cultural Pluralism: Concept and Reality,” in The Rising Tide of 
Cultural Pluralism, ed. Crawford Young (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1993), 7.

3 Frantz Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, trans. Richard Philcox (New York, NY: Grove Press, 2004), 179. 
4 Nigel Gibson, Fanon: The Postcolonial Imagination (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2003), 180.
5 Roy F. Baumeister and Mark R. Leary, “The Need to Belong: Desire for Interpersonal Attachments as a

Fundamental Human Motivation,” Psychological Bulletin 117 (1995): 522.
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The Psychologist: Tosquelles, Freud (and Heidegger)

Fanon’s training as a psychiatrist certainly informed his understanding of psy-
chological liberty, a concept central to his political thought on decolonization and a 
major theme in his seminal text Black Skin White Masks, as well as his understanding 
of the nation as a community of connected individuals which is developed most sub-
stantially in Wretched of the Earth. The last chapter of the latter text, “Colonial War 
and Mental Disorders,” demonstrates the salience of Fanon’s identity as a psychiatrist 
even at the very end of his life, well after he had stopped practising psychiatry. His-
torians of Fanon often identify two important influences on his development as a 
psychiatrist: François Tosquelles in a personal capacity, and Sigmund Freud, through 
literature.6 Of course, there are others. Yet, to analyze the most significant influences 
to Fanon’s conception of the nation, these two figures seem most appropriate. As 
Gendzier mentions, “Tosquelles contributed, by his own example, the concerned 
approach to the human element which figured so prominently in Fanon’s think-
ing.”7 Institutional psychotherapy’s focus on socio-environmental and interpersonal 
therapy was crucial here. Fanon’s interest in politics developed coincidentally with 
his association with Tosquelles, and he was reading Marx and Trotsky during his 
years at Saint Alban.8 The importance of Tosquelles in allowing Fanon to bridge the 
psychological and the sociological, as well as the sociological and the institutional, 
is paramount.

The similarities between Tosquelles’ reconstruction of the human community 
within the confines of the psychiatric institution and the construction of the ideal 
national community that Fanon envisaged for the postcolonial period are striking. 
Tosquelles focused on small, decentralized communities that demonstrated elements 
of both spontaneity and direction and provided the patients with the means of self-ex-
pression.9  In a remarkably similar fashion, Fanon advocated for a decentralized post-
colonial polity that would privilege the village council, the local djemaas, and public, 
“collective self-criticism with a touch of humor.”10 This analogy of the colonial power 
with the psychiatric institution, and the Algerian with the patient, becomes apparent 
in Fanon’s “Letter to the Resident Minister” (1956), wherein he is resigning from 
his post in a colonial psychiatric hospital at Blida: “…an effort should be made to 
attenuate the viciousness of a system of which the doctrinal foundations are a daily 
defiance of an authentically human outlook.”11 He continues to assert, “Psychiatry 

6 Hussein Abdilahi Bulhan, Frantz Fanon and the Psychology of Oppression (New York, NY: Plenum Press, 
1985), 209, 71.

7 Gendzier, Frantz Fanon: A Critical Study, 20. 
8 Bulhan, Frantz Fanon and the Psychology of Oppression, 187. See also Gendzier, Frantz Fanon: A Critical 

Study, 20.
9 Gendzier, Frantz Fanon: A Critical Study, 67.
10 Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 12.



is the medical technique that aims to enable man no longer to be a stranger to his 
environment.”12 Here, we see that Fanon’s dedication to Algerian nation liberation 
was, for him, an extension of his role as a psychiatrist: a continuation of his work to 
liberate men from madness. Therefore, it is not surprising that his thought on effec-
tive political and social organization bears striking resemblance to Tosquelles’ model 
of decentralized psychiatric institutions.

An emphasis on the interpersonal—a central part of institutional therapy—is 
also an important theme in Fanon’s political writings. According to Gibson, “Fanon 
construes the struggle [for national liberation] as part of the process by which the na-
tive becomes a social individual.”13 For Fanon, then, through national liberation comes 
a dyadic birth of both national consciousness and the self-aware and social individual. 
Indeed, he writes, “self-awareness does not mean closing the door on communication. 
Philosophy teaches us on the contrary that it is a guarantee.”14 When we look at Fanon’s 
criticism in WOTE of Antoine Porot, a notoriously colonial French psychiatrist, he is 
quick to denounce the “scientific” explanation that is given for the inferiority of the na-
tive, namely the belief that the North African in a certain way is deprived of a cortex15–
referring to the prefrontal cortex, the center for social control and social sensitivity. 
Such arguments are given by Porot to account for “Algerian criminality” as innate (sup-
posedly resulting from a lobotomized physiology).16 In this sense, the primarily social 
character that Fanon prescribes for the national liberation, realized through building 
a self-consciously integrated national community, also attacks the system of European 
scientific “truth” that is articulated in the figure of the innately anti-social native. It 
is clear that Tosquelles was highly influential on Fanon’s focus on the social nature of 
burgeoning national consciousness.

To turn to Freud, much can be said about his influences on Fanon. Most im-
portantly, Fanon’s engages heavily with psychoanalysis in BSWM,17 but also in Fanon’s 
heavy criticisms of Freud’s “ontogenetic reductionism.”18 However, LaRose Parris’ dis-
cussion of Fanon’s unique application of “Freud’s psychoanalytic theories on conscious-
ness and Heidegger’s phenomenological theories of Being to a … materialist analysis 
of the colonial world” is particularly relevant to Fanonian nationalism.19 As Parris de-
scribes, and as Fanon discusses in his introduction to BSWM,20 Freud’s move from 

11 Frantz Fanon, Toward the African Revolution, trans. Haakon Chevalier (New York, NY: Grove Press,
1967), 52.
12 Ibid., 53
13 Gibson, Fanon: The Postcolonial Imagination, 181.
14 Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 179. 
15 Ibid., 225. 
16 Ibid., 228.
17 Larose T. Parris, “Frantz Fanon: Existentialist, Dialectician, Revolutionary,” Journal of Pan African
Studies 4 (2011): 11.
18 Bulhan, Frantz Fanon and the Psychology of Oppression, 72.
19 Parris, “Frantz Fanon: Existentialist, Dialectician, Revolutionary,” 11.
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the phylogenetic to the ontogenetic, as well as Heidegger’s phenomenology, affirm for 
Fanon that the ego cannot be detached from its surroundings and that an individual’s 
sense of being is inextricably bound to a subjective experience of the social world.21 It 
is through this engagement with psychoanalysis and phenomenology, so significant 
in BSWM, that Fanon further develops the interplay between the individual, the so-
ciological, and the material environment. Beyond simply restating the importance of 
sociodiagnostics in Fanon’s method, I highlight Fanon’s engagement with Freud and 
Heidegger because it affected Fanon’s psychological and philosophical understanding 
of the fundamental link between the material world and the individual’s ontological 
reality in the colonial context. Ultimately, this theory comes to inform Fanon’s under-
standing of the colonized subject’s inferiority complex as “first, economic.” 22 Such a 
focus on the necessity of economic disalienation for the development of a decolonized 
national consciousness is a central aspect of Fanon’s imaginings for the post-colonial 
Algeria. However, to move forward with a discussion on economic factors as a source 
of alienation, it is important to note Fanon’s relationship with Marxist theory. Here, 
it is worth noting that Fanon’s engagement with Freud and Heidegger was most 
active in the early postwar period, at around the same time as his engagement with 
Marxist theory.23

Political Philosophy…Marx, Lenin, Hegel
An understanding of the influence that Marxist theory had on Fanon is crucial 

to fully grasp the relationship that Fanon draws between the material basis of colonial 
oppression and the psychosocial implications of national liberation. Whether we can 
call Fanon a “Marxist” is somewhat beside the point. Peter Worsley and Dennis Forsythe 
are quick to label him as such, whereas others such as Adolfo Gilly affirm that he was 
not.24 Nevertheless, there is an undeniable Marxist influence in Fanon’s political writings. 
Indeed, Karl Marx’s heavy-handed criticism of imperialism made Marxism an important 
foundational philosophy for a number of anti-colonial movements. I will avoid a per-
haps arbitrary discussion on whether Fanon should be labeled a “Marxist” in favour of 
understanding what kind of an influence Marxist theory had on Fanon’s understanding 
of national consciousness, national culture, and the dangers of post-colonial nationalism. 
To return to the discussion of nationalism as a kind of psychological attachment to the 
national community, an understanding of Marxist influences substantiates the develop-
ment of this attachment through economic factors, as well as the centrality of work as a 
mechanism of individual self-determination in Fanon’s thought.

To begin, the most important instances of Marxian thought on Fanon are—quite 

20 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin White Masks, trans. Richard Philcox (New York, NY: Grove Press, 2008), xv.
21 Parris, “Frantz Fanon: Existentialist, Dialectician, Revolutionary,” 12.
22 Fanon, Black Skin White Masks, xv.
23 Gendzier, Frantz Fanon: A Critical Study, 20.
24 Dennis Forsythe, “Frantz Fanon—The Marx of the Third World,” Phylon 34 (1973): 160.



interestingly—the links that the latter makes between racism and economic inequality. 
In his article “West Indians and Africans” (1955), Fanon affirms, “questions of race are 
but a superstructure, a mantle, an obscure ideological emanation concealing an economic 
reality.”25 Here, Fanon imposes racism—undoubtedly a systemic component of the op-
pression of colonized peoples—upon a Marxian superstructure. In others words, Fanon 
is asserting that systemized political and economic oppression is concealed beneath the 
“obscure ideological” veneer of falsely hierarchical races in order to justify the colonial 
system of material domination and power balanced unfairly in favour of the (“white”) 
colonizer. Specifically, what we see here is Fanon’s understanding of alienation as a prod-
uct of socialization, but also as contingent on the mode of production. Fanon proposes a 
sort of economic socialization.

In response to this intrinsically economic socialization of the colonized, Fanon 
claims that “only the massive commitment by men and women to judicious and pro-
ductive tasks gives form and substance to this [national] consciousness.”26 If we accept 
Fanon’s claim that “culture is the expression of national consciousness,” we may observe 
Fanon’s adoption of the Marxian coupling of national culture and consciousness to “pro-
ductive tasks.”27 Indeed, it is during anti-colonial resistance, when the people are united 
to the same task, that nationalist sentiment is strongest and culture is most authentically 
national.28 It is with this in mind that Fanon warns against “ultranationalism” and iterates 
the need for the post-colonial state to continue to engage the people in enlightened ac-
tivity that develops their consciousness.29 In turn, this activity advances the national con-
sciousness into a social and political consciousness rather than a continuation of the Man-
ichaean nationalism that develops during the resistance.30 With a Marxist understanding 
of work as an act of both creation and expression of the social individual, Fanon ties the 
individual consciousness to the national consciousness through productive engagement.

Nonetheless, it is important to note that there are distinctly non-national aspects 
to Marxist philosophy. To fully understand how Fanon engages with Marxist theory, it 
is critical to note that Fanon does not simply replace the dialectic of class struggle with 
the dialectic of anti-colonialism but rather intertwines and enriches both. Grounded in 
a Hegelian understanding of reciprocal recognition, Fanon asserts that for the slave who 
is also colonized, recognition through labour is impossible.31 In other words, Fanon sees 
work as creative self-expression and an act of self-determination, which necessarily re-
quires the subject to have full autonomy. Susequently, it becomes clear that Fanon actu-
ally considers the eradication of colonialism through national liberation as a prerequisite 

25 Fanon, Toward the African Revolution, 18.
26 Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 144.
27 Ibid., 179.
28 Ibid., 141.
29 Ibid., 103, 141.
30 Ibid., 142.
31 Gibson, Fanon: The Postcolonial Imagination, 189.
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for economic disalienation.
Bearing in mind the non-national nature of Marxist thought, we may observe 

how “it is at the heart of national consciousness that international consciousness estab-
lishes itself and thrives.”32 Fanon’s chapter on “The Trials and Tribulations Of National 
Consciousness” is very concerned with the economic challenges that the nation faces 
in the post-colonial world. Fanon sees the survival of the national consciousness as 
a product of economics—importantly, as a product of economic progress rooted in 
humanizing labour. The Marxist-Leninist worldview upon which this assertion is pred-
icated crystallizes the importance of the international pan-colonial dimension of this 
thought. The importance of this dimension for Fanon is reiterated in his later writings 
on pan-Africanism and the quasi-universalist tone that he adopts in parts of WOTE. 
For example, Fanon writes that “the birth of national consciousness in Africa strict-
ly correlates with an African consciousness.”33 To achieve this “African unity,” Fanon 
claims that there needs to be a “total disregard for the interests of the bourgeoisie.”34 
That Fanon sees “African consciousness” as rooted in an eradication of the bourgeoisie 
and the development of an economic interdependency between the African nations 
must be understood in relation to his understanding of national consciousness as root-
ed in the engagement of the people in productive and enlightened work. It is in this 
way that the natural progression of Fanon’s nationalism is toward internationalism in 
an economic and cultural sense. Nonetheless, the nation as a geographical, economic 
unit remains paramount in Fanon’s writings on decolonization. For instance, he is 
highly critical of the hasty internationalism of Négritude and Pan-Arabism. He writes 
that “certain Arab states, who had struck up the glorious hymn to an Arab resistance, 
were forced to realize that their geographical position and their region’s economic in-
terdependence were more important than the revival of their past.”35 Thus, it is clear 
that for Fanon, a nation striving to establish political and economic sovereignty must 
first and foremost remain grounded in its contemporary particularized experience of 
colonial oppression.

In this first section, I explored the intellectual influences that came to shape 
Fanon’s understanding of the national community, psychological attachment to this com-
munity, and ultimately his understanding of this community as an international political 
and economic entity. In tracing these roots, I did not seek to argue that his thought was 
somehow unoriginal; instead, I aspire to have demonstrated the opposite. It is through 
engaging with a wide range of thinkers and learning from his own variety of experiences 
that Fanon was able to construct such a unique understanding of the nation. Admittedly, 
I have omitted a number of important influences, including Jean-Paul Sartre’s existen-
tialism and Aimé Césaire’s Négritude. Yet, I chose to narrow my focus to psychology and 

32 Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 180.
33 Ibid., 179.
34 Ibid., 110.
35 Ibid., 154.



leftist political philosophy as I find these to have had the most direct influence on his 
later understanding of the nation as a political entity and a community. To return briefly 
to the discussion on attempts to “de-Algerianize” Fanon, we can see that the intellectual 
influences that largely defined Fanon’s later political thought were not culturally rooted 
in Algeria. Fanon would resolve this tension through the understanding that there was 
no such thing as Algerian culture under colonial oppression.36 Yet attempts to historicize 
Algerian culture in the post-colonial period led to unavoidable critiques of Fanon for not 
being Muslim, not speaking Arabic, and not fully appreciating the intricacies of North 
African-Arab identity. These themes of historicization, “authenticity” of culture, and the 
nation as an economic entity will figure heavily in the second half of this paper.

The Historical Significance of Fanon as a Nation Maker
I will elaborate further on Fanon’s idea of the nation by considering the nation as a 

community of emotional importance, examining critiques of nationalism as an ideology, 
and observing the relationship between the nation and history. In so doing, I will draw 
upon ideas from Partha Chatterjee, Benedict Anderson and Crawford Young to help situ-
ate Fanon’s understanding of the nation in the contemporary discourse on nation making 
and neocolonialism. I have chosen these three thinkers because of their importance in the 
development of post-colonial theories on nationalism and nation-building, and because 
they each offer a unique theoretical perspective. Young looks to Africa, Chatterjee to the 
Indian sub-continent, and Anderson to a euro-centric historical view. I will also address 
certain aspects of Fanon’s writings on nationalist resistance that were employed after his 
death by nationalist militant groups.

In Fanon’s critique of Pan-Arabism and Négritude, he posits that geopolitical-
ly bounded histories are of more importance than Pan-Arabic history or trans-national 
narratives. Indeed, despite the ultimately international vision that Fanon presages for 
the nation, he foregrounds an important connection between the people and their land. 
For Fanon, this connection is crucial, as it allows for self-sufficient and economically 
productive activity. Ultimately, it coalesces with his endorsement of the peasantry as the 
inceptive site of the national consciousness. As Fanon maintains, “for a colonized people 
the most essential value, because it is the most meaningful, is first and foremost the land: 
the land which must provide bread and, naturally, dignity.”37 The image of the Algerian 
people “soaking the national soil with their blood”38 is also a powerful summation of this 
link, inasmuch as it imbues the land with the life force of the people through its inti-
mate connection with their struggle for independence. Furthermore, it is interesting to 
note that this sanctity of the land becomes central to the power of the rural masses over 
the bourgeoisie in Fanon’s conception of the postcolonial state. As “[the Bourgeoisie’s] 

36 Ibid., 20.
37 Ibid., 9.
38 Ibid., 94.
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knowledge [of the country’s soil and subsoil] is purely academic and approximate,”39 
the rural masses, through their superior knowledge of the land, are presented as central 
to the economic development of the postcolonial state and thus the survival of national 
consciousness and the nation itself.40

Militant nationalist diaspora groups utilize a Fanonian appraisal of the sacred 
bind between land and nation to this day, most notably the Palestinian diaspora. 
As Fanon describes, a nation unified in common struggle leads to truly authentic 
expressions of national culture. Of this, Mahmoud Darwish, often considered the 
premier poet of the Palestinian nation, provides a most distinguished example. The 
links between Fanon’s understanding of anti-colonial nationalism and Darwish’s po-
etry are explored in depth by Atef Alshaer: “Darwish is in step with Fanon’s ideas 
about nationalism…[Fanon] finds reflection in Darwish’s poetry at many levels. This 
includes… making the land a grand backdrop for the celebration and the exhibition 
of the deeds of the nationalist.”41 Additionally, the symbol of coffee in Darwish’s 
landmark text Memory for Forgetfulness, a series of reflections on the Palestinian na-
tion in the charged context of the Israeli siege of Beirut, strikes me as highly relevant 
to our discussion. Specifically, it echoes Fanon in his description of the coffee-mak-
ing ritual as a creative expression of the soul. Darwish writes that “every house has 
its coffee, and every hand too, because no soul is like another.”42 In the midst of 
physical onslaught, Darwish’s simultaneous invocation of both the collectivity and 
unique character of the coffee making ritual bespeaks Fanon’s appraisal of the cre-
ative expression of each soul through craftsmanship, the collectivity of which in turn 
forms the basis of the national community. Moreover, we can understand the coffee 
making as an act of resistance to the Israeli onslaught, both in that Darwish’s body 
carries on living daily life and because Darwish creatively transforms the coffee into a 
cultural expression of the Palestinian national consciousness at that moment. In this 
Fanonian analysis of Darwish, I seek to demonstrate that Fanon’s notions of creative 
national expression prefigure some central themes that characterize nationalist liber-
ation movements to this day.

Fanon’s writings on the awakening of national consciousness relate directly to 
several more contemporary arguments on the evolution of the nation. As was previously 
noted, Fanon’s writings are defined by a distinct self-awareness and an ability to his-
toricize his present through his writings. First, it is important to note that for Fanon 
“every culture is first and foremost national,” and thus the birth of national culture is 
indeed a “historicizing of men”.43 In other words, by addressing the colonial denial of 

39 Ibid., 99.
40 Ibid., 143.
41 Atef Alshaer, Warfare and Poetry in the Middle East, ed. Hugh Kennedy (London, UK: I. B. Tauris, 

2013), 227.
42 Mahmoud Darwish, A Memory for Forgetfulness, trans. Ibrahim Muhawi, (Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press, 2013), 20.



pre-colonial native history, Fanon recognizes that reclaiming the past “triggers a change of 
fundamental importance in the colonized’s psycho-affective equilibrium.”44 However, he 
simultaneously acknowledges that this “culture which has been retrieved from the past…
is not his national culture.”45 In Young’s analysis, this dimension is particularly salient 
in North Africa where “Arabhood is a defining component of national identity” and has 
been profoundly shaped by a historical consciousness of shared Arab experience.46 Yet for 
Fanon, a culture revived from the past is never authentic, because it is directly formed 
“in response to the lies of the occupier.”47 This struggle to reinvent or reclaim the past in 
order to escape the havoc wrecked by the narrative of western imperialism is common 
in post-colonial discourse. Nevertheless, Chatterjee asserts that “the most creative results 
of the nationalist imagination in Asia and Africa are posited not on an identity but on 
a difference with the modular forms of the national society propagated by the modern 
West.”48 Chatterjee’s critique of Anderson’s Imagined Communities is very much a cri-
tique of the suggestion that all forms of nationalism that arose out of the colonies were 
imitations of the modular forms born in the west. This is precisely what Fanon warned 
against in his pre-emptive criticism of the postcolonial nations that become more Euro-
pean than the Europeans.49

In contrast to Fanon, Chatterjee suggests that the “spiritual domain” always re-
mains the sovereignty of the nation and that it is in this way that nationalism and national 
culture can exist even under colonialism.50 This view is similar to that which was elucidat-
ed by Ashis Nandy, who posits that there was a “spiritualism of the weak” that kept certain 
aspects of Indian culture undefined by the west because of their complete disengagement 
from European polarities.51 This kind of argument appears in stark contrast to Fanon’s 
contention that an authentic national culture cannot exist under colonial oppression, but 
rather is created through active violent resistance.52 Chatterjee’s and Nandy’s divorce of 
the spiritual domain from lived reality becomes tenuous in a Fanonian analysis because 
of the deep relationship the latter establishes between material and psycho-social forms of 
oppression. Nandy would also likely critique Fanon for his advocacy of violence as a re-
sponse to European oppression in and of itself. Indeed, he might deem it a “fantasy rather 
than an intervention in the real world,” a form of resistance that perpetuates competition 
with the west under western terms.53 Yet, looking past these divergent responses, we see 

43 Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 154. 
44 Ibid., 148.
45 Ibid., 150.
46 Young, “The Dialectics of Cultural Pluralism,” 28.
47 Ibid., 151. 
48 Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1993), 5.
49 Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 112-115. 
50 Chatterjee, The Nation and its Fragments, 6.
51 Ashis Nandy, The Intimate Enemy: Loss and Recovery of Self under Colonialism (Delhi, IN: Oxford
University Press, 1983), 113.
52 Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 51.
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that they are all informed by the search for a sense of authentic national culture that has 
an emotionally relevant historical basis and is not defined as either pro- or anti-western. 
Indeed, although Chatterjee disagrees with Anderson on many fronts, he does agree that 
“we have all taken the claims of nationalism to be a political movement much too literally 
and much too seriously.”54 Instead, a focus on the emotional attachment to the nation 
through certain modalities of the imagination is central to both their theses.

While Fanon’s conceptualization of national consciousness is very much rooted 
in the physical activity of the people, it too can be understood as the manifestation of a 
sense of community that is emotionally salient, and therefore important at the level of 
the imagination. Looking at Fanon’s synopsis of the role of the intellectual in the post-co-
lonial nation, it is clear that the duty of the “African intellectual is the building of his 
nation” through education and the development of a national culture that stimulates the 
imagination.55 As such, it is possible to imagine that Fanon’s extensive writings on the 
social context of Algeria’s War of Independence rendered him a creative agent of Algerian 
national culture, particularly given the importance these events hold in the contemporary 
construction of bottom-up Algerian history. Moreover, Anderson’s model of the power of 
written works for collectivizing national consciousness horizontally across space through 
the mechanism of simultaneity of experience suggests that Fanon’s works are even more 
integral to the development of a historically conscious national community in Algeria.56

Indeed, Fanon writes almost prophetically within The Wretched of the Earth. To 
use Nandy’s terminology, Fanon’s writing was able to “remember in an anticipatory fash-
ion.”57 John Drabinski develops this line of analysis further, highlighting the emphasis on 
“memories-to-come” typical of revolutionary literature, and of Fanon’s deliberate manip-
ulation of temporality so as to create a sense of globalization of conflict.58 Fanon claims 
that all people share the history of the revolutionary moment, and that all people are 
bound to the inevitable outcome of decolonization. Fanon described decolonization in 
these terms even though the process of decolonization was not definite, uniting people in 
a history yet to emerge. The development of national consciousness, the reinterpretation 
(or rebirth) of history, and a manipulation of the perception of time are all mutually en-
forced in Fanon’s analysis. How a nation is seen to interact with history and time is itself 
an important aspect of post-colonial discourse, and central to questions of third world 
nationalism and contemporary characterizations of neo-colonialism. Situating Fanon 
within this discussion, which has arisen now partly in hindsight to the moment of de-
colonization, allows for a fuller appreciation of what Fanon means when he writes of the 

53 Nandy, The Intimate Enemy, 69. 
54 Chatterjee, The Nation and its Fragments, 5.
55 Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 180, 138, 174.
56 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London, 

UK: Verso, 2006), 46, passim.
57 Nandy, The Intimate Enemy, 59. 
58 John E. Drabinski, “Fanon’s Two Memories,” The South Atlantic Quarterly 112 (2013): 6.
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“new history of man.”59 Fanon would maintain that we are still in the process of creating 
this new history – not only through our acts, but also through our historical interpre-
tation of postcolonial movements. In other words, this new history materializes in the 
largely symbolic act of re-reading postcolonial history through the agency and analytical 
viewpoint of its major actors.

Conclusion
The striking diversity in both Fanon’s cultural identity and his intellectual influ-

ences reveal much about Fanon’s vision of the “nation.” In this paper, I outlined ways 
in which “Fanonian nationalism” may be discussed in a non-European non-ideological 
sense; Fanon’s nation operates with individual self-determination as its central tenet. In 
this sense, Fanonian nationalism should be understood as an emotional-social connec-
tion to a national community that allows for the feelings of connectedness central to 
self-determination. I examined Fanon’s training as a psychologist as well as his readings of 
Marxist political philosophy as two intellectual roots that came to decisively shape his un-
derstanding of the nation. These sources provided to Fanonian thought the importance of 
the inter-personal and the institutional in humanizing this community, the tie between 
material oppression and psychological repression, and the crucial relationship between 
the survival of the national consciousness and the development of enlightened economic 
relations. Secondly, I examined the aspects of Fanonian thought that have become critical 
to contemporary national resistance movements; the deep connection between the na-
tion and its land, and the importance of self-sustenance, dignity and collective historical 
memory all stem from this self-aware nation building author. By contextualizing Fanon’s 
work in postcolonial discourse on nationalism, the nation appears as a historical entity 
that operates within an ever-changing sense of temporality. History permeates the land, 
meaning that while the country itself is thought of as a historical landscape, the people it 
contains operate with their own modern revolutionary sense of time.  A historical study 
of Fanon as a writer on nationalism should play a central role in postcolonial discourse 
given these contributions. Fanon was indeed an integral theorist of the Algerian revolu-
tion and was intimately involved with the imagination, construction, and creation of an 
Algerian national consciousness. Fanon’s thought should be central to the postcolonial 
project of nation building, as his work ultimately grounds the nation in a present that 
gives it an existential responsibility for action and growth.

59 Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, 238.
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Je ne veux pas traverser le Rhône conduit par un homme qui ne porte pas le signe du 
patriotisme [...] Si tu viens sans cocarde, je te tue.1

—A patriote ferryman to a traveller

in the deeply politicized and antagonistic world of the Midi in the French Revolution, 
so much as a wrong word or a refusal to wear a cockade could get one killed. Indeed, 
such acts indicated one’s refusal to act within the community’s accepted standards of 
behaviour. He or she who violated the rules of the game, or who went against the grain 
of the dominant political doctrine—typically either Jacobinism or counter-Jacobinism, 
depending on the time—could be punished by death.2 Yet to say that the communal 
violence that erupted in the Midi assumed a solely political dimension would be errone-
ous; it was not simply a struggle between revolutionary factions, between patriotes and 
royalistes, though it could certainly assume that appearance at times. In the Midi, forms 
of popular violence were more than anything an expression of social divisions within 
localities. They reflected antagonisms that predated the Revolution and existed along 
religious, class, and interpersonal lines. The French Revolution revived these old antag-
onisms by grafting onto them a new political language which served to justify outbursts 
of communal violence by pitting patriote against antipatriote. Popular violence served not 
to defend the nation against counter-revolution, but to avenge perceived social, religious, 

1 Louis-Marie Stanislas Fréron, Mémoire historique sur la réaction royale et sur les massacres du Midi (Paris, 
FR: Baudouin frères, 1824), 380.

2 Credit goes to Colin Lucas for coining the idea of violating “the rules of the game” in Colin Lucas, “The 
Rules of the Game in Local Politics under the Directory,” French Historical Studies 16.2 (1989): 345-371.



and personal wrongdoings.3

It should be noted that, by looking at the Midi, I do not intend to make general-
izations about the rest of France. Consequently, I shall refrain from making conclusions 
about France as a whole based on the situation of the Midi. However, evidence does 
suggest that the Midi was not necessarily alone in the incidence or nature of popular 
violence, and certainly violent outbursts occurred throughout France. One of the most 
notorious cases of bloodshed in France was of course the prison massacres of September 
1792 in Paris, but urban popular violence was a feature of the Revolution from its on-
set in 1789.4 Revolutionaries early on distinguished between “le séditieux, armé par la 
licence” and “[le] citoyen, armé pour la liberté.”5 Certainly, forms of popular violence 
existed throughout France, culminating, just as in the Midi, in murder, and in the most 
extreme case, in massacre. In this respect, the Midi was exceptional not due to the ex-
istence of popular violence, but due to the extent to which it was prevalent. This is not 
to say that murder and massacre were commonplace in the Midi; indeed, they remained 
so sensational simply because they did not occur every day. Popular violence was simply 
more noticeable in the Midi than elsewhere in France.6

Some historians have attributed the violent character of the Midi to a culture of 
vendetta in southern France, comparable to other Mediterranean communities like Ven-
ice or Sicily.7 Contemporaries of the Revolution themselves noted the particularly brutish 
and choleric character of southerners. As one official at Montpellier put it, “les hommes 

3 Lucas outlines three forms of violence that emerged in the Midi: the peasant disturbances and brigandage 
of the mountain regions, the small groups of insurgents (which mostly emerged in the Directory period), and 
communal violence. This paper will focus on the latter and will use the terms “communal violence,” “mob 
violence,” and “popular violence” interchangeably. Lucas, “Themes in Southern Violence after 9 Thermidor,” in 
Beyond the Terror: Essays in French Regional and Social History, 1794-1815, ed. Gwynne Lewis and Colin Lucas 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 153.

4 See Lucas, “Talking about Urban Popular Violence in 1789,” in Reshaping France: Town, Country, and 
Region during the French Revolution, ed. Alan Forrest and Peter Jones (Manchester, UK: Manchester University 
Press, 1991), passim.

5 Archives parlementaires de 1787 à 1860, First Series (Paris, FR: Librairie administrative de Paul Dupont, 
1879), vol. 8, 254.

6 Take, for example, the hill populations of the Midi, for whom communal violence was a “habitual recourse” 
and who defied the trend of declining rates of violence recorded elsewhere (Lucas, “Themes in Southern 
Violence,” 157.) Certainly, there are sensational examples of violence outside of the Midi, such as the noyades at 
Nantes, in which the suspected counter-revolutionaries were hog-tied and thrown over the docks at Nantes and 
sometimes stabbed or bludgeoned. These, however, took place under the supervision of the local representant 
en mission, Jean-Baptiste Carrier, and his compagnie de Marat. See Jean-Clément Martin, Violence et Révolution: 
essai sur la naissance d’un mythe national (Paris, FR: Seuil, 2006), 204-6, and The Reign of Terror: A Collection of 
Authentic Narratives of the Horrors Committed by the Revolutionary Government of France under Marat and Robes-
pierre written by Eye-Witnesses of the Scenes, vol. 2 (London, UK: L. Smithers and co., 1899), 169-179.

7 Lucas calls vendetta a “peculiarly southern phenomenon.” Lucas, “The Problem of the Midi in the French 
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en général y sont autrement qu’ailleurs, c’est-à-dire menteurs, orgeuilleux et beaucoup 
égoïstes.”8 In the Year II, before the federalist revolt, Louis-Marie Stanislas Fréron, the 
representant-en-mission to Provence, Marseille and Toulon, even suggested the complete 
replacement of the population of Marseille with “les hommes du nord.”9 Similarly, Mme. 
Roland complained that Lyon was “un cloaque de tout ce que l’ancien régime produisait 
de plus immonde.”10

Thus by all accounts, the Midi was quite different from the rest of France. One 
possible reason for this is that the Midi saw a great degree of political activity through-
out the revolutionary period, especially in the lowlands where large numbers of sociétés 
populaires were established. In the Bouches-du-Rhône, for example, ninety out of one 
hundred and ten communes had clubs, and in the Var, one hundred and fifteen out 
of one hundred and seventy-four.11 Clubs in the Midi could be either quite radical or 
conservative, with both emerging in the first years of the Revolution. Abbé Rive, the 
Librarian of Provence, for instance, established the more radical antipolitiques club 
in Marseille, which undertook its own campaign of revolutionary terror in October 
1790.12 Additionally, royalist clubs existed at least in Aix, Sisteron, Alais and Uzès.13 
There was therefore a wide contest for power in the Midi among these many competing 
factions, something well illustrated by the continually oscillating fortunes of moder-
ates, Jacobins and counter-Jacobins throughout the revolutionary period and into the 
Directory. From around 1791 to the Year I, depending on the locale, Jacobins seized 
power throughout the Midi, often through coups d’état. Afterward, counter-Jacobins 
drove out local Jacobin officials as part of the Federalist Revolt. The suppression of 
federalism thereafter, armed with the full weight of the apparatus of the Terror, was 
accompanied by the severe repression of counter-Jacobinism in the Midi, especially 
in France’s second- and third-largest cities, Lyon and Marseille. The latter was even 
renamed “Sans-Nom” for a time.14 After the fall of Robespierre in the Year II, count-
er-Jacobins again seized power and initiated a violent counter-Terror in the Midi, espe-
cially in the Year III, which targeted the previous administration for its complicity in 
the local Terror. Jacobin fortunes changed slightly in the Year IV, however, when a more 

8 Quoted in Richard Cobb, Les armeés révolutionnaires: instrument de la terreur dans les départements, vol. 2 
(Paris, FR: Mouton, 1963), 549-550. 

9 Fréron, Mémoire historique, vi.
10 Marie-Jeanne Roland, Lettres de Madame Roland, ed. Claude Perroud, vol. 2 (Paris, FR: Imprimerie 

Nationale, 1902), 138.
11 Lucas, “The Problem of the Midi,” 18n79.
12 Hubert Johnson, The Midi in Revolution: A Study of Regional Political Diversity, 1789-1793 (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1988), 190-192.
13 Lucas, “The Problem of the Midi,” 20n87.
14 Sutherland, Murder in Aubagne, 190. 



Jacobin-minded Directory came to power in France, only to reverse again in the Year 
V with a second reaction against Jacobinism. The persecution of Jacobins continued, 
tempered only slightly and temporarily after Fructidor of the Year VI, until the end of 
the Napoleonic period.15 These continual changes of fate among the political factions, 
while also bringing political instability, ensured a continual reason to resort to violence 
in order to revenge the wrongdoings of those previously in power.

Another interesting feature of the Midi was that the future division between the 
political factions was clear from fairly early on in the Revolution. In Aubagne in the 
winter of 1791-2, for example, all the attendees of the local Olive Festival later became 
noted counter-Jacobins, and almost all were somehow associated with la grande affaire 
d’Aubagne three years later, in which several local Jacobins were murdered over a pro-
longed period of time. One of those killed during la grande affaire was in fact the mayor 
at the time of the Olive Festival, who had tried to disperse the celebration.16 Even before 
the Revolution, at the 1787 King’s Day celebration at Aubagne, almost all those who were 
present later became virulent counter-Jacobins—none became Jacobins.17 The factions in 
the Midi were thus well established, perhaps already by the beginning of the Revolution. 
It was altogether rare to see a moderate move further and further to the left to become 
eventually a Jacobin.18

The Midi also had a sizeable Protestant population, especially in the dépar-
tement of the Gard and additionally in the mountainous Cévennes region. Nîmes, 
the capital of the Gard and considered the stronghold of French Protestantism, had 
a population one-third Calvinist at the end of the eighteenth century.189Moreover, 
Protestants often comprised the wealthier sections of their communities, such that 
in La Rochelle all but two families involved in overseas trade were Protestant.20 To 
some, Protestants represented the whole upper-class. One pamphlet even accused 
“les Huguenots” of trying to starve to death their Catholic workers.21 Protestants 
were also some of the first leading supporters of the Revolution once it broke out, 
since the edicts of toleration promised equality between all religious groups in 
France. Thus Protestants from early on became patriotes in support of the Revolu-

15 Lucas, “Themes in Southern Violence,” 152
16 Sutherland, Murder in Aubagne, 35.
17 Ibid., 13-14.
18 Johnson, The Midi in Revolution, 193.
19 Burdette Poland, French Protestantism and the French Revolution: A Study in Church and State, Thought and 

Religion: 1685-1815 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1957), 92, 120. For the geographical distribu-
tion of Protestants throughout France, see ibid., 9-12.

20 Alan Forrest, The Revolution in Provincial France: Aquitaine, 1789-1799 (New York, NY: Oxford Universi-
ty Press, 1996), 157.

21 Quoted in Poland, French Protestantism, 115.
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tion, often participating in their local revolutionary governments.22 In short, Prot-
estants were religiously, socio-economically, and politically distinct from Catholics 
in their communities.

Anti-Protestantism was thus an admixture of religious, class, and conservative 
prejudices. These were present during the eighteenth century, but with the Revolution 
they created a volatile combination. Anti-Protestantism began to show its head especially af-
ter the failure of Dom Gerle’s motion in 1790 to make Catholicism the official state religion 
of the Kingdom, but as early as July 1789 the municipal elections of Nîmes showed rising 
tension between the political demands of Protestants and Catholics. Consequently, in the 
next elections of 1790, moderate Catholics suggested that Protestants be given one-third of 
municipal positions while Protestants demanded one-half. The result was a crushing defeat 
for the former Protestant-oriented municipal government. Clergymen throughout Nîmes 
prepared lists of Catholic candidates and handed them to Catholic workers. In turn, only 
four of seventeen positions were filled by Protestants.23

Within this tense atmosphere, on 13 June the Bagarre riot broke out. Throughout 
1790, the royalist François Froment had launched one attack after another on the local 
Protestant community of Nîmes. He also formed the Cébets, a rag-tag group of Catholics 
bent on agitating locals and targeting Protestants. One Cébet had issued death threats 
to the doorkeeper of the bishop’s palace, where several legionnaires were stationed. He 
was in turn arrested, after which a group of Cébets and Catholics surrounded the build-
ing and began assaulting the legionnaires. Before long the legionnaires opened fire into 
the crowd, and looting and murder spread throughout Nîmes. Protestant peasants from 
the Cévennes region soon arrived and swelled the ranks of the Protestants and patriotes, 
overwhelming the Catholic faction. According to the Baron de Marguerittes, over three 
hundred were killed in the fighting, almost all of whom were Catholic.24 Consequently, 
1 200 Catholic families fled the region out of fear of persecution.25 When reports of the 
incident came from Paris, they tended to minimize the religious and social elements at 
work during the Bagarre, describing it solely as a failed counter-revolutionary plot. On 
24 February 1791, Rabaud de Saint-Etienne at the National Constituent Assembly stated 
that the object of the riot, started by “antipatriotes,” was “de dissiper le corps électoral et 
d’empêcher la formation des départements.”26 Clearly, however, more was at work than 
a royalist coup. The well-to-do position of the Protestant population embittered many 

22 Ibid., 115-120.
23 Ibid., 121; Johnson, The Midi in Revolution, 126.
24 Twenty-one of the victims were Protestant. Archives parlementaires, vol. 23, 484. See also Poland, French 
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Catholics. Additionally, Protestant support for the Revolution and for secularization 
spurred Catholics to blame Protestants for the Constitutional Church, the persecution of 
refractory clergy, and the prevalence of “atheism” in France.27

Later in October, le Moniteur universel reported that a plot to massacre the 
Protestants of the region had been uncovered. The supposed insurgents were to spread 
rumours “que les protestants de Nîmes y massacraient les catholiques, qu’ils tuaient les 
prêtres et pillaient les églises” in order to gain support from local Catholics for a general 
massacre of the Protestant community of Nîmes.28 Whether the plot was in fact real 
or fabricated is irrelevant. What matters is the fact that tension between the Catholic 
and Protestant communities had reached such a level that these kinds of plots were 
imaginable.

The Bagarre motivated not only social but also personal reasons to attack Prot-
estants, as evident in the personality of François Froment, the notional leader of the 
Catholic and crypto-royalist faction of Nîmes. His father, Pierre, had been a clerk in the 
hotel de ville of Nîmes, but had been denounced by a group of Protestant merchants 
for falsifying records and was then forced to flee to Avignon. The attack on his father 
incensed Froment; his family name ruined, he developed a burning hatred for Protestants 
and sought to avenge his father by attacking the whole Protestant community of Nîmes. 
“THESE ARE YOUR BORN ENEMIES,” ran one of his inflammatory tracts addressed 
to local Catholics: “…your fathers miraculously escaped their bloody hands; have not 
your fathers related the horrible excesses which they exercised against your forefathers?”29 
While he failed to extirpate the Protestant community from Nîmes and was eventually 
forced to flee the town, Froment’s crusade is indicative of the windstorm of antagonisms 
that the Revolution had unleashed in the Midi. Anti-Protestantism, so long absent in 
France, sprang up once again, this time in the uniform of counter-revolution. Even then, 
however, violence against Protestants could take on a strictly religious tone, such as when 
two sisters at the Hôtel Dieu in Bordeaux dragged around the corpse of a Protestant, cov-
ered its face in slime, and threw it in a latrine.30

The case of Froment and the Bagarre is especially telling because it illustrates the 
fact that popular violence was not motivated directly by revolutionary fervour—though it 
certainly had a hand to play—but by a desire for vengeance and punishment. More often 

27 Johnson, The Midi in Revolution, 202.
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than not, individuals targeted by communal violence threatened neither their community 
nor the Revolution. At la Glacière in Avignon, for example, where over sixty were killed 
on the night of 16-17 October 1791, motivations were largely retaliatory. Previously in 
May, the Jacobin Jourdan “dit” Coupe-Tête and some of his allies had ousted some of 
the more moderate individuals of the city council. A mob reacted by killing one of his 
associates, Lescuyer, at Cordeliers Chapel.31 Jourdan then had many of the 160 persons 
involved in the murder arrested, some of whom were sent to la Glacière only to be later 
massacred. On the night of 16-17 October, a crowd assembled to avenge Lescuyer. They 
hauled their victims out of their prison cells and a few out of their homes, corralled 
them into the Palais de Papes, stripped them of their valuables, stabbed and bludgeoned 
them, and dragged them to a latrine and covered them with lime, all while some were 
still breathing. Some of the victims had included the moderates of the former city coun-
cil.32 The massacre of la Glacière aroused indignation throughout France. However, all 
the perpetrators, including Jourdan Coupe-Tête, were ultimately pardoned on the basis 
that they had acted as patriotes with the good of la patrie in mind.33 Deputy Maihle of 
the Legislative Assembly argued for a general amnesty for the region because the crimes 
committed had been part of the “révolution avignonaise” before the actual incorporation 
of Avignon into France.34

In some cases, all that was needed to provoke a lynching were words. In Marseille, 
a female flower seller had a nasty habit of taunting local patriotes. After one noisy incident 
in February 1792, she was taken into protective custody by local authorities in the town 
hall. A crowd formed and demanded she be turned over. The crowd then stormed the 
building, dragged her out and, despite the pleas of the municipal officers, hanged her on 
a lamppost three separate times.35

Both the massacre of la Glacière and the hanging of the female flower seller had 
occurred before the outbreak of war and the declaration of la patrie en danger. News of the 
declaration, which was made on 11 July 1792, reached Marseille no earlier than 17 July. 
Five days later, one Sieur Boyer, who had been accused of conspiring in a counter-revolu-
tionary plot and placed in protective custody in a prison, was seized by a crowd, beaten to 
death, and hanged from a lamppost on the Rue de la Prison. The next day, a crowd beat to 
death two other suspects and also hanged them from lampposts. Later that day they beat to 
death and hanged a wigmaker for his intemperate language. The next morning, two monks 
were beaten to death. While Sieur Boyer and his two possible fellow-conspirators may have 
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perhaps presented a threat to the community (allegations of the conspirators’ plans for a 
“massacre general” were, however, probably still just rumours), the same cannot be said 
about the murder of the wigmaker or the female flower seller.36

Language, as demonstrated by the death of the flower seller and the wigmaker, was a 
sensitive issue during the French Revolution. It was also a deceptive one. During the Jacobin pe-
riod from 1791 to Thermidor of the Year II, those who opposed Jacobinism were unequivocally 
branded as counter-revolutionaries. The popular violence committed was therefore justified as 
an expression of popular sovereignty, an extension of revolutionary justice. In this sense, the mob 
acted as a corrective for the failures of the legal apparatus of revolutionary justice. “Le peuple est 
debout,” declared Deputy Delacroix to the Legislative Assembly: “il attend dans le silence une 
réponse digne, enfin, de sa souveraineté.”37 Yet often both those on the receiving and on the 
dispensing side of popular violence were not altogether that different. Indeed, in some respects 
both Jacobins and counter-Jacobins appeared remarkably similar. Both employed the same rep-
ertoire of violence and rhetoric when in power to expunge rivals while promoting their own 
kind. During the Federalist Revolt in Marseille, for example, the counter-Jacobins denounced 
Jacobins as “vile, paid agents of the Mountain” plotting to destroy liberty.38 Just like Jacobins, 
counter-Jacobins during the Federalist Revolt chanted “Vive la république!”39 Counter-Jacobins 
as a whole could hardly be considered counter-revolutionaries. Even when conservatives in the 
Midi shouted slogans like “Vive le Roi!” it did not necessarily mean that they were truly royalists 
or counter-revolutionaries. This was merely the language of reaction, an expression of their an-
tipathy for the Jacobins more than anything else.40

Both Jacobinism and counter-Jacobinism, moreover, had indigenous support in the 
Midi; neither was an import from the North.41 Their support also cut across different social 
strata. True, counter-Jacobins were likelier to find support among the bourgeois elite of the 
towns and often acted to defend the interests of the propertied classes. Jacobins, meanwhile, 
frequently portrayed themselves as the defenders of the poor against the town elite.42 The 
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rhetoric of both, however, merely elided the true reality of their social basis. They both drew 
heavily on support from the lower- and lower-middle classes. At the massacre at la Glacière, 
for example, artisans were the largest occupational group among both the victims and murder-
ers. Among both as well, the second largest social group was the bourgeoisie, amounting with 
the artisans for about 80% of murderers and murdered.43 Neither faction was a solely elite or 
lower-class movement.

One possible explanation for the political factions cutting across social classes is 
the prevalence of godparent and confraternal relationships in the Midi at the time. Usual-
ly, godparent relationships assumed a form of patronage in which the parents would seek 
out someone of higher status and the godparents someone to whom to offer protection. 
Consequently, social relations in the Midi could be quite fluid. During the Revolution, 
familial allegiances translated into political allegiances. This also helps to explain why the 
division between Jacobins and anti-Jacobins in the Midi had become entrenched from 
the very start of the Revolution. The factions were not so much political groupings as fa-
milial and fraternal groupings. Factional struggles, and the violence that arose from them, 
were therefore not simply political; they were also personal.

Thus, more often than not, victim and murderer knew each other in cases of 
communal violence. In Marseille in the Year V, one by the name of Mouren had just 
been arrested and was under escort when one of his neighbours, Latrève, “lui a plongé 
son sabre dans le corps.”44 Even in cases of massacre, victims often knew their killers 
intimately. A convoy from Orange in the Year III, for example, was attacked at Mon-
dragon, but only prisoners from Mondragon were killed.45 Similarly, in Messidor 
during the Year III, an Avignon man named Grange was assaulted in his home by 
one Allègre of Apt and a man from Orange. It turned out that Allègre was also from 
Avignon, and his father had been guillotined on account of evidence given against 
him by Grange’s wife. Grange then intervened when Allègre tried to have Grange’s 
wife arrested. The man from Orange turned out to be the fiancé of Allègre’s sister.46

That all of these examples come from after the Thermidorean Reaction is not a 
coincidence. Indeed, although popular violence had existed from the start of the Revolu-
tion in the Midi, it reached its apex during the Directorial period, especially in the Years 
III and V. If the Terror was in some sense an attempt to wrestle the use of violence away 
from the revolutionary crowd—transferring the instrument of justice to the Assembly so 
as to avoid “envelopper dans une proscription commune […] tous les amis naturels de la 

43 See Table 4.3 in Johnson, The Midi in Revolution, 135.
44 Fréron, Mémoire historique, 117.
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liberté,” in the words of Robespierre—then Thermidor was unquestionably its antithe-
sis.47 The fall of Robespierre on 9 Thermidor produced something of a political vacuum 
in the Midi, in which the institutional apparatus of justice fell apart. With a lack of public 
confidence in the authorities’ ability to mete out justice, the crowd assumed the role of 
judge, jury, and executioner.48 To borrow an idea from René Girard, Thermidor trans-
ferred the right to administer justice from a “sovereign and independent body” into the 
hands of victims, perpetuating a “vicious circle of [revenge].”49 Justice became anarchic. 
Murder gangs, usually named les compagnies de Jésus or les compagnies du Soleil, began to 
emerge, pillaging, robbing, and murdering, especially in the southeast. In Marseille, these 
gangs were centered on the east-end of Rue Canebière and were responsible for several 
murders; the first recorded was the death of a soldier in Frimaire of the Year III. 50 Many 
of these gang members later participated in the massacre at Fort Jean in Marseille of 
the same year. Since 1 Prairial, Fort Jean had held a large number of arrested Jacobins, 
both men and women. On 17 Prairial at around 5 a.m., a crowd of about forty people 
stormed the prison without resistance from the prison personnel. When local authorities, 
one of whom was Stanislas Fréron, came the following day to investigate what had hap-
pened, they found under a trellis thirty prisoners killed, all of whom were “défigurés et 
méconnaissables”; only four of the victims were eventually identified. Moving along, the 
investigators found “une infinité de cadavres morts de la même manière” near an arch in 
the prison. On their left, they found two cell-rooms to which the mob had set fire. Inside 
were thirty-three bodies which were half burned and “presque tous méconnaissables.” 
Fifteen were still breathing, but could not speak.51 In all, Fréron counted 107 killed, 
virtually all of whom were Jacobins.52

Disfigured or mutilated bodies as at Fort Jean, where more than half the victims 
remained unrecognizable, were not uncommon. Outbursts of communal violence gen-
erally sought to dehumanize their victims. Hence in Lyon on 9 Messidor of the Year 
I, when a Jacobin municipal officer, Sautemouche, was released from prison amidst an 
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angry crowd, he was cornered, seized, and hacked to death.53 Similarly, in Avignon on the 
night of 20-21 Ventôse Year I, Étienne Rouzier was taken from his home, hanged from 
a tree, shot, and stabbed with swords. The killers then placed a pair of eyeglasses on his 
nose and stapled a piece of paper to the tree so as to make it seem that he was reading 
it.54 Indeed, humiliation of the victim both in death and in life was a recurrent focus of 
communal violence. Victims were often forced to beg on their knees in public or paraded 
around a Liberty Tree before being beaten or murdered. Voyeurism was another import-
ant element. Even when murders took place at night, killers would make sure to drag the 
bodies out into the street for the populace to discover in the morning. When murders 
did occur in public, the crowd played the role of witness. Large crowds usually did not 
participate in the violence committed. If anything they refrained from intervening until 
after the victim had been killed, which was generally the work of a limited group of men 
and sometimes women. In the case of a father and son of the Fréguier family on the road 
to Aix, it was only after the crowd was certain that the two had been killed that they set 
about to mutilate their bodies.55 The focus on the denigration of the corpses is certainly 
bewildering. Perhaps it was a display of cathartic ritual, a way to dehumanize the victim 
and symbolically extricate him (or sometimes her) from the community. Perhaps it was 
also a way for the perpetrators to distance themselves from the fact that they had probably 
known the victim.

The massacre at Fort Jean occurred between two other massacres at Tarascon. The 
first massacre, sparked by a Jacobin-led uprising in nearby Toulon, occurred on 6 Prairial. 
In the early morning, a crowd killed all the people in the second and third dungeons of 
the prison. In all, twenty-four people—all from Tarascon—were killed. Interestingly, at 
the second massacre on the night of 2-3 Messidor of the Year III, all of the victims were 
from outside Tarascon. Later in the morning, a group of women going to market saw one 
killer walking the streets with a pistol and still bloody sabre. Later still, a mother and her 
fifteen year-old daughter were found dead in the road. In all, twenty-three people were 
killed during the day of the second massacre.56

Fréron asserted that such prison massacres were part of a greater conspiracy on 
the part of Rome, Vienna, London, and Verona to destroy the Republic.57 His theory 
was no doubt far-fetched, as these massacres could hardly have been considered conspir-
atorial, at least not to the extent that he imagined. At both of the Tarascon massacres, 
killers chose their victims selectively. Those from Tarascon targeted only the Jacobins and 
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extremists whom they knew. Hence the only Jacobins who died were themselves from 
Tarascon. During the second massacre, locals from neighbouring Saint-Remi, Graveson, 
Chateaurand, and other towns attacked only the Jacobins from their own communi-
ties. At one point, some killers seized a man but, realizing that they did not know him, 
declared “on le laissa.”58 Moreover, only one individual involved at Tarascon made it a 
point to shout “Vive le Roi,” and he was the only identifiable noble.59 Clearly, the object 
of the massacres was not counter-revolution but to wreak vengeance upon the previous 
Jacobin authorities. Under the Terror, many had been imprisoned or forced to flee. Many 
more had lost their relatives, property or possessions. After the Tarascon massacres, for 
example, sixty-four people were issued arrest warrants, of whom twenty-seven were listed 
émigrés and had likely been forced to flee from France.60 The murders of Thermidor were 
motivated by the hope to redress these past misdeeds. The thought of punishing those 
responsible for the crimes of the past therefore made popular violence take on a highly 
personal dimension.

The long cycle of vengeance more or less continued in the Midi until 1815 when a 
final White Terror erupted with the defeat of Napoleon. What began in 1789 as a series of 
family rivalries, social divisions, and religious antagonisms became in a few years a deeply divi-
sive schism in the Midi, generally between Jacobins and counter-Jacobins. In the Manichean 
world of the French Revolution, one was either a patriote or an antipatriote—revolutionary or 
counter-revolutionary. However, the language of revolution also denied reality. Behind each 
outburst of popular violence was a set of motives which did not necessarily include extirpat-
ing counter-revolution. More than anything else, popular violence resulted from a desire for 
vengeance. In some cases, as in the massacre of prisoners at la Glacière, Fort Jean or Tarascon, 
the vengeance was community-based; those who had somehow violated the community were 
the ones responsible for counter-revolution or terrorism and therefore punishable by death. In 
almost all cases, however, individuals were motivated by personal reasons, by previous wrong-
doings committed against their persons—a denunciation, say, as in the case of Allègre of 
Apt or François Froment—which moved them to retaliate. The language of conspiracy and 
counter-revolution facilitated such vengeance. Rivalries between particular families, Protes-
tants and Catholics, rich and poor—often, as in the Bagarre, they all blurred into the same 
thing—these old antagonisms were given new life in the Midi by the political paradigm of 
the French Revolution. The result was the outburst of lynch mobs, prison massacres, beatings, 
and robberies. Violence breeds violence, and by the end of the 1790s the long cycle of ven-
geance threatened, to use René Girards words, “to involve the whole social body” of the Midi, 

58 Quoted in Lucas, “Themes in Southern Violence,” 159.
59 Ibid., 168n71. 
60 Ibid., 167.
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if not France.61 Violence had by then virtually degenerated into common-law criminality in 
the Midi, perpetuated by murder squads, highwaymen and, brigandage. Nevertheless, the 
symbols of revolution and counter-revolution persisted: bandits donned cockades with the 
fleur-de-lis, roaming the countryside, singing well-known royalist songs, and shouting “Vive 
le Roi!” while robbing a notable’s stagecoach. As once, still then, appearances belied the reality 
of the violence committed. 

61 Girard, Violence and the Sacred, 15-16.
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the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 is often depicted as an exquisite tragedy: a ringing-
hope and near-victory ploughed down by the hard metal of ruthless tanks. The events 
of October and November 1956 became a story written as they played out. The actors 
and observers of the drama created a narrative of revolutionary self-representation, de-
fining the enemy and depicting the events themselves. Many of the various parts of the 
story were represented with symbols, chosen largely by the revolutionaries themselves, 
and cemented by the way that they were remembered. These symbols worked within 
established frameworks of the Hungarian national story—one that emphasized freedom 
from oppression, originating in the early modern period and re-emerging strongly in 
1956. The symbols presented a strong sense of duality that built on a long revolutionary 
tradition and tore down a more recently applied Communist-revolutionary canon of 
art and semiotics. This process of building and destroying to create identity through 
symbolism provides a way to represent and understand the events of 1956 not simply as 
completely spontaneous, but as an event highlighting a degree of continuity in centuries 
of self-definition.

Studying Symbols
Studies of symbolism are historically interdisciplinary; the field encompasses 

different methodologies including anthropology, sociology, psychology, history, art 
history, and linguistics. This diversity is due to the nature of symbols, which can 
be tangible objects, but also actions and words, three types of symbols that will ap-
pear in this paper. Events created by the will of the public, like revolutions, can be 
productively viewed through the lens of symbolic representation. Mary Douglas, a 
cultural anthropologist, addresses the relationship between individuals and groups 
that emerge through symbolism. In her Natural Symbols, first published in 1970, 



she examines the way that people use symbols to understand the natural world and 
social realities, addressing “The tendencies and correlations between the character of 
the symbolic system and that of the social system.”1  She outlines the significance of 
rituals and symbols in the context of public understanding, highlighting the fact that 
without their existence, “personal meanings and public meanings” cannot develop.2  
The joining of personal dissatisfaction to public reality in Hungary in 1956 was met 
with a host of symbols. These symbols encapsulated the notion of the revolution as 
a “public meaning,” representations of individual ideas and actions manifested in a 
group context.  

The ability to self-represent is tied closely to the idea of agency. In his book 
about South African resistance, Body of Power Spirit of Resistance, Jean Comaroff defines 
public images as “the coherent system of meanings that lies silently within the objects 
and conventions of a given world.”3 He sets out to address the relationship between 
“symbol, consciousness, and agency,” and ultimately how symbols affect social struc-
tures and actions.4 He determines that symbols do strongly impact the structures that 
they illustrate; the act of representing a mindset of opposition with actions or physical 
objects creates resistance. Seeing symbols as having an active role by way of their exis-
tence adds gravity to the nature of revolutionary symbolic representation; identifying 
and remembering the symbols of the 1956 Revolution gives agency to actors in the 
revolution. If revolutionaries can choose symbols, both to represent themselves and 
set their enemy apart, they are defining the events as they experience them. Symbols 
as both physical objects and intangible actions provide this agency. In this way, sym-
bols are a particularly valuable way to understand revolution; when Hungarians chose 
symbols to represent self and enemy, they chose the parameters of representing and 
understanding the traditional battle between hero and aggressor.

A History of Throwing off Oppression

By 1956, Hungary was not new to the idea of revolution. A series of revolutions in 
the past had created a roster of Hungarian heroes; revolutionary leaders lent their identities 
to folk stories, and their names to public buildings and streets. The ideas that fomented 
these revolutions came to represent traditional revolutionary notions of freedom, and espe-

1 Mary Douglas, Natural Symbols: Explorations in Cosmology (London, UK: Routledge, 1996), xxxii.
2 Ibid., 2.
3 Jean Comaroff, Body of Power, Spirit of Resistance: The Culture and History of a South African People (Chi-

cago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1985), 7.
4 Ibid., 195.
5 Lothar Höbelt, “The Impact of the Rákóczi Rebellion on Habsburg Strategy: Incentives and Opportuni-

ty Costs,” War in History 13 (2006): 2-3.
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cially the act of casting off an oppressive regime. The Rákóczi rebellions of 1703 are often 
regarded as the start of Hungarian revolutionary tradition rooted in popular uprisings.5 
Ferenc Rákóczi, a nobleman disconcerted by a loss of land and shifting higher powers (Tur-
key and the Habsburg monarchy both had ever-changing stakes in Hungary), decided to 
lead a movement of rebellion that would lead the Habsburg monarchy to make significant 
concessions to Hungarian domestic power.6 The question of whether the rebellion was pri-
marily a peasant effort or concerned more with nobility is still controversial, but the iconic 
status of Rákóczi is unquestionable.7 Creating a hero culture, where one figure becomes so 
centrally important in a revolution, also came up in 1956. Imre Nagy, a former Hungarian 
prime minister ousted by Soviet power, was the chosen figure in this context, the symbol of 
the revolution and what the Hungarian state would look like shed of Soviet control. When 
protestors moved to the Parliament building in Budapest on October 23, the first day of 
the revolution, they called out for him. He emerged at the top of Parliament, and still 
committed to Communism he addressed the crowds as “comrades.”8 A young female fash-
ion designer present at Parliament noted the response of the crowd, which said “we are no 
comrades, we are Hungarians!”9 Despite this, and perhaps because of the startling reaction 
of the crowd, Nagy went on to modify his opinions and embrace the symbolic role as leader 
of the revolution. In a speech broadcast on Radio Budapest, he said: “During the course of 
one thousand years of history, destiny was not sparing in scourging our people and nation. 
But such a thing has never before afflicted our country.”10 

The closest ancestor of 1956 is the 1848 to 1849 Hungarian Revolution, 
one of the lengthiest of several revolutions that took place during those years across 
the Austrian Habsburg Monarchy. On October 27, 1956, The Radio Free Miskolc 
aired “blood has run in rivers and the bitterness of people turned into revolutionary 
rage, should Russia again fling Hungarian liberty in the mud as it did in 1848?”11 
Parallels are clear, and notions of conscious continuity are evident, both in defin-
ing Russia as the enemy and Hungary as charged with the same freedom-seeking 
mission it chose over a hundred years prior. This revolutionary tradition was one 
that freedom fighters in 1956 were quick to embrace; October 23 marked the 
first major revolutionary activity in 1956, with a demonstration in Bem Square in 

6 Ibid., 3-7.
7 Ibid., 2-3.
8 “CURPH Interview 219 with a 1956 Hungarian Refugee: 30 Years Old, Female, Fashion designer,” HU 

OSA 414-0-2-195; Donald and Vera Blinken Collection on Hungarian Refugees of 1956: Transcripts of Refugee 
Interviews; Open Society Archives at Central European University, Budapest, 9.

9 Ibid., 9.
10 Free Europe Committee, The Revolt in Hungary; A documentary chronology of events based exclusively on 

internal broadcasts by central and provincial radios, October 23, 1956-November 4, 1956, 33.
11 Ibid., 27.



Buda, and it exhibited many of the same characteristics that the 1848 Revolution 
was known for. In 1848, a list of twelve student demands was read, and the poet 
Sándor Petőfi read his poem Nemzeti Dal (National Song), which declared “Rise 
Magyars, the homeland calls! This is the time, now or never! Shall we be slaves or 
free, is the question, make your choice!”12 In 1956, a list of sixteen demands was 
drafted by students, and the readings of these, along with enthusiastic readings of 
the Nemzeti Dal directly called upon the 1848 Revolution. The Sixteen Political, 
Economic, and Ideological Points included calls for a “reorganization of the entire 
economic life of Hungary,” withdrawal of Soviet troops, institution of Imre Nagy 
as leader, and an end to censorship.13 

The second historical inspiration for revolutionary activity came from 1918 and 
1919.  The shifts in power here started with a bourgeois revolution led by Count Mihály 
Károlyi, which was then followed by an overthrow of this government by the socialist Béla 
Kun, and a counter-revolution headed by Miklós Horthy. These revolutions did not im-
mediately follow the symbolic tradition established in 1848, but the shifts in power within 
governing bodies were matched with actions that acknowledged the importance of symbol-
ic, traditional meaning. Horthy led troops into Budapest on a white horse at the crumbling 
of Kun’s socialist system.14 Even when these revolutions were sparked by politicians rather 
than the people themselves, the way to gain a sense of legitimacy in Hungarian revolutions 
was to establish a strong heroic narrative matched with national tradition.

These revolutions were also not the only historical cases of uprising, and Dr. 
Jeno Szemak, the former president of the Royal Hungarian Curia, published a series 
of essays regarding Hungary that asserted an even richer scope of revolutionary tradi-
tion. He discusses not only 1919, but also the actions of Nadasady, Zrinyi, and Mar-
tinovics.15 In this case, this devotion to freedom exists so thoroughly in the mindset of 
Hungarian nationalism that it is inextricable from the long string of rulers who made 
any stirring against a ruling power. “Love of liberty” and addressing anything “contrary 
to the national interests” with force represents the duality that so often shows up in 
the symbolism of 1956: destroying the oppressor while continuing a tradition of repre-

12 István Deák, The Lawful Revolution: Louis Kossuth and the Hungarians, 1848-1849 (New York, NY: Co-
lumbia University Press, 1979), 68-71; “Talpra magyar, hí a haza! Itt az idő, most vagy soha! Rabok legyünk 
vagy szabadok? Ez a kérdés, válasszatok!” Sándor Petőfi, “Részlet a Nemzeti Dal Eredeti Kéziratából,” Talpra 
magyar! – Kultusz és emlékezet: Országos Széchényi Könyvtár, accessed March 25, 2014, http://www.oszk.hu/ 
kiallitasok/talpra-magyar-kiallitas.” Translation by author. 

13 “Sixteen Political, Economic, and Ideological Points, Budapest, October 22, 1956,” Report of the Special 
Committee on the Problem of Hungary, UN General Assembly, Official Records: Eleventh Session, Supplement 
No. 18 (A/3592), 69.

14 Oscar Jászi, Revolution and Counter-Revolution in Hungary (New York, NY: Howard Fertig, 1969), 
153-154.

15 Ibid., 31-32.
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senting the pursuit of freedom.16 The symbols of 1956 were a strong reflection of this 
tradition and tension.

Traditional Representation; Flag and Emblems

The traditional symbols of Hungary as a state reach back far into the past; many 
of the symbols considered quintessentially Hungarian extend to the time of King Ste-
phen, the first king of Hungary and known as a uniting figure of the Magyar people in 
the Early Middle Ages. The various flags of and Coats of Arms of Hungary provide some 
of the most compelling cases regarding the development of the symbols in 1956 as an 
act of Hungarian national continuity. Flags are particularly meaningful because they are 
symbols by act of existence; any alterations of ceremonial usage of the flag, representing 
Hungary as a state, would have particular impact as symbolic gesture.      

The flag itself, featuring a red, white, and green stripe, was often presented either 
just as the tricolour or with the National Coat of Arms at the center. The three colors of 
the flag in the order they appeared by 1956 were in use from 1806 onwards, becoming 
official law for representing Hungary in 1848 with Act XXI.17 The 1949 Constitution 
established by the Hungarian Communist Party dictated in Chapter 10 (The Emblem, 
Flag, and Capital of the Hungarian People’s Republic) that the flag was to be changed with 
the central addition of the Rákosi Coat of Arms.

67. The emblem of the Hungarian People’s Republic displays, in the centre of a 
round, light blue field, a hammer and an ear of wheat, crossed and mounted 
between two ears of wheat; at the top is a five-pointed star throwing rays onto 
the centre field; and underneath is a red, white and green ribbon.18

 This official symbol was pervasive; the ruling that the flag was to be officially 
changed meant that any different form of the flag would be contrary to the official rep-
resentation of the Hungarian People’s Republic. The prominent red star, hammer, and 
wheat, as well as the Socialist-Realist lines all had noticeable ties to Soviet-style semiotics, 
and the blend of this representation with the Hungarian tricolour was a way to try to 
legitimize the Communist party in the context of the way that Hungary was traditionally 
represented. When the revolution began in Budapest on October 23, 1956, one major 

16 Szemak, Jeno. Living History of Hungary (McIntosh, FL: Danubian Research and Information Center, 
1969), 31.

17 “A nemzeti zászló története,” Magyar Nemzeti és Történelmi Jelképek, accessed March 25, 2014, http://
www.nemzetijelkepek.hu/.

18 Constitution of the People’s Republic of Hungary; Budapest, 20 August, 1949. Woodrow Wilson 
School of Public and International Affairs Web Library, accessed March 25, 2014, http://lapa.princeton.edu/
hosteddocs/hungary/.



event launched a new symbol into becoming the most prominent and identifiable in the 
revolution. In an interview of Frank Felkai, a student in Budapest at the time who joined 
a rally around József Bem Square on the Buda side of Budapest after school one day with 
a friend, he said

All of the sudden somebody from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs window stuck
out a flag, a Hungarian flag, in the middle of the flag was the Soviet symbol, the
hammer and the sickle and the red star. And then protests were shouted to take
away the Communist flag, and the flag was taken back by the person and a cou
ple minutes later, the flag reappeared with a big hole in the middle, the person 
had cut out the red star and the hammer and sickle, and that flag, the flag with 
the hole, lyukas zászló, became the symbol of the revolution.19

 
This widely recognized symbol is the essence of the process of building and de-

stroying; in the push to represent a new movement, the Communist adaption of a national 
representation would not suffice. The flag modified by the enemy was modified again to 
remove the offending symbol, and this new image blatantly embraced the traditional tric-
olour with the Communist symbol not simply removed, but visibly torn out. This flag be-
came a process and a physical representation; the act of cutting out was an act of defiance in 
itself, and the symbolism of the resulting product set a foundation for a revolution gathering 
strength to throw off the enemy by firmly rooting itself in traditional devotion to freedom.

Before the 1948 Constitution, the flag of Hungary often included a national coat 
of arms in the middle. The National Coat of Arms is traditionally represented with sev-
eral symbols.  On the left-hand side, red and white stripes are sometimes associated with 
Hungary’s rivers, the right-hand side includes the Holy Crown atop three green bumps 
which represent Hungary’s three main hills, and a cross with two horizontal lines is Byz-
antine-influenced, a coronal symbol associated with King Stephen.20 Sitting on the top of 
the divided shield is the Crown of Saint Stephen.

The famous Crown of Saint Stephen, also known as the Holy Crown, has a num-
ber of suggestions for possible provenance from historians, ranging from construction of 
the crown directly during the reign of King Stephen to ideas that the upper and lower 
parts of the crown were created from later gifts to Hungarian kings in the twelfth cen-
tury.21 By the time of the 1848 Revolution, the crown itself acted not just as a physical 
diadem, but also as a linguistic reference to the Hungarian state as a whole and to more 

19 Frank Felkai, interview with Anna Szakaly, Multicultural Historical Society of Ontario, Simon Frasier 
University Digital Collections, July 13, 2006, http://content.lib.sfu.ca/.

20 “Címernyilvántartás,” Magyar Nemzeti és Történelmi Jelképek, accessed March 25, 2014, http://www.
nemzetijelkepek.hu/cimer.shtml.

21 László Péter, “The Holy Crown of Hungary, Visible and Invisible,” Slavonic and East European Review 
81 (2003): 424-425.
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specific Hungarian political participants. A desire for a constitutional monarchy and 
an extension of what could define “crown membership” was a significant issue, and one 
of the goals of 1848 was to extend the rights and symbolic usage of the Holy Crown to 
the entire nation rather than king and select nobles.22 The Coat of Arms took different 
forms through Hungarian history; the largest and most notorious change was during 
this 1848 revolution. The top Holy Crown was removed, and a laurel wreath replaced 
this crown and the smaller crown atop the hills in larger versions of the Coat of Arms.

This new image was known as the Kossuth Coat of Arms, after Lajos Kossuth, the 
revolutionary leader. It defined and symbolized a new Hungary free from the traditional 
monarchical ties with the Habsburg monarchy at the time of the 1848 Revolution. This 
coat of arms became popular again as a representation in the 1956 Revolution, a direct 
recollection and reference to the 1848 Revolution. The Kossuth Coat of Arms became a 
frequent sight on the sides of tanks used by the 1956 Freedom Fighters, as well as a num-
ber of posters and other print publications. One such poster, an advertisement for the 
Magyar Forradalmi Ifjusági Párt (The Hungarian Revolutionary Youth Party), was in the 
shape of the Kossuth Coat of Arms, announcing its call for “Hazafiak!” (Patriots) to join 
the cause: “Forward, to an independent, free, democratic Hungary!”23 The shape of the 
outline of the poster was immediately identifiable as the revolutionary coat of arms, and 
the message about joining together both drew from the past, and sent a message clearly 
connected to a conception of the future.

Piroska Szántó was a writer and artist who witnessed the events of 1956 from her 
home in Budapest. She sketched for the duration of the events, from October to Decem-
ber, and her publication of the sketches along with some fiction she wrote in Forradalmi 
Szvit (Revolutionary Suite), describes the drawings as “contemporary engravings.”24 Fig-
ure 1 shows one such sketch, entitled Egy Tank (A Tank). The side of the tank, on the 
right, clearly shows the Kossuth Coat of Arms. It is paired with revolutionary figures 
helping each other onto the tank and rejoicing. Representing the Kossuth Coat of Arms 
on the sides of tanks was a way to reclaim the goals of the 1848 Revolution, fighting for 
freedom with obvious power.

The tricolour itself also played a significant role in symbolism in the revolution; 
the three stripes became synonymous with revolutionaries who wore ribbons with the 
three colours on their arms as a means of self-identification. This means of identifica-

22 Ibid., 472-477.
23 Röplap: Hazafiak!, Magyar Digitális Képkönyvtár , Országos Széchényi Könyvtár, Plakát és Kisnyomtat-

ványtár, 1956.
24 Piroska Szántó, Forradalmi Szvit, Magyar Elektronikus Könyvtár, Országos Széchényi Könyvtár, ac-

cessed March 25, 2014, http://mek.oszk.hu/, 23.



tion was an important practical and representa-
tive method; it connected to Hungary’s national 
presence outside of the Communist symbolic 
canon, while enabling revolutionaries to identify 
each other in events of violence as well as in gath-
ering places and secret meetings. This stripe be-
came a recognizable representation of the move-
ment outside of Hungary’s borders. The German 
newspaper Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung had an 
article about Hungary in its November 2, 1956 
edition. It said, “for years these border guards 
have seen to it that the curtain remained an iron 
one. Orders had to be obeyed. Now they carry 
red, white, and green armbands. They joined the 
revolution the first day.”25 

The process of wearing the armbands was a 
means of instant identification; in fact, there were 
times that armed Soviet soldiers infiltrated safe ar-

eas for revolutionaries by bearing the armbands themselves, including one event described by 
the revolutionary László Beke in Tatabanya, where civilians stopped a group going towards 
Budapest, “believing them to be freedom fighters, as their armbands indicated, the Tataban-
ya group reported that they were on their way to help fight the AVH and the Soviets.”26 This 
group eventually made its way into Budapest, passing by guards and eventually shooting and 
killing around two-hundred and eighty unsuspecting miners acting for the revolutionary 
cause.27 Indeed, the tricolour armband became a definitive piece of the ubiquitous portrait 
of the Hungarian Freedom Fighter, for better or worse. Figure 2 shows an image typical of 
these types of portraits; the revolutionary stands in front of a damaged building and tank, 
looking ready to take on the enemy. The portrait appears posed rather than spontaneous; the 
photographer likely positioned the young man to face the frame with the armband being 
one of the most obvious focal points of the photograph, a light stripe against a dark jacket, 
highlighting his chosen identity. This tricolour, as mentioned above, was a method of Hun-
garian self-identification from the early fifteenth century and cemented in law in 1848, thus 

25 Wilbur Schramm, One Day in the World’s Press; fourteen great newspapers on a day of crisis, November 2, 
1956 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1959), 42.

26 László Beke, A Student’s Diary: Budapest, October 16-November 1, 1956. Edited and translated by Leon 
Kossar and Ralph M. Zoltan (Toronto, ON: Macmillan Company of Canada Ltd., 1957), 85-86.

27 Ibid., 86.

Figure 1: Szántó Piroska, “Egy Tank,” 
Forradalmi Szvit, Országos Széchényi 

Könyvtár, 1956.
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using it in 1956 was a potent representa-
tion of the Hungarian nation as well as the 
Hungarian fight for freedom.

Defining the Enemy

Beyond the Rákosi Coat of Arms, 

there were a number of Communist 
symbols that were destroyed or modified 
during the 1956 Revolution. These sym-
bols were largely realized in the form of 
Socialist-Realist art that emerged at the 
time across the Communist Bloc. They emerged in a number of forms, but particularly 
followed forms ultimately established to persuade and change ideas. Victoria Bonnell, 
in Iconography of Power, a book about Soviet political posters, writes “the icons of Soviet 
political art did not reflect the social institutions and relations of society [but rather that] 
they were part of a system of signs imposed by the authorities in an effort to transform 
mass consciousness.”28 She goes on to describe these as “invented traditions,” ones based 
on a glorious Russian past. The strategy used in Hungary in Communist propaganda 
was similar; Martin Mevius describes pervasive efforts in Communist media to convince 
Hungarians to side with the Hungarian Communist Party (MKP).

Gates, road names, memorials, and a host of other propaganda asserted a combina-
tion of Soviet propaganda and images of a proud Hungarian past.29 These combinations of 
symbols were meant to strike a sense of Hungarian pride and connect it with the MKP, re-
directing this pride into necessary allegiance for an MKP-controlled society. In some ways, 
this strategy seems as though it should have been effective; deriving support through his-
torical allegiance and pride would offer a strong means of support among those committed 
to the idea of the strength of the Hungarian people in the past. However, the way that this 
system backfired became evident when examining the symbols of 1956, as building nation-
alism simply provided a strong base for Hungarians to rally around a long history of fighting 
for freedom as a reminder of the oppression of the present.

Beyond the imagery that the MKP brought up from Hungary’s past, it did maintain 
strong ties to Communist semiotics, as there were a number of red stars spread in Budapest as 
reminders of the power of the party. László Tihanyi remembered that “there was a long, long 

28 Victoria E. Bonnell, The Iconography of Power: Soviet Political Posters under Lenin and Stalin (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 1997), 7-8.

29 Martin Mevius, Agents of Moscow: The Hungarian Communist Party and the Origins of Socialist Patrio-
tism 1941-1953 (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 2005), 3-4.

 Figure 2: “Hungarian Freedom Fight-
er,”American-Hungarian Federation, 1956 
Hungarian Revolution in Photos, 1956.



rope attached to the red star and people were pulling it [before] people removed the red star 
from the city hall as well.”30 Removing the red star from City Hall, a center of government 
power, was a significant symbolic act. It asserted that the Communist Party would not have 
unquestioned control, or be able to place its mark upon what was public, namely what be-
longed to the people. Red stars that had been painted on shops were also removed; “when we 
got to the Soviet building the revolution, the whole circus in fact, was in full swing [as] they 
had already begun to paint over the red stars, standing on tall ladders.”31

Other Communist and Soviet symbols were also destroyed, exemplified by a pho-
to titled Burn! in which a young man burns a Communist flag bearing the hammer and 
sickle.32 Symbolic burnings were fairly frequent and included burning of Soviet books, as 
well as pictures of Stalin. These acts were also captured in a number of photos, including 
one by the photographer Jack Esten, entitled Picture Burning, which captures a number of 
Hungarians of varied age circling around a man burning a photo of Stalin in a small fire.33 
The faces of the people register a solemn approval, destroying a representation in an act of 
symbolic deference, as destroying representations of the enemy were a way to assert identity 
in opposition to the oppressor.

Weapons: Symbols of a Physical War
In 1956, weapons were more than a method to take down an enemy; they were a 

significant means of defining both revolutionaries and Communist powers. In many cases, 
the transformation of implements of force could represent symbolic action. Tanks were the 
most obvious of these symbols. The proliferation of tanks in Budapest was frequently allud-
ed to in news, illustrations, and accounts of the events. These tanks were large, impenetrable 
walls of steel that represented the blind fury that was perceived as the Soviet takedown, 
both in the initial fighting following the October 23 revolutionary activity, and especially in 
the second crushing wave on November fourth. One child’s drawing from the time of the 
revolution, Figure 3, shows the basic understanding that came with this representation. The 
drawing was from the time of the second invasion, and the lower half of the person featured 
is clearly meant to be an enemy. The wide stance is intimidating and blocking. The onlooker 
in this perspective could not and would not want to penetrate the scene. The tank in the 

30 Zsuzsanna Kőrösi and Adrienne Molnár, Carrying a Secret in My Heart: Children of the Victims of the 
Reprisals after the Hungarian Revolution in 1956: an Oral History (Budapest, HU: Central European University 
Press, 2003), 15.

31 Ibid., 16.
32 “Burn!”American-Hungarian Federation, 1956 Hungarian Revolution in Photos, 1956, accessed March 

25, 2014, http://www.americanhungarianfederation.org/1956/images/.
33 Jack Esten, “Picture Burning,” Getty Images, accessed March 25, 2014, http://www.gettyimages.ca/ 

detail/news-photo/.
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background represents the Soviets, but also the chaos that was caused by them; the tank 
stands in for an entire fearful background behind the guard. Adults made the same associ-
ations; mentioning tanks represented the opponent, and overtaking them meant victory.

The revolutionary Danner Jansci was patrolling with his fellow Freedom Fighter 
Bela Lipták, when he said “some might laugh at us for facing tanks unarmed, but they 
are wrong. Tanks cannot kill ideals; they cannot conquer the human spirit. Even if we 
fail, our ideals will outlast their tanks.”34 The idea of outlasting or overtaking tanks was 
reoccurring; in several cases, revolutionaries did overtake Soviet tanks, as is evidenced in a 
United Press photo where Hungar-
ian students victoriously gathered 
atop a captured tank and raised the 
tricolour.35 The act of overtaking a 
tank was not simply taking a weap-
on for the revolutionary cause, but 
also symbolically repurposing a 
symbol of the enemy to represent 
Hungarian freedom.

Battles for radio waves 
were also common between revo-
lutionary and Communist efforts. 
Communist control was frequent-
ly manifested as a call for revolu-
tionaries and other armed people 
to turn in their weapons. One 
message that sounded on radios through Budapest said “we will apply the full severity 
of the law to those who continue armed attacks, who continue to incite and plunder.”36 
The physical armed battle between revolutionaries and Soviet and Hungarian Secret 
Police forces was extreme; the call to turn in arms was a means of trying to deescalate 
the situation. However, the refusal to turn in weapons as well as the active process of 
seeking them and making them became a major source of identity for revolutionaries. 
The aforementioned “typical portrait” absolutely encapsulates the gun, slung over the 
shoulder, often with one arm held to the strap to assert readiness for battle. Figure 2 
illustrates this well; the young man stands tentatively waiting, aware and prepared for 

34 Béla Lipták, A Testament of Revolution (College Station, TX: Texas A & M University Press, 2001), 90. 
35 Free Europe Committee, The Revolt in Hungary; A documentary chronology of events based exclusively on 

internal broadcasts by central and provincial radios, October 23, 1956-November 4, 1956, 19.
36 Ibid., 14.

 Figure 3: “Child’s Drawing,” Carrying a Secret in my 
Heart: Children of the Victims of the Reprisals After 

the Hungarian 
Revolution in 1956, p.23, 1956.



the enemy. 
Beyond guns, the other main weapons that became part of the revolutionary 

arsenal were Molotov Cocktails. Michael Korda describes them as “an improvised an-
titank weapon [….] consisting of a liquor bottle full of gasoline with a gas-soaked rag 
stuffed into the neck of the bottle.”37 In order to use the weapon effectively, the user 
had to sneak up close to the target tank, which could likely explode violently within 
a short amount of time. The remarkably dangerous process of throwing the cocktails 
was usually reserved for youth, as “the fact that so many of the fighters were young 
also meant that they were willing to take risks that might have seemed unimaginable 
to an adult.”38 The makeshift weapons represented not only the youthful character 
of the revolutionaries, but also the bravery and ingenuity of those fighting against 
Soviets. The process of sharing the process and techniques of producing the weapons 
were also important; it indicated a team of sorts working both ad-hoc and together 
to oust the enemy.

Public Art and Public Space

Public spaces in many ways defined the 1956 Revolution. These spaces were 
often ways of acknowledging continuity, and were thus often symbols of a glorious 
Hungarian past; otherwise, they were places where Communist symbols had become 
pervasive. As a result of the revolution, the latter category was no longer acceptable 
in the new free order. The first main place of significance was Bem Square, a square 
on the Buda side of the Danube dedicated to the memory of General Józef Bem, a 
hero in both Polish and Hungarian revolutions during 1848 and 1849. He was com-
memorated by a statue, and students sympathizing with Polish protesters felt that the 
place was appropriate both to support the Polish agitation going on in October of 
1956, and to present demands and ideas for increased Hungarian rights. The female 
fashion designer mentioned earlier was present at the Bem statue on October 23 and 
said, “I have seen how a peaceful demonstration has been transformed into a revolu-
tionary demonstration.”39 The square had deep symbolic meaning, associating with 
the Polish struggle and a joint history of efforts for freedom, and thus became host 
to many of the most important developments of symbolic imagery at the start of the 
revolution, including the site of the flag being torn for the first time and the raising 

37 Michael Korda, Journey to a Revolution: a personal memoir and history of the Hungarian Revolution of 
1956 (New York, NY: HarperCollins, 2006), 97-98.

38 Ibid., 97.
39  “CURPH Interview 219 with a 1956 Hungarian Refugee: 30 Years Old, Female, Fashion designer,” 

HU OSA 414-0-2-195; Donald and Vera Blinken Collection on Hungarian Refugees of 1956: Transcripts of 
Refugee Interviews; Open Society Archives at Central European University, Budapest., 9.
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of the Kossuth Coat of Arms. One witness described how “the climax was when a 
soldier appeared on the roof of the barracks (just on the edge of Bem Square); in his 
hands was a piece of paper…. On the paper there was a crude sketch of the Kossuth 
emblem.”40 The nature of these symbols, and their importance, transformed this spot 
from a demonstration to a movement—one that was out to change what was viewed 
as injustice. It was from here that the crowd decided to move to Parliament, demand-
ing change.41                                                                 

Parliament is situated in Kossuth Square, which is named for the 1848 leader 
Lajos Kossuth. Some of those partaking in the action of October 23 made their way to 
the building itself, where the red star was taken down and Nagy made his initially dis-
appointing speech where he voiced his maintained allegiance to the MKP. This place, 
where many came together to voice and act upon hope for a new system, was symbolic 
of the first wave of the revolution. The Parliament building itself represented govern-
ment control as a whole, and the mass gathering outside of it represented a group of 
people desperate for freedom, and demanding it. Béla Lipták, who was at Kossuth 
Square as people were pouring in, noted that “all the lights in the immense Kossuth 
Square went off. Now it was total darkness. This was a less than subtle hint by the 
Communists implying that it was time for us to go home.”42 In this darkness, some of 
the Hungarians in the square began to set fire to rolled-up copies of the MKP newspa-
per, the Szabad Nép (Free People), and eventually a great number of these torches were 
burning.43 Stripping away the symbols of Communism in Kossuth Square and actively 
burning a major representation of Communist communication was an assertion that 
light, extracted from burning half-truths, would dominate the sinister darkness that 
befell the square.

Much of the action on the first day of the revolution happened in unison, 
with students and later workers marching together to various locations. Following 
the action at Kossuth Square, many participants in the events decided to go either to 
the statue of Stalin in Hősök Tere (Heroes’ Square), or to the Radio Building, not far 
from Parliament. Those who initially went to the MKP-held radio station did so to 
find a medium with which to broadcast the Sixteen Points to the masses. Commu-
nications, and access to channels of communication, acted as an important symbol. 
The Radio Building was a way to access true public outreach and impact dialogue. 
Such a large group headed to the building that others began to hear about it and 

40 Ibid., 7.
41 Frank Felkai, interview with Anna Szakaly, Multicultural Historical Society of Ontario, Simon Frasier 

University Digital Collections.
42  Béla Lipták, A Testament of Revolution, 47.
43  Ibid., 47.
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were drawn to the action.44 There, the Hungarian Secret Police (ÁVH) opened fire on 
civilians, and thus, the Radio Building had become the site of the first major violent 
encounter.45 It represented both violence and the struggle to access communication; 
through time the station would change names and operators, at some points calling 
itself “Radio Free Kossuth,” named again for the revolutionary leader, seized from 
MKP control.46         

Those who decided to go to the Stalin Statue pulled down an idol. The statue was 
constructed in honour of Joseph Stalin’s birthday in 1949, with the Stalinist Hungarian leader 
Mátyás Rákosi leading a search for an artist to design a statue for the occasion. Sándor Mikus 

won the contest, and even won a Kos-
suth Prize (the highest award for art in 
Hungary) for the immense Socialist 
Realist sculpture.47 In 1956, the crowd 
gathered around the statue, and after 
much effort, as well as “the help of a 
passing truck carrying a welder and his 
tools,” the statue was toppled.48 Fig-
ure 4 shows the downed statue with a 
bright “W.C.” painted on the side of 
its face, representing a comically crude 
insult to the cold, intimidating statue 
which was charged with the power of 

Stalin’s memory. All that remained were the boots of the statue, which were put on display 
along with a Hungarian tricolour.49 This was literally a fallen idol, reduced in power and re-
claimed by the masses by making garbage of the oppressor’s representation and infusing the 
remains with a triumphant symbol of the Hungarian tradition.    

Beyond these important locations, other public places became meeting and dis-

44 “CURPH Interview 251 with a 1956 Hungarian Refugee: 32 Years Old, Male, Actor, translator, prompter,” 
1957. HU OSA 414-0-2-224; Donald and Vera Blinken Collection on Hungarian Refugees of 1956: Transcripts of 
Refugee Interviews; Open Society Archives at Central European University, Budapest, 8; CURPH Interview 11-F with 
a 1956 Hungarian Refugee: 23 Years Old, Female, Teacher,” 1957. HU OSA 414-0-2-4; Donald and Vera Blinken 
Collection on Hungarian Refugees of 1956: Transcripts of Refugee Interviews; Open Society Archives at Central 
European University, Budapest, 9.

45 “CURPH Interview 11-F with a 1956 Hungarian Refugee: 23 Years Old, Female, Teacher,” 9; “CURPH Inter-
view 251 with a 1956 Hungarian Refugee: 32 Years Old, Male, Actor, translator, prompter,” 9-11.

46 Free Europe Committee, The Revolt in Hungary, 45.
47 Beverly A. James, Imagining Postcommunism: Visual Narratives of Hungary’s 1956 Revolution (College Station, 

TX: Texas A & M University Press, 2005), 161-163.
48 Michael Korda, Journey to a Revolution, 93.
49 Ibid., 93-94.

 Figure 4: “Stalin has Fallen,” 
American-Hungarian Federation, 1956 
Hungarian Revolution in Photos, 1956.
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cussion points for revolutionaries. Painted words often appeared on shop windows, with 
common emphatic repetitions of “Russians go home!”50 One particularly creative in-
stance of such rhetoric is evident in Figure 5, where a window reads “Talpra Magyar, 
hí a haza, minden ruszki menjen haza!” (Rise Magyars, the homeland calls, all Russians 
go home!). The line is a modification of Petőfi’s Nemzeti Dal, with the addition of a call 
for Soviet soldiers to return home. This duality of the homeland calling and the need to 
push away the aggressor, holding on to the roots of revolutionary tradition while strik-
ing at the Soviets, was a frequent sight 
in various forms on windows and walls 
throughout Budapest. Other places also 
became important means of group sup-
port and discussion. The workplace pro-
vided a sphere to gather together and 
act as a united force. In Győr, a town a 
little more than one hundred kilometers 
outside of Budapest, the Wagon Works’ 
Workers Council made a resolution after 
going on strike in reaction to the events of 
October. They agreed that resuming work 
was necessary because “the workers can 
only present a united force when they are assembled in their place of work – and this is 
now necessary, more than ever.”51 Gathering spots in all public areas became more im-
portant as the revolutionaries forged an identity within these shared spheres, and defined 
the enemy as being outside of them.  

Symbols and Commemoration
The Revolution in 1956 was crushed by the second wave of Soviet efforts beginning 

on November fourth in Budapest. Imre Nagy was swept away, and János Kádár came to 
replace Nagy’s leadership with his own brand of Communism, in some ways improved from 
the situation before the revolution. However, most Hungarians involved in the revolution 
took a major blow from its crushing end, with droves of Hungarians leaving during and after 
as refugees. In Hungary, the revolution would eventually be remembered publically after the 
events of 1989 and 1990, which swept Hungary past Communism and into a new era. With 
civil involvement starting largely with a well-attended re-burial of Imre Nagy, it is clear that 

50 50 Béla Lipták, A Testament of Revolution, 46.
51 William Lomax, Hungarian Workers’ Councils in 1956 (Boulder, CO: Social Science Monographs, 

1990), 86.

 Figure 5: “Talpra Magyar, Hí a Haza, 
Minden Ruszki Menjen Haza” (Rise Magyars, 
the Homeland Calls, All Russians Go Home), 

1956 a Magyar Elektronikus Könyvtár, 
Országos Széchényi Könyvtár, 1956.



1956 was an issue that still impacted Hungarians both emotionally and politically.52 The post-
er for the Hungarian Democratic Forum, designed for a state pushing towards full democracy 
in 1990, can be seen in Figure 6, clearly exhibiting the idea of a Hungary deeply rooted in 
traditional imagery emerging from the remains of past Communist symbols, directly in line 

with the sense of Hungary crushing alien images associat-
ed with 1956.

After 1990, acknowledgment of symbols from 
1956 emerged with the construction of memorials and 
remembrances of the revolution. Figure 7 shows one 
such monument, a statue of a young freedom fighter 
situated at a memorial of the revolution. As shown in 
Figure 8, some of the memory of 1956 also rests in 
museums, perhaps a natural part of the process of re-
constructing memory in terms of history. The hand is 
a fragment of the Stalin Statue, found buried in a yard, 
and placed in the Hungarian National Museum in an 
exhibit about the rise and fall of Communism.

Some revolutionaries describe the respect they tried 
to impart in descendants for 1956, but find that “for the 
younger generation, the ideals and goals of the revolution 
belong to history.”53 However, remembrance has fallen not 
entirely to the wayside, but also an integral component of 
modern politics, becoming especially relevant during the 

2006 fiftieth anniversary remembrances of the Revolution. The Federation of Young Democrats 
(Fidesz), the center-right political party gaining power in Hungary at the time, held its own mass 
rally and boycotted official events celebrating October 23, 1956.54 Meanwhile, anti-government 
extremists held both violent and peaceful demonstrations outside of the Parliament building, 
trying to appeal to the sense of resistance that defined the events of 1956.55 Both the government 
and anti-government groups attempted to claim the historical significance and spirit of the rev-
olution through symbolic action.

As Hungary shifts the Revolution of 1956 from a recent memory into a historical 
canon of revolutionary activity, Hungarians will have to make decisions about how they 
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Figure 6: István Orosz, “Poster 
issued by the Hungarian 

Democratic Forum,” Victoria 
& Albert Museum Online 

“Designing Democracy: Posters 
and the Political Transformation 

of Europe 1989- 91,” 1990.
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view their nation and their relation-
ship to the event. Seeing Hungary as 
a seeker of freedom with a long tra-

dition of revolution to build upon may necessitate how to comprehend and address the 
narrative of hero and enemy. The duality of breaking the enemy’s symbols while building 
on hundreds of years of revolutionary tradition was evident in the Revolution of 1956, 
with the building and breaking of symbols as two forces acting in unison.

 Figure 7 (above): “Corvin Mozi Statue,” Pho-
tograph by the author, 2012. Figure 8 (right): “Az 

1956-ban Ledöntött Sztálin- Szobor Töredéke” (1956 
Fragment of the Toppled Stalin Statue) Magyar 

Nemzeti Múzeum, A kommunista rendszer kiépülése 
és összeomlása (1945-1990) (The Rise and Fall of the 

Communist Regime in Hungary (1945-1990).
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le spectre qui avait jadis hanté l’Europe s’était dissipé; le vent révolutionnaire qui souf-
flait à travers l’Europe de l’Est en 1989 avait semblé passer au-dessus de la Serbie. Onze 
ans plus tard, le peuple serbe prenait en main sa propre révolution pour en venir à terme 
avec son dictateur – une dictature nouveau genre – en expulsant Slobodan Milošević du 
pouvoir. La révolution du bulldozer, comme on la nomme dans la culture populaire, avait 
effectivement mis fin à une ère très sensible de l’histoire serbe qui durait depuis la fin de 
la Seconde Guerre mondiale, un moment où la nature d’un gouvernement très fort et 
répressif caractérisait la vie quotidienne dans la nation.

L’historiographie sur le sujet n’est pas très vaste, mais certains ouvrages peuvent 
nous éclairer quant à la nature de la révolution du cinq octobre 2000. Certains la qual-
ifient comme une révolution démocratique, d’autres comme la dernière révolution eu-
ropéenne1. Chose certaine, il y avait bien là matière à révolution selon l’historiographie 
disponible. D’autres ouvrages font, à l’aide de document d’archives et d’entrevues, une 
reconstitution des événements, mais ces derniers restent plutôt descriptifs2. Aussi, cer-
taines recherches s’attardent au futur serbe et à la viabilité de la démocratie dans le pays 
après la révolution de 2000, mais ce sont des ouvrages souvent plus en lien avec la science 
politique que l’histoire3. Dernièrement, on retrouve quelques ouvrages sur l’aspect de la 
société civile et les mouvements de résistance tels que Otpor!, encore une fois du côté des 

1 Svetozar Stojanović, Serbia: The Democratic Revolution, New York, NY, Humanity Books, 2003. Timothy 
Garton Ash, « The Last Revolution », The New York Review of Books, 16 novembre 2000 http://nybooks.com/
articles/archives/2000/nov/16/the-last-revolution/.

2 Dragan Bujošević and Ivan Radovanović, The Fall of Milosevic: The October 5th Revolution, New York, 
NY, Palgrave Macmillan, 2003.

3 Ivana Spasić et Milan Subotić, édit., Revolution and Order: Serbia After October 2000, Belgrade, RS, 
Institute for Philosophy and Social Theory, 2001. Robert Bideleux et Ian Jeffries, The Balkans: A Post-Communist 
History, New York, NY, Routledge, 2007.
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sciences politiques4.
Ce que cette recherche tentera de faire, à l’aide de cette littérature secondaire, 

ainsi que d’autres ouvrages sur la Serbie et son symbolisme, c’est d’analyser les événe-
ments du cinq octobre 2000 selon une perspective symbolique5. À cet effet, la presse de 
l’époque sera très importante pour indiquer l’humeur et les intentions des révolution-
naires serbes. Ces articles seront donc utilisés et mis en contraste avec les connaissances 
déjà établies afin de mieux saisir l’essence de la révolution sur le plan symbolique.

La recherche sera divisée en trois grandes parties. La première accordera une 
importance au symbolisme physique, c’est-à-dire à la prise des symboles concrets du ré-
gime Milošević. À travers cela, on notera l’attaque du parlement à Belgrade, la prise de 
possession de la station de télévision et de radio ainsi que, de façon aussi importante, les 
limites instaurées implicitement par cet aspect symbolique. Dans un deuxième temps, 
il sera question du symbolisme identitaire, partie la plus imposante de cette recherche. 
À travers cette section, une mise en contraste des grands thèmes symboliques de l’his-
toire serbe sera effectuée avec les événements réels afin d’en tirer certaines conclusions 
et tendances de la révolution. Il importera d’accorder une attention au symbolisme de 
l’histoire et du temps, du sens de particularisme serbe exprimé à travers l’idée d’une Ser-
bie divine qui descendait sur Terre et de la relation entre le hooliganisme et la guerre (et 
la révolution!). Enfin, nous analyserons les éléments révolutionnaires durant l’attaque 
de Belgrade du cinq octobre à l’aide de deux sous-thèmes : la mobilisation révolution-
naire et le style de la révolution.

Symbolisme Physique

Après les élections du 24 septembre 2000 qu’il avait lui-même lancé, Slobodan 
Milošević se trouvait devant une situation problématique. Vojislav Koštunica, le prési-
dent du Parti démocratique de Serbie (DSS), avait gagné la confiance du public serbe et 
les élections du même coup. Il y aurait donc un second tour imposé par Milošević pour 
décider du vainqueur; c’est ce que ce dernier tentait comme dernier espoir pour s’accro-
cher au pouvoir. En refusant de satisfaire Milošević, Koštunica allait même plus loin en 
établissant une date limite pour que le présent gouvernement lui concède la victoire: le 

4 Bojan Bilić, Serbia’s Unfinished Revolution, Saarbrücken, DE, VDM Verlag, 2008. Mark R. Beissinger, « Structure 
and Example in Modular Political Phenomena: The Diffusion of Bulldozer/Rose/Orange/Tulip Revolutions », Perspec-
tives on Politics, vol. 5, n°2 (2007), pp. 259-76. Florian Bieber, « The Serbian Opposition and Civil Society: Roots of 
the Delayed Transition in Serbia », International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society, vol. 17, n° 1 (2003), pp. 73-90. 
Olena Nikolayenko, « Origins of the Movement’s Strategy: The Case of the Serbian Youth Movement Otpor », Inter-
national Political Science Review, vol. 34, n° 2 (2013), pp. 140-158. Albert Cevallos, Whither The Bulldozer?: Nonviolent 
Revolution and the Transition to Democracy in Serbia, Washington, DC, US Institute of Peace, 2001.

5 Ivan Čolović, The Politics of Symbol in Serbia: Essays in Political Anthropology, London, Hurst & Compa-
ny, 2002.
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cinq octobre à quinze heures6. Ce risque pris par Koštunica et son parti allait avoir de 
grandes conséquences pour la politique serbe.

« We only have to light fires. To see the Parliament burning. The symbol of 
might, the power that has dictated our lives for fifty years. Burn it! Why should it be 
spared? Everything has been destroyed for us, after all. Let it burn. Let it scare them stiff 
»7. Telles étaient les pensées de Bogoljub Arsenijevic, un citoyen serbe comme les autres. 
C’était aussi la façon dont une grande majorité des serbes articulait leurs pensées. Il ne 
semble donc pas surprenant que dès l’heure limite fixée, sans nouvelle de Milošević, les 
militants serbes ont pris le Parlement de Belgrade d’assaut de façon systématique. Dans 
un contexte où l’organisation fut plutôt spontanée, cette action semblait tout de même 
évidente pour tous. Seulement trente-sept minutes ont été requises afin de prendre le 
bâtiment8. Comme dans plusieurs révolutions, le symbolisme évident du Parlement 
justifiait ces actions de façon implicite. Un réflexe qui semblait presque inné, la prise 
du parlement par le peuple serbe dans les premières minutes de leur moment révolu-
tionnaire qui allait durer quatre heures allait de soi; elle créait une image inoubliable 
de libération, la libération d’un peuple sous le joug d’une quasi-dictature mené par 
Milošević.

Dans une conversation téléphonique cet après-midi, Milošević avait articulé ce 
principe dans des mots similaires: « The symbol of the state has been set on fire »9. Le 
chef du personnel de l’armée Pavković lui répondit: « That’s right, it has been set on fire, 
but it is empty. There have been no casualties. Nothing »10. L’état du bâtiment n’avait 
pas d’importance pour les assaillants; seule sa prise démontrait le pouvoir du peuple sur 
le régime de Milošević. Qu’il soit vide, remplie, sous les flammes ou en poussière, l’état 
physique du Parlement n’avait plus aucune signification après son occupation et l’humil-
iation des forces policières ayant perdu le contrôle de la situation. La première bataille 
semblait achevée. C’est donc de cette façon que l’armée révolutionnaire poursuivait son 
chemin sur la rue Kosovska vers le prochain objectif, la station de télévision, en possession 
de casques, bâtons et boucliers subtilisés aux forces policières11.

Dans cet élan, la station de télévision, surnommé « TV Bastille » après des protes-
tations contre le contrôle des médias par le gouvernement en 1991, a était pris d’assaut12. 
Dans une pulsion révolutionnaire à l’ancienne, les Serbes se croyaient presque en 1789 

6 Garton Ash, « The Last Revolution ».
7 Bujošević et Radovanović, The Fall of Milosevic, 39.
8 Ibid., 83.
9 Bujošević et Radovanović, The Fall of Milosevic, 97.
10 Ibid., 98.
11 Ibid., 101.
12 Eric D. Gordy, Culture of Power in Serbia: Nationalism and the Destruction of Alternatives, University
Park, PA, The Pennsylvania State University, 1999, 62.
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lors de la chute de la Bastille, ou même en 1917 durant la prise du Palais d’Hiver. Com-
me la prison à Paris durant la Révolution française, la télévision de Belgrade représentait 
un symbole de pouvoir pour le gouvernement13. Milošević, durant son règne, n’avait eu 
d’autres choix que de fonder sa crédibilité sur une télévision d’état utilisée comme moyen 
de propagande. Probablement sans même s’en rendre compte, Vuk Drašković, qui avait 
prononcé les mots « TV Bastille » en premier, avait du même coup préétabli le destin de 
cette institution. Il avait défini sa vraie nature en tant que forteresse du régime ainsi que 
la façon dont on arriverait à s’en débarrasser, par la révolution14.

L’utilisation des médias en Serbie à des fins nationalistes faisait partie d’un plan 
bien pensé dans une stratégie d’affirmation d’identité15. Dans le contexte d’une nation en 
transition du communisme, le vide créé par le changement idéologique avait laissé une 
population à la recherche de leur identité; Milošević avait justement trouvé la solution 
dans l’articulation d’un agenda nationaliste. Ainsi, c’est à l’aide d’un contrôle total de la 
télévision qu’il arrivait à rassembler le peuple en utilisant « the sources of the Serbian mys-
tique, that of a people who were the mistreated victims and martyrs of history and that 
of Greater Serbia, indissolubly linked to the Orthodox religion »16. À l’aide des médias, 
Milošević pouvait rejeter, promouvoir, ou bien rétrograder les personnes voulues. Il avait 
le pouvoir de condamner publiquement certains journalistes et même de les mener à un 
tribunal correctionnel à partir de 1998. Le cinq octobre 2000, une grande majorité des 
Serbes étaient en faveur du démantèlement de ce réseau d’information qui n’avait servi 
qu’à augmenter le pouvoir de Milošević.

Ainsi, en s’attaquant à ce qui représentait l’empire médiatique de Milošević, les 
Serbes y allaient d’un second coup symbolique dans l’expulsion du gouvernement. Non 
seulement on démontrait une unité et une coordination en incendiant ce symbole, mais 
on augmentait l’initiative révolutionnaire qui rageant depuis quinze heures. Les barrières 
de la peur semblaient s’affaisser; la destruction de la dictature de la télévision donnait un 
pouvoir encore plus grand aux Serbes. En 1989, Jacek Kuroń, le dirigeant de l’opposition 
polonaise, avançait que le contrôle de la télévision était l’élément central du pouvoir, 
au-delà du contrôle de la police secrète17. L’opposition contrôlait donc l’endroit où l’on 
produisait les images. C’est exactement c’est aspect qui est au cœur de la politique mod-
erne, et les Serbes prenaient leur révolution très sérieusement. Durant des années, cette 

13 Adam Lebor, Milosevic: A Biography, London, UK, Bloomsbury Publishing, 2004, 311.
14 Bujošević et Radovanović, The Fall of Milosevic, 114.
15 Judith Armatta, « Milosevic’s Propaganda War », Institute for War & Peace Reporting TRI 301 (février
2005), http://iwpr.net/report-news/comment-milosevics-propaganda-war.
16 Ibid.
17 Garton Ash, « Today We Will Be Free or Die », The Guardian, 3 novembre, 2000, http://www.theguard-

ian.com/world/2000/nov/03/balkans.
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télévision avait réinventé la réalité; cette journée-là, les Serbes produisaient leur propre 
réalité en reprenant le contrôle de leur image. L’attaque de la station de télévision s’artic-
ulait dans une suite d’événements logique qui allait complètement délégitimé Milošević 
de façon symbolique mettant feu aux symboles de son pouvoir, et en prenant contrôle de 
ces derniers.

Dans la même lignée que les développements précédents, les Serbes ont aussi re-
pris contrôle de la radio B92, qui avait été une station d’information indépendante avant 
la guerre du Kosovo. En cherchant à reprendre contrôle des différents médias, on ne cher-
chait pas seulement à diriger une révolution écrasant tous les symboles reliés à Milošević, 
mais on tentait aussi d’articuler une certaine légitimité pour le nouveau gouvernement 
élu le 24 septembre. C’est donc dans cette perspective que lors des événements, dans cette 
foulée d’attaques sur les symboles physiques de l’ancien régime, on se servit de la radio 
pour annoncer en primeur l’élection officielle de Koštunica à la tête de la Serbie. Iro-
niquement, cet outil qui avait servi à Milošević afin de contraindre et ternir l’opposition 
parlementaire durant sa présidence jouait désormais le rôle inverse, c’est-à-dire projeter le 
parti d’opposition au-devant de la scène politique. Vojislav Koštunica, celui qu’on atten-
dait comme un héros saisi sa chance de façon héroïque, pour l’une des rares fois d’ailleurs, 
et prononça ces mots acclamés par la foule amassée devant le parlement: « Good evening, 
liberated Serbia! »18.

Par contre, si cette prise de contrôle des médias serbes et des symboles d’une so-
ciété politiquement archaïque avec laquelle on souhaitait venir à terme était sous-jacente à 
la révolution du cinq octobre, il faut toutefois rester objectif devant ces accomplissements 
qui peuvent sembler grandioses de prime abord. Une raison apparait comme modératrice 
des événements: l’hypocrisie soulignée par la prise de contrôle des symboles de pouvoirs 
associé au régime Milošević.

Ainsi, comme le mentionne Timothy Garton Ash, ces événements invitent à un 
moment de réflexion sur la relation entre les images et la réalité19. Les images filmées 
lors de la révolution, montrant les Serbes prenant d’assaut le parlement et la station de 
télévision, ont fait le tour du monde. Des chaînes telles que BBC et CNN prenaient 
ces images qu’ils avaient tourné le cinq octobre et les transformaient en une réalité con-
crète. À l’international, cette révolution serbe qu’on croyait grandiose, cette révolution 
qui était venue une décennie trop tard, cette révolution qui représentait la fatalité de 
vestiges provenant de l’ère communiste, elle s’enracinaient dans l’imaginaire collectif 

18 Ray Whitaker, « ‘Belgrade is Asleep, We Have Come Here to Wake It Up’ », The Independent, 8 octobre 
2000, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/belgrade-is-asleep-we-have-come-here-to-wake-it-
up-635015.html.

19 Garton Ash, « Today We Will Be Free or Die ».
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façonné par les images tournées sur les lieux. Désormais, c’était l’opposition qui con-
trôlait l’endroit où l’on produisait ces images et, du même coup, cette perception qu’on 
présentait.

Si l’on reprochait au régime Milošević sa propagande médiatique comme fon-
dation de son pouvoir, il semble que les actions révolutionnaires ce jour-là n’étaient pas 
plus légitimes que celles qu’on condamnait. Différents témoignages pointent dans des 
directions contradictoires en ce qui a trait aux actions héroïques qu’on décrivait dans 
les médias. La description des événements varie d’une personne à l’autre même s’ils 
étaient tous au même endroit ce jour-là. Considérant que la télévision fut centrale pour 
la révolution serbe, et en rapport avec les propos précédents, on pourrait avancer que 
tout ce chaos n’était qu’un simple coup de théâtre, avec les conséquences d’un coup 
d’État20. C’était, jusqu’à un certain point, une mise en scène médiatique sous le couvert 
d’une révolution. Il y a donc ici un certain paradoxe: la condamnation du contrôle de 
l’information de Milošević à des fins égoïste pourrait également s’appliquer aux actions 
des Serbes. Une révolution ne se doit pas nécessairement d’être honnête ni libre de 
paradoxe, mais elle se doit tout de même de changer l’ordre des choses, et on ne peut 
prétendre que ce fut complètement accompli du côté du contrôle et de la manipulation 
de l’information.

Symbolisme Identitaire

Cette révolution, en elle-même, représente un aboutissement historique ex-

primé par une révolte identitaire menée sur trois fronts, soit l’histoire et le temps, 
ou en d’autres mots, la tradition; un certain sens du particularisme serbe, bien 
résumé par cette phrase d’Ivan Čolović: « Heavenly Serbia comes down to Earth »; 
ainsi que dans le Hooliganisme serbe lié aux événements sportifs21. C’est donc selon 
ce paradigme qu’il sera intéressant d’accorder une attention particulière à ces trois 
aspects afin de mieux saisir l’essence du symbolisme identitaire durant la révolution 
du cinq octobre.

Dans un premier temps, il est pertinent de mentionner que l’une des grandes 
traditions sociales serbes est la constante glorification du passé. Les autorités poli-
tiques serbes ont, durant des années, construit leur légitimité et popularité à partir 
du ravivement d’un passé national mythique et de slogans à propos de leurs quêtes 
et aspirations longues de plusieurs siècles22. L’un des exemples les plus importants de 

20 Ibid.
21 Čolović, The Politics of Symbol in Serbia, 305.
22 Ibid., 130.
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ce phénomène est le culte inspiré par le Prince Lazar lors de la bataille du Kosovo 
en 138923. On le considère à la fois comme un martyr et un guerrier. Il fait partie 
intrinsèque de la culture serbe et aucun événement d’importance ne semble pouvoir 
échapper aux comparaisons avec la bataille de Kosovo Polje. La révolution d’octobre 
ne fait pas exception. En décrivant le portrait qui se développait sous ses yeux, l’un 
des révolutionnaires s’exclamait: « Fucking Serbia! This looks like another uprising 
against the Turkish overlords. Velja’s on his way, this one’s on his way, that one’s on 
his way. As though all the princes were arriving »24. Les « princes » de plusieurs mu-
nicipalités, donc ceux provenant de Čačak, entre autres, s’unissaient contre le régime 
de Milošević, l’ennemi juré, les Turques du 21e siècle.

De plus en plus, cette façon de concevoir le monde montrait ses failles. Durant 
une visite en Bosnie Herzégovine, le président américain Bill Clinton avait avancé que 
la guerre de Bosnie était un conflit « between those who want peace and those who 
want war »25. Sous-entendue dans cette citation est l’édification d’une pensée man-
ichéenne, d’un dualisme moral entre ceux qui veulent un meilleur futur pour leur pays 
et les autres qui sont les esclaves du passé. Ainsi, Clinton, dans la position de pouvoir 
qu’il occupait, avait touché à un point sensible de l’histoire serbe, en articulant une 
idée où les guerriers modernes des Balkans et leurs chefs étaient des esclaves du passé, 
et où la force de la paix était représentée par ceux qui avaient choisi de se précipiter 
dans le 21e siècle, se libérant du même coup de leurs haines anciennes. Bien que cet 
argumentaire soit très simpliste et réducteur dans un contexte marqué par des dévelop-
pements politiques et historiques complexes, il venait remettre en question la politique 
contemporaine en Serbie.

Pour en venir à terme avec ce principe, Milošević avait graduellement tourné 
sa politique du côté opposé, vers le futur. Il était désormais important de se projeter 
dans le futur et d’être en mesure de construire une identité basée sur autre chose qu’un 
miroir du passé. Une trace de ce changement graduelle s’observe dans les célébrations 
du jour de St-Vitus, en 1995. À cette occasion, dans la ville d’Obilić, le président du 
parlement serbe, D. Tomic, avait révélé un monument à l’effigie de Milos Obilić, un 
chevalier médiéval serbe qui servait Prince Lazar. Obilić faisait partie de ce grand mythe 
du Kosovo, même si l’on doutait de son existence; il représentait l’homme qui avait 

23 Durant cet événement, le peuple serbe s’était vu infliger la défaite par les Turques. Selon la légende, 
avant sa mort, le Prince Lazar s’était vu offrir un choix pour sa nation: il pouvait choisir le royaume de la 
terre et gagner la guerre, ou plutôt le royaume du paradis et y construire un église au Kosovo en appelant ses 
hommes à la communion, en perdant évidemment la bataille sur le terrain, mais en garantissant un royaume 
éternel pour son peuple. Tonny Brems Knudsen et Carsten Bagge Laustsen, édit., Kosovo Between War and 
Peace: Nationalism, Peacebuilding and International Trusteeship, New York, NY, Routledge, 2006, 23.

24 Bujošević et Radovanović, The Fall of Milosevic, 43.
25 Čolović, The Politics of Symbol in Serbia, 129.
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tué le Sultan turc en 138926. Durant ce moment politique, on avait encore établi une 
connexion avec le glorieux passé mythique.

Cependant, l’aspect important pour la présente analyse est le discours de Tomic. Il 
avait trouvé une façon d’utiliser cet événement à connotation historique afin d’ériger cer-
tains parallèles avec le future: « We remember the past, and, feeling respect for its victims 
and devotion to the fatherland and to their liberty, we turn more than ever towards the 
future. The greatest interest of the entire Serbian people is to live in peace »27. Cet engoue-
ment pour le futur était nouveau et il s’articulait de plus en plus dans les développements 
politiques. On en revenait aux paroles de Clinton, en cherchant à se tourner vers l’avenir, 
espérant qu’il soit meilleur que le passé. La recherche quotidienne d’une signification à 
travers l’histoire ne semblait plus être pertinente pour les Serbes; il était temps de tourner 
le dos à une culture de guerre pour se diriger vers des temps plus paisibles. La révolution 
d’octobre semblait se dérouler selon cette nouvelle attitude si l’on s’en tient à son caractère 
non violent. La prise de symboles de pouvoirs décrite au début se voulait un rappel des 
développements révolutionnaires historiques qui ont traversé le temps, et ce n’est pas cela 
qu’on tentait d’abolir. C’était le passé serbe comme outil de référence qui était éliminé 
graduellement. D’ailleurs, très peu de traces rhétoriques en lien avec le passé mythique 
serbes faisaient partie du discours  durant ces quatre heures de révolution.

Cette cassure avec le passé menant un moment révolutionnaire nous dirige 
vers un autre aspect du symbolisme identitaire, soit le principe d’une Serbie divine 
qui descendait sur Terre. Cette notion renvoie vers une idée d’un particularisme ser-
be qui se structurait dans l’imaginaire collectif. On considérait que le peuple était 
unique et qu’il était en quelque sorte destiné à un avenir prometteur à partir de 
l’expulsion de Milošević.

La première étape importante de ce processus abstrait était la destruction du culte 
de la personnalité. Le régime politique qu’on connaissait avait été façonné par le dirigeant 
serbe à travers une dictature moderne. Pour les plus vieux, on avait connu le règne de Tito 
qui avait permis l’émergence de la Yougoslavie dans un cadre fédéral, ou même l’emprise 
de Peter, Alexander et Peter II Karađorđević successivement. C’est donc dire que l’expéri-
ence serbe avait été formée dans le dernier siècle par un dirigeant fort, un homme d’État 
sous lequel la population serbe n’avait que très peu d’influence.

L’élection de Vojislav Koštunica soulignait parfaitement le désir de briser ce culte 
de la personnalité. Ce dernier ne se considérait pas comme un intouchable, comme 
l’avaient été Tito et Milošević. Il ne se considérait même pas comme le remplaçant de 
Milošević, mais plutôt comme un serviteur de la cause serbe. Le nouveau président était 

26 Tim Judah, The Serbs, New Haven, CT, Yale University Press, 2000, 32.
27 Čolović, The Politics of Symbol in Serbia, 132.



un ancien avocat de droit constitutionnel  affable qui voulait suivre la loi à la lettre28. Il y 
avait un certain paradoxe dans cette élection. Si certains disaient: « We want a complete 
change, not just a switch of some of the top people », afin que l’homme désigné prenne les 
devants d’une révolution radicale, ils ne semblaient pas remarquer que c’était exactement 
de cette façon que les derniers présidents avaient opéré29. Il apparaissait clair, seulement 
quelques minutes après sa confirmation à la tête du pays, que Koštunica représentait le 
changement, dans le sens où son agenda politique était diamétralement opposé à celui 
Milošević. Il contribuait à déconstruire le culte de la personnalité que la révolution tentait 
d’abolir.

Le second élément ayant participé à ce processus était le côté humain de 
Koštunica. Il n’avait pas l’ambition de faire partie d’un club sélect de grandes per-
sonnes, ni de s’adresser à sa nation comme un grand peuple. Il avait accompli une 
grande chose en expulsant Milošević du pouvoir et il retenait les grandes actions 
pour le démontrer. De par sa nature modeste, Koštunica inspirait même quelques 
craintes. Ses ambitions modérées lui valaient quelques commentaires de la sorte: 
« What’s this man thinking of, saying he’ll be President for only a year and a half? 
We’ve only just found him »30. On ne peut blâmer les Serbes, puisqu’ils avaient été 
habitués à des personnalités fortes à la tête de leur pays. Koštunica paraissait plus 
humain, plus près de son peuple, et donc en mesure de bien les représenter. Il n’ex-
istait plus cette distance abyssale entre le gouvernement et le peuple.  Son inaugu-
ration fut brève et se déroula sans grandes fanfares31. De façon inhabituelle, aucune 
référence à la gloire, à la victoire et aux héros du passé n’avaient été entendues. 
On avait assisté à un programme de questions et réponses; jamais un président 
serbe ne s’était adressé à son peuple d’une telle façon. Koštunica n’apparaissait pas 
intouchable. Cet aspect symbolique, bien ancré dans l’identité serbe, semblait en 
arriver à un point mort, où l’on s’y attaquait afin d’arriver à une émancipation qui 
confirmait, en partie, la destruction du culte de la personnalité et, du même coup, 
le caractère unique de la Serbie.

De surcroît, ce sens du particularisme s’articulait à travers la destruction de 
Slobodan Milošević, comme un événement sans précédent, renforcé par la couver-
ture médiatique de la presse. À en juger par les commentaires journalistiques suiv-
ant le cinq octobre, la révolution serbe représentait la finalité de leur évolution 
historique. Désormais « champions de la démocratie », les Serbes étaient persuadés 
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qu’ils étaient admirés par la planète entière: « The world is amazed at the Serbs’ love 
of freedom and expresses its readiness to help », exprimait un observateur32. Ainsi, 
de façon soudaine, et dans la même lignée que les prédictions de Rebecca West 
en 1939, les journalistes étrangers étaient « suddenly irrationally in love with the 
Serbs », même si on était bien conscient que cela n’allait pas durer33. Si l’on voyait 
la chute de Milošević comme un incident spécial et sans précédent, c’était major-
itairement en raison de cette frénésie qui prenait le dessus sur le côté rationnel. 
Était-ce vraiment une révolution qui prenait son cours, cette journée la? Les Serbes 
ne pouvaient répondre à cette question, mais on mentionnait que « there had not 
been so much joy in the capital for a long time »34. On avait l’impression du côté 
des révolutionnaires que ce qui leur arrivait était unique, fortement renforcé par 
leur habituelle perception d’unicité.

Qui plus est, ce phénomène était aussi perçu à travers une lentille nationaliste. 
Pour les Serbes, la question de l’identité nationale représentait une valeur de plus 
importante. Elle représentait le trait de caractère le plus simple, stable et évident d’un 
membre d’une nation, permettant d’exprimer une différence spécifique. De plus, elle 
résiste à la pression des influences étrangères35. La Serbie et sa culture sont spéciales, 
mais ce caractère n’est pas relatif aux autres nations, il est absolu; c’est précisément 
cet aspect qui rendait la destinée politique de la Serbie exceptionnelle et isolée du 
monde. « Let us be what we are », c’est ce que les Serbes désiraient36.

Dans l’optique où les Serbes démontraient un intérêt afin de pouvoir arti-
culer une identité propre à eux, sans restrictions et guides extérieurs, leur attitude 
durant la révolution est plus facile à comprendre. La mort représentait une meil-
leure option qu’une vie dans laquelle ils ne pouvaient être ce qu’ils désiraient. « 
Today we shall be free or die », criaient les résidents de Čačak qui se rendaient 
vers Belgrade en masse pour participer à leur propre moment de gloire37. De leurs 
propres aveux, la plupart de ces révolutionnaires étaient prêts à faire face à la mort 
même s’ils n’avaient à ce moment aucune idée des conséquences qu’allaient engen-
drer leurs actions38. Misko, l’un des participants, disait: « All the time we were on 

32 Ibid., 307.
33 Ibid.
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edge because we had heard they [les autorités armés] had been ordered to shoot »39. 
Il existait donc une combinaison d’un profond désir d’en arriver à terme avec la 
possibilité de pouvoir exprimer leur identité de façon indépendante par une révolu-
tion, et d’une peur innée dans un contexte où le futur semblait incertain. On avait 
été habitué à un régime prêt à tout pour garder contrôle sur son pouvoir, il était 
donc rationnel de croire qu’on allait faire de même cette fois-ci. Cette incertitude 
face aux événements du cinq octobre a donc mené les Serbes à agir sous une impul-
sion naturelle, expliquant jusqu’à un certain point la spontanéité des événements.

Dernièrement, toujours dans la perspective du symbolisme identitaire dans la 
révolution, on ne peut éviter le sujet du hooliganisme serbe. Cet aspect trouve ses rac-
ines dans les années 1980, durant lesquelles sont apparus sur les terrains de football des 
portraits de dirigeants politiques, des écussons et drapeaux nationaux, des chants Chet-
niks et des références aux Ustašas40. On voyait donc un grand éventail de revendication 
politique, portant une attention particulière aux grands moments historiques, par ex-
emple les développements complexes de la Seconde Guerre mondiale en Yougoslavie. 
Ceci pointe vers l’utilisation d’événement sportif en tant que projecteur politique. Les 
tensions existantes dans les gradins, avec le temps, étaient devenues un outil pour les 
nationalistes serbes. Si le journal Naša Riječ [Notre Parole] écrivait: « Red Star is more 
than a football club, it is a symbol of the Serbian being », il y a une décennie, on re-
trouvait toujours cet élément dans la presse en 201241. Toujours en 2012, ce hooligan-
isme continuait de faire rage dans les rues de Belgrade. Du côté des autorités serbes, il 
semble même que c’était devenu un problème au point où l’on considérait interdire les 
organisations partisanes puisque leur « activity [is] aimed at the violent destruction of 
the constitutional order, violation of human and minority rights, and inciting racial, 
national and religious hatred »42. Il y a donc un élément important de la culture serbe 
qui a su traverser la révolution pour galvaniser les passions politiques.

À la lumière de ces informations, il apparait bien-fondé de jeter un œil à ces pas-
sions qui se développaient avant la révolution. Dans le rapport d’une partie entre le Red 
Star et le Panathinaikos à Sofia le 18 mars 1992, l’auteur louange les partisans pour leur 
patriotisme exemplaire en les comparant avec le comportement de l’armée serbe lors du 
moment le plus glorieux de leur histoire:
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The Army of the Warriors was as numerous as the Serbian army led by the Mrn
javčević brothers into battle at Marica [...] A team persecuted and damned by 
the UEFA did something which no one else has ever succeeded in doing [...]
In the international 1991-1992 football season, the miracle called FC Red Star 
can be compared only with the Serbian army in the First World War. That army,
also despised and humiliated by its allies, and driven out of the homeland by a 
more powerful opponent, survived and was victorious on a front that was 
“always out of town” [...] There is no hope for us, we must win. The sentence 
spoken by Nikola Pašić in 1915, appears to have become the way of life of FC
 Red Star.43

La signification de cette citation semble aller de soi. À ce point, en mars 1992, on exagérait 
les mérites du Red Star afin de s’en servir comme rhétorique politique et d’élever le nation-
alisme serbe à un autre niveau. La tendance de se projeter dans le futur à la place de faire ap-
pel aux grands moments historiques n’étaient définitivement pas enclenchée à ce moment. 
Dans la même veine, pour les Serbes de la Croatie, le Red Star faisait pratiquement partie de 
leur identité. Jusqu’au tournant du millénaire, on n’osait pas s’identifier par la nationalité en 
raison du risque que cela engendrait. Par contre, il existait toujours cette possibilité de crier 
haut et fort leur support pour le Red Star, leur permettant d’exprimer leur réelle identité 
à travers leur partisannerie sportive44. Le Red Star participait donc à la défense de l’unicité 
serbe, surtout lors des parties à l’extérieur.

Maintenant que l’utilisation du club de football comme outil nationaliste est 
mieux définie, le rôle des Hooligans dans la révolution sera analysé selon cette perspective. 
Le hooliganisme réfère la plupart du temps à des comportements marginaux, violents ou 
destructeurs perpétrés par des partisans excessivement zélés de club sportif, dans le cadre 
de bagarres, de vandalisme ou d’intimidation45. Ce concept est central dans la relation 
entre le sport et la violence, ainsi que dans la culture de guerre serbe. Pour la présente 
recherche, il est important dans la mesure où une certaine partie de la population serbe 
faisait partie de ces groupes. Ils ont joué un certain rôle dans les développements révolu-
tionnaires du cinq octobre. Ainsi, puisque le symbolisme identitaire de cet aspect est très 
élevé, son analyse dans le cadre de la révolution semble pertinente. Ces hooligans étaient 
habitués aux affrontements avec la police. Ignorant les appels au calme du maire de Čačak 
Velimir Ilić, ils ont pu participer eux aussi au moment de gloire serbe46.

Au même moment où ces partisans tentaient de renverser le gouvernement, les 
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polices sur qui Milošević avait toujours pu compter semblaient avoir abandonné: « I 
grabbed the shield of the cop in front of me and for a few seconds we were tearing it back 
and forth, I looked him in the eye, and suddenly he let go »47. Ce jour-là, on prétendait 
que l’honneur de Belgrade avait été sauvé par les partisans du Red Star48. Ils avaient d’ail-
leurs une certaine pratique provenant de leur expérience dans les stades de football. Ils 
connaissaient les tactiques des forces policières et, de ce fait, provoquait la police avec cer-
tains chants qu’ils avaient aussi pratiqué auparavant: « Save Serbia, kill yourself Slobodan! 
». Même le nouveau maire de Belgrade Milan St. Protić les avait félicités pour leur rôle 
héroïque durant la révolution; c’était d’ailleurs la seule fois qu’un maire allait faire l’éloge 
de ces hooligans pour leurs actes destructeurs.

Bien qu’il soit apparent qu’il existait une glorification des événements, de par la 
perception grandiose que les Serbes avaient de leur révolution, on ne peut nier que ces 
derniers aient grandement contribué à la révolution. Ils étaient sur la première ligne, aux 
côtés des hommes de Čačak et d’autres villes, prêts à terminer leur travail. Ils avaient 
aussi attaqué la station de police. Dans les rapports de police, on note que « kids, Red 
Star fans and people with criminal records » avaient renversé des automobiles ainsi que 
des conteneurs à vidanges49. Ils avaient aussi répété les scènes du parlement à la station 
de télévision: ils avaient pris possession de l’équipement des policiers et les avaient bat-
tus brutalement. Les partisans du Red Star n’avaient pas de temps à perdre, et avec leur 
matraque – l’arme traditionnelle des fans du Red Star – ils se dirigeant vers l’endroit où 
la vraie guerre rageait, sur la rue Aberdareva. Au final, le rôle des hooligans dans cette 
révolution fut significatif, grandement amplifié par leur perception de soi édifié par l’outil 
du nationalisme que représentait le club du Red Star. Peut-être même sans s’en rendre 
compte, ces hooligans avaient transposé leurs idéologies d’un temps de guerre à un temps 
de révolution.

Éléments Révolutionnaires
Après avoir analysé la révolution serbe de 2000 d’un œil symbolique en regard des 

éléments physiques et identitaires, il semble aussi important d’accorder une attention aux 
éléments révolutionnaires de celle-ci. Si, le cinq octobre, les Serbes ne pouvaient répondre 
à la question « Était-ce une révolution? », il y avait toutefois une mobilisation révolution-
naire qui se développait. On pourra dresser des parallèles historiques ayant joué un rôle 
dans l’esprit révolutionnaire serbe, considérer la signification de la grève à la mine de 
charbon de Kolubara, une ancienne forteresse communiste pour finalement analyser de 

60 La Révolution Symbolique Serbe Historical Discourses 

47 Ibid.
48 Garton Ash, « Today We Will Be Free or Die ».
49 Bujošević et Radovanović, The Fall of Milosevic, 135.



Historical Discourses Mathieu Elie 61

rôle du groupe activiste Otpor!. Dans un deuxième temps, il sera question de discuter 
du style de la révolution, peut-être même d’un nouveau type de révolution.

Premièrement, cette révolution s’est déroulée dans un esprit d’accomplir un mo-
ment révolutionnaire propre au peuple serbe. Onze ans auparavant, l’Europe de l’Est 
avait vu une vague de protestation ayant pour conséquences la chute des dictatures com-
munistes. La Serbie avait échappé à ce processus, surtout en raison de l’opportunisme 
de Milošević à l’époque. Si on n’avait pu suivre cette tendance, il restait tout de même 
des souvenirs de cette époque et des pays voisins qui avaient démarré la locomotive de la 
démocratisation. D’ailleurs, à cet effet, si l’on considère que la mobilisation serbe fut plus 
grande que celle dans la plupart des nations de l’Europe de l’Est, on peut avancer que le 
moment de gloire de Solidarity en Pologne, dans les années 1980, semblait encore très 
inspirant pour les Serbes50.

Lors de la grève de la mine de charbon à Kolubara, dont il sera question plus tard, 
les travailleurs spécialisés et le personnel technique avaient joué un rôle vital, comme en 
Pologne51. Ces derniers avaient des liens avec l’opposition démocratique. L’un des in-
génieurs à Kolubara, Alexander Karic, fut surnommé le Lech Wałęsa de Kolubara: « But 
there are many Lech Walesas, we are all Lech Walesas », disait-il52. On tentait de s’accro-
cher, d’identifier leur propre révolution à un modèle ayant fait ses preuves. Ces moments 
se déroulaient avant le 5 octobre, mais ils possédaient leur signification dans la construc-
tion de l’initiative révolutionnaire. Répondant aux questions de Garton Ash, Karic, qui 
portait une casquette identifiée avec le slogan « 1 + 1 = 2 », tiré du livre d’Orwell 1984, 
confiait aussi que sa chanson favorite provenait du groupe yougoslave Azra; cette chanson 
célébrait la grève de Gdansk de 1980. Ce genre de petits détails sont très révélateurs quant 
à l’origine et aux buts des protestants comme Alexander Karic.

Même si certaines revendications économiques étaient à l’origine de leur grève, 
on avait rapidement subordonné ces demandes à des aspirations politiques et nationales, 
comme à Gdansk. Le fait que la grève en Pologne ne se situait pas si loin dans le temps 
permettait aussi au Serbes d’identifier leurs actions dans la même tangente, peut-être 
même en tant que continuité du même mouvement. Bien que beaucoup de différences 
pourraient être soulevées entre les deux situations, l’intérêt de cette comparaison ne s’in-
scrit pas dans des détails précis, mais bien dans une occasion où le symbolisme pouvait 
finalement s’exprimer à Kolubara; l’initiative révolutionnaire s’est vu augmenter de façon 
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drastique suite à ces événements.
Par ailleurs, on ne peut parler de mobilisation sans analyser le rôle d’Otpor!, ce 

groupe activiste de résistance non violente principalement composé de la jeunesse serbe. 
Leur principal atout durant la galvanisation des désirs politiques serbes résidait dans leur 
approche; le régime de Milošević ne savait pas comment agir à leur égard53. Si on avait 
recours à des moyens de répression violents contre Otpor!, comme on en avait l’habitude, 
on voyait le nombre de partisans et sympathisants croître de façon significative. Leur logo, 
un poing fermé, apparaissait sur les murs à travers le pays, et leur slogan – à l’endroit de 
Milošević – allait devenir l’emblème de cette révolution: « Gotov je! » [Il est fini!]54.

L’une des grandes qualités de Otpor!, les aidant à avoir le dessus sur les polices et 
l’armée, étaient leur structure interne. Il s’agissait d’une direction collective avec la struc-
ture d’une campagne électorale qui était très efficace pour implémenter des décisions55. Le 
groupe étant complètement décentralisé, développait plusieurs couches faisant en sorte 
que même si on arrivait à arrêter quelques membres, la machine du mouvement ne s’ar-
rêterait pas. C’est d’ailleurs cet aspect qui donnait du fil à retordre aux autorités. Puisque 
le gouvernement de Milošević était essentiellement autoritaire et centralisé, il ne semblait 
pas être en mesure de saisir les principes derrière Otpor!; leur structure non hiérarchique ne 
pouvait être détruite en divisant et arrêtant les dirigeants.56

Il était donc crucial pour ce mouvement non violent, s’il voulait avoir une 
certaine crédibilité et atteindre leur but, de s’attirer les sympathies de la police et 
des militaires, au lieu d’apparaître agressif à leur endroit. Srđa Popović, l’un des 
membres à l’avant du mouvement, prétendait que, en tant que groupe, « we acted 
in a very fraternizing manner toward the police and army, carrying flowers and 
cakes to them, rather than yelling or throwing stones. [...] Once you understand 
that “policemen are just men in police uniforms” your perception changes and per-
suasion takes place »57. Ce refus d’avoir recours à la violence était donc la principale 
clé du succès du mouvement. Habituellement, lorsque la violence commence, on 
perd un nombre important de membres, de dynamisme et de crédibilité, mettant 
du même coup les objectifs originaux en danger. Toujours selon Popović, « it was 
crucial for Serbs, being labeled as “violent” during the 1990s, to prove to them-
selves and the world that we are more than capable of changing our government in 
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a civilized manner, through elections and nonviolently protecting election results 
»58. La non-violence, de façon physique et symbolique, augmentait les chances de 
réussite du mouvement.

De plus, en prenant en considération une étude du Freedom House publiée en 
2005, intitulée « How Freedom is Won », analysant les transitions politiques des 35 
dernières années, on en arrive à la conclusion que les transitions poussées par des forc-
es non violentes sont beaucoup plus susceptible de garantir les droits de l’homme, la 
démocratie et une stabilité politique à long terme59. Aussi, de cette façon, on transformait 
et utilisait ce que représentait la force de Milošević contre son propre régime. Bien que 
cette étude ait été produite après la révolution serbe, elle donne tout du moins raison au 
groupe Otpor! dans leur approche. Elle renforce aussi ce principe de non-violence qui 
s’est transformé en un symbole fort pour les Serbes. Le désir de rompre avec le passé en 
lien avec la tradition et la perception violente qu’on avait de la culture serbe s’est donc 
aussi articulé à travers le mouvement Otpor!.

La dernière partie concernant la mobilisation révolutionnaire serbe servira à 
discuter d’une question non négligeable: est-ce que la révolution du cinq octobre in-
carnait un nouveau type de révolution? Lorsque Koštunica avait pris le pari d’aller à 
l’encontre de Milošević et de ne pas aller vers une seconde ronde d’élection, il avait du 
même coup contribué à un concept peu commun: une révolution qui trouvait son sens 
à travers une date limite. Cette limite, placée à quinze heures le cinq octobre, avait mis 
la table pour l’évincement de Milošević de façon spectaculaire, mais aussi de façon lim-
itée. Après la prise de Belgrade, ou plutôt de ses plus grands symboles sous Milošević, 
le tour était joué.

Le vendredi matin, six octobre, plus aucune trace des scènes héroïques, aucune 
trace de sang ne faisaient partie du paysage. Cette journée-là, selon certains compt-
es-rendus de la presse, les locaux avaient de la difficulté à saisir l’humeur de Belgrade, 
elle leur était complètement étrangère : « I can’t believe the smiles. People here haven’t 
smiled like this for years »60. On achetait les copies des journaux, un peu comme des 
trophées de la révolution, et la vie semblait avoir repris son cours de façon normale. 
Ce regard vers l’avenir qu’on tentait d’articuler depuis quelques années semblait se 
matérialisé par l’intermédiaire de la presse. En quelques heures seulement, l’espoir avait 
gagné le peuple. Même le marchand de journaux était plus heureux: « I like selling these 
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newspaper today. Look they are pictures of happy people »61. Voilà ce qui avait changé 
dans l’immédiat; on prenait conscience que le concept visant à se tourner vers le futur 
était possible. Pour un moment, le cynisme politique s’était évaporé, et tous les espoirs 
étaient permis.

Est-ce que c’était cela, la révolution serbe? Une révolution de quatre heures 
en échange de sourires et d’espoir au matin? Même Milošević, le six octobre, tentait 
de réduire les événements à des développements normaux. Il ne voulait surtout pas 
que son expulsion du gouvernement soit vue comme la fin d’une ère, comme une 
révolution en soi. Dans cet esprit, ce matin-là, Milošević apparaissait à la télévi-
sion nationale afin de concéder la victoire électorale à Koštunica, comme tout bon 
politicien le ferait:

The decision was made by the state body which has the constitutional authority
to do so and I believe that this decision must be respected [...] I would also like
to thank those who did not vote for me because they took a huge weight off my
chest, the burden of responsibility which I have carried for a full 10 years. [...] I
personally intend to rest a bit and spend some more time with my family and
especially with my grandson, Marko.62

 
Si ce discours semble quelque peu surréel, même en restant objectif, c’est de cette façon 
que Milošević voulait qu’on perçoive son départ, comme un changement de dirigeant 
normal dans un cadre démocratique63. À ce moment, les possibilités étaient toujours 
ouvertes et Milošević ne voulait définitivement pas terminer comme le dictateur rou-
main, Nicolae Ceaușescu.

Au final, si la nature de la révolution se trouvait dans une élection plus ou 
moins démocratique, dans des événements d’un nouveau style autolimitant ainsi que 
dans un coup révolutionnaire inspiré du passé, ce n’était définitivement pas cette mise 
en situation de Milošević qui allait désamorcer tout cela; on était d’ailleurs habitué à 
ses tentatives d’illusions64. On ne peut prétendre que la nouveauté de cette révolution 
était bien évidente. Par contre, puisqu’à partir de ce moment, tous les espoirs étaient 
permis quant au futur serbe, la nouveauté s’exprimait à travers cette possibilité qu’on 
n’avait pas entrevue depuis quelques décennies déjà en Serbie.
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Conclusion

Si, dans toute cette recherche, le terme « révolution du bulldozer » n’est pas utilisé, 
c’est parce qu’il réduit les événements du cinq octobre 2000 aux actions limitées et spontanées 
d’un seul homme contre la station télévisuelle serbe. Cela, en soi, contredit l’essence même 
des événements. Cette révolution, elle était démocratique, mais surtout, elle était symbolique. 
À travers le moment révolutionnaire de quatre heures, l’histoire serbe semblait en venir à 
terme avec un tournant qui se faisait attendre depuis longtemps: la possibilité d’un regard 
crédible vers l’avenir qui se matérialisait. On avait, du côté serbe, renversé le processus proposé 
par Hannah Arendt, où la libération devait venir avant la liberté. Le cinq octobre, les Serbes 
avaient utilisé leur liberté pour en arriver à leur libération.65 Ce n’était pas seulement la révo-
lution qui était symbolique, c’était aussi les actions, les cibles et les perspectives serbes au mo-
ment du cinq octobre. Tous les développements lors de cette journée semblaient pointer vers 
une signification symbolique, qu’elle soit physique, identitaire ou révolutionnaire.

Dans leur révolution, les Serbes avaient tenu à exprimer leur rancœur dans la per-
spective d’un symbolisme physique. Dans vieille la tradition révolutionnaire européenne, 
on avait pris possession des bâtiments les plus significatifs, non en raison de leur état, mais 
à cause de ce qu’ils représentaient sous le régime Milošević. La prise du Parlement, de « 
TV Bastille » et de la station de radio fut le premier réflexe des Serbes. Était-ce réellement 
en vertu d’une poursuite de la tradition révolutionnaire du vieux continent? Peut-être. 
Mais, ajouté à cela, on retrouvait définitivement l’importance de démontrer un pouvoir 
fort, celui d’être en possession des outils du régime en place. À la fin de cette révolution, 
on avait bien réussi à prendre le contrôle des événements et à expulser Milošević, mais 
on avait toutefois utilisé les mêmes tactiques qu’on condamnait sous « Slobo ». Si le sym-
bolisme physique de cette révolution est non négligeable, on ne peut éviter de noter une 
certaine hypocrisie du côté serbe. De ce fait, cet aspect symbolique apparait contenir ses 
propres limites en soi.

Qui plus est, le symbolisme le plus fort s’est articulé à travers l’histoire et la quête 
identitaire du peuple. La révolution était caractérisée par une impression de déjà-vu 
historique, d’une glorification du passé, comme dans la majorité des développements 
politiques serbe depuis des siècles. Par contre, cette fois-ci, ce regard vers le passé était 
mélangé à un tournant vers l’avenir. Cette nuance est importante puisque c’est à travers 
ce détail que le moment révolutionnaire trouve tout son sens. Il existait à ce moment un 
sentiment de particularisme serbe très fort, dans lequel on arrivait à se sentir spécial de par 
l’identité nationale. Celui-ci s’est érigé à travers la destruction du culte de la personnalité 
auquel on était bien habitué, et à travers le désir d’une émancipation nationale à laquelle 
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le principe sous-jacent d’une évolution selon les désirs serbes propres était rattaché. Le 
caractère absolu du particularisme serbe y était pour beaucoup – on refusait de se com-
parer à d’autres pour évaluer notre propre situation. Dans cette même optique, le hooli-
ganisme, intrinsèque à la culture serbe en relation avec la guerre, en venait à terme avec 
ses fondements lors de la participation des partisans du Red Star à la révolution; on sub-
stituait la guerre pour la révolution. En profitant du contexte propice à de tels développe-
ments, ces hooligans créaient leur propre chance de concrétiser leur regard vers l’avenir. 
Encré profondément dans la vision de chaque révolutionnaire, le symbolisme identitaire 
était donc aussi imprégné dans tous les aspects des développements du cinq octobre; il y 
prenait même de la valeur, étant exacerbé par les résultats qu’on observait sur le terrain.

Dernièrement, l’élan révolutionnaire se trouvait exacerbée par les souvenirs 
récents de situations similaires, comme la grève de Gdansk en 1980. On y trouvait une 
inspiration qui, dans le cas serbe, était généralisée à tous les individus; on avait l’impres-
sion de tous pouvoir être un Lech Wałęsa, à notre propre façon. De ce fait, la mobilisa-
tion de la jeunesse atteignait des proportions sans précédent; les enfants de Milošević se 
révoltaient contre leur figure paternelle en utilisant des méthodes non violentes. À cet 
égard, le symbolisme de leurs actions trouvait son sens à travers un mécanisme d’inverse-
ment des rôles: on expulsait Milošević par des moyens complètements différents de ceux 
qu’avait utilisé le dictateur pour garder le contrôle durant sa présidence. Même en étant si 
limité, le moment serbe était toutefois caractérisé par un enthousiasme sans borne dès le 
lendemain; on avait achevé en un temps record les désirs accumulés depuis des décennies. 
L’esprit serbe avait subi un changement fondamental, et cela était bien difficile à contrer 
: le regard vers le futur était maintenant possible.

S’il était possible, ce tournant vers l’avenir ne garantissait toutefois pas des ré-
formes illimitées pour instaurer un système politique saint et démocratique en Serbie. 
Bien qu’il soit clair que la révolution du cinq octobre était, de par son fond et sa forme, 
symbolique, cela n’infère pas le succès de cette dernière. Ainsi, il serait intéressant d’éval-
uer la réussite de la révolution serbe selon des critères objectifs, si cela est possible. De 
plus, on peut se questionner à savoir s’il s’agissait bien d’une révolution en tant que telle, 
ou bien seulement d’un moment révolutionnaire auquel on accordait une grande im-
portance. Tout ce qui touche de près ou de loin au concept de « révolution » semble être 
difficile à conceptualiser de façon précise et évolue avec le temps. Les réponses qu’on y 
trouverait, comme celles proposées par cette recherche, seraient évidemment très sensibles 
et provocatrices. Au final, ce genre d’étude permet de participer à l’évolution en soi du 
concept de révolution à travers le temps, ce qui le justifie d’une perspective historique.
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“But why so inveterate against duelling in particular?” Because at present it is a 
great and alarming national sin. Because no other crime, with such shameless effron
tery, bids defiance to the laws of God and man. Because no other crime is so palliated, 
justified, and with such impunity sanctioned by the example of the great; and of course 
no other crime has so alarming an aspect upon the principles of our young men, and the 
moral sensibilities of our country.

—Reverend Lyman Beecher, The Remedy for Duelling, April 16, 18061

 
And Alexander Hamilton, who had decided previously that he wasn’t going to shoot 
Aaron Burr…didn’t. Hamilton was killed that day…Hamilton won, even though 
he was killed and [even though] Aaron Burr won the duel. F—Aaron Burr isn’t on 
money. Y’know who is? Alexander Hamilton. He’s on the ten.

—Mark Gagliardi, Drunk History, August 6, 20072

 
 

mark Gagliardi’s account of the Burr-Hamilton duel may have been plagued with 
fallacies, but to his credit, it had a thought-provoking conclusion, an interesting 
insight on political legacy, and a wildly entertaining re-enactment by some of Hol-
lywood’s B-list favourites. The barely post-pubescent Michael Cera, filling Alexander 
Hamilton’s powdered wig, opposes the pedantic and malevolent Aaron Burr, played 
by a scruffy Jake Johnson. The episode is a farce in the proper sense of the term: the 
inebriated narrator’s overly simplistic scenario features the classic themes of good 

1 Lyman Beecher, D.D., The Remedy for Duelling: a Sermon Delivered before the Presbytery of Long- Island, 
at the Opening of Their Session, at Aquebogue, April 16, 1806 (New York, NY: Sold at the Theological and 
Classical Book-store of Williams and Whiting, 1809), 34. Aquebogue is located in Suffolk County, NY.

2 “Drunk History, vol.1: featuring Michael Cera,” YouTube video, 5:35, posted by “DrunkHistory,” 
December 23, 2007, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6V_DsL1x1uY.
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versus evil, of virtuous versus vindictive, and of the dedicated statesman versus the 
ambitious politician. These conflicts, epitomized in the rivalry between two notori-
ous historical figures, can only be resolved in the most sophisticated manner possi-
ble—through pistol duelling. Gagliardi’s build-up to the fatal event and the actors’ 
simultaneous depiction of it make for a melodramatic mise-en-scène that would elicit 
laughter from even the most irritated and criticizing of historians.

It is precisely the disparity between Lyman Beecher’s definition of dueling as 
an “alarming national sin,” and the satirical re-enactment of the Burr-Hamilton duel 
produced two hundred years later by a program titled “Drunk History Presents,” that 
deserves more scrutiny. Duelling, according to historian Roger Lane, has its place in a 
broader culture of violence along with other “distinctive and often colourful American 
phenomena.”3 Time, however, has not been kind to this singular practice. It is too 
often labeled as yet another ridiculous bourgeois ritual, either associated with eigh-
teenth-century European swordsmen, or with Southern American gentlemen in the 
Antebellum era. In his article on masculine honour and the duel, both in European and 
American settings, political theorist Mika LaVaque-Manty defines the custom as “one 
of the key practices in a culture of honour throughout the Western world…Although 
duelling has been obsolete long enough to strike many of us as patently irrational, it 
took a long time to fade away; its story is one of slow decline, with odd bumps along 
the way.”4

Duelling was about much more than honour and reputation; the Burr-Ham-
ilton duel, the surge of anti-duelling rhetoric that ensued in the state of New York, 
and the debate over the legitimacy of the practice that occurred over the following 
thirty years, all placed the duel in a broader ideological framework. Arguing their 
rationale through concepts such as liberty, equality, and freedom, both duellists 
and anti-duellists alike were actually expressing their respective understanding of 
American democracy. Duellists, overly represented by state and federal politicians 
who had served in the War of Independence, inherited the revolutionary tradition 
that emphasized human agency, the ability to reform government, and the duty 
to resist oppression.5 The bastion of anti-duelling rhetoric resided in the mid-

3 Roger Lane, “Criminal Violence in America: The First Hundred Years,” Annals of the American Academy 
of Political and Social Science, vol. 423, Crime and Justice in America: 1776-1976 (January 1976): 2.

4 Mika LaVaque-Manty, “Dueling for Equality: Masculine Honor and the Modern Politics of Dignity,” 
Political Theory 34, no. 6 (December 2006): 716. One of LaVaque-Manty’s key influences was Joanne Free-
man, “Dueling as Politics: Reinterpreting the Burr-Hamilton Duel,” William and Mary Quarterly, Third Series 
53, no. 2 (April 1996): 289-318. Her reinterpretation of the Burr-Hamilton duel serves to shed light on the 
code of honour, and why the duel between Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr was practically unavoidable 
in the political and cultural climate of 1804 New York.



dle-class, the clergy, and the Anti-Duelling Association of New York, founded in 
1809. This faction labeled duelling as a form of murder (or, at least, attempted 
murder), stressed the unequal nature of the ritual, as only gentlemen of a certain 
rank could participate, and suggested that to risk one’s death at the hands of an 
opponent’s bullet was to commit the gravest crime of all: suicide.6

In the following essay, I argue that anti-duellists and moral reformers in the state 
of New York used the same ideological concepts that justified duelling to oppose the sup-
porters of the ritual. This campaign ultimately proved to be effective in ending the wide-
spread exercise of the practice by the late 1830s, when duelling was equated with slavery 
under the label of the nation’s most abhorrent vices. As tensions between the North and 
the South escalated, abolitionism gained a strong foothold in the North and soon, other 
southern institutions and practices were condemned along with slave ownership. Duel-
ling was then denounced as another ritual of the barbaric southern gentry; when they 
were not busy breaking God’s law through the exploitation of their slaves, they broke the 
United States’ laws to pursue a murderous practice in order to defend their honour. An-
ti-duelling rhetoric incorporated abolitionist ideas, thus appealing to a broader audience. 

Despite the popular objection to duelling, which was successfully channelled 
through newspaper articles, sermons, and other public forums, the 1804 duel be-
tween Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr—and the controversy it engendered—
did not mark the end of the practice in the State of New York. In fact, according to 
historian Richard Bell, “thanks largely to the vulnerable egos of these honor-driven 
gentlemen, the two decades following the death of Hamilton likely witnessed the 
most duels in any period in American history.”7 Although the upsurge of duelling was 
most pronounced in southern states such as Virginia, it would appear that the prob-
lem was not quelled in northern states either. Duelling did not disappear because 
pistol duelling was not merely an affair of honour. Had it simply been so, perhaps it 
would have been eradicated much sooner. But the duel extended beyond the vexation 
of “vulnerable egos.” It was a politically and culturally complex experience of the ear-
ly American republic, and its decline should therefore be interpreted as a symptom 
of a broader ideological shift that occurred within democratic institutions in the first 
few decades of the nineteenth century.

Building their arguments using notions of freedom and equality, duellists and 

74 Duelling Gentlemen, Dual Rhetoric Historical Discourses 

5 François Furstenberg, “Beyond Freedom and Slavery: Autonomy, Virtue, and Resistance in the Early 
American Political Discourse,” The Journal of American History 89, no. 4 (March 2003): 1330.

6 Richard Bell, “The Double Guilt of Dueling: The Stain of Suicide in Anti-Dueling Rhetoric in the Early 
Republic,” Journal of the Early Republic 29, no. 3 (Fall 2009): 383-410.

7 Ibid., 382. On the upsurge of recorded duels after 1804, see A.W. Patterson, The Code Duello: With 
Special Reference to the State of Virginia (Richmond, VA: Richmond Press, 1927).
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anti-duellists alike would inadvertently or purposefully compare the ritual to slavery and 
slave owning. Whereas duellists defended their right to duel by asserting that, unlike 
slaves, they were not limited in their freedom, anti-duellists juxtaposed the unequal distri-
bution of power that existed between duelling gentlemen and non-elite classes of society 
with the inherent unfairness of the master-slave relationship. In a sermon entitled “The 
Ballot Box, a Remedy for National Crimes: ‘The Remedy for Dueling’ by Lyman Beech-
er, Applied to the Crime of Slaveholding,” published in 1838, the speaker asks: “Who 
that knows enough of human nature to trace effects to their appropriate cause, can for a 
moment doubt, that if slavery had been continued in the free States until the present mo-
ment, the murderous system of dueling would also have prevailed among us? Or that, if 
the south had abolished slavery, dueling would have ceased?”8 Essentially, duelling began 
as the default manner in which gentlemen could settle their affairs of honour; shooting at 
one another was the status quo. Placing them under the category of “domestic occurrenc-
es,” newspapers published duels alongside wedding announcements and portrayed them 
as common platitudes: “On Saturday last a duel was fought,” read the Lady’s Magazine 
and Musical Repository, “by Mr. David Jones, and Mr. Washington Morton, both of New 
York, when the former of these was shot through the lower part of his body—Surgical aid 
was immediately procured, and it is hoped, Mr. Jones will soon recover.”9

Anti-duellists were primarily moral reformers who also sought to change ram-
pant social vices such as drinking, gambling, and slaveholding. In Cradle of the Middle 
Class, historian Mary Ryan argues that women occupied an important role in shaping 
communal values by treating the household as a microcosm of society. Children had to 
respect the authority of a paternal figure, both at home and publically, and were taught 
the importance of civic duty. Thus, communities were birthed that espoused democratic 
ideals incompatible with the toleration of duelling.10 Regular citizens could also write 
open letters to the public regarding their aversion to the ritual, but not all of those who 
opposed it did so openly. A piece published in the Lady’s Miscellany for instance, which 
sought to give hints to seconds in duels to prevent death or injury by replacing lead 
bullets with harmless gunpowder pellets, was featured anonymously in 1804, a few short 
months before Burr fatally wounded Hamilton.11 Had the advice been circulated through 

8 Beecher, A Sermon, Entitled ‘The Remedy for Dueling,’ by Rev. Lyman Beecher, D.D.; Applied to the Crime 
of Slaveholding by One of his Former Parishioners (Boston, MA: Isaac Knapp, 1838), 5. The author is never 
specified, neither is the intended audience, but this sermon was published after the death of Jonathan Cilley 
(D- Maine) in a duel against William J. Graves (Whig- Kentucky).

9 “Domestic Occurrences.: DUEL. ANOTHER,” The Lady’s Magazine and Musical Repository (1801-
1802), June 1801, American Periodicals, 377.

10 Mary P. Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York, 1790-1865 (Cam-
bridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1981).
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a widely-read publication, perhaps William Van Ness and Nathaniel Pendleton could 
have prevented a tragic ending to the most famous duel in American history.

The dates I chose as chronological markers for this essay, being the years 1804 and 
1838, are not arbitrary. 1804 is the year during which the Burr-Hamilton duel occurred, 
and marks a turning point in anti-duelling ideology due to the controversy it sparked 
and the political debate it produced. 1838 is not only meant to conclude this paper but 
also serves as a tool for comparison; it was in February of that year that the duel between 
Congressmen Jonathan Cilley and William J. Graves occurred. Cilley died, and northern-
ers condemned Graves for the crime. Although the incident was legally labeled as a duel, 
Americans living in northern states called it a cold-blooded murder. This marks a very 
clear distinction from the Burr-Hamilton duel: no one in 1838 living above the state of 
Maryland considered the practice honourable and legitimate.

Give them Liberty, Give them Death, Give them Both

For duellists the extra-legal ritual, adopted during the Revolutionary War and 
maintained thereafter, was simply a continuation of the democratic legacy they acquired 
following their independence from Britain. Their triumph in the war and their ability to 
form a civil, federal government, unlike any other in the world at the time, had demon-
strated that the willingness to reform political regimes, the desire to take matters into 
one’s own hands, and the courage to fight subjugation, could prevail. Accordingly, they 
founded their nation using a democratic structure that would impose laws, yet would 
sometimes tolerate individuals who would defy them.

Roger Lane, in his exploration of America’s history of crime, explained that 
this trend of noncompliance was not founded in malevolence, but rather, in the 
citizen’s desire to redress a wrong when he found that the law had not satisfied his 
claim. Vigilantism thus became synonymous with freedom in the young United 
States of America: “…the maturing ideology of the practice [of duelling] was based 
on a conveniently flexible belief in popular sovereignty- the idea that since law 
is ultimately derived from the majority, justice may be dispensed by the people 
directly.”12 Duelling most often occurred when one gentleman accused another of 
libel or slander. The courts often acted inadequately in the eyes of honourable men 
because “a small damage award [which was often the result of such cases] could 
indicate either that the jury found that the plaintiff ’s reputation was good and 
consequently little damage was suffered, because the defamation was not generally 

11 “HINTS TO SECONDS IN DUELS,” Weekly Visitor, or Ladies’ Miscellany (1802-1806), January 28, 
1804, vol. 2, no. 65, American Periodicals, 103.

12 Lane, “Criminal Violence in America,” 3.
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credited; or that the plaintiff ’s reputation was already bad and little damage could 
therefore be inflicted.”13 This shortcoming of the American legal system was even 
recognized in cases involving duellists. In an 1818 case involving a certain Henry 
B. Hagerman, who stood trial for challenging William Coleman to a duel, and was 
indicted by the State of New York for assault and battery, the defense made the 
following argument:

For gentlemen, in such actions, it is the character of the libelled, not that of the
libeller which suffers. And it most frequently happens that such actions termi
nate in the finding of trifling damages, seldom sufficient to discharge the ex
pences [sic] of the suit. In addition to this, the defendant as I have remarked 
before, is a young man and influenced by the opinions of young men. To be 
prompt in resenting insults is a part of their creed. To pocket the affront is to be
disgraced forever.14

 
Hagerman was found guilty of assault and battery, but was acquitted of challenging 
Coleman to a duel with the intent to kill. A jury of his peers, despite their abhor-
rence for the practice of duelling, may have empathized with Hagerman’s inability 
to repair his reputation through legal means. His acquittal should not be regarded 
as an encouragement or even an acceptance of his challenge, as to do so would be 
to neglect the complexities of such a trial. But rather, this indicates that fourteen 
years after the Burr-Hamilton duel, the public continued to view vigilantism as a 
legitimate form of justice.

The Kantian model of freedom and autonomy is perhaps the ideal lens 
through which to view and understand the early American attachment to vigilan-
tism and extra-legal practices such as duelling. In Metaphysics of Morals, Immanuel 
Kant discusses the role of the state in establishing the parameters of “external free-
dom” as a means to encourage its subjects to attain moral autonomy, also known as 
“internal freedom.”15 Simply put, a nation devises a system of rules and regulations 
(laws), and the remaining areas of contention are deliberated by the individual’s 
personal interpretation of right and wrong (morality): “Under perfect conditions 
of external freedom, laws, on the one hand, and morality, on the other, would 
converge because people would have no morally valid reasons to act immorally, 
or, conversely, their sociologically bound interests would always converge with the 

13 Warren F. Schwartz, Keith Baxter, and David Ryan, “The Duel: Can These Gentlemen Be Acting Effi-
ciently?” The Journal of Legal Studies 13, no. 2 (June 1984): 326.

14 David Bacon, Trial of Henry B. Hagerman, Esq. on an Indictment for an Assault and Battery, with Intent 
to Murder committed on William Coleman, Esq., (New York, NY: Printed by Oram and Mott, 1818), The 
Making of Modern Law: Trials, 1600-1926, 48.

15 LaVaque-Manty, “Dueling for Equality,” 720.
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right moral reasons.”16 For duellists, to step outside of the legal system was not 
necessarily to act immorally, but to make a statement. It was to claim that their so-
ciety’s external freedoms were not aligned with their moral code, and so they chose 
to act in their best interest even if this was not compatible with the best interest 
of society. It was not the duel, but the anti-duelling law, that was antagonistic to 
America’s democratic tradition.

If Kant unknowingly served as the duellist’s advocate, the anti-duellists found 
their support in John Locke’s moral approach to freedom in his Second Treatise of Govern-
ment. It states that one cannot be free to kill or be killed as: “We are forbidden to destroy 
our lives because they are not our property after all. They belong to God, “for men being 
all the workmanship of one omnipotent, and infinitely wise-maker…are his property 
whose workmanship they are, made to last during his, not one another’s pleasure.”17 Du-
elling was considered especially immoral because to risk one’s life and the life of another 
was to attempt to seize property that did not belong to either duellists, but to the Creator. 
Anti-duellist rhetoric, which had always equated the practice with murder, proved to be 
unsuccessful and so, after that fatal morning of July 10th 1804, it took on another dimen-
sion. According to Bell, New Yorkers in the wake of the Burr-Hamilton duel perceived 
Hamilton’s decision to withhold his fire as evidence that the confrontation was not a fair 
fight or even murder, but a suicide. Since “no rhetorical device was used more frequently 
and consistently in early national and antebellum moral movements than the likening 
of the particular vice to suicide,”18 anti-duellists did not hesitate to transform the public 
sentiment into a moral campaign against this corrupt and vile practice.19

Yet the concept of liberty for moral reformers went beyond discussions of sin 
and virtue as it also held deep political implications. If duellists perceived vigilantism 
as a form of freedom, anti-duellists considered a quest for personal justice as anti-dem-
ocratic, especially considering that those pursuing extra-legal alternatives were more 
often than not involved in local or state politics. What would become of a country if 
its founders did not seem to believe in the legitimacy of their own justice system? In 
the aforementioned sermon, Lyman Beecher successfully incorporated both theological 
and political rationalizations against duelling. Using Lockean reasoning, he questioned 
the government’s ability to protect its citizens’ property, consisting of life, liberty, and 

16 Ibid.
17 John Locke, Second Treatise of Government, ed. C.B. McPherson (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publish-

ing,1980), 6.
18 Bell, “The Double Guilt of Dueling,” 388.
19 It appears, however, that Bell may have exaggerated the extent of the popularity of this rhetoric. None 

of my primary sources mention suicide, and public criticisms of duelling from 1804 onwards mainly focus on 
murder and other arguments, but do not mention suicide.
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estate. “What if,” he inquired, “the governors, the senators, the judges, of the States 
were so infatuated with the madness of honour, that, in the moment of peril we could 
have no other security of their constancy than that no person should tempt to hazard 
their lives and put in jeopardy their country?” Beecher warned his congregation against 
the extra-legal practices of these gentlemen, claiming that “the system of duelling is a 
system of absolute despotism, tending directly and powerfully to the destruction of 
civil liberty.”20 Whereas duellists interpreted freedom as the authority to use one’s mor-
al compass to circumvent existing statutes against the practice, anti-duellists (at least 
until the Burr-Hamilton incident and for some time after) used the morality argument 
to underline the supremacy of God’s Law. Their rhetoric, however, was only effective 
among those who already condemned duelling.

It is not exactly clear how duellists reconciled their homicidal hobby with their 
Christian beliefs; intellectual historians Douglass Adair and Marvin Harvey have sug-
gested that some of these gentlemen did not see an inherent contradiction between their 
spiritual convictions and their sinful actions. If religion was related to the private sphere, 
it did not necessarily have any influence on matters of the public sphere, such as defend-
ing one’s honour and reputation.21 Alexander Hamilton understood that his Episcopal 
background did not allow him to accept Burr’s challenge, but that his honour forced his 
hand. On July eighth, the former Secretary of the Treasury spent the day praying with his 
wife Elizabeth and their seven remaining offspring* before “entertain[ing] his children on 
the lawn until late at night, when they engaged in a bit of stargazing.”22 The next day, he 
wrote a memorandum revealing his qualms about accepting Burr’s challenge despite his 
adherence to the Christian faith: “My religious and moral principles are strongly opposed 
to the practice of duelling, and it would ever give me pain to be obliged to shed the blood 
of a fellow creature in a private combat forbidden by the laws.”23 There was only one solu-
tion to his dilemma: to withhold his fire, and to face an almost certain death. Aaron Burr 
had no intention of doing the same; according to an article published in the American 
Citizen on August seventh, 1804, it was “satisfactorily established that, previous and sub-
sequent to the acceptance of the challenge, Mr. Burr was in the daily habit of shooting a 

20 Beecher, The Remedy for Duelling, 11.
21 Douglass Adair and Marvin Harvey, “Was Alexander Hamilton a Christian Statesman?” The William 

and Mary Quarterly, Third Series 12, no. 2 (April 1955): 311.
* His eldest son, Philip, had died in a duel against a young lawyer, George Eackler, on November 24th 

1801. According to Joanne Freeman, this greatly changed Hamilton’s attitude regarding duelling; he had already 
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sider the gravity of the practice, from the challenge to the act itself. See Freeman, “Dueling as Politics,” 300.

22 W.J. Rorabaugh, “The Political Duel in the Early Republic: Burr v. Hamilton,” Journal of the Early 
Republic 15, no. 1 (Spring 1995): 9.
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mark.”24 The target practice may have paid off, but Hamilton died a hero and a Christian 
while the former Vice-President continued to live in infamy, to the point where historians 
have continued to vilify him. 

The Duellist: Judge, Jury, and Executioner

The desire for gentlemen to duel instead of resorting to legal measures was not 
only a matter of freedom and choice; the ritual itself was a manner through which con-
tenders could establish or uphold their reputation as equals, particularly in a young na-
tion with noticeable social divisions where the fruits of democracy did not extend to all 
of its constituents. The duel was a form of trial for the elite where the challenger, the 
challengee, the seconds, and the medical assistant all took part in a ritualized retribution 
of justice. Both opponents defended their position, their seconds having failed to arrange 
a plea bargain to avoid the worst possible scenario. The outcome of the case would be 
determined by the most dreaded judge of them all—the pistol.

What remains the same between an ordinary trial and a duel, yet holds different 
implications for both, is that the public constructs the jury. In a trial, twelve men offer 
their verdict of “guilty” or “not guilty.” However, in a duel, the rest of society decides 
which man emerges victorious and with most honour. This distinction is what the intox-
icated amateur-historian Mark Gagliardi meant when he stated that Alexander Hamilton 
won the duel despite being fatally wounded; the apologia the statesman left behind was 
enough to cast him as the virtuous fallen leader while Burr remained a discredited villain. 
Gentlemen would not duel unless the public’s opinion of them mattered greatly.

The political scientist Barry O’Neill frames the duelling challenge as a social con-
struct. Its “objective validity does not matter; it is valid only if the audience thinks that 
the challengee thinks it is, which holds if they think the challengee thinks that they think 
it is, and so on.”25 Despite the crucial role that civil society holds in establishing a winner 
in these affairs of honour, the duel was nevertheless an elite practice meant to limit the 
involvement of social inferiors. Duellists also argued that their ritual was an appropriate 
substitute for tribunals because their status as public men had already placed them un-
der a strict system of checks and balances. Thus, their private affairs warranted a private 
settlement. The defense in Henry Hagerman’s trial capitalized on the gentry’s attitudes 
regarding privacy:
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Public officers and the conduct of public men, are always legitimate subjects for 
scrutiny, for investigation, and animadversion. In our government, this power of
the press temperately and judiciously exercised, holds a salutary check over the 
proceedings of men in power…. The most worthy men, the most enlightened 
characters of the age, the greatest ornaments of the country, have successively 
been the victims of the grossest calumnies.26

 
What is perhaps most interesting about this observation is that the duellist was consid-
ered to be a victim of his own social circumstances in 1818. A gentleman could not help 
but challenge another to a duel, particularly if a public forum, such as a newspaper, had 
published the opinions of either or both parties involved in a conflict. Men of honour 
could only redress the wrong amongst themselves exclusively; the public had already 
inflicted enough damage. This outcome served as the elite’s justification for the pursuit 
of extra-legal procedures in conflict resolution. If equality meant that any common man 
could attack the reputation of the gentleman who represented him in government, then 
duelling served to remind this common man that despite his ability to instigate dissen-
sion, he was not—unlike the men he provoked—above the law.

LaVaque-Manty explores the relationship established between the challenger and 
the challenged. If a man’s honour can be called into question then he must be, if logic 
follows, an honourable man. But, to challenge the reputation of an honourable man 
is also to boast one’s own honour because it implies that one has enough credibility to 
successfully cast aspersions on another. The slandered must then recapture the prestige he 
has lost. As LaVaque-Manty explains, “if a person successfully challenges a social superior 
to a duel, then, for that specific moment at least, the social superior ceases to be one and 
becomes an equal. In other words, to succeed in a challenge to a duel just is to enjoy re-
spect as an equal.”27 The mere challenge to a duel can alter the power differential between 
the challenger and the challenged. Subsequently, this power differential may be re-altered 
depending on the outcome of the duel.

In contrast, anti-duellist sentiments regarding equality were best expressed in 
Lyman Beecher’s sermon “The Remedy for Duelling.” Presented only two years after 
the Burr-Hamilton duel in the county of Suffolk, New York, its moral principles ap-
pealed to popular Christian values while its political rhetoric reflected the majority’s 
concerns regarding democracy. Having been born in 1775, Beecher was a child of 
the American Revolution. Coming of age at the same time as his country, who found 
that his fellow Americans, like himself, had been deprived of the democratic and 
just government that they had been promised. He saw the gentry’s desire to duel as a 

26 Bacon, Trial of Henry B. Hagerman, 46.
27 LaVaque-Manty, “Dueling for Equality,” 726.



manifestation of political greed:

They must have more—a right to decide upon and to redress their own griev
ances. When we please, (say they,) we will avail ourselves of the law; and when 
we please we will legislate for ourselves. For the plodding vulgar, the dull forms 
of law may suffice; but for a reputation so sacred as ours, and for feelings so 
refined, and sensitive as ours, they are vastly inadequate. Nor shall they restrain 
our hand from the vindication of our honour, or protect the wretch who shall 
presume to impeach it. Is this liberty and equality? Are these gentlemen, indeed, 
so greatly superior to the people?28

 
Beecher and other moral reformers were trying to convey opinion pieces and pamphlets 
through their sermons that politicians were accountable to the people, because without 
the people, they could not hold public office. In a country as young as the United States 
in 1804, or two years later when Lyman Beecher published his famous sermon, the threat 
of despotism was very much still looming. The fear that this new form of government 
could be quickly and easily overthrown was not an irrational one. Beecher exploited this 
anxiety to underline how threatening duelling was to America’s newfound liberty. He 
claimed that “in proportion as obedience ceases to be voluntary, and the contempt of law 
becomes common, must the nerves of government be strengthened, until it approach in 
essence, if not in name, to a monarchy.”29 Extra-legal practices, an option only available 
to the elite, were unacceptable in a nation that began one of its foundational documents 
with the statement. As Benjamin Franklin famously wrote, “we hold these truths to be 
self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and he pursuit of Happi-
ness.”30 Although the sentiments expressed in the Declaration of Independence could not 
realistically be implemented in a nation that thrived and depended economically on the 
institution of slavery, Americans still had faith that their republican government would 
ensure the protection of their rights and would facilitate equal opportunities for all white 
men.

Female duellists were seldom heard of and cases of face-offs between women were 
“passed on as examples of the utterly freakish and the absurd.”31 A notice published in 
the Lady’s Weekly Miscellany, December 16th 1809, describes one such encounter: “A duel 
took place lately between two young ladies at Ratisbon, the one 14, and the other 15 
years of age, having quarrelled [sic] about the affections of a lover, provided themselves 
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with a case of pistols, and in the rage of their jealousy fired at each other, with the muzzles 
almost touching; one of them was killed on the spot, and the other dangerously wound-
ed.”32 Whereas men fought about honour and reputation, and stood imperturbable in 
the face of death, women only duelled because they were not able to contain the passion-
ate disposition of their weaker sex. A seventeenth-century pamphlet titled “The Female 
Duell, or the Maidens Combate,” warned that “no sane man would wish to marry any 
woman capable of handling weapons: she would not be a woman properly understood.”33 
Duelling may have been an assertion of manhood, particularly in affairs of honour that 
involved defending the reputation of their female relatives or spouses, but the practice 
was mainly a statement of privilege, partially defined by race: only gentlemen could duel, 
and only whites could be gentlemen.

Slavery and Duelling: The Country’s Most Abhorrent Vices
It seems only logical that duelling and anti-duelling rhetoric—both invoking no-

tions of freedom and equality – would eventually make associations between the practice 
itself and the institution of slavery. The change in attitude regarding duelling was inti-
mately related to the growing condemnation of Southern slaveholders. This particular 
vilification of duellists, gaining momentum in the 1820s and 1830s in New York, proved 
to be far more effective than previous arguments promulgated by moral reformers. This 
phenomenon explains why the ritual was not completely eradicated immediately after 
the Burr-Hamilton duel in 1804. In his fascinating exploration of slavery and the reasons 
for its persistence in the United States, François Furstenberg examines the ideologies 
prevalent during the early years of the republic and their subsequent effects on the public 
psyche. “[T]he American Revolution,” Furstenberg suggests, “joined liberal, republican, 
and religious traditions to define freedom as autonomy, or the capacity for human agen-
cy- that is, individuals’ ability to act in secular time and shape their circumstances.”34 If 
freedom and resistance were imbedded as one in the revolutionary tradition, then the 
American institution of slavery also had to be a matter of consent or individual agency. In 
the decades following the signing of the Declaration of Independence, Americans began 
to define their liberty not in terms of their triumph over a despotic Empire, but rather in 
relation to the restrictive nature of slavery. According to Furstenberg, Americans “merged 

32 “Female Duel,” Lady’s Weekly Miscellany (1806-1810), December 16, 1809, vol.10, iss. 8, American 
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slavery and freedom into conceptual twins” where the refusal to be controlled by a master, 
like the refusal to be governed by a monarch, was considered virtuous. The terms stood 
“not in dialectical contradiction to, but in tension with, each other.”35

Duellists, or at least those who supported duelling, counted on this liberal-repub-
lican ideology to maintain the status quo. Yet, as slaveholding became increasingly repre-
hensible in Northern states, so did the Southern honour-preserving practice of duelling. 
This transition is exemplified in the opinions expressed by the ardent Federalist Josiah 
Quincy. Serving in the U.S. House of Representatives for the state of Massachusetts from 
1805 to 1813, he moved on to be the mayor of Boston from 1823 to 1828 and finally 
became the President of Harvard University from 1829 to 1845. Delivering a speech be-
fore the Washington Benevolent Society of Massachusetts in 1813, he asserted that “if the 
people of the commonwealth of Massachusetts shall ever become slaves, it will be from 
choice and not from nature; it will be, not because they have not the power to maintain 
their freedom, but because they are unworthy of it.”36 Nine years after the Burr-Hamilton 
duel and the emerging controversy surrounding the freedom given to the elite in regards 
to extra-legal practices, greater ideological importance was still given to individual choice 
rather than democratic justice for all citizens, as preached by Lyman Beecher. However, 
four decades after his address in Boston, Quincy’s rhetoric placed the contempt for slav-
ery on the slaveholder rather than the slave, and equated the survival of the institution 
with the persistence of an out-dated ideal of Southern chivalry which also supported the 
practice of duelling:

It is well known, that, in the Free States, there is no honor in fighting a duel;
that, in most of them, to give or accept a challenge would put an end to a man’s 
hope of political advancement. It is also well known that the public sentiment 
is altogether the reverse in the Slave States. In these, to fight a duel is an evi
dence of gallantry. To kill a man in a duel is a glory, not a disgrace. Life itself 
depreciates, where killing a slave is often venial. For shooting a schoolmaster 
through the brain for whipping a refractory boy, juries acquit.37

 
Delivered in 1856, his speech reflects the profound disdain for duelling that had de-
veloped in free (Northern) states over the course of the last twenty years. Moreover, his 
speech reveals growing sociocultural tensions. While moral reformers had succeeded in 
their quest to prevent duellists from being elected to public office, as Beecher had suggest-

35 Ibid., 1303.
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ed in 1806, Quincy also believed that “the public sentiment [was] altogether the reverse 
in the Slave States.” The code of honour in the South continued to dictate the behaviour 
of distinguished, typically slave-owning, men.

The Massachusetts’ statesman was not the first to underline the connection 
between slavery and duelling. It had already been established almost two decades 
earlier by New England abolitionists responding to the death of Jonathan Cilley, a 
Democrat from Maine, who died in a duel against fellow Congressman William J. 
Graves, a Whig from Kentucky. Although the duel was the result of political strife 
between the two men, it did not stem from a debate about slavery. However, by vir-
tue of Maine being a free state and Kentucky being a slave state, Graves’ challenge to 
Cilley was seen as a reflection of the former’s adherence to a socioeconomic protocol 
that persisted among the wealthy slave-owners in the state he represented.38 Since 
the duel was fought outside of the boundaries of the District of Columbia, Graves 
could not be indicted for shooting and killing Cilley, sparking widespread outrage in 
Northern states.39 “[W]hat a daring offence it must be in the sight of God to vote for 
men who are BOTH DUELISTS AND SLAVEHOLDERS,” read the sermon writ-
ten by Beecher’s parishioners in 1838, “On giving [the Reverend’s homily] a re-pe-
rusal, we were deeply impressed by its powerful arguments and graphic illustrations; 
and we could not help exclaiming, ‘How completely they would apply to slavery and 
slaveholders!’”40 Inspired by Lyman Beecher’s rhetoric, which combined moral and 
political arguments to counter contemporary support or toleration of duelling, his 
parishioners used Christian precepts and democratic ideals to compare the moral 
questionability of the ritual with the vileness of slavery:

It is slavery, operating in the mind of the slaveholder to destroy all reverence 
for liberty as a principle, undermining his regard for the sacredness of human 
life, and begetting a spirit of unmingled selfishness, a contempt for equal rights, 
an impatience of moral restraints, and a love of tyranny and domination, out of 
which dueling grows as naturally as weeds spring up in an uncultivated garden.41

 
If duelling had been successfully quashed in Northern states by the time of Cilley’s death, 
the practice was far from extinguished in the South. Former North Carolina governor 
John Lyde Wilson published his popular duelling manual, The Code of Honor, in 1838—
the same year that Congressman Graves shot the New England Democrat on Maryland’s 
soil.42 The ritual lost its appeal for most Northerners because its frequency and spon-

38 Bell, “The Double Guilt of Dueling,” 407-408.
39 Beecher, A Sermon, Entitled ‘The Remedy for Dueling,’ 5.
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid., 4.



taneity in the South robbed duelling of its broader significance within the American 
democratic system; it no longer reflected an assertion of human agency, freedom through 
resistance, proof of equal social standing, or even honour. The practice “had, instead, 
become empty, superficial, thrill-seeking bravado.”43

Conclusion

It is ridiculous to see grave senators, with their gray locks floating over their heads,
solemnly brought up to swear that they will not fight a duel; that they will not 
commit a crime which no body suspects them of…. No, sir, duelling was destroyed in 
1804, when two of your most distinguished statesmen literally destroyed each other.
—Gen. Erastus Root, Constitutional Convention of New York, August 28, 182144

 
General Root, Delaware County’s delegate to New York’s Constitutional Conven-

tion in 1821, had always thought that the duelling oath was “absurd and ridiculous.”45 
This comment was made in response to a somewhat controversial motion which proposed 
to maintain the pledge, even though all others had been abolished. The oath, according 
to a “Mr. Sharpe,” had proved to be the most effective method against the continuation 
of the ritual among politicians in the state. However, the majority of Root’s peers did not 
believe it was necessary. Saratoga’s Colonel Young claimed that he had never even heard 
of a duel being fought in his county, and that the ritual was only an issue in New York 
City. To enforce an oath “would be thought a curious piece of quackery, that for a sore in 
the foot, a plaister should be applied to the head.”46 After a short deliberation, the motion 
was struck down.

Was duelling truly obsolete by 1821, or were delegates attempting to sweep the 
matter under the rug? The decline of the ritual in New York did not begin immediately 
after the Burr-Hamilton duel, but it is not exactly clear when the practice ceased to be 
an acceptable recourse for settling one’s disputes. It was certainly unacceptable by 1838, 
as demonstrated by the outrage that followed Jonathan Cilley’s death. It appears that 
the North’s aversion to duelling was, to a certain extent, reactionary to the revival of the 
practice in Southern states.

In her ground-breaking article on the duel, Joanne Freeman described it as “a sub-
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tle blend of the strategic and the sincere, the self-interested and the selfless, the political 
and the personal, the public and the private.”47 Mark Gagliardi may not have depicted the 
duel as a “subtle blend” of anything, but his final thoughts on the national heritage of Al-
exander Hamilton demonstrate that, despite the ridiculous aspect of the duel, the former 
Secretary of the Treasury still died with his honour intact. Burr’s reputation was soiled not 
because of his willingness to duel, but because of his willingness to kill. The odds of being 
hit in a duel were one in six. To die was one in fourteen.48 Duels were “demonstrations of 
manner, not marksmanship,”49 making the Vice-President’s intentions clear the moment 
he aimed his pistol at Hamilton’s chest. Hamilton was well aware of the fate he was likely 
facing on that misty July morning, and took the proper precautions. On the eve of his 
death, Hamilton wrote his last will and testament, an apologia justifying his decision to 
duel Aaron Burr, and a short document dictating his youngest son’s daily regiment from 
April to October which ended with a facetious provision: “He must not depart from any 
of these rules without my permission.”50 Hamilton’s final goodbye to his wife, Eliza, po-
etically encapsulates Hamilton’s inner struggle with the practice of duelling. It is perhaps 
far too romantic for the conclusion of my political and historical exploration of the ritual, 
but his letter was too pertinent to neglect. In his words:

The scruples of a Christian have determined me to expose my own life to any 
extent, rather than subject myself to the guilt of taking the life of another. 
This much increases my hazards, and redoubles my pangs for you. But you had 
rather I should die innocent than live guilty. Heaven can preserve me, and I 
humbly hope will…. Adieu, my darling, darling wife.51

47 Freeman, “Dueling as Politics,” 295. Freeman was among the first historians to dive into the practice of 
duelling and its broader socio-political meaning.

48 Schwartz et al., “The Duel,” 324.
49 Freeman, “Dueling as Politics,” 294.
50 Hamilton, The Works of Alexander Hamilton, 480.
51 Ibid., 476.
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the Vietnam War had long-lasting effects on the American people. The large mil-

itary build-up, spending, and reorganisation of society all had significant econom-
ic consequences. Were the economic policies of Presidents Lyndon B. Johnson and 
Richard Nixon with regard to the Second Vietnam War responsible for the stagflation 
of the 1970s? This paper will attempt to show how the two are actually quite closely 
related. The examination will begin with an analysis of the inflation which began 
during the mid-1960s and its causes, and subsequently the causes of the reduction of 
growth in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The period of analysis—1960 to 1975—is 
divided into five sections (initial situation, expansion of the war effort, combating 
inflation, reduction of the war effort, and productivity shock), each containing eco-
nomic models that show the consequences of policy decisions on the economy. Since 
the periods in question overlap, the models can only show the analysis of the effects 
of the different policies individually, without providing a global conclusion. Thus, 
the models will not present the dominating policy decision since this remains virtu-
ally impossible to determine.

The extensive American literature with regard to the economy throughout and 
after the Second Vietnam War provides ample information from which to draw eco-
nomic data (even though some of the official data remains incomplete).1 The analysis 
of U.S. presidential policy decisions has been drawn primarily from the yearly-issued 
“Economic Report of the President.” Several congressional reports shed further light 
on contemporary information and opinion regarding decisions taken. The occur-
rence of stagflation drew tremendous interest from the academic community, and 
many theories have emerged to explain its causes. Some of these works have been 
consulted to provide further insight. In addition, since the fall of the Soviet Union, 
there has been a re-evaluation of the Vietnam conflict, combined with a wealth of 

1 CIA economic figures for this period are just one example of economic data that has not yet been 
released.



newly declassified documents which has produced a substantial quantity of new ma-
terial of interest. The shift from Keynesian to neoclassical economics also generated 
much academic discussion and publications on the economic situation of the United 
States during the period in question. The Keynesian economic perspective focuses 
greatly on disequilibrium in the economy and recommends fiscal policy as the tool to 
correct disequilibrium.  The neoclassical school focuses on ever-clearing markets in 
equilibrium and recommends the use of monetary policy to correct a failing econo-
my. As a result, the literature on economic policy decisions during the Second Viet-
nam War is abundant.

Stagflation was a term first coined in 1965 in the British Parliament by Iain Ma-
cleod. It refers to a period during which there is a mutual occurrence of inflation and 
declining real output.2 A simple economic model will further explain the concept of stag-
flation and the consequences of policy decisions. Imagine an economy represented by two 
forces: supply and demand. In this economy, there are two markets: the labour market 
(quantity of labour in relation to wage level) and the goods market (output in relation to 
the price level).3 We can trace the effect of the war and its accompanying policy decisions 
on both markets. This will allow us to determine the effect on the price level, output, un-
employment, and wage level. Although unemployment is not strictly represented in the 
model, employment is, and as such, when employment rises, unemployment necessarily 
falls (assuming that labour is held constant). In the labour market, we have two curves: 
labour supply (LS) and labour demand (LD). In the goods market, we also have two 
curves: output supply (YS) and output demand (YD).4 Output is simply another term for 
real Gross National Product (GNP).5 The term “real” refers to data corrected for inflation 
as opposed to nominal, uncorrected terms. A change in the price level can be viewed as 
a change in inflation. Thus, an increase in the price level may be considered an increase 
in the inflation rate and vice versa. We can begin by plotting the economy prior to the 
expansion of the war (see graph 1). This economy is plotted as being in equilibrium, but 
this is an analytical equilibrium that will allow us to compare the economy during this 
period to future periods when policy decisions came into play. Thus, equilibrium serves 
as an analytic starting point for this discussion.
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2 Christopher Ragan and Richard Lipsey, Macroeconomics, 12th Canadian Edition (Toronto, ON: Pearson, 
2008), 745.

3 This type of economic analysis is based roughly on the Real Business Cycle Model.
4 Output in the literature is represented by the letter Y and as such, I am maintaining this convention.
5 All of the data from this period is Gross National Product (GNP) data rather than Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) data. GDP only became a popular measure of economic performance after this period. GNP refers to all 
production produced by citizens of the country independent of the location where they work, whereas GDP refers 
to all the production produced within the territory of a given country. Both produce similarly trending data sets.



Initial Situation of the economy: 1960-1963

Prior to the expansion of the war, the U.S. economy was enjoying a period of 
relative price stability with low inflation. Prudent economic budgeting had created an 
environment of government budget surpluses. Unemployment was heading towards a 
low, sustainable level of around 5%, although 1961 saw a brief peak in unemployment 
numbers. There were high hopes during this period that voluntary restraints would en-
able this situation of the economy to continue. These voluntary restraints were John F. 
Kennedy’s 1962 policy of the wage guideposts system, by which increases in wages were 
limited to increases in labour productivity. This voluntary policy attempted to ensure that 
the economy would not overheat by wages outpacing increases in worker efficiency. A tax 
decrease was also introduced in 1964 to help the economy maintain this desirable level. 
This period may be represented as the initial equilibrium prior to the upsurge in the U.S. 
commitment to Southeast Asia.

Graph 1: Initial situation of the economy with both markets in equilibrium

 

*

Both the labour market and the goods market are in equilibrium.

Expansion of the Vietnam War Effort: 1964-1969
We can continue our study with the expansion of the American commitment to 

Vietnam under President Johnson, viewed through the increase in the size of the Ameri-
can troop commitment to Vietnam.

Figure 1: U.S. Personnel in Vietnam6
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This widening of the war greatly increased its cost and we can trace how that cost 
ballooned very quickly from $0.1 billion in the fiscal year of 1965 to the peak amount of 
$28.8 billion in the fiscal year of 1969. This rapid increase in military spending stimulated 
the American economy.7 Wars traditionally stimulate the economy and are usually associ-
ated with a large boom to suddenly meet all the new demand for war supplies and arma-
ments. This occurred during the First and Second World Wars as well as the Korean War. 
GNP increased by 8.5% between 1965 and 1966, and by 5.4% in real terms (corrected for 
inflation). The expansion in 1965 reduced unemployment in the United States, which fell 
below 4% for the first time since the 1950s. Yet President Johnson continued to advocate 
that the United States would fight a two-front war: a domestic war against poverty and 
a war in Vietnam. He proposed these occur at the same time without raising taxes. This 
would become unrealistic because of the massive spending associated with the war effort, 
which led to large budget deficits. Thus, the United States did not acquire a war economy 
as it had done in previous large-scale conflicts.

Figure 1: U.S. Unemployment Rate (1960-1980)8

 
Changes in military spending had a very large effect on the economy because they 

represented such a high percentage of government expenditures. The 1967 report of the 
Center for Strategic Studies titled “Economic Impact of the Vietnam War” explains that 

6 Anthony Campagna, The Economic Consequences of the Vietnam War (New York, NY: Praeger, 1991).
7 U.S. House of Representatives, Committee of the Budget, “Chronology of Major Fiscal and Monetary 

Policies (1960-1977),” (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1978). The numbers are all for their 
respective fiscal years, and so represent the year prior to the one shown: 1965, $0.1 billion; 1966, $5.8 billion; 
1967, $20.1 billion; 1968, $26.5billion; 1969, $ 28.8 billion; 1970, $23.0 billion; 1971, $14.7 billion; 1972, $9.4 
billion; 1973, $6.3 billion; 1974, 3.1 billion; 1975, 1.4 billion; 1976, 0.3 billion. Total expenditure equals $139.5 
billion. It should also be noted that the budget for the CIA has not yet been declassified for this period and as such, 
all the funds appropriated to it during the Vietnam conflict are not included in the above mentioned values.

8 “United States Unemployment Rate,” Trading Economics, accessed March 25, 2014, http://www.
tradingeconomics.com/united-states/unemployment-rate.The respective yearly rates are: 1960, 5.5%; 1961, 
6.7%; 1962, 5.5%; 1963, 5.7%; 1964, 5.2%; 1965, 4.5%; 1966, 3.8%; 1967, 3.8%; 1968, 3.6%; 1969, 
3.5%; 1970, 4.9%; 1971, 5.9%; 1972, 5.6%; 1973, 4.9%; 1974, 5.6%; 1975, 8.5%. It should also be noted 
that U.S. unemployment figures until 1983 exclude military personnel since they are not counted as part 
of the labour force. U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Labor Force Statistics from the 
Current Population Survey,” accessed March 25, 2014, data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/surveymost?ln.



even prior to the expansion of the Second Vietnam War, military spending represented 
around 85% of all Federal Government purchases of goods and services.9 Consequently, 
any increase in military expenditures translated into a near one-to-one relationship with 
total government expenditures on goods and services. There is a considerable lag between 
the placement of an order for military equipment and the payment for the goods once 
they are received, a period referred to as “lead time.” For the Vietnam conflict, the U.S. 
Department of Defence estimated the lead-time for the procurement of ammunition at 
six months, and for aircraft, eighteen months.10 Yet, from a methodological perspective, 
it should be noted that the military expenditures are included in GNP immediately once 
the orders are placed rather than only once the goods and services are received.11 In con-
sequence, GNP data does not represent exactly the economic reality of production since 
goods are counted as part of output prior to their production. This greatly complicated 
the role of the statesman and increased the possibility of mistaken economic fiscal policy. 
This is because in periods of high inflation, this lag allows for incorrect conclusions on 
whether the budget surplus is demand-driven or inflation-driven. The following gives 
evidence that this in fact occurred. During much of 1966, the administration and most 
economists focused on the supposed great success of the 1964 tax cut, looking through 
the lens of the unemployment rate rather than examining the new problem of inflation.12 
Furthermore, as late as December 1965, leading figures in the Johnson administration 
including the president himself were complaining about the monetary restraint imposed 
by the Federal Reserve even though the rising inflation dictated such a plan of action.13 
This alludes to the fact that the administration was in certain regards not fully aware of 
the inflationary situation it had created.

Figure 2: Inflation in the Vietnam War Period (1960-1970)14
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9 The Center for Strategic Studies, “Economic Impact of the Vietnam War,” in Special Report Series No. 5 
(Washington, D.C.: Goergetown University, 1967), 2. This report was published with the intention “to bring 
before the policymaker and the public a concise presentation of the issues and alternatives that compose those 
strategic subjects with potentially great national impact.” Ibid., iv.

10 U.S. Senate, Committees on Armed Services and Appropriations, “Supplemental Military Procurement 
and Construction Authorization, Fiscal Year 1967,” (1967), 163.

11 The Center for Strategic Studies, “Economic Impact of the Vietnam War,” 12-13.
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Furthermore, inflation began to increase as all the money injected into the economy 
from the military spending trickled down. Prices began to rise. The previous experience of 
the Korean War provided an example of how a large military campaign could cause sub-
stantial inflation. Therefore, the inflation associated with the expansion of the Vietnam con-
flict should not have come as a surprise to the Johnson administration.15 Moreover, Arthur 
Okun, who served as the chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers to the President 
between 1968 and 1969, stated, “Surely in any meaningful sense, the Federal budget was 
the engine of the inflation in the period from 1966 to 1968.”16 Nonetheless, President John-
son stated in his “Economic Report of the President” in 1966 that the main task of Federal 
economic policy was “to attain full employment without inflation.”17 Normally, there is a 
trade-off between unemployment and inflation.18 It is very difficult to have extremely low 
unemployment without inflation. This could only have been achieved if there was a massive 
cut in government spending to match the increase caused by the expansion of the U.S. 
commitment to Vietnam combined with a sort of tax increase to reduce private demand. 
Yet, President Johnson refused to cut back on his Great Society (a program to help the less 
fortunate in society) and he also did not push forward substantial tax policies to reduce pri-
vate demand. Moreover, military expenditures were grossly underestimated, which can help 
explain the emergence of inflation. For example, the January 1966 budget projected the 
cost of Vietnam at $10.2 billion for the fiscal year 1967, but the actual number was $20.1 
billion, a massive discrepancy of nearly $10 billion.

This inconsistency was responsible for incorrect fiscal and monetary policy 
being applied. The Federal Reserve conducted its monetary policy with regard to 
its forecasts, which were based on false numbers, resulting in inappropriate policy. 
Senator William Proxmire, the chair of the U.S. Congressional Joint Economic Com-
mittee on the President’s Economic Report, stated that “in 1966 our Government 
made a serious economic policy blunder. Our fiscal policy was established early in 
1966…on the assumption that the Vietnam War would cost $10 billion, it is clear to 

12 Ibid., 41.
13 Committee for Economic Development, “The National Economy and the Vietnam War,” (New York, 

NY: CED, 1968), 10.
14 Ronald Reagan, “Economic Report of the President,” (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing 

Office, 1987).
15 The three month period from June to September, 1950 saw the Consumer Price Index (CPI) rise from 

101.8 to 104.4 with 1947-1949 as the base comparison (CPI=100).
16 Arthur M. Okun, “Inflation: The Problems and Prospects Before Us,” in Inflation: The Problems It 

Creates and the Policies It Requires (New York, NY: New York University Press, 1970), 8.
17 Lyndon Johnson, “Economic Report of the President,” (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing 

Office, 1966), 10. Emphasis added.
18 This trade-off is represented through the Phillips Curve which shows a positive correlation between 

inflation and employment. This curve would become contested in the 1970s, but prior to that decade, it was 
held in very high esteem by the dominant Keynesian school of economics.



me that we would have reduced spending and/or increased taxes—possibly both—if 
we had better and more accurate information.”19 This difference was caused by the 
assumption of Secretary of Defence Robert McNamara that U.S. military combat op-
erations in Southeast Asia were to be budgeted only through June 30, 1967. The war 
was to be finished by that point. The following dialogue which took place between 
Senator Proxmire and Budget Director Charles L. Schultze reveals the absurdity of 
such an assumption.

Chairman Proxmire: This assumption that the war would end on June 30, 1967, 
becomes more fantastic as I think about it, because, of course, the war could end 
on May 1 or June 1, and we still would have been $10 billion off, or very close 
to it. So we not only assumed that the war would end on June 30, but we 
assumed we would know about it well in advance, and we could have slowed 
down our procurement so we couldn’t have procured anything to fight in the 
period subsequent to July 1, 1967, isn’t that correct?
 
Mr. Schultze: …I can’t answer that yes or no.20

 
Furthermore, this assumption justified the reduction of military procurement ex-

penditures in order to avoid a large build-up of surplus military inventories, like those that 
occurred after the conclusion of the Korean War.21 Yet, since the lead time was between six 
and eighteen months, this led to a massive increase in military equipment orders in 1966 
when it became apparent that the war was not going to be concluded by 1967. Interestingly, 
it appears as if the Johnson administration attempted to cover up its inaccurate forecasts 
by not issuing the traditional midyear review of the Federal budget in the fall of 1966, 
which would have contained new estimates for the military expenditures of the January 
budget.22 Nor did it provide updated information to Congress, which influenced the latter’s 
handling of fiscal policy.23 In addition, the public source for detailed historical information 
on defence expenditures and obligations for the year 1966, the Department of Defence’s 
“Monthly Report on the Status of Funds” was also not issued in July and August, and the 
September issue was only issued in December.24 This incredible lag in the publications of 
these reports forced economic forecasters to base their calculations for 1967 on the pub-
lished data from June 1966 which was substantially different from the information pub-
lished subsequently. It appears that there was a deliberate attempt to mislead the public and 
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19 U.S. Congress, Joint Economic Committee, “1967 Economic Report of the President: hearings before 
the Joint Economic Committee, Congress of the United States, Ninetieth Congress, first session,” (Washing-
ton, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1967), 10-11.

20 Ibid., 124.
21 The Center for Strategic Studies, “Economic Impact of the Vietnam War,” 29-30.
22 Ibid., 31.
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the business community. The following statement by the Secretary of the Treasury, Henry 
H. Fowler, demonstrates the full degree of deception employed:

At the same time let me emphasize that our current estimates of Vietnam ex
penditures remain, in the view of those most qualified to judge, an accurate 
evaluation of our needs so far as we can now foresee, and I would hope that, 
when the need for responsible restraint is so great, no one will base his econom
ic decisions on the purely speculative assumption that our Vietnam needs will 
exceed current expectations.25

 
Moreover, since inflation is largely based on expectations, a rapid change in such ex-

pectations caused by substantial revisions of earlier published data surely had a drastic effect 
on inflation and reduced the general confidence in the accuracy and fairness of government 
publications.

The competitive labour market forced wages to rise. Private sector hourly wages 
rose 6.9% and 6.0% in 1965-1966 and 1966-1967 respectively. In addition, The Center 
for Strategic Studies writes, “The armed forces, adding more than 500,000 men during 
[1966], took over two-fifths of the total increase in the nation’s available manpower, 
contributing directly to the tightening of the civilian labour market.”26 This occurred in 
the face of Johnson’s desire that labour should not take advantage of a labour shortage to 
demand higher wages27 and it led to the abandonment of the Kennedy’s wage guideposts 

23 This becomes evident through the following 1967 dialogue between Senator Proxmire and Hugh Gardner
Ackley, a presidential economic advisor to President Johnson (and Kennedy):
“Chairman Proxmire: When did they change the figures? When did they give us the corrected figure?
Mr. Ackley: I do not believe any corrected figures were given to the Congress or to anyone else. Figures were 

uncertain. It was recognized that there would be an increased cost, particularly if the war should continue beyond 
June 30. No precise estimate was given. The President spoke several times of the probable need for supplemental 
appropriations, for increases in expenditures in the range of $5 to $15 billion. Indeed, the supplemental that was 
called for was not far from the middle of that range. [The actual supplemental amount was $9.9 billion, this being 
the difference between $10.2 billion and $20.1 billion]

Chairman Proxmire: Well, certainly, Mr. Ackley, in the year in which we knew our economy was strained, in the 
year when we had a shortage of labour, shortage of material, rising prices, tight money, almost a financial crisis, under 
these circumstances if we had been told that the war in Vietnam was going to cost as much as it did, would it not be 
clear to you that you would certainly have recommended that the Congress very likely would have, followed a different 
fiscal policy, that we would have looked much harder than we did at cutting other expenditures or spending, much 
more seriously would have considered raising taxes?”

U.S. Congress, Joint Economic Committee, “1967 Economic Report of the President,” 12.
24 The Center for Strategic Studies, “Economic Impact of the Vietnam War,” 31.
25 U.S. Congress, Joint Economic Committee, “1967 Economic Report of the President,” 157.
26 The Center for Strategic Studies, “Economic Impact of the Vietnam War,” 28.
27 “The vigorous economy we foresee in 1966 will tempt labor unions to demand wage increases that would 

raise costs, and businesses to raise prices when profit margins are already fully adequate. Labour must remember that 
growing employment and productivity are the foundation of higher wages, and business that an expanding economy 
is the basic source of profit gains. These foundations must not be jeopardized.” Johnson, “Economic Report of the 
President,” 12.
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which stated that wages increases were limited to 3.2% in 1966. Additionally, this is an 
indicator that the economy was growing at or above full capacity. This becomes more 
evident if we examine the utilization ratio (the ratio of the usage levels of factories and 
equipment), which increased to 91% in 1966. The American economy has not seen such 
a high ratio ever since. The closest it ever approached that number was in 1988, when it 
was 84%.28 Yet, this high employment level brought millions of Americans out of poverty 
and achieved Johnson’s goal of helping the underprivileged in the United States. As such, 
any policy to reduce inflation would then reverse these employment gains and jeopardize 
this positive situation.

Graph 2: War starts which hugely increases demand for goods

 

Wages, inflation, and real GNP all increase, while unemployment falls.

Combating Inflation: 1967-1973
By 1967, the Johnson administration became aware of the persistent ris-

ing inflation in the economy and the inability of Kennedy’s wage guideposts to 
reduce wage increases. In consequence, the Johnson administration decided to act 
to curb inflation. A tax increase was initially proposed by the president in Janu-
ary 1967, but this policy was stalled by Congress. In hindsight, it appears there a 
short window to act in order to ensure that inflation was kept under control. This 
window was missed.  It would take another year for Johnson to propose a 10% tax 
surcharge. Yet, the tax surcharge was coupled with fiscal restraint in order to get 
approval from Congress and much of President Johnson’s Great Society project saw 
its funding drastically reduced. As such, the expansion of the Vietnam War showed 
the Johnson administration that it could not fight the two-fronted war against pov-
erty at home and the North Vietnamese in Southeast Asia. Thus, Johnson had to 
sacrifice his true love, the Great Society, in order to continue the American fight in 

28 Campagna, The Economic Consequences of the Vietnam War, 72.
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Vietnam. There is a surprising history in the Unit-
ed States of massive public welfare programs be-
ing enacted prior to large military conflicts which 
forced them to be scaled back in order to fight the 
war. This was the case with Woodrow Wilson who 
enacted a burst of progressive laws between 1913 
and 1915 and with Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal 
program between 1933 and 1935.29 Johnson was 
in a similar situation with his Great Society, but 
he desired to break the trend and have both. But, 
as Chairman Wilbur Mills of the House Ways and 
Means Committee said, “The administration sim-
ply must choose between guns and butter.”30 John-
son finally felt that he was forced to choose the war over the Great Society, but 
greatly lamented this fact. The following was recorded in his biography, Lyndon 
Johnson and the American Dream:

I knew from the start that I was bound to be crucified either way I moved. If 
I left the woman I really loved - the Great Society - in order to get involved 
with that bitch of a war on the other side of the world, then I would lose 
everything at home. All my programs. All my hopes to feed the hungry and shel
ter the homeless. All my dreams to provide education and medical care to the 
browns and the blacks and the lame and the poor. But if I left that war and let 
the Communists take over South Vietnam, then I would be seen as a coward 
and my nation would be seen as an appeaser and we would both find it impossi
ble to accomplish anything for anybody anywhere on the entire globe.31

 
Moreover, Okun predicted that a reduction in inflation would translate into an 

increase in unemployment. Specifically, a 1% increase in unemployment would cause 
the laying off of 200,000 black women and force 1,000,000 people below the poverty 
line.32 Thus, to cut inflation went against the principles of the Great Society. Johnson 
was trapped since both the scenario with high inflation and the one without would 
greatly harm the underprivileged in society. These workers were mostly unskilled and 
as such the first to be laid off in harder economic times.

In 1967, the Federal Reserve decided to act, tightening monetary policy and 

 Political cartoon by Herblock
Washington Post, 1967

29 Irving Bernstein, Guns or Butter: The Presidency of Lyndon Johnson (New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press, 1996), 527.

30 Ibid.
31 Doris Kearns Goodwin, Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream (New York, NY: St. Martin’s Griffin, 

1976), 263.
32 Okun, “Inflation: The Problems and Prospects Before Us,” 11-12.



restricting money supply growth.33 This allowed for action to be taken to fight in-
flation when tax reform policy was stalled in Congress, because the Federal Reserve 
is technically autonomous of the Federal government. The discount rate was conse-
quently increased to 4.5% in 1967 and then to 5.5% in 1968.34 These policies at-
tempted to reduce the booming economy’s increased demand for loans by increasing 
interest rates. The yield of three-month Treasury bills increased to 5.9% in the mid-
dle 1968 as compared to a low of 3.5% a year earlier. Furthermore, the tightening of 
monetary policy created a credit crunch since this reduced the quantity of loanable 
funds below the demand level (hence interest rates rose). Both times such restrictive 
monetary policy was attempted (1966 and 1969), miniature recessions occurred, 
but each was also responsible for a reduction in inflation. The 1969 credit crunch, 
in particular, scared many business leaders since they feared a widespread liquidity 
crisis.35 This forced the Federal Reserve to reverse its monetary restraint policies. In 
consequence, this effectively created an environment where prices rose faster than 
wages (real income fell) which forced more people into the work force to make up 
for this shortfall. This caused the unemployment rate to fall, hitting 3.5% in 1969. In 
addition, this period saw women begin to enter the labour market in droves to earn 
additional income for their families.

Four per cent is generally considered the long-run equilibrium rate of un-
employment. Consequently, a number below it insinuates that the economy is over-
heating. John Maynard Keynes, whose economic theories were held in high esteem 
during this period, postulated in his General Theory of Employment, Money, and In-
terest that excess employment beyond the full employment level is always transferred 
into inflation, an event which clearly occurred between 1965 and 1970.36 In addition, 
President Nixon wrote in his “Economic Report of the President” of 1971, “1970 was 
the year in which we paid for the excesses of 1966, 1967, and 1968, when Federal 
spending went $40 billion beyond full employment revenues.”37 This partisan shot 
at the previous president showed the frustration in Washington with the economic 
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33 Roughly speaking, the Federal Reserve controls the growth of the money supply. Depending on whether 
this money supply is permitted to grow freely or whether it is restrained by the Federal Reserve, there may or 
not be sufficient funds to support the increasing demand for money from the economy as a whole. As such, 
the Federal Reserve has the ability to modify the demand for goods in the economy.

34 The Federal Reserve will lend money overnight to commercial banks at 0.5% more than this percentage 
and it takes deposits at this rate minus 0.5% from the commercial banks. 

35 Liquidity refers to the quantity of easily accessible funds which normally includes short-term bonds 
(under one year), money market funds, and cash on hand or in accounts.

36 John Maynard Keynes, “Chapter 21: The Theory of Prices,” in General Theory of Employment, Interest, 
and Money (Sydney, AU: Project Gutenberg of Australia, 2003).

37 Richard Nixon, “Economic Report of the President,” (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing 
Office, 1971), 3.
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situation in the early seventies. Nonetheless, on August 15, 1971, Nixon introduced 
a ninety-day wage and price freeze, which would be extended to a total of one thou-
sand days. This freeze was unprecedented in peacetime and did not achieve the goal 
of controlling inflation. It was after this period that monetary policy was viewed as 
the superior alternative to reduce inflation through the tool of rising interest rates. 
Yet, the simple fact remains that borrowing money financed the Second Vietnam 
War, and as such it was an inflation-generating process. This element was never really 
addressed sufficiently in policy.

Graph 3: Taxes are raised, and wage and price controls are added increasing labour supply

 

Real GNP rises, while unemployment, wages, and inflation all fall.

 

Reduction of the Vietnam War Effort: 1969-1973
In 1969, Richard Nixon became president of the United States. He was elected 

largely on a platform of reducing the American commitment to the Vietnam War and 
bringing American soldiers back home. In consequence, the U.S. military commitment 
to Vietnam was reduced under his presidency. The first troop withdrawals were an-
nounced on June 8, 1969, resulting in 25,000 troops being withdrawn from Vietnam 
later that year. The economic costs of war were therefore reduced during his presidency. 
Yet, the high dependence on an aerial war kept the costs associated with this period 
relatively high as compared to previous periods since planes and their armaments cost 
considerably more than a mostly ground-oriented campaign. Nonetheless, during the 
Nixon presidency, the number of troops in Vietnam fell from a peak of 549,500 to zero 
in 1973.

Figure 3: U.S. Troop Withdrawals from Vietnam (1969-1972)38



The end of the Second World War caused a worldwide recession when the demand for 
armaments and military supplies plummeted. Similarly, the United States also went into reces-
sion once the military commitment to Vietnam was reduced. Yet, this was not without warning. 
In the 1968 report of the Committee of Economic Development titled “The National Economy 
and the Vietnam War,” the authors warned that “the economic impact of defence cutbacks may 
come very rapidly even before it shows in reduced federal spending.”39 President Nixon himself 
highlighted in his “Economic Report of the President” of 1971 that the transition from a war to a 
peacetime economy as well as from a period of higher to lower inflation would be “accompanied 
by some decline in output and rise in unemployment.”40 He stated that the goal of his govern-
ment was to keep those declines as small as possible. 

Nixon’s government decided to adopt more conservative economic policies to bring 
the United States back to its pre-war state. Rather than following a Keynesian approach to 
reducing inflation through fiscal policy reductions and increases in taxes, Nixon preferred 
the monetary policy approach proposed by the neo-classical School of economic thought 
spearheaded by Milton Friedman.41 This approach was dependent upon money supply tar-
geting. Proponents argued that if the money supply grew at a slower pace than the economy, 
inflation would be reduced. Wage and price controls were an offshoot of this policy, aimed 
at curbing money supply growth directly at the source.

Graph 4: War slows which decreases demand for goods
 

Real GNP and wages fall substantially, inflation falls slightly, and unemployment rises.
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Productivity Shock: 1970-1975

To further understand the economic consequences of the Second Vietnam War, 
we need to take a step back and examine the formulation of the U.S. dollar as the world 
reserve currency. In 1941, in the darkest days of the Second World War, the United States 
organized a conference at Bretton Woods to agree on worldwide currency policy once the 
war was won. This conference brought about fixed exchange rates between countries based 
upon the free convertibility of the U.S. dollar into gold at the rate of $35 a troy ounce. This 
was the basis of a modified gold standard by which the United States held gold to back its 
currency and other countries could hold U.S. dollars rather than the physical gold itself to 
back their respective currencies. This created an environment where European countries 
with depleted gold reserves from borrowing to finance both world wars could still have sta-
ble currencies. However already in 1966, President Johnson wrote in his “Economic Report 
of the President,” “I hope that the major industrial nations—and then the entire commu-
nity of free nations—will reach an agreement that will make creation of new reserve assets a 
deliberate decision of the community of nations to serve the economic welfare of all.”42 It is 
evident from this statement that the gold standard was clearly already under strain.

By the end of 1967, the United States was facing a balance of payments cri-
sis which threatened the stability of the U.S. dollar and consequently, the internation-
al monetary system.43 Furthermore, France under the presidency of Charles de Gaulle 
(1959-1969) reduced its U.S. dollar reserves, exchanging them for gold. This greatly 
decreased the American gold reserve levels. On New Year’s Day 1968, President Johnson 
announced an emergency program that imposed temporary mandatory controls with 
regards to direct American foreign investment. In 1968 after massive French purchases 
of gold, a temporary bank holiday was declared during which gold sales and purchases 
were halted. These policies attempted to remedy the troubles of the U.S. dollar, but their 
enactment highlighted the fact that the dollar was evidently in serious trouble if it were 
to remain pegged to gold. By the early 1970s, this approached a crisis point since infla-
tion was still rampant in the United States and had been so for several years. As such, on 
August 15, 1971, President Nixon announced that the United States would no longer 
sell gold at $35 per ounce which effectively set the U.S. dollar afloat and made it a fiat 
currency.44 This allowed the government to continue fighting in Vietnam and to borrow 

42 Johnson, “Economic Report of the President,” 15.
43 Balance of payments refers to the result of the monetary transactions between one country, in this case 

the United States, and the rest of the world. Its components include: capital inflows and outflows, exports and 
imports, as well as monetary transfers to and from the country. Simply put, this is the amount of currency 
flowing into or out of a country during a year. A balance of payments crisis is when a very substantial amount 
of currency is leaving the country, much more than is coming in.

44 The term fiat currency refers to a currency which is not convertible at a predetermined rate into some 
commodity.



to finance this policy. Thus, in one fell swoop, the gold standard was abandoned. The U.S. 
dollar fell 6% subsequently by December of 1971. That month, a new monetary con-
ference was organized at the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, D.C. This conference 
agreed to a new set of exchange rates between currencies. Yet, this agreement was short 
lived since by 1973, the U.S. dollar was devalued yet again, resulting in a cumulative de-
valuation from 1971 of 19%.45 This large devaluation led to a great increase in the price 
of imported goods into the United States. The Organization of Oil Producing Countries 
(OPEC) had already been increasing the price of a barrel of oil to maintain a constant 
purchasing power during the period of high inflation. Moreover,s the declining value 
of the U.S. dollar also led the OPEC to further increase the price of oil to maintain its 
purchasing power. Subsequently, these price increases were exacerbated by the decision of 
OPEC to massively increase the price of oil in 1973 to protest the United States’ support 
of Israel in the Yom Kippur War.

In consequence, the years 1973 and 1974 saw huge increases in the price of goods. 
The consumer price index (CPI), an index which looks at the yearly changes in the price 
level of an identical basket of goods, rose 8.8% in 1973 and 12.2% in 1974. Borrowing 
the explanation pushed forth by Alan Blinder in Economic Policy and the Great Stagflation, 
this was caused by three factors. Firstly, it was caused by the poor agricultural harvests 
which began in 1972. By 1973, these harvests were responsible for the 20% increase in 
the price of food. Secondly, the price of oil increased due to political decisions made by 
OPEC; the price of retail gasoline and motor oil increased by more than 39% between 
September 1973 and May 1974. Thirdly, the wage and price controls enacted by Presi-
dent Nixon expired in the spring of 1974 which caused a burst of “catch-up” inflation. 
Two out of these three reasons rested on presidential policy decisions. With all these price 
increases, the cost of the physical inputs of production (for example raw materials) rose 
considerably. This forced companies to raise their prices, which drove the price level even 
higher. Thus, the U.S. economy was hit by a supply shock. A supply shock occurs when 
suddenly, the same amount of inputs no longer create the same amount of output. For 
example, five dollars’ worth of oil produced a lesser dollar amount of plastic than it did 
previously. Thus, many more inputs in money-units were needed to create the same quan-
tity of outputs in money-units. This was when stagflation truly became apparent. Growth 
stagnated and then fell, and was accompanied by a sharp increase in prices.

104 Stagflation and the Second Vietnam War Historical Discourses 

45 Alan Blinder, Economic Policy and the Great Stagflation, Student Edition (Princeton, NJ: Academic Press, 1979), 
28.



Historical Discourses Matthew Meland 105

Graph 5: Productivity shock reduces output supply and the productivity of labour.

 

Real GNP and wages fall, while unemployment and inflation increase.

 
Conclusions

The economic policies of Presidents Johnson and Nixon regarding the Second Vietnam 
War appear to be largely responsible for the stagflation of the 1970s. The initial broadening of 
the war created a large amount of inflation and brought the U.S. economy beyond full capacity. 
This led to increased wages. The fiscal policy as well as the wage and price controls of President 
Johnson did little to reduce inflation. Yet, once President Nixon began to reduce the war effort, 
the US economy began to slide into recession, as there was much excess capacity. Unemploy-
ment consequently rose. Moreover, all the inflation forced the United States to abandon the gold 
standard which led to a large increase in the prices of production inputs, especially oil. This rise 
in the inputs of production created a supply shock which further increased prices and reduced 
growth. The combination of a lack of growth and high inflation is the definition of stagflation. 
Therefore, stagflation was a consequence of the Second Vietnam War. Several economists have 
also proposed other factors, such as the Baby Boom generation entering the labour market en 
masse or the opening of China as underlying reasons for the occurrence of stagflation in the 
1970s. Yet, it could be argued that the opening-up of China was largely a policy decision caused 
by the Nixon administration’s desire to widen the gap between Beijing and Moscow in order to 
favour a resolution of the Second Vietnam War and as such, it can be considered an offshoot of 
the Vietnam War. The Baby Boomers entering the workforce, on the other hand, was slowed 
considerably by the conscription associated with the Vietnam conflict. This is an area of study 
which could be further analysed in a subsequent paper. Although other industrialized countries 
did also suffer stagflation in the 1970s, this may have been a consequence of the economic situa-
tion of United States, since the latter was the dominant economic power during this period. Fur-
thermore, the economic costs of the Second Vietnam War are not simply restricted to the past. 
They are going to increase massively in the near future when the large population of veterans 
ages and necessitates senior housing and medical care, a responsibility that the U.S. government 
assumes for its soldiers. Future generations will bear this burden, and it will remind them of the 
incredible cost of war.
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downtown Montreal, like so many other urban centres, has endured a period of 
marked change in the last half-century. The outward expansion of the downtown 
core brought with it the annexation of smaller enclaves and private spaces, essentially 
merging residential neighbourhoods into the urban fabric. Beginning in the nine-
teenth century, a small area of Montreal located on the southern side of Mount Royal 
and known as the Golden Square Mile (GSM) grew into an elite landscape of man-
sions on tree-lined streets. From the mid-twentieth century, however, the area began 
transforming into a public space of business and education, with modern high-rise 
and high-density office and apartment buildings replacing many of Montreal’s oldest 
homes. This paper addresses the loss of the GSM as a residential space. Discussion of 
the GSM is not immune from Montreal’s recurring language divide, as it was an en-
clave dominated historically by an Anglophone community. A focus on English-lan-
guage sources demonstrates how the area changed hands, shifting from private fami-
lies to government projects, with a particular emphasis on Place Ville Marie. McGill 
University also played an important role in deciding how to maintain old homes 
in the GSM, many of which it now owns as a result of donations. Additionally, the 
transformations that took place in the GSM were symptomatic of the greater changes 
taking place in Montreal, as much of the city’s downtown core was being remoulded 
into a modern space. A study of urban development and modernity helps to elucidate 
the profound changes that took place specifically in the GSM.

There is a rich historiography of the GSM as a part of Montreal in which sig-
nificant power and wealth was concentrated, with much of the work done by historians 
focusing on the rise of the area’s English elite. The historian Roderick MacLeod refers to 
“the Golden Age” of the GSM, during which time the area became inhabited by Protes-
tant elites as a result of considerable planning, emphasizing the important roles played by 
individual contributions and the question of ethnicity rather than accident or structural-



ism.1 David Hanna, a professor of urban geography at Université du Québec à Montréal 
(UQAM), also deals with the GSM’s transformation into an elite space, focusing on how 
topological features of the area were ideal boundaries of space for the creation and growth 
of the GSM beginning in the nineteenth century.2 The architectural historian Francois 
Remillard and the architectural and fine arts photographer Brian Merrett, the professor 
of urban studies Martin Drouin, and the journalist Donald MacKay also proved funda-
mental to this study.3

While these works approach the GSM as it was constructed for Canada’s elite, the 
focus of this paper is on the demise of the area and on calls to preserve it. Pertinent to this 
study are articles from Anglophone Montreal newspapers that focus on the destruction 
of historic sites in the area and capture the sense of change during the period. Equally 
important are documents produced by the city of Montreal that shed light on the urban 
planning that coincided with changes to the area. An important figure in Montreal at this 
time was the mayor Jean Drapeau, whose policies greatly influenced the transformation 
of the city’s downtown sphere. This paper will also examine the perceived “loss” of an 
Anglophone space at a time when Francophone power was rising. In other words, the 
transforming GSM may be considered a loss for some but a more organic shift away from 
elitism and aristocracy to modern meritocracy for others. Indeed, the changes the took 
place in the GSM may have been a part of a larger shift in Montreal’s downtown areas 
shifting from residential to commercial spaces, as the Recollet neighbourhood and the 
Quartier Renaissance seem to suggest. Studies of particular buildings such as Place Ville 
Marie illuminate the redefinition of downtown spaces, as do petitions in recent years fo-
cused on saving historic buildings in Montreal (particularly in the GSM) by groups such 
as Héritage Montréal and Save Montreal.

Early Growth of the GSM
Before examining the changes to the GSM in the mid-twentieth century, it is 

important to understand the development of the area as a home for Canada’s most pow-
erful elite. The study of the area would not be possible without studying the families who 
dictated much of its development and architecture, some of which still stands today. 
The member of Héritage Montréal Bruce McNiven, writing for the Montreal Gazette, 
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explains that because such a vast expanse of land was owned by such a small number of 
families, they had great sway in the development of the area.4 It is for this reason that 
some examination of the architectural choices as well as what McNiven calls “family 
details” are so important to the study of the GSM.5 Furthermore, as Hanna explains, the 
first inhabitants of the area made their wealth from the fur trade, a business which made 
“a handful of men extremely rich” but “had done little to advance settlement or income 
distribution in the colony.”6 This distribution of wealth greatly shaped the area around 
Mont Royal.

One of the greatest legacies associated with the GSM is that of James McGill. His 
home was among the first to be built in the area and was described as a “country home.”7 
The home, Burnside, was located where the Roddick Gates of McGill University stand 
today, and though the land surrounding it served primarily as his summer estate and was 
excellent for farming, MacLeod notes that it also “represented McGill’s success in a way 
that no other achievement in his life could do.”8 His estate and a generous grant were later 
donated to launch McGill University, which now bears his name.9

Another important contributor to the growth of the GSM was Simon McTavish, 
who purchased land across the island. Most importantly, he bought an enormous piece of 
land on the slope of the mountain expanding from what is now between Peel and McTa-
vish Street down to René Lévesque Boulevard.10 Macleod points out that McTavish’s plan 
was to bring “the social world of Montreal” up the mountain where he could entertain 
other members of society’s elite.11  This is obviously somewhat in contrast to the image of 
McGill’s rural country home used primarily for enjoying the summer crops and the view. 
McTavish’s intention, as Collard explains, was not simply to have a comfortable home, 
but rather to have “a château.”12 This went along with his lifestyle of hard living and 
arrogance, and his plans for the “château” were so grand that they were never completed 
and his home never lived in.13 There were failed attempts to preserve the unfinished home 
and it was not long until rumours spread that it was haunted by the ghost of McTav-
ish.14 After years of abandon, the unfinished McTavish mansion was demolished, but the 

4 Bruce McNiven, “History Mirrored in Rise and Fall of ‘Square Mile’ Homes,” The Gazette (Montreal), 
October 8, 1983, I-8.

5 Ibid. 
6 Hanna, “The New Town of Montreal,” 13.
7 MacKay, The Square Mile, 18.
8 Ibid.; MacLeod, “Salubrious Settings and Fortunate Families,” 34.
9 MacKay, The Square Mile, 25.
10 Edgar Andrew Collard, Montreal Yesterdays (Toronto, ON: Longmans Canada Ltd, 1962), 30. 
11 MacLeod, “Salubrious Settings and Fortunate Families,” 35.
12 Collard, Montreal Yesterdays, 31.
13 MacKay, The Square Mile, 14, 19.
14 Collard, Montreal Yesterdays, 35.



mausoleum in his memory remains on the site.15 While the dream to look down on the 
city from a grand estate would never come true for McTavish, many other elites would 
follow in his footsteps and realize this dream for themselves.

What is striking about the growth of the GSM in the 1840s is that it was not an obvi-
ous place to build homes and create grand estates. There was much convincing to be done at 
this time, as the area was still used for farming and as a getaway. It took visionaries like McTa-
vish and McGill to bring desirability to the area. For most elites, the mountain was seen as too 
far away from the centre of the city.16 While the extension of Sherbrooke Street played some 
role in facilitating access to what would become the GSM, there was still a large degree of 
persuasion and posturing necessarily involved in convincing merchants and industrialists that 
it was a socially viable and desirable move to make.17 Ultimately, however, the area would be 
subdivided and land speculators would be met with great fortunes, as a previously undesirable 
location became the seat of wealth and power looking down upon the city.

There were several reasons why the late eighteenth century was the ideal time for 
Montreal’s elite to move up the mountain. MacKay explains that, within a generation, the 
small city that was Montreal began bursting at the seams spreading east and west beyond 
the walls of the city, growing into the “tenth-ranking city in North America” and boasting 
a population of nearly 100,000.18  As MacLeod points out, this increase in population 
was also concentrated in a very small area of Montreal.19 The empty orchard fields of the 
west side of the mountain were the ideal location to build as only small farmhouses were 
located there until this point.20 Furthermore, the expanding transportation systems of 
the early 1850s allowed for a housing boom in the city. The building of railroads allowed 
trade to continue through the harsh winters and the expansion of the St. Lawrence River 
allowed for Montreal to call itself a “proper seaport.”21 MacLeod points out that Ameri-
cans and Scots benefited particularly from such developments, accumulating more wealth 
than the French Canadian majority.22 This is an important distinction that factored into 
the development of the GSM for over a century, as well as its destruction. An example 
of a family that utilised the modern developments of the mid-nineteenth century, John 
Redpath and his son Peter created their family fortune from the ground up, setting up the 
first sugar refinery in Canada along the newly expanded Lachine Canal which eventually 
afforded them a house on top of the GSM. Peter later donated the Redpath Library and 
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the Redpath Museum to McGill University in 1880.23

MacKay credits the expansion of the GSM after the 1850s to the completion of 
the Grand Trunk Railway connecting Montreal to Toronto, which MacLeod expands 
upon by arguing that connections with many American cities through railways and the 
completion of the Victoria Bridge made Montreal a centre for capitalism.24 With this 
came an urban housing boom that followed with the upswing of the economy. The afore-
mentioned population growth can be taken as a symbol of the increased importance of 
Montreal in trade and commerce.25 Hence, it is difficult to discuss a growth in population 
without also mentioning the increase in economic importance.

Hanna explains that Montreal’s GSM, or as he calls it, “New Town,” increased in 
popularity after 1850 “because of the intrinsic beauty of its site, developed into the city’s 
only cohesive upper middle class district.”26 The location was ideal as the mountain shielded 
the homes from wind and the sun was ideal for fruit orchards.27 Hanna contends that it 
was in fact the beauty of the area that may have contributed to its demise, remarking that 
businesses moved to the area in the twentieth century for many of the same reasons the elite 
had moved there a century earlier.28

First Phases of Destruction
By the beginning of the twentieth century it was clear that the GSM had been trans-

formed into an elite English landscape, dominated by extravagant homes and built primarily 
on entrepreneurial family fortunes. The pivotal change to the area would commence with the 
transformative powers of World War I. As McNiven remarks, the exuberant homes were “im-
practical and inappropriate” after this time.29 Many homes and grand plots of land were forced 
to be subdivided, allowing for more development of the area. While some homes were built 
shortly after the end of the war, the estates were far less grand and the era of sheer exuberance 
and lavish building had ended.30 As the Montreal historian Isabelle Huppé notes, an increase 
in the building of apartment buildings in the years preceding and following World War I fit 
into the broader backdrop of urbanization and industrialization taking place in Montreal.31 
An important distinction to make regarding the changing landscape of the GSM, and even 
in downtown Montreal overall, is that there was a shift from homes to commercial spaces. 

23 MacKay, The Square Mile, 60.
24 Ibid., 42; MacLeod, “Salubrious Settings and Fortunate Families,” 11-12.
25 Hanna, “The New Town of Montreal,” 7.
26 Ibid., vi.
27 Ibid. 19.
28 Ibid., 160.
29 McNiven, “History Mirrored,” I-8. 
30 Ibid.
31 Isabelle Huppé, “Les premiers immeubles d’appartements de Montréal, 1880-1914. Un nouveau type 

d’habitation,” Urban History Review 39, no. 3 (Spring 2011): 40.



Important changes to zoning laws, especially in the 1950s, allowed for the building of higher 
structures. This was seen for instance, on parts of Pine Avenue; the beautiful mansion for Dun-
can McIntyre, a founder of the Canadian Pacific Railway, was built in the late 1880s but torn 
down in 1930.32 The house “was Romanesque Scottish Baronial in style and featured several 
conical towers, a steeply pitched roof, and a large, square central tower which dominated the 
main entrance”; to say it represented the affluence of the GSM would be an understatement.33 
However, McGill needed the space and in its place now stands the McGill McIntyre Medical 
Sciences Building, built in 1965.34 The difference in style between the McIntyre home and the 
Medical Building highlight the difference in purpose that the land served in different periods, 
the latter being more practical and modern in design.

More signs that destruction was already taking place came in the 1930s. As 
the Canadian historian and journalist Gillmor writes in The Gazette, “[i]n 1931, 
the city government passed a bylaw to protect the street’s residential character. 
Grocery stores, funeral parlors, gas stations and 34 other types of businesses were 
shunned as urban blight. Office buildings however, were allowed and eventually 
changed the character of the street.”35 The need to protect the area as early as the 
1930s meant that there were threats of commercialization being noticed. The Holt 
Mansion was one of the earliest landmarks that would become a casualty of the 
mid-twentieth century. Owned by Sir Herbert Holt, knighted for his service in 
World War I and a railroad entrepreneur, his mansion was among the largest in the 
GSM.36 The mansion was demolished as a result of high taxes and city bylaws that 
prevented the property from being converted into condominiums. Chronicled in 
The Gazette in 1986, this particular loss was remarked as the “symbol of an era.”37 
Further destruction would come to the area as a result of more global changes as-
sociated with World War II, with disappearing homes being “a pressure that would 
only increase in the post-war boom years.”38  More changes to the zoning laws of 
the area only allowed for further destruction to take place.  As Gillmor put it in 
his article, “high-rise apartments were zoned into the Square Mile. The last of the 
Edwardians lingered in the shade of nondescript boxes, their gardens a theatre to a 
hundred balconies staring down. The middle class had arrived and they’d brought 
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their wretched architecture with them.”39

Another altogether different sign of the destruction was evident in the ecol-
ogy of the area. By the 1940s there were early signs that the landscape was forever 
changed. The loss of trees that so famously lined the streets of the GSM was becom-
ing an apparent issue. As the area had previously been an escape from the main city, 
the landscape was of the utmost importance to the early inhabitants of the GSM who 
used the land for farming but more importantly enjoyed it for its beauty.40 With ur-
ban development and increased building, first of homes and then of public buildings, 
many of the trees were cut down and never replaced. As Francois Rémillard remarks, 
Dutch elm disease killed off the remainder of the picturesque canopy-creating trees 
by the 1960s.41

Urban Sprawl and Commercial Growth
A historical study of Montreal reveals that the city’s character and develop-

ment was somewhat atypical relative to many other North American cities. First, 
Montreal had a relatively high occurrence of people living in and around the metro-
politan area compared to other cities of a similar size.42 A high level of public transit 
use, as well as central neighbourhoods near downtown, also set it apart. However, as 
the professors at Centre Urbanisation Culture Société Jean-Pierre Collin and Claire 
Poitras, and the historian Michele Dagenais point out, Montreal is facing a problem 
similar to those taking place elsewhere, namely that the growth of the population 
living in the metropolitan area is slowing as more space is being used for commercial 
projects.43 While suburban areas fill the need for affordable family housing, it can 
also be said to cause some of society’s modern urban problems, such as an excess of 
non-residential downtown space and a commuting culture.44 In another article, Col-
lin explains that suburbanization in Montreal is more prevalent in western and more 
Anglophone areas, where the rate of ownership as opposed to tenancy are highest.45 
This framework is significant when dealing with changes in the GSM, as it reinforces 
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the notion that these changes did not occur in isolation but instead as part of greater 
changes taking place across the city.

World War II had a profound effect on housing in Canada generally and 
Montreal in particular. Housing developments were not able to keep up with the 
rate of growth during the war, and when the war ended the lack of housing was es-
pecially prevalent. The Toronto journalist John Sewell explains that the construction 
of suburbs was a result of postwar growth, which led to a “specialization of land use” 
in both suburbs and city centres and “perhaps the decline of the city centre itself.”46 
Studies on construction and redevelopment in Montreal until 1970 indicate increas-
ing population losses within a three-mile radius of the city centre coinciding with 
the high rates of increasing population in areas further away from the centre, which 
firmly places Montreal’s path of development, as well as that of the GSM, within the 
trend outlined by Sewell.47

The Westmount Alternative
Westmount is exemplary of the urban sprawl that took place in Montreal. As 

E.J. Gordon explains in an article to the Montreal Gazette in 1978, not only was the 
GSM the most elite and fashionable place to live in Montreal until after World War 
II, but Westmount was not even considered a high-class area.48 Gordon recounts the 
class differences between those in the GSM and those living in Westmount, noting 
that “to live in Westmount was considered beyond the pale” and that most residents 
of the GSM had few, if any, acquaintances in Westmount.49

However, the professor of urban studies Joshua Wolfe notes that by the 
mid-twentieth century many of the families from the GSM moved to the comfort-
able homes of Westmount where streets were quieter.50 The Quebec historian Magda 
Fahrni writes that Westmount in the post-war was the “bastion of English-Canadian 
wealth,” which was a result of the residential nature of the GSM neighbourhood 
having been invaded by offices and shops that drove the families to leave.51 As the 
Montreal Gazette framed it, “[b]efore Westmount became synonymous with wealth 
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and prestige in Montreal, there was the Square Mile.”52 This is further evidence that 
supports the claims made by Sewell, Collin, Dagenais, and Poitras that the loss of 
historic family homes in the GSM was a result of urban sprawl.

Jean Drapeau and Redefining Downtown Space
Along with physical changes such as urban sprawl, there was also a shift in the way peo-

ple thought about downtown spaces. Specifically, the idea of downtown as a place for business 
and not necessarily designed for living was growing in the mid-twentieth century. Jean Drapeau 
was a great pioneer of this idea; prior to his election, municipal politics was fragmented, which 
meant a slowdown in productivity and a delay in urban development projects.53  As Drouin 
explains, after Drapeau’s re-election in 1960 he “s’était donné la mandate de moderniser les in-
stitutions municipales et la gestion de la ville.”54 The timing of his election was fortunate as the 
economy of the 1960s was very strong, allowing him to complete projects such as the expansion 
of the Metro system, Expo 67, and Place Ville Marie. This mindset culminated with the destruc-
tion of several historic buildings in the late twentieth century. For example, the St. James Club, 
founded in 1857 as a London-style club, was demolished in order to make room for Place Ville 
Marie. The club’s popularity swelled during the American Civil War when officers were posted 
in Montreal.55 The Stephens property, once owned by one of the richest families in Canada, was 
sold to Canadian National Railways and then demolished, along with many other properties, to 
also make place for Place Ville Marie.56 The underground city was regarded as one of Montreal’s 
great functional additions, allowing for year-round access to downtown Montreal, and its con-
struction can be credited to the boom in underground development pioneered by Drapeau and 
Place Ville Marie.57

Although Drapeau has been praised for some of the things he accomplished 
during his time as mayor, he has also been criticized for having destroyed much of the 
city’s history in order to make room for these “improvements.” His era has been called the 
“Drapeau Demolition Derby” and he has been blamed for turning downtown Montreal 
into a parking lot.58 Regardless, the name of Jean Drapeau has become synonymous with 
the transformation of the downtown core in the mid-twentieth century. Whenever there 
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is a backlash against the destruction of historic sites, newspapers reference the Drapeau 
administration with declarations such as “it seemed like a throwback to the days of the 
former mayor Jean Drapeau.”59 A call to preserve the history of downtown Montreal came 
in the 1970s, when City Hall was petitioned to change its hands-off policy before the face 
of the old downtown was lost.60

An English Issue
The dialogue between Anglophone and Francophone Montrealers regarding 

the GSM is not emphasised in the historiography of the area. As MacLeod notes, 
the Anglophone elite with roots steeped in Scottish heritage purposefully created 
the GSM in order “to isolate itself from the province’s mainstream—which is not to 
say that it recognized the francophone majority as a mainstream; Montreal anglo-
phones [sic] saw themselves as a majority culture,” albeit removed from the densely 
populated city below.61 Macleod identifies the rebellions of 1837-38 as an important 
demarcation in the history of the area, noting that this even further divided the city 
and allowed the GSM to serve as a “distinct anglophone [sic] area within Montre-
al.”62 He also writes that “Montreal’s anglophone [sic] elite had superimposed ar-
chitectural idioms from Britain on what had been a French city.”63 Gordon furthers 
this point by remarking that this space was not only Anglophone, but also a place 
of power. Gordon argues that the GSM was in fact a bastion for Anglophone elites, 
demarcating the area based on language as well as status and associating it with 
family names.64

Writing for an Anglophone Montreal newspaper, the destruction of the GSM 
would often be referred to as “a heartbreaking loss for the city.”65 However, in a brief 
history of the city’s urban planning released by the Ville de Montréal Bureau du Plan 
d’Urbanisme, the redevelopment of the area around Place Ville Marie is regarded as 
a triumph, narrating that “en particulier, le centre des affaires connaît une croissance 
importante: autour de Place Ville-Marie, les gratte-ciel se multiplient, la grille de rue 
traditionnelle disparaît au profit de projets immobiliers et de percées routières.”66 The 
word “modernisation” is used several times within the document to describe changes 
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that took place, such as the relocation of various places of production.67 Nowhere does 
the document mention what was sacrificed in order to allow for this growth to take 
place, though it does remark that the great difficulty in executing urban planning in 
Montreal is the desire to thread the needle “entre les besoins du développement et le 
respect du patrimoine.”68 However, the document highly stresses the need to develop 
the downtown core in order to preserve Montreal as a commercially important city, 
with little mention to the aim of preserving its history.

Calls for Preservation
With a better understanding of the past that allowed for the destruction of the 

GSM, it becomes possible to put forward plans that allow for a compromise between 
preserving important parts of the Montreal’s history as well as allowing for modernisation 
to take place. As Schwartz suggests in the Montreal Gazette, the fight for preserving Mon-
treal’s downtown heritage really took off with the non-profit group Save Montreal and its 
mandate calling for the “preservation of the city’s architectural heritage.”69 A document 
created by the group called Montreal’s Downtown Neighbourhoods details the history and 
plight of the Recollets area of downtown, which not unlike the GSM has historic sites 
that are threatened with development.70 Furthermore, the group’s website contains her-
itage landmarks that the can supposedly be incorporated into a redevelopment project 
that would benefit the city.71 The group claims that, if there is no intervention, most of 
these heritage landmarks will be demolished in the future.72 In the case of the Recollet 
neighbourhood, the group calls for “immediate action to prohibit demolition of the tra-
ditional landmarks.”73 The same call to action has incited for the GSM area; in 1985 the 
group offered various walking tours, one of which was around the GSM focusing on the 
architecture and restoration being done around the McGill area.74 This tour was available 
for anyone interested, which drew further attention to the group’s cause.75

For the last thirty years, another group called Héritage Montréal has worked to 
safeguard the architecture and history of the city. This non-profit group has a mission 
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to promote the celebration of historic sites throughout the city that contribute to Mon-
treal’s uniqueness. The group defines a heritage site as a location with commemorative, 
archaeological, architectural interest, landscape, and ecological interest.76 To protect what 
it defines as historic sites, the group aims at increasing public awareness and persuading 
fellow Montrealers to its cause. Directly in line with its mandate is the preservation of 
historic buildings located in the GSM. As the Montreal journalist Nick Auf der Maur 
writes, “Square Mile mansions are an integral part of the history of Canadian capitalism” 
and hence they must not be lost.77 In a 1987 article from the Gazette, Wolfe argues that 
“in 1986, the provincial government passed a law (Bill 43) which amended the Cultur-
al Properties Act and allowed municipalities to create historic districts…. Certainly the 
Square Mile merits such recognition.”78

The Redpath Project
As of 2013, one of Héritage Montréal’s projects is to prevent the destruction of the his-

toric Redpath House located on du Musée Street. As the group’s website explains, “the house is a 
vestige of Montreal’s fabled Square Mile…where Canada’s first business elite lived in remarkable 
mansions.”79 In one of several articles in the Gazette that chronicles developments in the fight to 
preserve the Redpath House, an architect of the Montreal Citizens’ Movement noted that the 
“whole area of the Square Mile of former great homes is an important part of what our down-
town area is all about and it has been left unprotected…. The city was given sweeping powers 
by the provincial government last spring to protect such areas but it has not availed itself of these 
powers, and we see the effects of that in cases like this.”80 This house in particular represents great 
strides in the work done by Héritage Montréal as this is not the first time this building has need-
ed to be saved. An article written to the Montreal Gazette in 1986 by Jean-Claude Marson and 
Mark London, the president and executive director of Héritage Montréal respectively, presents 
the lack of protection given to historic homes that stand within the GSM. They note that there 
is no “comprehensive heritage program” and too often decisions are made on an ad hoc basis 
without consulting the public.81 Most importantly, they contend that the power should be in 
the peoples’ hands and that the best method to protect the beauty, history, and architecture of 
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the city is to call for input from its citizens. Marson and London call for formal hearings and 
meetings to deal with plans that affect city residents, noting that Montrealers are powerless to 
preserve their own neighbourhoods.82

The Redpath House is interesting, as it touches on several of the issues discussed 
in this paper. The Redpath family’s elite legacy and entrepreneurial fortune are prime 
examples of the ingenuity it took to move up the mountain in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. One of the last remaining homes in Montreal built in the Queen Anne style, the 
structure is in need of restoration as a result of neglect, and its owner has petitioned the 
city to allow for its destruction and replacement with a high-rise building which exceeds 
the current height restrictions for the area.83 Writing for Le Devoir, Jeanne Corriveau has 
scrutinized the owner of the home for having let the property decline for 26 years.84 Alex 
Norris of the municipal political party Projet Montréal shares this sentiment, claiming 
that the city allowed this to go on for too long and have the jurisdiction to step in and 
protect the heritage of the site.85 Moreover, he argues that the former mayor Gérald Trem-
blay did not stand behind his platform to protect the site and was too lenient in dealing 
with its owner.86 Since the owner’s initial plan to build a high-rise building was rejected 
he has submitted a new proposal, claiming to have the interests of the GSM at heart.87 
However, his plans also require the elimination of the current Redpath House, which 
Héritage Montréal believes can still be salvaged.

Hope for the Future
The future of the GSM rests largely in the hands of McGill University, which 

owns much of the land and homes that make up the historic part of the area. A 1962 
provincial bill gave McGill University increased autonomy regarding the buildings con-
tained in what is now its downtown campus.88 This law grants a lot of responsibility to 
the university to preserve the integrity of historic buildings. Stanley Frost, McGill’s Vice 
Principal in 1974, remarked in an article to the Montreal Gazette that “people aren’t in-
terested in old buildings anymore.”89 However, he then explained that the university does 
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plan on preserving old buildings wherever possible.90 McGill University published a Mas-
ter Plan in 1972, in which some historic sites are listed as disposable in order to allow for 
the long-term development of the university.91 McGill seems to be reaching for a middle 
ground that allows the university to flourish while maintaining the heritage with which it 
was built. However, the threat felt in 1972 seems similar to the one being felt in the early 
21st century, namely that with a lack of government funding the university must increase 
its efficiency. As Vice Principle Frost remarked, “It’s our policy to get out of the old hous-
es…they are ruinously expensive to operate and not designed for academic purposes.”92

For reasons of practicality, McGill University has on occasion altered or re-
moved historic sites in the GSM. The home of the Walters, a prominent Montreal 
family, was torn down when the widow Mrs. Walter died in 1972. The home was 
demolished to make room for McGill’s Faculty of Management Building, which has 
been described as having a “a very regular appearance.”93 The greenery behind the 
lot was also paved over to make room for parking.94 Another example of such drastic 
change is McGill’s McLennan Library. The home of Jesse Joseph, a prominent entre-
preneur of the late nineteenth century, was demolished due to structural problems 
after its administration was left to the university.95 McGill’s mandate has, however, 
been remodelled in recent years. Since the 1980s, the university seems to have “tak-
en to heart its much vaunted pursuit of excellence” and is now “again concerned 
with preserving its rich architectural legacy.”96 Examples such as the restorations of 
Redpath Hall and Morrice Hall, and the attempt to rebuild the façade of Strathcona 
Hall, serve to substantiate McGill’s claim to have an interest in the preservation of 
its heritage.97

Attempts at Compromise
An article from the Montreal Gazette suggests that a new condominium project 

built on the corner of Sherbrooke and Simpson may bring glamour back to the GSM. 
This stems from the argument that the proposed condominium would be designed for 
the wealthy, thus eliminating a need for advertising costs as “people who want this kind 
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of property just know about it.”98 Infusing a degree of private wealth back into the area 
may be a good start in reinvigorating the cultural significance of the area. However, with-
out the stately homes speckled along the avenues of tree-lined streets, no legacy is being 
maintained. The remaining original homes of the GSM carry with them the stories of 
families that lived there and that built their wealth from entrepreneurship in the early 
days of Montreal, which is not likely to be recaptured by the construction of an imposing, 
albeit luxurious, condominium.

Another example of the struggle to knit the history of Montreal’s architecture 
with the functionality of modern buildings is the Quartier Renaissance. The area has been 
a victim of past redevelopment, having been divided and reimagined by the Ville Marie 
Expressway as well as the building of the Metro system.99 A project, which included the 
construction of two new buildings and new open spaces, was proposed and designed to 
correct the mistakes of the 1960s development.100 The CDP Capital Building and Palais 
des Congrės were designed to restore the use of important downtown spaces that had 
been neglected. The significance of the Quartier Renaissance’s development in terms of 
the GSM lies in similarities between the two areas, as both experienced the construction 
of the Metro, highways, and thoroughfares and the effects that they had on their archi-
tectural integrity. The redevelopment of the Quartier Renaissance, designed to retain the 
historic buildings while adding modern amenities, exists as proof that other downtown 
spaces in Montreal, such as the GSM, can achieve similar harmony.

Another possible way to compromise, as put forward by Wolfe, would be to create 
a different tax system for historic buildings. He argues that the incentive to transform 
historic homes into high-rise office buildings or condominiums is so great not only be-
cause of the high cost to preserve old structures, but also because holding on to such a 
property is very expensive due to city taxes based on the possible income that property 
can generate.101 He asserts that  “municipal taxes should be based on the income gener-
ated by the property, not by its potential redevelopment or conversion value,” a change 
which he hopes would preserve affordable housing downtown and well as preserve his-
toric spaces.102

One example of such a compromise is the former home of James Ross, a pioneer of 
the Canadian Pacific Railway, which is currently known as the Old Chancellor Day Hall. The 
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home was built in the French Chateau Style in 1892, and several additions made between 
1892 and 1912, including bedrooms, breakfast rooms, and additional wings, allowed it to 
keep up with the demands of the time.103 Upon Ross’ death in 1913, his home was left to his 
son J.K.L Ross. Bad management and poor lifestyle choices bankrupted J.K.L by 1935, forc-
ing him to sell his father’s estate.104 A 1942 article in the Montreal Gazette estimated the value 
of the J.K.L.’s inheritance at $16,000,000, and estimated the additions and improvements to 
the home as between $250,000-$500,000, not including the money spent on art galleries, 
paintings and other extravagant additions.105 The home was purchased at auction for “a mere 
$51,000”  by a prominent Montreal family and donated to McGill University in 1948, which 
has since used it to house its Faculty of Law.106 The great development of this home is demon-
strated in the events that followed. The university, instead of altering the original architectural 
style of the home, added a further addition to its western side and connected it via a modern 
hallway. The structure of this addition is quite interesting, as the inside wall of the corridor 
contains what used to be the exterior wall of the original structure, allowing for the blending 
of the old and the new.

Another prime example of a success in the GSM can be seen in the former home 
of William Francis Carsley. A dry-goods merchant, his home was built in 1903 and served 
as a family residence until it was zoned for commercial space and converted into office 
buildings. The home was bought in 1999 by a couple that wanted to use it as commercial 
space, but also to return its former glory.107 The couple spent considerable time and money 
restoring the home, going so far as reproducing the stained glass window that had been pre-
viously removed and redoing the floors in some rooms in a manner that seamlessly blended 
old and new construction.108

Similar stories have recently unfolded. Whittaker has written several articles about 
old homes that were purchased with the desire to restore them.109 One recent purchaser 
of a heritage home in the GSM remarked that “when you buy a heritage home, you have 
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to do what’s best, not only for yourself but for the property.”110 As Mark London points 
out, “renovation doesn’t mean indiscriminate modernization…. Period-piece houses…
are unlike those in any other Canadian city. Their uniqueness must be respected.”111 
These stories give hope that it is not too late to preserve historic homes.

A Counterargument
Of course, the matter of preserving historic sites is one that can be considered 

contentious by some. The Montreal realtor Johan Draper notes that it is not necessarily 
in the best interest of Montreal to preserve old homes. He remarks that “if people had 
had that view at the end of the turn of the century, we’d still be in horse and buggy days,” 
commenting that he admires history and would be saddened to see some historic sites 
be torn down, such as Chateau de Ramzay, “but to keep a building just because it’s old 
doesn’t make any sense.”112 He argues that he would like a better city, one that is more 
modern and not held back by groups that fight whenever a developer wants to make a 
change. Indeed, some development into the future of the city is necessary to allow for its 
growth, though some work with groups such as Save Montreal is necessary in order to 
make sure that not everything is demolished—something which Draper acknowledges 
as well.113

Draper brings up an important issue, namely that public memory and symbolism 
shape the character of a city, and that this can be dramatized. The sociologist Anouk 
Bélanger highlights the ways in which public memory has shaped Montreal, noting that 
different spaces can carry with them symbolism of unity as well as division, and that “how 
diverse social groups ‘remember’ the history of a city is crucial in the historical process 
and therefore in the making of identities in various social spaces.”114 One criticism regard-
ing the discussion of the loss of the GSM is that there is a tendency associated with public 
memory to create a “good old days,” or dramatized sense of romanticism, associated with 
historical places.115 There is some belief that people hold on to heritage sites in particular 
as a way to cope with the constant change and disruption associated with modernity, al-
lowing nostalgia to act as a comfort.116 There is also the issue of the likely stark difference 
in how the two most obvious historical cultural communities, Anglophones and Franco-
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phones, conceive of the legacy and significance of the GSM. There is nothing to be gained 
in denying that much of the symbolism associated with the GSM, including Anglophone 
elitism and the historical British aristocracy, is a sensitive issue for a significant portion of 
Montreal’s populace.

Conclusion
The venerable history of the GSM, from its days as a place for merchant princes 

to the development of high-rise condominiums and Place Ville Marie, is a history that 
has not yet ended. The GSM is not in fact lost, and while the character of the space 
has undoubtedly changed, no longer housing estates for elite English families, in many 
other ways it is being preserved. With a reinvigoration of the space and the impact of 
groups such as Save Montreal and Héritage Montréal, some homes have been saved while 
others remain hanging in the balance. New but familiar concerns about the buildings 
which currently house the Allen Memorial Institute and the Royal Victoria Hospital 
are arising, as the current occupants of these are scheduled to vacate in the near future 
without any new plans for the buildings.117 More generally, with the current increase in 
high-rise buildings and condominiums being built downtown, questions about how this 
will change the skyline of downtown as well as the sustainability of the downtown core 
have been put forward in Le Devoir.118 David Hanna aptly calls for caution, remarking 
that “North America has not been noted for a sympathetic treatment of its past urban 
creations. Caught up in a blind rush for growth and an individualistic approach to city 
building, North Americans have perhaps been quick to cast aside the past.”119 There is still 
hope that the history of once unfettered destruction in the GSM will not repeat itself, and 
that a blend between modernity and patrimony can be reached that will ensure Montreal 
remains an economically vibrant city with a visible history, solidifying its uniqueness on 
the North American stage.
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AWAY FROM OUR MOTHERS’ GARDENS: 
GENERATIONAL NARRATIVES AND 

THIRD WAVE FEMINISMS

Jacqueline Brandon 
Edited by Nathalie O’Neill

if the trope is taken as fact, then the so-called first wave of feminism lasted at least three 
generations longer than the third. The second, for its part, extended at least twice as long 
as its successor. Such patterns of undulation were not without consequence to feminism’s 
supposed third incarnation. In the first wave, which is traditionally seen as the struggle of 
white middle class women to obtain the vote, suffrage sentiment was commonly shared 
between grandmother and granddaughter and the politics of kinship aligned.1 No such 
continuity was apparent as the arrival of the so-called third wave of feminism began re-
verberating through the mainstream media in the early 1990s. Examining the messages of 
the earliest proponents of a self-identifying, consciously constructed third wave feminism 
reveals a keen and purposeful desire to break from the past. The long view of American 
feminist history indicates that the symbolism of mother-daughter political divergence 
has been perennial, with daughter figures insistently and defiantly rejecting status quo 
feminism.2 In the 1960s some self-identifying second-wave feminists deliberately and 
strategically employed terminology that linked them to their first-wave counterparts in 
order to imbue their movement with a sense of legitimacy and portray their movement 
“as neither particularly new nor fleeting.”3 If paying homage to feminists from the days of 
yore gave women’s liberation activists of the 1960s a rhetorical advantage, then in what 
ways did self-conscious third-wavers relate to previous generations’ accomplishments? 
In this paper, I will use individual micro-histories of third wave writers to trace both the 

1 Astrid Henry, Not My Mother’s Sister: Generational Conflict and Third-Wave Feminism (Bloomington, IN: 
Indiana University Press, 2004), 4.

2 Christine Stansell, The Feminist Promise: 1792 to the Present (New York, NY: The Modern Library, 2011), 
xv-xvi. 

3 Amber E. Kinser, “Negotiating Spaces for/through Third-Wave Feminism,” NWSA Journal 16, no. 3 
(Autumn 2004): 129.



third wave’s intellectual birth and its thorny link to the feminisms of decades past through 
the discourse of generation.4 I will consider both how third wavers situated themselves 
within a particular feminist narrative in their own time and how the events have been 
historicized two decades on.

The history of the third wave itself presents a distinct set of challenges; ever fo-
cused on cultural production, third wavers called into question the very bases on which 
academic feminisms used knowledge.5 This has been a central concern of the historiogra-
phy produced both by and about the third wave. Indeed, one commentator mused that 
perhaps the third wave was no more than an “academic construction” used to critique the 
second wave on postmodernist terms.6 Others have posited that, perhaps unlike previous 
periods of feminist mobilizing, the third wave centered more on a culture than an explicit 
cause.7 Regardless, it is clear that third wave feminisms came in “myriad and protean 
forms.”8 Third wave feminisms quickly seeped into academic literature and often ab-
sorbed the generational rhetoric of their feminist subjects. Already in 1997, the feminist 
philosophy journal Hypatia had published a special issue devoted entirely to “Third Wave 
Feminisms,” with many of its articles addressing the complexity of generational discourse. 
As Hypatia demonstrated through pluralization, early 1990s feminisms formed no uni-
fied narrative. Even early on, those attempting to untangle the third wave were conscious 
of the generational model and its shortfalls. In light of this resistance to cohesive histor-
ical narrative, some scholars have turned to analyzing feminist history by considering 
how individual feminist cohorts have historicized their own activism. In Why Stories 
Matter, feminist theorist Clare Hemmings demonstrates how feminists have capitalized 
on the broad historicizing frameworks of progress, loss, and return. Within the American 
context, these narrative frameworks come across as particularly charged; testimonies of 
loss and progress indeed have their own history of validating particular visions of the 
American past. For Hemmings, feminists have picked up these narratives and selectively 
employed them in defining their movements’ histories. Feminists have been able to move 
between narratives in different moments without contradiction, and the “discursive dis-
sonance that makes up feminist history” has persisted.9
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In this paper, I will also demonstrate how the frameworks of progress and loss 
are relevant to examining early activist attempts at conjuring a third wave of feminism. 
Whereas feminist progress narratives emphasize the contemporary as exceptional in its 
realization of “new conceptual terrain,” those of loss hone in on the tragedy of feminist 
theory cordoning itself off from grassroots, action-oriented feminism.10 Those feminists 
heralding in the third wave established their feminist moment, exceptional or tragic as 
it may have been, by hearkening back to antiquated feminisms. The pattern becomes 
quite clear: third wave feminists intentionally embraced the identity of being “a rebel 
against feminism” by breaking rhetorically from their predecessors.11 Third wave rhetoric 
reveals a common thread of second wave feminism as monolithic and, to varying degrees, 
necessarily obsolete.12 By highlighting their predecessors’ shortcomings, proponents of 
third wave justified new feminist identities. Theoretically, the second wave sorely lacked 
the kind of broad-based, inclusive, and transformative framework that the third wave 
embraced.13 However, intra-wave tensions and ideological dissent informed the would-
be movement just as much as inter-wave generational differences. With these premises 
of political and generational variance, the intellectual histories of the third wave’s many 
manifestations warrant individual consideration within the context of a broader upsurge 
of feminism.14

I acknowledge that third wave cannot be told with an overarching, cohesive nar-
rative. Accordingly, this paper is structured around a cluster of micro-histories told sepa-
rately and on their own terms. Using a 1992 Ms. magazine article by Rebecca Walker as a 
starting point, I will follow the third wave’s rhetorical life through the work of best-selling 
author and self-proclaimed “power feminist” Naomi Wolf, and conclude by examining 
Kathleen Hanna’s role in the Riot Grrrl movement. Throughout, I will examine the role 
of generational rhetoric in narrative construction. By applying the narrow lens of mi-
cro-history, each of these third wave applications can be observed on their own terms. 
Despite differing ideologies, these moments within the third wave’s intellectual trajectory 
reveal interesting patterns of self-historicizing and the fallibility of the wave metaphor. 
While the temporal scope of this paper is narrowly centered on the early years of the 
1990s, it is also important to note that the declared third wave of these years was indebted 
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to forms of feminism that proliferated in the 1980s in a way that transcended (and was 
neglected by) the wavy metaphor. In a discussion of the third wave, Springer speaks of 
black feminisms that have been “drowned out by the wave” and of feminists for whom 
the wave metaphor has been heedless.15

Since terminology seems to emerge as one site of political expression and owner-
ship over the movement, it is important to bear in mind the coining of the term ‘third 
wave’ itself. A group of feminist women of color set out in the 1980s to publish a book 
entitled The Third Wave that advocated an anti-racist, women-of-color-led feminism for 
the forthcoming decade, years before the rhetoric of a new wave came into widespread 
use.16 Any claim that the third wave of the 1990s was pioneering in its criticisms of main-
line second wave ideology must be qualified: the 1980s witnessed the publication of one 
influential book after another by womanist and women-of-color feminists. Compilations 
such as This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (1981) and 
All the Women are White, All the Blacks are Men, But some of Us Brave: Black Women’s 
Studies (1982) are only two prominent examples among many. These texts are seen by 
some as arriving late within the second wave, by others as pioneering the third wave, 
or perhaps as simply floating somewhere in the limbo or overlap between the two. It is 
clear, however, that the challenge of classifying these theoretical foundations speaks to the 
necessary shortcomings of the wave metaphor. The recent history of American feminism, 
then, is more appropriately seen as “a continuous and building current” rather than iso-
lated waves spurred on by individual action.17

I. Rebecca Walker
The Clarence Thomas-Anita Hill debacle that inundated mainstream media out-

lets in 1991 was central to the framing of a third wave movement. Controversy arose 
when, during Clarence Thomas’ 1991 Senate Judiciary Committee’s confirmation hear-
ings, University of Oklahoma professor Anita Hill came forward with accusations of 
Thomas’ past sexual harassment.18 The Senate’s siding with Thomas generated a sweeping 
political response from those acknowledging the continued problem of sexual harass-
ment, some identifying as feminists.19 Responses to the scandal were widespread and 
varied—one need only look as far as Maureen Dowd’s October 8, 1991 New York Times 

15 Kimberly Springer, “Third Wave Black Feminism?” Signs 27, no. 4 (Summer 2002): 1061.
16 Ibid., 1063.
17 Freedman, “Beyond the Waves: Rethinking the History of Feminisms,” in Exploring Women’s Studies:
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article “The Thomas Nomination: The Senate and Sexism” to see that, from political 
actors to university professors, the indignant response was powerful.

In the January/February 1992 issue of Ms. magazine, 22-year-old Rebecca 
Walker announced the arrival of a new era of feminism in an article entitled “Be-
coming the Third Wave.” Many point to Walker as having coined the term third 
wave in this moment (neglecting the term’s first uses in the 1980s).20 Walker posi-
tioned her third wave call in direct response to the Thomas-Hill issue. She stood 
apart from the myriad commentators, however, by harnessing the wave metaphor. 
Many pointed to the Thomas-Hill scandal as raising awareness about sexual ha-
rassment; Walker imbued the event with the farther-reaching symbolic importance 
of the continued existence of patriarchy—“He was promoted. She was repudiated. 
Men were assured of the inviolability of their penis/power.”21 Her message was 
raw and rooted in personal experience; feminism needed to serve as a tool to fight 
back in the face of lived oppression. Walker’s feminist plea mobilized a sense of 
righteous anger in order to think about what “it means to be a part of the Third 
Wave of feminism.”22 While her writing explores militant and separatist ideas, she 
ultimately oriented her rallying cry toward political action and personal will. Walk-
er was explicit about her goal of debunking the myths that society had reached a 
post-feminist, gender equal ideal. Framed in terms of backlash and conservatism 
(“The backlash against U.S. women is real”), Walker’s feminist call relies on a 
narrative of progress.23 Walker situates contemporary feminist obligations within 
a moment of crisis. In calling for a movement to overcome this backlash, Walker 
assigns to the third wave a model of progress that evokes forward movement and 
reform historically.

At one level, Rebecca Walker was closely linked to the second wave. The 
daughter of well-known womanist author Alice Walker, the younger Walker’s role 
as the icon of the third wave seems in itself generationally apt.24 Even her decision 
to publish an official summoning of the third wave in Ms. magazine—“a bastion 
of second-wave feminism”—seems in itself a significant political statement linking 
her to her predecessors.25 Walker’s eventual status as one of the unofficial leaders of 
the third wave was in part shaped by her embodiment of the third wave’s hybridity: 
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namely, her multi-racial, multi-sexual, and multi-cultural identities that were at 
the forefront of much of her work.26 After the Ms. article, Walker’s next major in-
tellectual contribution to consciously third wave rhetoric was the 1995 volume To 
Be Real: Telling the Truth and Changing the Face of Feminism. With a Forward by 
Gloria Steinem and an Afterward by Angela Davis, two feminist figures prominent 
in the 1970s, it might appear as if Walker went out of her way to send a message of 
generational alignment. Such symbolic suggestions are far off from Walker’s unam-
biguously third wave rhetoric.  In her introduction to the volume, she draws upon 
and openly grapples with certain generational tensions:

Linked with my desire to be a good feminist was, of course, not just a desire to 
change my behavior to change the world, but a deep desire to be accepted, 
claimed, and loved by a feminist community that included my mother, god
mother, aunts, and close friends. For all intents and purposes, their beliefs were 
my own, and we mirrored each other in the most affirming of ways. As is com
mon in familial relationships, I feared that our love was dependent upon that 
mirroring. Once I offered a face different from the one they expected, I thought 
the loyalty, the bond of our shared outlook and understanding, would be dam
aged forever.27

 
For Walker, the narrative of generation operated on multiple levels: it was both 
metaphorical and literal. Political divergences were imbued with new stakes in the 
context of intimate relationships. These differences also seem to be a necessarily 
generational trait, despite Walker’s conflicted desire to remain close to her feminist 
forerunners.

In this way, Walker embodied how “intergenerational and inter-cohort strife 
has been painful for all involved.” Lived experiences and inherited legacies appear in-
variably at odds with one another.28 As Walker reflects on embracing “a face different 
from the one they expected” she also wrestles with how to approach the second wave 
legacy when it presents ideological roadblocks to her goals. In a later passage Walker 
clarifies what these generational tensions meant even for feminists whose ties were not 
as intimate as her own. Walker so firmly enforces the generational divide as ideological 
divide that the third wave appears as merely a tool for breaking from the second wave, 
a tool of inevitable progress:29

26 Wlodarczyk, Ungrateful Daughters, 29.
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Young women coming of age today wrestle with the term [feminist] because 
we have a very different vantage point on the world than that of our foremoth
ers. We shy from or modify the label in an attempt to begin to articulate our 
differences while simultaneously avoiding meaningful confrontation. For many 
of us it seems that to be a feminist in the way that we have seen or understood 
feminism is to conform to an identity and way of living that doesn’t allow for 
individuality, complexity, or less than perfect personal histories.30

 
Walker is unreserved about her claim that, at the very least, young feminists feel restricted 
by their “foremothers,” whose feminism is seen as out-dated. Here Walker’s portrayal of 
the second wave is monolithic and its uniform stance is incontrovertibly different than her 
own.31 The rhetoric of radicalism, of purposefully breaking from feminist “foremothers” 
(despite their very presence in the compilation) comes to define Walker’s stance.

However, Walker’s radicalism seems to be rooted in terminology more than practice; 
paradoxically, her actual organizing efforts closely resembled those typically associated with 
the second wave. In 1992, Walker co-founded the Third Wave Foundation, whose early 
campaigns included a voter register drive.32 Walker stood somewhere on the line between 
embracing and rejecting feminists of the past—because those were the channels by which she 
could communicate such a message, because they were her family. As she formally inaugurat-
ed the new era feminism, these tensions were what gave meaning to her third wave identity.

II. Naomi Wolf
In a December 2008 interview, Naomi Wolf spoke about her experiences 

with the term third wave, declaring “I remember kind of making it up” and “It was 
kind of an early exercise in if you built it, they will come.”33 Regardless of whether 
Wolf indeed was “making it up,” her retrospective sense of ownership over the third 
wave is telling. Wolf emerged as a something of a media figurehead for the new 
feminism with the publication of her 1991 The Beauty Myth, in which she artic-
ulated criticisms of corporate America’s beauty industry. After this first and highly 
successful book, Wolf switched gears for her 1993 Fire with Fire: The New Female 
Power and How It Will Change the 21st Century. Wolf ’s ideas in Fire with Fire 
complicate the apparent legacy of the second wave within the fledging third of the 
early 1990s. Wolf assumed a position of interventionist feminist author, dictating 
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both feminism’s past and the direction it needed to take for the future.34 She crit-
ically likened contemporary feminism to a form of restrictive New Victorianism, 
demanding that feminism be recuperated “for the majority.”35 To Wolf, recuperat-
ing her more successful form of feminism meant deploying a rhetoric of generation 
and inter-wave tension that was laden with disdain.

Alongside Katie Roiphe and Rene Denfield, Naomi Wolf is considered by some 
feminist writers to be part of a more conservative faction of third wave feminists.36 Like 
Wolf, Roiphe and Denfield also purposefully berated the second wave in order to sum-
mon up legitimacy for their own desired tactics. Siegel succinctly summarized this phe-
nomenon as “‘Down with the ‘bad’ feminism and up with the ‘good!’” In carrying out 
this feminist backlash, the trio neglected the realities of feminism’s historic complexity 
by embracing a “metonymic view of the second wave, in which part of second wave 
activity is substituted for the whole.”37 Like Walker, Wolf ’s visions of the second wave 
were indeed monolithic. Wolf treated women of her own era with similarly essentializing 
language, speaking on behalf of “mainstream women” as a whole, who theoretically pos-
sessed a unified set of feminist values.

Wolf ’s beginning in Fire with Fire parallels that of Walker in “Becoming the Third 
Wave,” capitalizing on the Thomas-Hill scandal as a call for a new form of feminism. In 
the first section of the book, Wolf describes the scandal in relation to the “gender quake” 
it led to, whereby women won political and cultural power in the form of appointments 
to office and legislation.38 Wolf celebrates women seizing economic, political, and sex-
ual leverage, shedding earlier forms of feminism that were allegedly wary of power and 
their association with men. In a discussion of Wolf ’s politics, Orr has stated that Wolf ’s 
power-hungry feminist stance “reads like a thinly veiled encomium of possessive individ-
ualism.” With Wolf ’s central focus on encouraging “power” feminists to rise up and seize 
capitalist power, her analysis positions feminisms of previous political generations as help-
lessly ineffective.39 These opinions crystallize in one particularly striking instance in Fire 
with Fire, in which Wolf disparages the second wave through its supposed symbolism:

Unlike the Second Wave symbol of the Amazon, who lived in an all-female 
society and cut off her right breast the better to shoot her weapon, the Winged 

34 Deborah Siegel, “Reading Between the Waves: Feminist Historiography in a ‘Postfeminist’ Moment,” in 
Third Wave Agenda: Being Feminist, Doing Feminism, ed. Jennifer Drake and Leslie Heywood (Minneapolis, 
MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 62.

35 Ibid., 63.
36 Henry, Not My Mother’s Sister, 30.
37 Siegel, “Reading Between the Waves,” 59.
38 Naomi Wolf, Fire with Fire: The New Female Power and How It Will Change the 21st Century (New York, 

NY: Random House, 1993), 25-35.
39 Orr, “Charting the Currents,” 35.



Victory [Nike] is not torn up by the gender war, but poised in her own mighty
balance. She does not appear to be defensive; she presides in her power, and 
manifests no conflict between her might and her femininity. Each term only 
reinforces the other. Her great, sinewy, arching wings are no less a part of her 
than her soft, lightly draped breasts.40

 
By evoking the wave representatives of the Amazon and the Winged Victory, Wolf car-
ries out her critique of the second wave as “torn up by the gender war,” in which second 
wavers appear paralyzed by their fragile emotions. Not suited to seize power, these sec-
ond wavers pale in comparison to the third wave figure’s “sinewy, arching wings.” Wolf ’s 
interpretation of the Amazon pins her as too fear-based and too restricted, cut off from 
feminism’s possibilities once it is unleashed into the mainstream. Wolf ’s symbolic dis-
missal of an “all-female society” is also a dismissal of feminisms that embrace solidarity 
and community, focusing instead on feminist individualism. Such patent discarding of 
second-wave symbolism satisfied a perceived need of the third wave: clear the road for 
feminism’s high-priority present.

Wolf ’s rejection of historical feminism in Fire with Fire proceeds with an 
attack on academic feminism. Wolf ’s position on the academy is summed up in 
such moments as her bemoaning how academics have “locked up these [feminist] 
ideas in the ivory tower.” Feminist theory within an academic context, arguably one 
of the more apparent legacies of the second wave, is wholly unacceptable to Wolf.41 
She fleshes out these ideas further by describing the academy as tending to “sneer at 
those who try to translate these ideas for mainstream journals, newspaper, or TV.” 
The consequences of such exclusivity for Wolf are that academic feminists become 
“cordoned off from mainstream debate by the professional constraints of their lan-
guage.”42 This critique relies on a constructed, rigid divide between academic, insti-
tutionalized feminism and grassroots feminism.43 In such a narrative of loss, these 
separate manifestations of feminism are irreconcilable. This loss is one of abstraction 
and access; to Wolf, feminism was visibility and action, not theory or concept. It 
makes sense, then, that her far-reaching feminist conclusions had little tolerance for 
the increasingly nuanced nature of academic feminism. Wolf was ever concerned 
with encouraging feminist consensus by glorifying the mainstream and as a result up-
held a form of feminism that lacked political awareness in practice. If feminism was 
accessible to everyone so long as they used it to pursue power, then, as some critics 
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pointed out, racism and homophobia could continue unchecked within feminism 
itself. In this way, feminism was merely an ingredient in Wolf ’s ultimate vision of 
capitalist meritocracy in which women were encouraged to occupy positions of pow-
er. Wolf addressed these criticisms in the preface to Fire with Fire’s paperback version, 
stating that “The question arose as to whether I redefine feminism so loosely that it’s 
meaningless.” She continued with a dismissal of these critiques: “To me that is its 
virtue….This redefinition is important because all the negative associations attached 
to the term are now paralyzing women.”44

Wolf faced intra-feminist backlash from within the self-conscious third wave itself. 
Heywood and Drake’s essay in Third Wave Agenda, published in 1997, intentionally used 
the power of terminology to refer to their own politics as third wave and to Wolf as a “con-
servative postfeminist.” To these feminists, the second wave was not as fundamentally at 
odds with the third wave as Wolf claimed. Defining the third wave in terms of the second 
wave’s “critique of beauty culture, sexual abuse, and power structures,” they also take their 
analysis further by examining the power structures themselves.45 Because the third wave 
was still a relatively new concept in 1997, Heywood and Drake’s writing can be seen as 
motivated by a desire to steer the movement itself in a significantly different direction. As 
well, critical theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw has pointed out the way in which, in the after-
math of Thomas-Hill, Anita Hill was “cast as simply a de-raced—that is, white—woman.” 
Although this did not necessarily apply to Wolf explicitly, her lack of an anti-racist feminist 
analysis easily leads to the story becoming either about sexual harassment (of a de-raced 
woman) or about Thomas’ claims of the hearing being a “high-tech lynching.”46 As suppos-
edly third wave events were in the midst of unfolding, this critical cohort within the third 
wave worked to reclaim the movement from such feminists as Wolf, whose power-oriented 
goals were invariably at odds with their own.47 Such critiques of Wolf point to a pattern of 
intra-wave hostilities also being used to define the movement. By articulating that Wolf ’s 
politics were anti-feminist, third wave writers were attempting to draw the borders of their 
movement. In this way, Wolf ’s “power feminism” functioned as both consciously third wave 
and as a tool for others to draw more radical third wave feminists together in opposition to 
“power feminism.”

44 Henry, “Solitary Sisterhood: Individualism Meets Collectivity in Feminism’s Third Wave,” in Different 
Wavelengths: Studies of the Contemporary Women’s Movement, ed. Jo Reger (New York, NY: Routledge, 2005), 84.

45 Drake and Heywood, Third Wave Agenda, 2-3.
46 Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Whose Story Is It, Anyway?: Feminist and Antiracist Appropriations of Anita-

Hill,” in Race-ing Justice, En-Gendering Power: Essays on Anita Hill, Clarence Thomas, and the Construction of 
Social Reality (New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1992), 415-416.

47 Wlodarczyk, Ungrateful Daughters, 28.



138 Away From Our Mothers’ Gardens Historical Discourses 

III. Riot Grrrl and Kathleen Hanna

If the Hill-Thomas scandal was the cry to arms for some third wave femi-
nists, it was certainly not the disjointed, complex movement’s only seed. In the late 
1980s and early 1990s another piece of the third wave puzzle known as Riot Grrrl 
emerged out of the Do It Yourself (DIY) punk scenes in Olympia, Washington and 
Washington, D.C. Riot Grrrl feminism was, unlike the feminisms of Walker and 
Wolf, more explicitly focused on cultural production as a medium for its feminist 
goals.48 Despite not embracing the term third wave as apparently or as adamantly 
as other early 1990s feminists, Riot Grrrl still became distinctly associated with 
the third wave. Riot Grrrl feminism was less concerned with espousing an overly 
particular, honed-in definition of the third wave than it was about vocalizing rage 
and creating supportive communities of grrrls.49 Ideologically, Riot Grrrl femi-
nisms could not be any more distant from Wolf ’s “power feminism.” Riot Grrrl’s 
lack of overtly third wave terminology does not, however, signal a lack of desire 
for an ideological break from their feminist predecessors. Unlike Wolf and Walker, 
who brandished their third-wave identities like a ideological weapon, Riot Grrrl’s 
“cultural insurrection” was focused on feminism and feminist punk culture through 
easily made and easily reproduced zines, performance art, and music.50 The specter 
of Riot Grrrl, mythic in its own right, was also incorporated retrospectively into 
third wave mythology through the narrative of generation.51

In 1991, Riot Grrrl officially came into being when feminist punk musi-
cians Tobi Vail and Kathleen Hanna of Bikini Kill and Allison Wolfe and Molly 
Neuman of Bratmobile united to produce the zine-manifesta Riot Grrrl.52 Situating 
Riot Grrrl on the feminist continuum alongside third wave feminists like Walker 
and Wolf is challenging in light of their tactical and ideological differences. Where-
as Wolf, for instance, called for a feminist takeover of power structures, Riot Grrrl 
imposed a strict ban on even communicating with mainstream media.53 Whereas 
Walker and Wolf explicitly communicated their feminist agendas in relation to 
their predecessors to wide audiences, Riot Grrrl’s media were circulated mainly 
within their own grrrl network.

Nonetheless, Riot Grrrl and its broader grrrl subculture grappled with gen-

48 Gilley, “Writings of the Third Wave,” 191.
49 Orr, “Charting the Currents,” 38.
50 Jennifer Pan, “She Came to Riot,” Jacobin, September, 2013; Kristen Schilt, “‘The Punk White Privilege 
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erational issues. The “spirited appropriation” of the term girl in itself was a loaded 
political statement.54 In 1996, Laurel Gilbert and Crystal Kile wrote in Surfergrrrls 
that: “‘Grrrl’ puts the growl back in our pussycat throats. ‘Grrrl’ is intended to re-
call the naughty, confident and curious ten-year-olds we were before society made 
it clear it was time to stop being loud and playing with boys and concentrate on 
learning ‘to girl’….”55 Symbolically, if not explicitly, adopting grrrl terminology 
indicated a distancing from women. Grrrls played with and mocked the negative 
implications of being girl in a patriarchal society. In zines like Tobi Vail’s Jigsaw #3 
from 1991, Riot Grrrls appropriated girl-associated imagery in order to rail against 
girl-based oppression. The type of feminist subject that Riot Grrrl constructed was 

at once aggressively confrontational and stereotypically 
feminine. Riot Grrrl was only one element of a broad-
er girl culture movement that dealt with these identities 
and embraced grrrl imagery. Sassy magazine, for instance, 
was unprecedented in its frankness with its teenage girl 
audiences about sex, sexuality, and girl culture.57 Sassy 
itself embodied the third wave’s concerns about cultural 
production, attempting to make its own production pro-
cess transparent to readers and inviting them to have a 
voice in the magazine.58 Sassy reported on the Riot Grrrl 

movement in a way that, unlike other teenage girl-centered magazines, encouraged young 
women to seek empowerment within the movement. Riot Grrrl and outlets like Sassy 
dovetailed, becoming pillars of the same movement for feminist cultural representation.

Riot Grrrl’s distinctive language of frustration, rage, and re-appropriated grrrl-y 
imagery still indicate a movement defined by generation. In 1997, The Village Voice re-
ported, “riot grrrls had seen firsthand, through their mothers, that being a grown woman 
involves making awful choices and sacrifices. Whereas girls still had all options open to 
them—none of life’s roads were blocked off yet.”59 Creating and embracing their own 
version of grrrl feminism, one separate from what theoretically came before it, was central 
to Riot Grrrl’s self-understanding. Their self-assertion was based on rhetoric of familial 

54 Ednie Kaeh Garrison, “U.S. Feminism—Grrrl Style! Youth (Sub)Cultures and the Technologies of the 
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roles in which they, the rebellious youth, rebuffed the politics of their mothers. Riot Grrrl 
musician Allison Wolfe echoed this sentiment, as she retrospectively declared that “[Riot 
grrrl] focused on what the issues were to be a creative woman, to be young and to be cre-
ative.” This definition existed in contrast to what she deemed “previous feminisms” that 
supposedly focused solely on economic issues.60 In this particular Riot Grrrl narrative of 
progress, cultural feminism was both exceptional and unprecedented.       

In the winter of 2000, Bust magazine interviewed the “poster girls for their 
respective generation’s women’s movements” side by side—Gloria Steinem and Kath-
leen Hanna. Steinem was something of a “great mother” figure for the second wave, 
an image cultivated in particular by her leadership at Ms. magazine.61 By this point 
in the third wave trajectory the Riot Grrrl phenomenon was well established, no 
longer gawked at by mainstream media to the same degree. Accordingly, Hanna 
and Steinem’s specific and divergent feminist commitments would have been clear. 
Bringing their perspectives together in many ways epitomizes different points on the 
feminist spectrum converging. When Hanna was asked by the interviewer how “her 
generation of women” felt about Steinem’s generation, the two entered a dialogue of 
feminist reconciliation:

KATHLEEN: […] And in order to feel like I was a strong person, I kind of 
based myself in opposition to what I perceived as being Second Wave feminism, 
which was really ignorant, and based on all of the stereotypes. Like that they 
have hairy legs and they are anti-sex and so on. And I was like, “I’m a SEXY 
feminist, and I’m going to wear makeup and blah blah blah.” Then, when i ac
tually started delving into the history, I realized that I was playing into stereo
types, and that i didn’t need to base myself in opposition to my perception of 
the past. Instead, I needed to learn from it and grow from it and seek out 
mentors and a continuation of things that had happened before, as opposed to 
positing myself as the new hip feminist product to be consumed. […]
 
GLORIA: You know, it’s interesting listening to you, because, though I knew 
less about the suffragists than you know about the Second Wave, I did the 
same thing of positioning myself in opposition to them, because I had heard 
they were these puritanical, sexless bluestocking folks. And that wasn’t right 
either - look at Emma Goldman, look at Victoria Woodhull and the Free Love 
Party. I think that what happens, in a deep sense, is that society sees the relation
ships between men and women, and even between women and women and 
men and men - all sexual relationships - as having to be passive/dominant. So, if 
you’re talking about equality, they think you must be against sex. 62
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 It is difficult to read this inter-generational conversation as anything other than a 
symbolic compromise between the second and third waves, as a bridging of ideo-
logical differences between feminists who had previously been unwilling to foster 
inter-generational dialogue. Each representative of their respective wave acknowl-
edged the feminist tendency to neglect their own predecessors. Their feminisms 
appear as self-reflexive and aware that the wave construct neglects the reality of the 
continuity of feminism’s diversity of tactics. The reality that, despite third wave 
mythology, certain second wavers indeed paved the cultural path for movements 
like Riot Grrrl becomes clear. Hanna’s forthrightness about her stereotype-based re-
jection of the second wave fits into the common pattern of second-wave-as-mono-
lith, and perhaps more importantly, second wave as responsible for feminism’s past 
failures.

In 2003, Hanna contributed to a volume entitled Sisterhood is Forever in which 
she elaborated upon this recurring feminist amnesia. She wrote: 

But feminist history (or ‘herstory’) was still just a footnote to a footnote in 
my mind, illustrated by some blurry picture of a suffragette holding an illegible 
sign. Because of this, I lacked the knowledge to situate my own agenda in the 
history of the Women’s Movement, and especially in radical feminist organiz
ing. The press-hyped construction of the Riot Grrrl movement that gained 
widespread notoriety in the 1990s—and my role in the media narrative of that 
phenomenon—were further obstacles to my gaining any historical context. En
couraged to regard our priorities and political style as atypical, antagonistic, and
 unique to our own generation, we consigned ourselves to reinventing the wheel 
(as if that were our personal affliction).63

 
If both the Steinem-Hanna dialogue and Hanna’s subsequent reflections point to 
prominent feminists attempting to get beyond feminism’s past shortcomings, then they 
also represent yet another progress narrative. In this new narrative, feminism appears 
as willingly inclusive, inter-generational and learning from its past mistakes. Alongside 
the narratives of progress and loss, the narrative of feminism’s divisiveness is played 
out from a point of having overcome such schisms.64 Years after self-identifying third 
wavers laid the groundwork for the third-wave-as-progress narrative, well-known fem-
inists shifted their focus instead to progress as possessing generational sensitivities and 
an awareness of history.

63 Kathleen Hanna, “Gen X Survivor: From Riot Grrrl Rock Star to Feminist Artist,” in Sisterhood is Forever: 
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generational Feminism(s),” NWSA Journal 16, no. 3 (Autumn 2004): 106



IV. The Fault Lines of Post-Wave Feminisms
The publication of We Don’t Need Another Wave in 2006 laid bare the severe lim-

itations of the wave metaphor. Dismantling the wave metaphor, a trope by which feminists 
have been tokenized, categorically dismissed or erased, has entailed an attempt to imbue 
each feminist moment with its generational overlap and continuity. In “Goodbye to Fem-
inism’s Generational Divide,” Lisa Jervis writes of the oversimplified “older women” versus 
“younger women” binaries and the flawed idea that ideological disagreements were dictated 
by generation.65 For Jervis and others, the authority and legitimacy that self-identifying 
third wave feminists got from the categorization is absent. Rebecca Walker’s conflicted break 
from her political predecessors, Wolf ’s fiery rejection of the second wave, and Riot Grrrl’s 
neglect of historical feminisms are nowhere apparent within post-wave writings. Post-wave 
feminisms call for a recognition and embrace of internal disagreements. It follows, then, 
that post-wave feminisms acknowledge the history of feminism being rendered ahistorical 
by its own proponents and of feminist lines being drawn for the sake of portraying one’s 
own historical moment as the most pressing. The second wave was not a fallen feminist 
cause when the third wave incited its new feminist rhetoric in the early 1990s. The legacy of 
its many constituent parts was everywhere apparent, from academic feminism, to its activist 
organizations, to Ms. magazine.66 If plurality has had any successes, however, its gains have 
also been matched by a cooptation of the cause. And if post-wave feminism is meant to 
signal an embrace of intra-feminist divisions, it in many ways has had the opposite effect.

Without the guise of generation-based wave unity, ideological discord has become 
ever more apparent within post-wave contemporary feminism. Recently the feminist cul-
tural critic bell hooks illuminated the fault lines of post-wave feminisms in an article 
entitled “Dig Deep: Beyond Lean In,” about Sheryl Sandberg’s modern-day corporate 
feminist manifesto Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead. On Sandberg’s side of 
the post-wave fault line, the legacy of feminism is most powerful in the workforce, where 
women are encouraged to cultivate ambition in order to lean in and “run the world.”67 
(Incidentally, Sandberg’s message is strikingly similar to the Naomi Wolf-style of unqual-
ified embrace of current power structures.) What hooks takes issue with is Sandberg’s lack 
of an intersectional, inclusive, and visionary form of feminism. Beyond women being 
myopically focused on obtaining positions of power, hooks calls for a challenge to sex-
ism that is equally concerned with race- and class-based oppressions. The hooks-Sand-
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berg ideological divide exemplifies the contours of a post-wave era in which feminisms, 
unmasked of self-conscious generational terminology, are still invariably at odds. This 
fragmented feminism can be as much a tool of protesting patriarchy as a means of fitting 
middle-class professionalized women into patriarchal structures. So while contemporary 
feminism may have become immune to the rhetoric of generation it has not, however, 
shed its ideological and political conflicts. The ideals of post-wave feminism, of embrac-
ing feminist history in its fullest sense, are yet unmet.

In Three Guineas (1938), Virginia Woolf imagined a scene: women, in an attempt 
to shed the limitations and negative connotations of the word feminism, approach a funeral 
pyre to obliterate the term. For Woolf, this ritual annihilation of feminism was not rooted in a 
post-gender struggle vision of the world. On the contrary, Woolf conjured up such a scenario 
in order to advocate for the resurrection of a more expansive feminism. As feminist mythology 
goes, Woolf was attempting to free the continued crusade against sexism from its traditional-
ist, constricting past.68 Woolf ’s rhetorical post-feminism and early third wave writers’ visions 
of feminism free of second wave rigidity appear to be kindred. From its earliest embodiments, 
feminism as a term and a concept has accumulated a weighty history of its own. Its uses have 
ranged from tool of empowerment to weapon of ideological backlash. In this way Woolf ’s 
feminist vision of a formally post-feminist world resonates with the contemporary situation. 
The line between dismantling the wave metaphor and dismantling feminism’s deep-seated 
goals, it seems, is too flimsy. Employed in the vein of Virginia Woolf, dead feminism signals 
liberation. Employed in the vein of Sandberg, with all but the word feminism discernibly 
wiped out, post-wave feminism is perilously adaptable.69

68 Mary Hawkesworth, “The Semiotics of Premature Burial: Feminism in a Postfeminist Age,” Signs: A Jour-
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for sixty-five years, the Palestinian people have been living without a land of their own. 
While the political history of the region is relatively well known, only recently has there 
been a push to investigate the Palestinian experience, including the oft-ignored popula-
tions of women and non-elite Palestinians.1 Academic research has begun to address the 
need for a broader and more inclusive definition of “history” that utilizes oral testimony 
as a legitimate primary source. The Nakba Archive project is one such endeavour that 
seeks to record the personal narratives of Palestinians in refugee camps in Lebanon. One 
of the most interesting findings of historian Diana Allan, founder of the Nakba Archive 
project, was that nationalist narratives appeared to overwhelm individuals’ personal rec-
ollections. Allan is one of a growing number of scholars who have discussed the harms 
of excluding minorities from representation in nationalist narratives; these exclusions 
harm both the marginalized groups as well as the public goal of a more accurate and 
more complete understanding of history. However, in Allan’s attempts to mitigate those 
harms and move away from a nationalist discourse, she unintentionally reinforces the 
equally harmful practice of limiting women’s voices in their portrayal of history.

This paper will further explore the effects of nationalist narratives on Palestin-
ian women in refugee camps through the lens of their personal narratives. It will use 
the emerging literatures on women in the Arab-Israeli conflict alongside individual oral 
histories to ground an original gendered analysis on interview segments from the Nakba 
Archive Project. It will further analyze the role of the interviewer and the impact that the 
aims of the project have on the resulting interviews, specifically examining differences in 
questions asked to male versus female interview subjects and at the selection of interview 

1 For example, as is the goal of the Nakba Archive, created by Allan and Mahmoud.
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segments published.
The scope of this paper is limited to the interviews conducted by the Nakba Ar-

chive project. The paper is restricted to the number of interviews available on the Nakba 
Archive website as well as to the additional one clip on the published DVD called “Nakba 
Archive Excerpts.” It is also further restricted to interviews with English subtitles. Lastly, 
the interviews on the website are only short excerpts of longer interviews; thus, there is 
some unavoidable selection bias as to the clips I am analyzing. With this knowledge, this 
essay aims to conduct analysis on the interview segments that are available and further 
deconstruct what biases may exist within the Nakba Archive Project that determined its 
selection of clips.

This paper will begin with a brief overview of the Arab-Israeli conflict in order to 
provide the necessary context for the interviews. The second section will examine the his-
toriographical importance of the Nakba Archive interviews in terms of: (1) the viability of 
personal narratives as sources of history, and (2) the value of including women as sources 
of history. It will explore the ways in which these sources have been subjugated to more 
mainstream sources, drawing upon secondary literature. The third section of this paper will 
deal explicitly with narratives of Palestinian refugees in camps. This section will contain 
an original analysis of primary source interviews from the Nakba Archive. Ultimately, this 
paper will explore the extent to which research can reinforce the stereotypical narratives 
obtained from women, building upon emerging literature to further illuminate the effects 
of nationalist narratives upon the personal narratives of women.

Background

The fall of the Ottomans and the conquest of Syria led to the creation of the Brit-
ish Mandate of Palestine in 1922. The Mandate included the controversial 1917 Balfour 
Declaration, which recognized Palestine as a “national home for the Jewish people” and 
acknowledged Britain’s commitment to helping the Jewish population achieve that goal.2 
This led to a significant influx of Jews to Palestine over the following decades. The British, 
unable to deal with increasing tensions in the region, asked the newly formed United 
Nations to provide a solution. The result was the UN Partition Plan, which entailed the 
separation of Palestine into a Jewish country and an Arab country.3 While the Jews ac-
cepted this arrangement, Arab leaders rejected the proposal and a bitter civil war ensued.4 
On May 14, 1948, the Jewish leadership announced the establishment of a Jewish state 
in Palestine, called the State of Israel. This prompted the armed intervention of the sur-

2 Laila Parsons, “Palestine: 1948 War,” Encyclopedia of Religion and War, ed. Gabriel Palmer-Fernandez 
(New York, NY: Routledge, 2003), 339. 

3 Ibid., 339-340
4 Ibid., 340
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rounding Arab states, however the newly formed Israel was able to defend its borders and 
make further territorial gains.5

Approximately 750,000 Palestinians fled or were evicted by the Israelis between 
1947 and 1949. Refugee camps were established in the surrounding Arab States, such 
as Lebanon, Syria and Jordan, as well as in Palestinian territories of the West Bank and 
Gaza.6 Today, the Palestinians use the phrase al-Nakba, literally meaning “The Catastro-
phe,” to refer to their forced exodus from Palestine in 1948.7 Al-Nakba has become cen-
tral to Palestinian identity and is the foundation of their nationalist narrative.8 It is used 
to signify their shared history, with an emphasis on their oppression and legacy, in a way 
that keeps the refugees locked to a position that is intrinsically linked to Palestinian na-
tionalism and the right of return.

Historiographical importance of Nakba Archive interviews

Women as sources of history

The rise of feminist schools of thought has prompted broader societal acceptance 
of the necessity to discussing women as integral inextricable forces in both history and 
current events. To this end, a number of books have emerged on women in conflict, as 
well as specifically on gendered analyses of the Arab-Israeli conflict.9 Naturally, a true 
history cannot exclude half of the population. For history to cease to be simply a history 
of men, it must critically examine the lives of women as distinct from their male coun-
terparts. That is, while women necessarily have different stories to tell as mothers and 
caregivers, their significance is understated when couched solely in these terms. Emerging 
literature tends to address the oft-disregarded stories of female activism, attempting to 
portray the various ways in which women are influential actors in history and politics, 
whether in formal or informal settings.10 This information is crucially important in devel-
oping an understanding of the past and, perhaps, to gaining some insights on the future.

Women in Palestinian refugee camps are put in a particularly difficult dilemma 
in which women’s rights issues seem trivial in comparison to the daily struggle to survive. 

5 Ibid., 340-341 
6 Ibid., 341
7 Ibid., 339
8 Diana K. Allan, “The Politics of Witness: Remembering and Forgetting 1948 in Shatila 

Camp,”Nakba: Palestine, 1948, and the Claims of Memory (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 
2007), 273.

9 Deniz Kandiyoti, Gendering the Middle East: Emerging Perspectives (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University 
Press, 1996); Julie Marie Peteet, Gender in Crisis: Women and the Palestinian Resistance Movement (New York, 
NY: Columbia University Press, 1991).

10 Rosemary Ridd and Helen Callaway, Women and Political Conflict: Portraits of Struggle in times of 
Crisis (New York, NY: New York University Press, 1987), 106-135; Simona Sharoni, Gender and the Israe-
li-Palestinian Conflict: The Politics of Women’s Resistance (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1995).
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Female militant, Mai Sayegh, puts this sentiment poignantly:

Compared with what is happening, compared with Sabra and Chatila, the dis
persion of our revolutionaries, the dispersion of our people and the questions 
they face: ‘How to survive? Where to go? How to find food for our children?’ – 
compared with all this, women’s problems seem of little weight.11

 
Additionally, Palestinian women face social and cultural barriers to participating 

in academic research, much less to an active construction of history. Yet despite these sub-
stantial handicaps, Palestinian women have played important roles both formally in the 
Palestinian Resistance Movement and informally through a variety of activities that may 
go unnoticed by Western scholarship. Critical study and evaluation of women’s contribu-
tions to history in conjunction with gendered analyses of events past and present help to 
create a more accurate and complete story.

Personal narratives as sources of history
A significant discourse is developing on the viability—and perhaps necessity—of 

using personal narratives as a source of history.12 Historian Rosemary Sayigh posits that 
the value of oral testimony is both meaningful and stylistic: “it registers the experience 
of marginal social sectors, and it preserves some of the social and cultural qualities of 
direct speech.”13 Even the modern conception of history is now in question; “through 
its requirement of knowledge of ‘facts’ and chronology, ‘history’ tends by its nature to 
exclude marginal groups.”14 Thus, history in this way does not reflect the internal dif-
ferences of a group or time necessary to construct an accurate account of the past. This 
type of history, shaped by political events and personalities, comes at the expense of the 
native population: “the major lacuna in the historiography of Palestine…is the absence of 
a live portrait of the Palestinian people…”15 This practice of history further marginalizes 
the actual people who experienced the events it is trying to depict, leading to a highly 
inaccurate narrative.

Beyond the historical benefits that could arise from a broader definition of 
“history,” the absence of oral histories may have further adverse effects on these mar-
ginalized populations who are made to feel out of touch with their own histories. It 
seems that may be particularly true of nationalist narratives that are derived from a 

11 Ridd and Callaway, Women and Political Conflict, 106-107. 
12 Ahmad Sa’di and Lila Abu-Lughod, Nakba Palestine, 1948.
13 Rosemary Sayigh, “Palestinian Camp Women As Tellers of History,” Journal of Palestine Studies, 27, no. 

2 (1998): 43.
14 Sayigh, “Women’s Nakba Stories: Between Being and Knowing,” Nakba Palestine, 1948, 137. 
15 Beshara Doumani, “Rediscovering Ottoman Palestine: Writing Palestinians into History,” Journal of 

Palestine Studies. 21, no. 2 (1992): 6; as cited in Sayigh, “Women’s Nakba Stories,”136.



politically motivated place, used to unite its members in a common identity that is 
intrinsically linked to nationalism.16 Diana Allan notes the influence of collective 
memory upon individual narratives at the Shatila camp in Lebanon, as the stories she 
recorded “fell into and out of discursive alignment with a nationalist master narra-
tive.”17 The effect of this collective identity and memory has had significant ramifi-
cations on the lives of the ordinary refugees in the camps. For older generations, the 
imposition of an official narrative implies that their personal stories ought to fit in 
with the official version of events, possibly at the expense of an ability to mourn their 
loss in personal and permanent terms.18 For the younger generations, it has created a 
sense of alienation from their society due to the pressure to constantly live in a past 
that they did not experience. Ultimately it is these disempowered communities – the 
refugees, in this case – that have been burdened with the repercussions of the elite’s 
politicized use of al-Nakba. Given this dynamic, Allan and numerous other scholars 
advocate for a history that contains personal narratives and is thereby more inclusive 
and more accurate.

Female personal narratives as sources of history
The juncture of these two fields is particularly interesting. Female personal 

narratives are meaningfully distinct from gendered literature. Notably, the histor-
ical study of female personal narratives examines how women choose to narrate 
their own lives, rather than women discussing a given topic. Yet, beyond this dis-
tinction, personal narrative studies tend to attempt analysing “ordinary” Palestin-
ians as opposed to simply the ones able to participate in more mainstream academic 
research. Unfortunately, these studies are often also subject to the same barriers as 
studying women in Palestinian society. “Even within the oral history framework, 
where the voice of the subaltern and women is privileged, there are difficulties in 
gathering women’s testimony.”19 Women’s narratives may be silenced because the 
histories they tell complicate the existing or emerging nationalist narratives that are 
more politically powerful.

Another barrier to the collection of Palestinian camp women’s personal nar-
ratives is the conception commonly held—both by the women themselves and by 
other—that their stories about the past are not true history and thus are not valu-
able.20 Women were considered to be ignorant of the important historical details 
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16 Allan, “The Politics of Witness,” 255. 
17 Ibid., 258.
18 Ibid., 257.
19 Isabelle Humphries and Laleh Khalili, “Gender of Nakba Memory,” Nakba Palestine, 1948, and the 

Claims of Memory, ed. Ahmad H. Sa’di and Lila Abu-Lughod (New York, NY: Columbia UP, 2007), 209.
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because they were uneducated; even young girls felt their mothers to be lacking in 
the kind of knowledge necessary to tell their stories. What they did learn from their 
mothers and grandmothers was still lesser in their eyes than what “other” people 
knew. For example, one camp woman stated, “I can’t say I know all this history. 
Others know it better.”21 Similarly, when Sayigh asked a seventeen-year-old girl 
where she learned about Palestinian identity, she responded, “My mother told me 
most, but she didn’t know the plots.”22 These confessions demonstrate that while 
academia overlooks Palestinian women, their own societies do as well.

However, this “facts” model of history severely hinders the development of a more 
accurate and complete conception of the past. E. Valentine Daniel proposes a distinction 
between the “history” and “heritage” paradigms: while “history” is chronological and 
epistemological, “heritage” is an ontological and somewhat mythical model of cultur-
al transmission with no defined end-period.23 Sayigh argues that the older Palestinian 
women use this “heritage” model to tell their stories, while generally younger women 
tend towards the “history” model with al-Nakba and its associated narrative as the likely 
cause of this shift.24 Yet, while modernization theory seeks to cast “heritage” as primitive 
and valueless, Sayigh states that the combination of “history” and “heritage” in these 
narratives is particularly special: [it forms] “a gender-specific mode with its own historical 
value: as expanding ‘history,’ and as giving evidence of cultural change.”25 Thus, she posits 
that women’s narratives of the past may actually be more complete than those of men.26

Narratives of Palestinian Refugees

Allan and Nationalist Narratives

Historian Diana Allan’s experience in the Shatila camp was eye opening. Allan, 

a strong supporter of oral history, believed that the lack of authentic Palestinian voices 
on their personal experiences was detrimental to history and society. Subsequently, when 
she began to compile these personal narratives for a Nakba Archive, she was surprised to 
encounter the idea of an “official” Palestinian experience that was predominantly con-
structed by upper-class men. The formal narrative of elder Abu Nayif, believed to have 
“important” memories by inhabitants of the Shatila camp, was one factor that indicated 
to Allan that the desire for a Palestinian nation may be coming more from the elite of 
the Palestinian diaspora than from its base.27 The institutions of the camp perpetuate this 

20 Sayigh, “Palestinian Camp Women As Tellers of History,” 42. 
21 Humphries, “Gender of Nakba Memory,” 207.
22 Sayigh, “Women’s Nakba Stories: Between Being and Knowing,” 138.
23 Ibid., 136-137.
24 Ibid., 144-150.
25 Sayigh, “Women’s Nakba Stories: Between Being and Knowing,” 137.
26 Ibid., 137.



nationalistic sentiment, systematically enforcing a hierarchy of memories based on which 
experiences of suffering have the power to contribute to nationalist Palestinian identity.28 
The narratives that Allan collected from refugees seemed to reflect this imposed collective 
memory, as well as the tensions “between individual and collective, but also between the 
duty to recall and the desire to forget.”29

The significance of al-Nakba as a source of politicization and as a founding 
myth for the community is relatively new.30 Since Arafat nearly signed away the 
Palestinian right of return, the narrative of al-Nakba has “become [the] symbolic 
lynchpin of collective identity and the bedrock of nationalism,” drawing upon imag-
es of homelessness, alienation and exile.31 Thus, the heightened sense of the need to 
remember al-Nakba is politically motivated; it attempts to “fashion a vocabulary of 
authenticity for nationalist discourse,” thereby focusing on the theoretically inalien-
able right of return for Palestinians.32 However, this narrative can be alienating if one 
does not feel a connection to “their” history when told they ought. This resentment 
was evident during commemorations for the Sabra and Shatila massacres, when a 
group of youth attended wearing shirts that read, “We are still alive.”33 The alienation 
is further emphasized by the amount of time and resources that go into constructing 
and maintaining this narrative, possibly at the expense of other initiatives.

The Nakba Archive project has recorded over 650 interviews with first genera-
tion Palestinian refugees in Lebanon in an attempt to collect personal narratives that 
are distinct from the oft-prevailing Palestinian nationalist narrative.34 “The aim has 
been to document this critical period through the voices and experiences of those who 
lived through it, and to bear witness in a way shaped not by political symbolism but 
rather by the rhythms of personal memory.”35 The word “rhythms” used is reminiscent 
of the “history-heritage” mode that Sayigh discusses as the format of the personal nar-
rative in the Shatila camp, implying a certain authenticity. For Allan, the benefit of this 
project for the individuals themselves largely came in the attempt to provide a forum 
for personal expression; the corollary is that the public also gains a more diverse and 
rich body of information from which people are able to develop more accurate concep-
tions of past and present.
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27 Allan, “The Politics of Witness,” 258, 257. 
28 Ibid., 273, 274.
29 Ibid., 268.
30 Ibid., 253.
31 Ibid., 255.
32 Ibid., 255.
33 Ibid., 277.
34 Diana K. Allan and Mahmoud Zeidan, Nakba Archive Website, accessed on November 7, 2012, http://

nakba-archive.org/.
35 Ibid.
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Content differences in available Nakba Archive interview segments
This section will begin the primary source gendered analysis on excerpts 

from the personal narratives of Palestinians in refugees collected by the Nakba Ar-
chive. From a thematic standpoint, a number of differences are readily noticeable 
in comparisons between the interview segments available. This section will briefly 
examine five such themes: political struggles, war, marriage, and memory of and 
use of names. This analysis will attempt to be as unbiased as possible. Sayigh puts 
this goal most eloquently:

It is in this battleground that we need to situate these Palestinian women’s nar
ratives, and ourselves as listeners: first as challenging the silencing of Palestinian 
history, second as challenging colonialist (Western-Christian-Zionist) con
structions of Arab/Muslim women that are part of a larger enterprise to dom
inate and exclude; and third, as challenging a social structure and attitude that 
would limit their speech and agency.36

This section will conclude by returning to Sayigh’s argument on the female narrative as a 
hybrid of the “heritage” and “history” modes to see if it may be applicable to the Nakba 
Archive interviews.

The Palestinian struggle is politicized to such an extent that it would be re-
miss to not address its prevalence in the narratives at the outset. Though women are 
affected greatly by the political events that surround their nation, they are virtually 
non-existent in these segments of their interviews. There are several instances where 
the men in the interviews talk explicitly about political affairs, and related judge-
ments on political events. For example, “During the time of the British Mandate 
which lasted around 30 to 35 years, they wouldn’t let the peasants make any profit, 
it literally killed us.”37 However the closest reference to political events in the inter-
views with women is hidden in a discussion of a friend’s marriage, and consists of one 
sentence: “At the time our society was restraining women, they wouldn’t let us come 
and go freely – we were visiting our neighbours, we visited our Arab neighbours, but 
it wasn’t permitted to visit with Jews.”38 This statement supports Sayigh’s claim that 
women did not feel part of the explicitly political sphere, nor did they feel they had 
the appropriate knowledge to discuss it.39

Similarly, the events of war are typically only implicitly mentioned in female nar-

36 Sayigh, “Women’s Nakba Stories: Between Being and Knowing,” 154.
37 Diana K. Allan and Mahmoud Zeidan, “Interview with Youssef Ahmadsalamo,” Nakba Archive Web-

site, accessed on November 7, 2012, http://nakba-archive.org/?p=584
38 Diana K. Allan and Mahmoud Zeidan, “Interview with Hamdeh Jom’a,” ,” Nakba Archive Website, 

accessed on November 7, 2012, http://nakba-archive.org/?p=122
39 Sayigh, “Palestinian Camp Women As Tellers of History,” 42.



ratives while they comprise a large portion of male narratives. This difference may seem 
attributable to the fact that men were the ones on the battlefield. Certainly, their different 
wartime experiences play a role. However, women’s lives were very affected by battles as 
well. In one male narrative, women are specifically mentioned as having been present 
on a battlefield: “The women of Shaab moved between us, undulating, with water.”40 
However, another commonly discussed element of war for the Palestinian women was 
rape and fear of rape.41 Although Humphries identifies this point as a major theme to 
come out of Palestinian women’s narratives, there is only one veiled reference to rape in 
the available excerpts of women’s narratives. Kamila Daher tells of an incident where she 
and her brother came upon tanks while on the way to seek refuge at an aunt’s house. 
“They searched my brother, and one approached me to search me. And I shouted at him 
not to touch me. And I clung to my brother. The Jews told me to go…”42 While nev-
er explicitly mentioned, the implication was the real threat of rape that was thankfully 
avoided in this particular instance. In contrast, men seem to quite vividly describe the 
realities of war: “The Salvation Army heard we were besieged and that we’d killed some 
Jewish soldiers and that we’d burnt some of their dead. So the Salvation Army came to 
us under orders…”43 Other male narratives include several references to battles and to 
killing many Jews, such as the story of Mahmoud Abu Haija, while others describe the 
deaths of those they knew, as in George Faraj’s narrative. Generally speaking, the men in 
these interview segments speak readily about war while the women avoid its discussion, 
even in a gendered way.

In contrast, only the women discuss marriage as an important topic. Hamdeh 
Jom’a movingly recounts her relationship with a Jewish woman, whom she called sister. 
“She’d say, ‘Hamdeh, marry someone who is literate, at least who can read. Even if he 
is poor, he will make you rich! But if you do go for looks, tomorrow you’ll suffer. You’re 
my sister.’ And I said, ‘And you are my sister.’”44 In another interview with Sada Kayed, 
she discusses in a deep nostalgic tone the dances that they would perform and the songs 
they would sing at weddings. The interviewer asks, “You were dancing dabke?” To which 
she responds, “Of course! And how…” She proceeds to sing entire songs that they used 
to sing at weddings, a tale of love and flirtation.45 In contrast, nearly the only reference 
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40 Diana K. Allan and Mahmoud Zeidan, “Interview with Mahmoud Abu Haija,” Nakba Archive Website, 
accessed on November 7, 2012, http://nakba-archive.org/?p=111.

41 Humphries, “Gender of Nakba Memory,” 209.
42 Diana K. Allan and Mahmoud Zeidan, “Interview with Kamila Daher,” Nakba Archive Website, 

accessed on November 7, 2012, http://nakba-archive.org/?p=18
43 Diana K. Allan and Mahmoud Zeidan, “Interview with Ali Abdullah,” Nakba Archive Website, accessed 

on November 7, 2012, http://nakba-archive.org/?p=87
44 Allan and Zeidan, “Interview with Hamdeh Jom’a”
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in a male narrative to a woman or marriage is in reference to taking his wife’s clothing 
from their old home upon a “trip” to their old village.46 This difference also emphasises 
the gendered themes Humphries isolates in female narratives, in this case of marriage and 
family.47

Interestingly, men in these interviews were far less likely to recount names or 
remember names when prompted than their female counterparts. In Meriam Othman’s 
narrative, she recounts the names of those who died in a particular incident faithfully 
and thoroughly, from her little sister, Samira, to the “little girl who lived near,” Fatme.48 
While names are simply absent from many of the male narratives, attempts to recall 
them by the interviewer seemed to evoke frustration. In one excerpt, the interviewer asks: 
“Can you recall the names of those who were killed in this last battle?” The response to 
this was: “I can’t remember… There was a man I knew called Muhammad Abdu Razek 
and… really, I can’t remember!” The topic was quickly changed.49 This observation may 
support Sayigh’s claim that the female narratives that use elements of the “heritage” mode 
are more likely to describe others and relations with others, while the “history” mode is 
more self-centred and less focused on details that are obfuscated in the creation of an 
overarching narrative.50

Though fieldwork with oral histories—and even the oral histories of Palestinian 
refugees—is expanding, there is little else that deals with this issue in a specifically gen-
dered manner.51 As such, it is important to look at the argument made by Rosemary Say-
igh on the structure women’s narratives critically, in terms of these Nakba Archive inter-
views. Sayigh suggests that the interviews that she conducted with women demonstrated 
“a gender-specific mode with its own historical value: as expanding ‘history,’ and as giving 
evidence of cultural change.”52 This mode involved a blending of what we traditionally 
understand as “historical fact” with “heritage,” an ontological non-teleological approach 
to cultural transmission. In contrast, men—and generally, more mainstream actors – tend 
toward the history-as-fact paradigm.

Interestingly, the Nakba Archive interviews analyzed tend to support this con-
cept relatively well. One male begins his narrative, “So let us go back in time, [to] the 

46 Diana K. Allan and Mahmoud Zeidan, “Interview with Abdul R. Saideddine,” Nakba Archive Website, 
accessed on November 7, 2012, http://nakba-archive.org/?p=132

47 Humphries, “Gender of Nakba Memory,” 209.
48 Diana K. Allan and Mahmoud Zeidan, “Interview with Meriam Othman,” Nakba Archive Website, 

accessed on November 7, 2012, http://nakba-archive.org/?p=37
49 Allan and Zeidan, “Interview with Abdul R. Saideddine.”
50 Sayigh, “Women’s Nakba Stories: Between Being and Knowing,” 147.
51 Laleh Khalili, Heroes and Martyrs of Palestine: The Politics of National Commemoration (Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press, 2007); Masalha; both look at Palestinian personal narratives, including those of 
women, but do not attempt to deconstruct gender differences of how stories are narrated.

52 Ibid., 137.



battle of Safad.”53 The narrative continues in a clearly chronological way, replete with 
Palestinian nationalist narrative tropes, such as winning battles at impossible odds and 
Western-made weapons. The story even ends with a particularly memorable take-home 
line: “This is history, and history is merciless.”54 This particular example was not unique 
to this selection of interviews. Another male begins, “On the last day, the 13th July 1948, 
we felt a roaring mass of people walking outside. We were afraid and looked out of the 
window at the people passing.”55 This story too continues on one chronological path, in 
a clear story that sounds rehearsed and ends with the impactful line: “Of course, I let the 
water trickle away, and I thanked God that he hadn’t shot me.”56 In this way, the Nakba 
Archive interviews tend to support the idea of men’s acceptance of the factual, chrono-
logical and teleological history.

In contrast, no female in these excerpts gives a complete story nor overview of a 
period of their lives; each woman’s narrative takes a relatively free stream-of-consciousness 
form, with varying degrees of narrative coherence. Women’s narratives tended to include 
a high degree of hesitance. “What can I tell you? … What can I say?”57 Another breaks 
into song in her interview, while talking about what weddings were like.58 These stories 
do not sound prepared; these women are unaccustomed to giving a narrative of their lives 
in the manner of Palestinian men because women are discounted as valuable sources of 
historical information. This theory is also consistent with Sayigh’s proposed hybrid “his-
tory-heritage” mode that is relatively unique to first generation Palestinian camp women.

Question differences in interviews
The expectation upon beginning this primary source analysis was that the ques-

tions asked to men and women would differ substantially. Unfortunately, due to the short 
length of each interview segment, there are not a substantial number of questions asked in 
general. However, the material that is available seems to support this original hypothesis. 
The interviews with the women tend to ask questions that lead these women to talk about 
topics that are stereotypically considered to be “women’s” areas, while the men are asked 
more “male” questions. For example, while a man might be asked to recount how he left 
his village, the woman may be asked to continue talking about weddings.59 In another 
female narrative, a woman is encouraged to explain childhood incidents in great detail, 
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with fairly significant prompting from the interviewer, despite some exasperation with 
certain questions.

Interviewer: “Who was the owner of the box of wonders?”
 
Hamdeh Jom’a: “This was a tradition from the Galilee, he would sing the story
about the Beni Hilal, the box of wonders was made of paper.”
 
Interviewer: “Where was this man from?”
 
Hamdeh: “He was touring, he wasn’t from our village. Do you think I would 
know what village he was from? Why would I ask this question?”

The women in these excerpts from these interviews tend to be asked, or are encouraged to 
speak about, quite different things than the men in these interview segments.

Problematic gender issues in selection of interviews
While this paper was originally intended to be a gendered analysis of the Nakba 

Archive interviews, the limited number of interviews and the short length of the available 
interviews made it difficult to draw generalized conclusions on “how Palestinian women 
choose to talk about al-Nakba.” Thus, the important question posed by this situation is: 
how does the way in which interview excerpts were chosen for presentation affect the 
message that is presented? Ironically, in Allan’s efforts to free Palestinian’s personal narra-
tives from the overarching nationalist narrative, she may unknowingly be participating 
in the co-construction of problematic gender conceptions. These stereotypical ideas of 
gender roles, particularly in a Middle Eastern context, perpetuate the marginalization of 
women in history and in society, ignoring the crucial role that women play in construct-
ing an accurate narrative.

The process of maintaining gendered interview norms takes place on several lev-
els. First, the questions asked to women appear to be significantly different from those 
asked to males. These points of departure predetermine the range of answers and stories 
that are gained from Palestinian women, limiting them to scopes traditionally defined as 
“women’s” areas and stories. On a second level, the selection of interview excerpts chosen 
continues to reinforce the idea that women only discuss certain stereotypical subjects and 
do not—or could not—engage with the same issues as men. Although their experiences 
have undoubtedly been shaped by gender, women likely do have more to communicate 
than information on childhood songs or marriage. Beyond this construction of feminin-
ity, these interviews also impress particular implications for conceptions of masculinity. 
That is, while hearing about childhood incidents and friendships and even marriages 
might be traditionally thought of as “women’s” spheres, their value is not limited to wom-



60 Sayigh, “Women’s Nakba Stories: Between Being and Knowing,” 152.
61 Sayigh, “Palestinian Camp Women As Tellers of History,” 43.
62 Humphries, “Gender of Nakba Memory,” 224.
63 Ibid.

en and ought also be discussed by men. By selecting only men’s narratives that discuss 
“men’s issues” and women’s narratives that discuss “women’s” issues, these stereotypes fur-
ther emphasize the division between what men and women can acceptably discuss. Lastly, 
the actual ratio of published men’s narratives to published women’s narratives—there are 
four female narratives, and nine male narratives—is indicative of, and further sustains, 
the perceived inferiority of women’s narratives.

Conclusion

Although the importance of oral histories is becoming more established, women 
are still systematically underrepresented and marginalized by the scholars who seek to study 
the phenomenon. “A certain view of women as ‘ignorant’ because in general [they are] not 
highly educated still permeates certain strata of Palestinian society, and can be found among 
refugees.”60 This phenomenon results due to the emphasis on history as being solely based 
in “facts,” which reinforces the social mechanisms that place the narratives of women and 
non-elites in an inferior place to their male elite counterparts. However, “[women] do not 
merely ‘reflect’ national history; they offer the materials for a more complete, more “real” 
national history – not one narrowly focused on men, political parties, and the national elite, 
but taking in women, home families, non-elite classes, and varied diaspora locales.”61

Women’s experiences and memory are inevitably shaped by the values and dis-
courses of patriarchy.62 In the Nakba Archive project, Allan attempts to get away from 
the pervasive nationalist narrative that force conformity of personal histories. “Nationalist 
discourses and practices further construct remembering, through silencing some narra-
tives and authorizing others.”63 Historian Rosemary Sayigh looks specifically in her works 
at the ways in which camp women’s personal narratives are particularly marginalized 
both in Palestinian refugee camps and in the broader academic world. This paper uses 
her works and the emerging literatures on oral histories and gendered analyses of con-
flict to ground an original gendered analysis on the Nakba Archive interview excerpts. 
Ultimately, this paper contends that while Allan admirably aims to broaden history by 
including personal narratives, that action alone does not achieve the end goal of a more 
inclusive and accurate history. In order to avoid these stereotypical gender conceptions 
from being further unintentionally co-constructed through academic discourse, scholars 
must be cognizant of the inherent value of women’s narratives. Only then is it possible to 
tangibly realize the goal.
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THE MONTREAL COUNCIL OF 
SOCIAL AGENCIES:

A LEGITIMIZING FORCE FOR WORKING 
WOMEN IN THE GREAT DEPRESSION

By Kaitlin Findlay 
Edited by Elizabeth Winans

following the infamous 1929 stock market crash, a crisis of gender emerged in Mon-
treal. Initially preoccupied with the influx of unemployed single men, by the early 
1930s this crisis had shifted its focus to women and the threat they posed to the social 
order. Anxiety rose as female income became increasingly important in the household 
economy; working girls were thought to threaten male job security.1 In her monograph 
Breadwinning Daughters: Young Working Women in a Depression-era City, Katrina Srigley 
explains that although Montreal women had long been working in the public sphere, 
the economic hardship of the Depression drove greater numbers into employment than 
ever before.2 Srigley highlights the public critique of working women during this period 
by citing a 1933 article entitled “Go Home Young Women” in which former Montreal 
mayor Médéric Martin recommended that “every woman employed in a gainful occu-
pation [should] remain at home and permit her nearest male relative who is out of work 
to take over the said position.”3 Martin insisted that “A full dinner pail for thousands 
and thousands of women has made the Depression worse for all of us – men, women, 
and children.”4 Despite this acute reinforcement of traditional gendered conceptions 
of work, more progressive thinking about gender roles can also be found in these years. 
The development of relief programs for women, as a result of the economic crisis, by 
the Montreal Council of Social Agencies (M.C.S.A.), the umbrella relief organization 

1 Nancy Christie, Engendering the State: Family, Work, and Welfare in Canada (Toronto, ON: University of 
Toronto Press, 2000), 207.

2 Katrina Srigley, Breadwinning Daughters: Young Working Women in a Depression-era City, 1929-1939 
(Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press, 2010), 3. 

3 Srigley, Breadwinning Daughters, 10.
4 Ibid.
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for Protestant and non-Sectarian families in Montreal, legitimized the experiences of 
working women by recognizing them as worthy of assistance. Using the M.C.S.A. as a 
case study, this paper seeks to expose the positive impacts that social agencies had on 
Montreal women during the Great Depression within the dominant historiographical 
narrative of conservatism.

Andrée Lévesque and Tamara Myers analyze the experience of working wom-
en in Montreal in Making and Breaking the Rules: Women in Quebec, 1919-1939,5 and 
Caught: Montreal’s Modern Girls and the Law, 1869-1945.6 Lévesque and Myers examine 
the regulation of womanhood in the interwar period and both argue that political and 
social anxieties resulted in the heightened reinforcement of conservative attitudes towards 
female bodies and behaviour. Although the remarks made by Médéric Martin fit into this 
narrative that the dominant impressions of working women in the early twentieth cen-
tury were negative, due to the scope of their projects these historians fail to acknowledge 
the unique impact that the Depression had on social roles. This paper examines the period 
of 1929 to 1936 as a unique moment of crisis, highlights the ways in which the Great De-
pression affected the diversity of vulnerable groups targeted by social agencies, and explains 
how the acknowledgement of working women legitimized their role in society because the 
concurrent professionalization of social work gave the agencies credibility. The M.C.S.A. 
both exposed and legitimated previously hidden aspects of working-class Anglo-Protestant 
women’s lives in Montreal, particularly the economic role of young, working women, the 
importance of paid domestic labour in the household economy, and the dependence of 
elderly women on kinship networks.

In order to analyze the intersection of social agencies and perceptions of gender 
within Montreal, one first must understand the evolution of social work and its role with-
in the city. J. Howard T. Falk’s 1919 social and financial survey Report of a Committee of 
the Montreal Council of Social Agencies indicates some of the relief programs that existed 
early in the century.7 In traditional systems of charity support, surrounding communities 
were the first to absorb responsibility of those requiring social aid, and relatively few cases 
reached social agencies.8 Leading up to the 1930s, an individual in need was the respon-
sibility first of family and friends, next of the church community and finally, in extreme 
cases, of the city.9 Writing as a leading thinker in the field of social work, Falk called for 

5 Andrée Lévesque, Making and Breaking the Rules: Women in Quebec, 1919 -1939 (Toronto, ON: Mc-
Clelland & Stewart, 1994).

6 Tamara Myers, Caught: Montreal’s modern girls and the law, 1869-1945 (Toronto, ON: University of 
Toronto Press, 2006). 

7 J. H. T. Falk, Report of a Committee of the Montreal Council of Social Agencies (Montreal, QC:1919).
8 Michiel Horn, Introduction to The Depression in Canada: Responses to Economic Crisis, ed. Terry Horn 

(Toronto, ON: Copp Clark Pitman, 1988), 6.
9 M. Horn, The Depression in Canada, 6.
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the organization and standardization of Montreal’s charities, and his report represents an 
important step forward in the professionalization of Protestant charity work. It is worth 
noting that in Montreal there was no clear distinction between charities and social agen-
cies during this period.10 Nancy Christie and Michael Gavreau suggest that profession-
alization in Montreal that involved the replacement of evangelical charity workers with 
“expert” social workers was not an abandonment of religious values, but rather can be 
understood as a repackaging of religion to suit contemporary needs.11

A number of historians of social work identify similar trends of professionaliza-
tion across North America. In Fallen Women, Problem Girls: Unmarried Mothers and the 
Professionalization of Social Work, 1890-1945, Regina Kunzel proposes that in the early 
twentieth century, there was a transition in social aid from traditional evangelical charity 
work to a ‘rational’ professionalization of social workers.12 She contends that middle-class 
women across the United States used professionalization within social work as a tool to 
legitimize their knowledge of unmarried women and issues surrounding illegitimacy, and 
thus secured a place within the public sphere.13 In contrast, Karen Tice argues that social 
service organizations during this period perpetuated notions that women should fulfill 
traditional gender roles in Tales of Wayward Girls and Immoral Women: Case Records and 
the Professionalization of Social Work.14 As a product of the professionalization of social agen-
cies, record-keeping became more widespread, and the use of case studies increased within 
formal reporting to the public. Tice suggests that the formality of records and increased 
media involvement of agencies legitimized the organizations to the public. Although this 
essay draws different conclusions about the impacts of social agencies on women, it extends 
the analysis used by both Tice and Kunzel that professionalization increased the credibility 
of social agencies and therefore enhanced their power to influence the public perceptions of 
the groups that they assisted.

During the Great Depression, while the media and federal agencies primarily 
focused on the growing masses of unemployed men across the country, the economic 
crisis also impacted large groups of young working girls. Prior to the crisis, structures of 

10 This is made clear in a 1934 survey conducted by the Montreal Council of Social Agencies entitled “The 
Church and Social Work.” The responses demonstrate the interconnectedness between the two institutions. 
For example, the Protestant church was the first point of contact for registration for many of the social agen-
cies, many clergymen belonged to Executive Committees, and clergy men would visit families at the request 
of social workers. M.C.S.A., Survey: The Church and Social Work (Montreal, QC: 1934).

11 Nancy Christie and Michael Gauvreau, A Full-Orbed Christianity: The Protestant Churches and Social 
Welfare in Canada, 1900-1940 (Montreal, QC: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996). 

12 Regina G. Kunzel, Fallen Women, Problem Girls: Unmarried Mothers and the Professionalization of Social 
Work, 1890-1945 (New Haven, CT: Yale University, 1993).

13 Kunzel, Fallen Women, Problem Girls, 2 
14 Karen Whitney Tice, Tales of Wayward Girls and Immoral Women: Case Records and the Professionalization 

of Social Work (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1998).



social aid rarely emphasized the needs of working women, as doing so could undermine 
the family structure. The only women deemed worthy of aid in Falk’s report, for example, 
were unmarried mothers, delinquents, and widows, and it was assumed that they re-
quired assistance because of “character-failing causes.”15 Female clients such as single and 
unemployed women did not receive adequate support. Falk’s report upheld a traditional 
model of aid, indicating that prior to the economic crisis that challenged the system, it 
was perceived to be functional. Structural flaws that caused dependency had been hidden 
from social agencies and the public.

The failure of traditional support systems to accommodate individuals strug-
gling in Montreal during the economic crisis caused extreme poverty and unemploy-
ment for both women and men. In 1932, the city of Montreal took over control of 
the distribution of unemployment relief for men in light of the failure of charities 
and existing social programs to adequately provide for those in need.16 This transfer 
of responsibility allowed the M.C.S.A. to focus on providing appropriate relief to 
women. The focus was initially on the provision of assistance for young, unemployed 
women, but by 1934 the city had begun issuing relief for single women in addition 
to men, allowing the M.C.S.A. to develop programs specifically for married women, 
and eventually for elderly women as well.17 The remaining analysis will trace the 
development of M.C.S.A. programs that targeted each of these three distinct groups 
of women.

Before the 1930s, young working women were considered less deviant than 
married women because it was assumed that their wages were supporting their par-
ents’ household economy.18 In this way, young working women did not threaten 
traditional gender norms because they were perceived to be dutiful daughters.19 Since 
it was assumed that young women would leave their jobs once married, their employ-
ment did not threaten the job market, and therefore it was primarily these women 
during the Depression who were able to inconspicuously obtain employment. It was 
likely for this reason that the M.C.S.A. focused its attention on unmarried women 
once it was relieved of the duty of providing relief for unemployed men in 1932. In 
addition to being considered the least offensive of the groups of women that required 
assistance during the Depression, there was also increase in the number of single 
women at this time. There was a dramatic decrease in the number of marriages that 
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occurred in the 1930s because of the shortage of financial means required to start 
a household and family.20 This left a large number of unsupported single women 
seeking employment. A number of women also chose to remain single in order to 
maintain their occupation and salary. Based on the accounts of several francophone 
housewives who lived during the Great Depression, marriage provided the oppor-
tunity to improve social status.21 The willingness of so many women to postpone 
marriage and delay social elevation indicates the immense pressure that the economic 
crisis placed on individuals.

Media reports from within the Anglo-Protestant community indicate the sorts of 
services available to unemployed, predominantly unmarried women in Montreal in the 
early years of the Depression. A 1932 Montreal Daily Star article suggested that many 
women who formerly would have accepted charity “only as a last resort” were now willing 
to accept money from assistance programs in exchange for work such as sewing.22 The 
1933 annual report of the Big Sister Association cited “increased demands” for services 
due to the economic crisis, as did the annual report of the Sheltering Home for Single 
Women, which noted that far more women applied for shelter because of lack of employ-
ment in 1932.23 A letter dated between 1931 and 1936 from the Montreal YWCA indi-
cates the types of women that would have used the newly-formed employment bureau: 
“The majority of the applicants using the Bureau are domestic workers,” the General Sec-
retary described, “but about one-third are businesswomen, [with] a few in industry and 
various professions.”24 By this time, the Bureau had received 3988 applications and had 
placed 1270 women in employment positions, in addition to providing rooms and laun-
dry services for those in need.25 The letter acknowledged the difficult economic situation 
by noting the challenges of placing women “at present,” and described the larger focus on 
interviewing applicants in order to, “where needed, [give] assistance.” The letter closed 
with a request that the YMCA “give this letter as wide publicity as possible” so that the 
new registration bureau could be more useful to the community.26 The publicity about 

20 Srigley, Breadwinning Daughters, 32.
21 Denyse Baillargeon, Making Do: Women, Family, and Home in Montreal during the Great Depression 

(Waterloo, ON: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 1999), 57. 
22 This and other Montreal Daily Star or The Gazette (Montreal) articles can be found in McGill Universi-

ty’s McLennan Library as part of the rare books collection. “Ottawa Women Present Plan to Help Workless,” 
Montreal Daily Star, January 21, 1932, 12.

23 “Big Sisters Report Increased Demands,” Montreal Daily Star, January 20, 1933, 18; “Sheltering Home 
has 280 Inmates,” Montreal Daily Star, January 24, 1933, 15. 

24 This draft was not dated, but can be put in the window between 1931 and 1936 through identifica-
tion of the executive board members (Findley, who was replaced in 1936, was listed as President) and the 
address (letters prior 1931 were addressed to a different address - 1124 Dochester Street West, Uptown 5230). 
Y.W.C.A. Montreal to Y.M.C.A. Montreal.
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the development of new services, along with the formation of the employment bureau for 
the first time within the M.C.S.A. indicates how the economic crisis influenced the relief 
system and exposed the economic struggles of many women.

Denyse Baillargeon’s account of the living conditions of francophone house-
wives in Montreal in the 1930s indicates that the only work available and consid-
ered respectable for married women was domestic labour.27 Traditional “women’s 
work,” such as sewing, cooking, and cleaning, restricted women to the domestic 
sphere. The public anxiety surrounding employed married women reduced the abil-
ity of the M.C.S.A. to provide services equivalent to those provided for unmarried 
women, but the agency still attempted to make support programs available. After 
the city took over the responsibility of relief programs for single women in 1934, 
the M.C.S.A. was able to offer more support to married women through institu-
tions such as the Protestant Industrial Rooms. Workers at the Protestant Industrial 
Rooms were paid to sew, and the organization sold the creations.28 In 1935, the 
M.C.S.A. addressed the Protestant Industrial Rooms in the “Family Welfare and 
Problems of Adult Dependency” report, describing how the service provided work 
for women within their own homes in order to reduce economic dependency.29 
The program offered assistance without challenging the social norm that married 
women worked exclusively in the home, but by offering aid, legitimized this group 
of women as worthy of support. Whereas young single occupied jobs in the public 
sphere as garment workers or store clerks, it was often only through organizations 
like the Protestant Industrial Rooms that married women could obtain employ-
ment. Although the M.C.S.A. report recommended that a more formal system 
of relief distribution be established in the Industrial Rooms, it applauded the or-
ganization’s provisions for “aged women who have passed beyond their period of 
usefulness as productive workers.”30

In the later years of the Depression, there was an increased demand for fe-
male gendered occupations, specifically for domestic workers. The decrease in the 
cost of living allowed larger numbers of middle-class families to afford domestic 
help.31 According to a report given to the Women’s Employment Committee with-
in the M.C.S.A., in 1936 very few women in Montreal wanted to take these jobs 
because of the working conditions: “The majority of girls seeking work want to 
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go into offices, shops or factories and will accept housework only if nothing else 
is available.”32 The report divided women seeking employment into three groups: 
skilled, unskilled, and unemployable.33 The report described how the “unskilled” 
category posed the greatest problem because, although there was a large job mar-
ket for women in domestic services, very few had the skills to fill the positions 
adequately.34 Although it is unfortunate that so many women were compelled to 
accept jobs that they did not want, the increase in demand for domestic workers 
is yet another example of how the Depression uniquely impacted women’s occu-
pational experience. Although young, working women came under attack during 
this period by Médéric Martin and others for taking the jobs of “more deserving” 
men, evidence suggests that most men would not work in growing fields such as the 
domestic services because the occupation was considered too feminine.35

The economic crisis also drove the M.C.S.A. to develop new programs for se-
nior women. The Committee on Unemployment Among Women in 1936 described se-
niors as women who “never supported themselves on a very adequate basis...but, who, 
on the whole, managed to carry on in some fashion during times of prosperity without 
becoming a change of relief funds.”36 The economic crisis exhausted former systems of 
relief and revealed the weaknesses of the social structure that had been hidden in times 
of general prosperity. The need for elderly women to support themselves did not receive 
as much attention as the needs of younger women, although the M.C.S.A. consistently 
advocated for the federal and provincial governments to take over responsibility of 
relief for the aged.37

An increasing number of elderly women used shelters and required services for 
increasing periods of time. This was because of a combination of the lack of employment 
opportunities for the elderly, and the diminished capacity of relatives to care for them.38 
Although managing support for the elderly was not a new phenomenon, since employ-
ment became increasingly gendered during this time, elderly women were in particular 
need of assistance.

Given the arguments of Kunzel and Tice that the professionalization of social 
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work made institutions of social aid credible forces of change within society, the reports 
presented by the M.C.S.A. during the Great Depression can be seen as valid markers of 
changing views towards working women. Particularly when contrasted with Falk’s report 
of 1919, it is clear that attitudes about working women within the social work commu-
nity evolved and that this coincided with social service institutions being taken more 
seriously. The provision of social aid by the M.C.S.A. and unemployment relief by the 
city transitioned from a system that dispensed aid almost exclusively to men at the begin-
ning of the decade to one that prioritized the assistance of married and elderly women by 
1936. The creation of social service programs by the M.C.S.A. that specifically targeted 
these groups legitimized their role as working women within society. In addition to the 
actual assistance that the agency provided to individuals, increased discourse within the 
press and the acknowledgement that particular vulnerable groups were in need of aid 
validated the search of many women for employment. By employing women in fields 
traditionally associated with the domestic sphere, M.C.S.A. programs were able to offer 
more support to women who were struggling financially. The narrative that conservative 
attitudes towards women dominated the 1930s may not be entirely inaccurate; yet, the 
M.C.S.A. case study demonstrates a more nuanced view of this period. Changes within 
the structure of social aid provision benefited a large number of women and validated 
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VOICES IN THE DUST: 
A HISTORICAL FICTION

Madeline Kanuka 
Edited by Sarah Balakrishnan

No cracked earth, no blistering sun, no burning wind, no grasshoppers are a perma
nent match for the indomitable American farmers and stockmen and their wives 
and children who have carried on through desperate days, and inspire us with their 
self-reliance, their tenacity and their courage.

—Franklin R. Roosevelt, September 6, 1936
 

my bottom lip quivered when I heard those words through the radio. A gust of emo-
tion swept through me more powerfully than any dust storm I had ever witnessed. 
I sometimes thought that I could have done more for my family, or even myself, 
throughout the Great Depression, but these words of recognition assured me that I was 
not alone. They felt like a warm hand resting on my shoulder. They were like a voice 
whispering, “everything’s going to be okay,” and, “I’m proud of you.” I needed those 
words. We all needed those words in Wildwood County. I just wished we could have 
heard them earlier.

Two and a half years prior, in 1934, I lived in darkness. The time will forev-
er haunt me.  My son Clayton had left with the Civilian Conservation Corps without 
knowing when he’d come back, my husband Lowell went blind, and by wintertime, I 
could barely lift myself out of bed to care for my two girls. Thankfully, we still had each 
other, and we made it through.

***

Youthful Beginnings and Crushed Dreams
Most people in our community first came to this county in the 1920s after 

seeing it cheerfully described in newspaper classifieds. It was hard to find an article 
that didn’t glamorize the welcoming High Plains and how simply one could make a 
comfortable living here. The best land in the prairies had been snatched right after 
the Homestead Acts when land was given away for free, but we didn’t care too much 
because land in Wildwood County sold for a dollar an acre when we bought it. Also, 
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Lowell was promised that his income as a wheat farmer would be much greater than 
what he was making at the Ford assembly line. Clayton was just a little guy too, so 
the move wasn’t a difficult decision. Lowell built our two-bedroom wooden house 
and worked long hours on the fields. Within a few years, we had two baby girls, 
Roberta and then Vera. We settled ourselves in. We did the planting, and those early 
years before 1931 were a lot of fun. Lowell and I were adventurous, hardworking, 
and youthful.

***

Different winds came in the spring of 1931, and with them came the genesis 
of ecological disaster. That was the first year that many of the neighboring farms barely 
grew a thing. Luckily, we were much better off. Our little wheat farm yielded much 
more than most in Oklahoma the size of ours. We also made a hell of a good guess and 
chose to start breeding pigs the following year. It was more of a hobby farm because we 
started with just six of them, but pig farming is what kept food on our table while the 
soil got dryer and dyer. 

To tell you just how bad the fields got here, the Agriculture College of Okla-
homa surveyed sixteen million acres of land in our state in 1931 and found that thir-
teen million of those acres were severely eroded. This happened from the wind, the 
rain, and the hailstorms that are common to this region. But most of all, it happened 
from how poorly we had all treated this land. Every wheat farmer in Wildwood, in-
cluding us, plowed up too much of it. We didn’t know any better; with little training 
as farmers, we didn’t understand the consequences of what we were doing. 

Then came our first black blizzard in the winter of 1932. It was like nothing 
any of us had ever seen. I’ll never forget the first time I saw one. I was in the house 
cooking a chicken dinner when my husband ran in from the fields and started 
hollering ten-times-fast, “Carol, where are the girls? Are the girls home? I gotta get 
them outta school, Carol. God knows what kind of storm’s coming at us.” I poked 
my head outside the door, and sure enough, about ten miles past our farm there was 
a thick black blanket of dust and sand swallowing any hint of blue from the sky. It 
was as if the earth was coming to fold on top of us. My first thought was the same 
as his, but when I cocked my head left toward the direction of the school I heard, 
“Momma!  Momma!”  Clayton was hand in hand with Vera and Roberta and they 
were running home. 

We were blessed. A five-year-old from a neighboring county was found dead in 
another wheat field after that duster—she was the same age as Vera at the time.

That story spooked all of us, but it didn’t take long to hear more of the same kind 
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as these storms got progressively worse. To escape them, about a quarter of Wildwood’s 
population moved to California hoping to start new lives. I know a good handful of them 
came back here, saying they were threatened by death to leave. Californians called them 
“Oakies” and were absolutely infuriated that people came from out of state to take their 
jobs away. You see, the economy was hurting everywhere. That’s why we stayed. None of 
us in Wildwood knew how the weather would turn out, but we also didn’t have much of 
an alternative to sticking around.

In all honesty, my family and I were proud to live here during the early Depres-
sion years.  Until 1934, our county had never felt so united. We’d have some of the 
lesser-off families over for supper on occasion, and sometimes we’d be invited to do the 
same at other households.  Nancy from Still Water—a neighboring town—started a 
youth group for the children that met at St. Mary’s Chapel every Friday, and some of 
us ladies started a knitting club. We really emphasized the importance of community. 
A tough decision many Wildwood families made together was to send a bunch of our 
boys to the Civilian Conservation Corps, or the CCC. Our pastor highly encouraged 
this in his Sunday morning mass announcements. Not only would we have less mouths 
to feed by having our boys join the CCC, they would send remittances of about twen-
ty-two dollars a month, and we knew that their work was making the country better. 
They were going to stay at camps and do soil erosion work—planting trees and whatnot 
wherever they were stationed. Clayton was pretty solemn when he left. He was only 
eighteen and had plans to propose to Elizabeth, Nancy’s daughter and his childhood 
sweetheart. He was starting a new life without her. I was so proud of his strength 
though, and he was a leader for the other young men in Wildwood. He also inspired 
me to give to others. But, really, all of us were supportive of one another. Everyone 
around here thought, heck, if we’re gonna live through this disastrous time, we might 
as well do it together.

We all thought we were getting through the worst, but really it had just begun. 
The hopes of people around here really crumbled in 1934. In that summer, wildfires 
started here and there, centipedes started growing in the walls of our houses, and grass-
hoppers ate any crops that grew.  In the winter, the whole heard of cattle on Old 
Robert’s land starved to death, and eight people in Wildwood died from what was 
called “dust pneumonia.” We couldn’t even blow our noses without black snot coming 
out. Everything and everyone was miserable. The hardest of times for my family came 
that winter. It was then that I needed to provide more for my family than I thought I 
was capable of. If it wasn’t for my obligations as a mother and my son’s generosity one 
Christmas, I don’t think I would be here telling you how we survived the worst natural 
disaster that’s happened in America.
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Haunting Winds
1934 was an eerie year for the whole family. Some major things happened that really 

changed our personalities. First off, seven-year-old Vera lost her best friend, Edith, from 
dust pneumonia. She had played outside at the onset of too many storms for her tiny lungs 
to handle her coughing all day and night. I also think it was a mixture of starvation because 
her family was too proud to accept welfare. Regardless, Vera was much too quiet that year 
and started spending more of her free time with the last pig on our farm as if it were her new 
best friend. Vera had named it Sally and could play with her outside for hours after school if 
I’d let her. I just wish she hadn’t have named it because Lowell had planned to slaughter that 
pig for Christmas dinner.  Vera said she understood, but I just feel as if I was responsible for 
part of her unhappiness because I took away her pet a few months after her friend passed. 
That whole year, she stopped helping me bake in the kitchen, telling jokes, and listening 
to bedtime stories. She had always been a momma’s girl, while Roberta was closer to her 
daddy—so seeing Vera so glum was one of the hardest things I’d ever experienced.

Lowell’s tragedy affected all of us. I blamed myself for letting him work so hard all 
the time. I always saw so little of him during the days, and now that Clayton wasn’t around 
to help him, Lowell did twice as much work on the farm than in earlier years. He was also 
discouraged that year because about two thirds of the wheat had stopped growing. In ad-
dition, his income had dropped by about eighty percent because city folks couldn’t afford 
food like they used to. So in the spring of 1934, when the harvest came, we were chosen to 
be a part of Roosevelt’s Agricultural Adjustment Act program. The government gave us nice 
lump of money to take away all the wheat that our family wouldn’t need for ourselves, and 



either gave it to others or stored it in a warehouse somewhere. They said Lowell could keep 
farming and the government would support him this way. It seemed like a grand idea until 
he lost his vision because of a dust storm. Then he wasn’t able to farm anymore.

That big duster came in the middle of an August night, right after harvesting 
season, and blew some of the shingles off our roof. Soon, sand came pouring through 
the ceiling and onto the planked floors, the dining table, and my grandmother’s linens. 
Lowell tried to patch the holes from the inside with some extra boards, but that didn’t 
do any good. Sand ran through the slits between them until they all collapsed. As a 
second attempt, he ran outside, climbed on the roof and started hammering. The next 
thing I heard was a yelp. I thought he had hit his finger, but it turns out that a gust of 
sand and debris had blown right into his face and went into both of his eyes. For the 
next few weeks, his eyes got puffy and infected. He’d rinse them out and keep patches 
on them during the day; then at night, he’d sleep with a warm rag over his closed lids.  
He refused to pay for a doctor because he said he was going to go blind anyway. Soon 
enough, he couldn’t see anymore. He wouldn’t be able to plant in the fall, and we 
wouldn’t be able to sell our crops to the government. I still wonder if a doctor could 
have helped save his vision.

Lowell’s accident really distressed my ten-year-old Roberta, our Daddy’s girl. Sim-
ilar to how Vera changed, Roberta stopped her passion of singing. She had a beautiful 
and uplifting voice that could hold any tune, but now we didn’t hear it anymore. I’d start 
singing “Go Tell it on the Mountain,” her favorite song, and she wouldn’t finish the lyrics. 
She also stopped praying at night. She didn’t understand why God would let us live in 
such poverty, and then take her Daddy’s vision away. I told her that religion would keep 
her strong, but she said she had no more strength to keep. That’s not easy to hear from a 
seven-year-old.

With three broken souls trapped on the farm, I tried to fill the voids by taking a 
low-paying job as a substitute teacher in September. It gave us a little extra money on top of 
the CCC checks, but in October when the school told me they could no longer pay me, I 
continued to teach knowing that I was escaping the confines of our tiny home. I sunk into 
a deep depression.  The days that I didn’t work, I would sleep in until midday; not even the 
smell of moist blueberry hot cakes and maple syrup could get me out of bed. Some days, I 
didn’t eat. The girls had to cook most of their meals and clean the house because I couldn’t 
do it myself, and I spent less time with Lowell at this time that he needed me most. I’d go 
to the outhouse just to cry; my girls could never see me do that. Days turned to nights 
and nights to days, but that made no difference to me when the sky was dark all the time 
anyway. I also hadn’t received a letter from my son since the spring. I was losing touch with 
everyone, including myself. Nothing seemed real. I needed to send out a cry for help, but I 
didn’t know who would listen and I didn’t even know quite what I wanted anymore.
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 Waves of Hope
One mid-December morning, I lay in bed with Lowell holding his hand. We 

didn’t say a word, and just listened to the bustling centipedes in the walls as we usually 
did when we weren’t ready to start the day. Roberta knocked on the door and I told her 
to come in. Vera stood beside her. They both had dirt smudged on their tattered linin 
dresses and wore tiny smiles on their faces. Roberta said she and Vera walked to get the 
mail and pulled forward two envelopes from behind her back to show for it. One was a 
CCC check in a long white envelope, and the other was a beaten-up, square shaped letter 
from Clayton. I sat up with Lowell and felt my heart beat a little faster. We all opened it 
together and I read it aloud.

Mom, Dad, Roberta, and Vera,
 
  I love you all deeply and I am so very sorry I haven’t sent a letter since 
I heard of Dad’s accident.  Dad, you are the strongest man I know and this mis
fortune is just another hurdle you’ll learn to overcome. You don’t want to look at 
those dark skies anymore anyways, and you already know you have the most beau
tiful girls in the world.  God just chose a different path for you.  Stay positive.  All 
of you stay positive.  Roberta, I hope you’re still helping mom around the house 
as you always do, and Vera keep giggling and being that happy-go-lucky girl 
you’ve always been.  Mom, without you, the family could never hold together, so 
be there for dad while he adjusts.  Stay optimistic and tackle life’s changes as they 
come to you. 
  I will support you all as long as I can.  Work has been fantastic.  I’ve 
never been stronger, I eat well, and I have wonderful friends.  Elizabeth and I are 
still keeping in touch.  No complaints at my end. 
  Anyway, I hope you get my CCC check before Christmas.  The cash 
in this envelope is for you guys to get something special for yourselves.  You can 
use it as you wish, but it would make me happy if you got a radio.  We listen to 
the radio all the time here and I think it can help get you all through these hard times.
 
Hugs and Kisses,
 
Clayton
 

Sure enough, Clayton had slipped ten dollars in the envelope. The girls looked at 
me with begging eyes and pleaded to get a radio. I hesitated until I saw a tear slide 
down Vera’s dirty cheek. We went outside and all took an hour to shovel a six-foot 
pile of sand away from the Model-A’s wheels. We hadn’t used the car in over three 
months, but it had enough gas to make it into the nearest town center and buy a 
New Emerson radio. When we got home, I wrapped it up with newspaper and twine, 
and we decided not to turn it on until Christmas morning. I don’t know what was 
more exciting—having something to open for Christmas, or having something to 
look forward to.

Then Christmas day, Roberta lifted up the antenna and switched on the radio 



dial. I will always remember that moment, just as I’ll never forget the first dust storm. 
It truly was life changing. The Chicago Civic Opera was performing live Christmas 
music and it warmed our hearts with the holiday spirit we were missing. My eyes 
turned to Lowell who was chuckling.  His right dimples were sharply defined and 
his grin stretched across his face. I hadn’t seen him smile like that since the day Vera 
was born. I still can only imagine what it would feel like hear that radio after losing 
your vision. 

We spent the whole day laughing and switching through the channels. There 
were so many choices and so much to listen to.  One or two would be playing Christ-
mas tunes, while another either played a mass or a children’s show. The girls danced 
around without caring of the holes in their shoes or dirt caked between their toes. 
Lowell sang with them and I caught myself humming along too. The radio brought 
us together as a family like we hadn’t been in a good year. I wondered if Clayton was 
listening to the radio then, and if he was dialed onto the same channel. I thought of 
this each time we’d switch to another. The powerful little machine joined us to one 
other as a family. It also connected us to America. We were all sincerely amazed, and 
blessed to have this wonderful new luxury. It was Christmas day when I finally started 
to feel alive again.

While everyone slept that night, I lay in bed with joyful eyes, staring at the ceiling.  
Instead of listening to the bugs scatter in the walls, I heard Christmas music on low. It was 
relaxing enough to sleep to, but I felt a swirl of emotion and feelings of anticipation—as 
if I knew something greater was coming our way. Looking back now, I realize this Christ-
mas marked the time that our lives were gradually improving. This radio was about to 
become our getaway from the Depression here in the Dust Bowl, and it was soon a part 
of our daily lives.

Dialing for an Escape
I got up around eight the next day hearing Lowell’s laughter again—it was his 

deep chuckle that I had missed. Roberta was sitting on the carpet braiding Vera’s hair 
and they were listening to the beginning of a show called “Amos ‘n’ Andy.” Two black 
men from Chicago’s South Side were the characters speaking to one another about get-
ting ready for a party that they were going to attend. The character, King, was telling 
the other character, Andy, about all the girls that would be at the party. They were also 
talking about the expenses that came with attending the party; the flowers were the 
main issue, but he also needed a coat and a necktie.  Here I am listening to these poor 
black characters discussing relationships and financial issues, but they were poking fun 
at everything. The whole show was in light spirits.
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Andy: Well, I done found a fellow dat’s got some papeh orchards fo’ two bits—an’ 
you say dem othehs don’t last her but two hours---dese will last her fo’ 5 years if 
she keep de dust off ‘em.
 
King: Seems to me, dat a big social functure, like we is gonna have, paper flowers 
would be taboo.
 
Andy: Well, whut is tattoo gotta do wid it?
 
King: No, I didn’t say tattoo---I says taboo.
 

I let out a laugh myself. Then Andy said he should make his date pay for the flowers 
herself. He thought this was a good idea because he also wasn’t sure if he wanted to find 
another girl at the party. These were the types of jokes that Vera used to tell. I knew she 
was enjoying herself. 

It turned out that “Amos ‘n’ Andy” aired every weekday evening, and I would 
let the girls listen to it when they finished their schoolwork. They learned a lot of 
slang from the show though, saying things like, “Holy Mackeral” and “Ain’t dat 
sumpin,” but I pretended not to care too much because it made them happy. And 
that made me happy. 

A jingle came on when the show finished, like they always did. I remember the 
one after this Amos ‘n’ Andy episode was for toothpaste called Pepsodent. Boy, you never 
thought toothpaste would be as majestic as that speaker made it sound:

Its soft gentle action is sensational in the way it floats away film, swiftly, gently, with
out scrubbing or scraping. Is it any wonder that thousands everywhere are giving up 
old fashioned tooth pastes that never seemed to improve the looks of their teeth?
 

Roberta said to me, “Momma, does our toothpaste guard tooth enamel?” I told her 
that I didn’t know, but that her teeth were beautiful. Since then, I heard so many com-
mercials on the radio that I never knew what to believe and what not to believe. I do 
know that they were sure entertaining. They also got us dreaming a bit about a better 
life, which was fun.

It soon became habitual for me to get me out of bed before anyone in the house 
because I would catch the early radio shows. There was calisthenics exercise class at six 
a.m. every morning led by a fitness enthusiast named Bernarr Macfadden. That show 
would wake up my mind and body better than any cup of coffee, which we couldn’t 
afford those days anyway.

By the time Lowell was up, we’d turn the news on and I’d prepare breakfast. We 
heard what was happening in the capital, in Detroit, in Los Angeles, in Chicago, in New 
York City, and anywhere else that had something important going on. Heck, we even 



heard of politics happening in Europe! Lowell’s favorite part of the day was listening to 
the news. This was especially true when it gave farmer updates. It kept him updated—
even talking about forecasts coming up. Sometimes these shed some hope for the land, 
or at least warned us before a duster was coming our way. Also, we all enjoyed hearing 
updates on the CCC; it made us more and more proud that Clayton was a part of it and 
was making the country better.

About mid-day, when the girls were at school, I’d sometimes convince Lowell 
to listen to “Ma Perkins” with me. I personally think it was kinda funny he enjoyed 
the show so much, being that it was created for housewives. In fact, they named the 
show a “soap opera” because domestic product manufacturers that catered to women 
were sponsoring the show. But Ma Perkins had some nice life lessons about putting 
family first, to love, and to be optimistic. I remember one show specifically was about 
how Ma’s son-in-law, Willy, had been hospitalized after a concussion caused by an 
explosion in Ma’s lumberyard. Ma was questioning Willy about how the explosion 
may have happened, and he finally admitted to have mixed some chemicals to make 
a new kind of cleaning solution.

Willy: Maybe I had dynamite mixed in there for all I know, Maw! I--I was just 
experimenting!

MA: (Sighs heavily.) Well, Willy! I ain’t gonna argue ‘bout it! ‘Cause yer still a 
long way from bein’ well! But--I dunno! They’s a hull lot to be explained yet, er 
I’m missin’ my guess! I kin tell ya that right here ‘n’ now!

I preferred that exact episode to any other because it was about moving on from mis-
takes. I always thought I had been making those in my darkest year. It also reminded 
me of what happened to Lowell’s eyesight, and how people can recover from serious 
accidents and disabilities. Ma Perkins was just a carefree, feel-good-about-yourself 
kind of show.  For that reason, it was my personal favorite.

Religion was also promoted on the radio—it was nice to be reminded that 
God was looking over us. On Sunday’s when the weather was too nasty to make 
it to church, we could just turn on a mass from the radio. Vera would lead us in 
song, like she used to. There were also many evangelist speakers that had their own 
shows, such as Aimee Semple McPherson from Los Angeles.  Father Charles Coug-
lin from Michigan was a Roman Catholic Priest that led a similar kind of show. I 
didn’t like listening to these speakers too much because Aimee had some scandals 
behind her, and Couglin was getting himself too involved in politics, but they were 
still both entertaining. Roberta really liked Aimee and I let her listen to the shows 
because it brought her closer to God. Aimee always mentioned how people could 
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go from “Milkpail to Pulpit” and to use religion for empowerment. Roberta began 
praying again in those years she listened to Aimee speak, so like Amos ‘n’ Andy, I 
didn’t complain.

Evenings were the best time to listen to the radio, because we’d all be together. 
Also, most of the special shows occurred between about six and eleven. For example, 
we all enjoyed listening to major league baseball games; Lowell got us rooting for the 
Yankees.  KHJ had the best sports broadcasters in my opinion. Also, on one Hallow-
een, CBS had a “War of the Worlds” special that was trying to convince America that 
Martians were going to take over the country.  Apparently, that episode had over a 
million listeners, of which a fifth believed the story to be true. We all thought that 
was hilarious because we knew it was a hoax. We’d seen worse times than any made-
up alien invasion.

Overall, our family made a pact to never turn off the radio, and that’s what kept 
our spirits up. We ignored a whole lot of nasty storms by turning the dial to something 
calming. I also always thought of Clayton while it played.

 
Waiting for the Storm to Pass

Our new heightened morale from the radio led us through the Dirty Thirties. 
We even stayed positive through the worst storm of them all. That one began on the 
morning of April 14, 1935, and it started with the calmest weather I’d seen since 
the beginning of the decade.  However, we heard on the radio that a big storm was 
coming, so I took the clothes off the line and locked our windows tight. The day was 
later called “Black Sunday,” and it affected people all over America with high winds, 
rain, and hail. Airplanes as far as Salt Lake City Airport were damaged. In New Jer-
sey, dust reached altitudes as high as ten thousand feet, and shipping trucks driving 
eastward from New England had to turn around because they couldn’t handle the 
winds.  What started as a beautiful day turned into the most terrifying time in the 
country’s ecological history. 

Of course, our region was hit the worst. Within a few hours, wind hissed over 
the grasses and the sky turned black as if someone had found it’s light switch. The 
weather was below freezing and the horizon slowly began to disappear into a mon-
strous dust cloud. Cars drifted into sand banks, farm animals lost patches of fur, and 
another man in Wildwood County went blind.  My family and I were scared of what 
could happen to us, but we were more united in that storm than any other. Sadly, we 
didn’t have the radio to distract us that day because the static electricity in the air was 
too strong to have it work. In fact, Roberta touched Vera’s arm and sent her to the 
ground because of the power of the static electricity. But we were okay that day.  The 
girls sang songs for us, we played card games, and we told each other fables and sto-



ries of better times. We had the optimism and strength that we lacked the year prior.

After Black Sunday, we continued to use the radio as we had before. We also 
led as normal of lives as we could and time drifted by. Clayton stayed with the CCC, 
the girls picked up knitting as a hobby, Lowell started to play the harmonica, and I 
kept working at the school without pay because I now felt like I was helping make 
a difference to the community. We were hopeful and knew that we would survive 
this era. When we listened to a special radio announcement from the President the 
following September, we were assured just that.

Roosevelt gave an address to the country on the evening September 6, 1936. It 
was one of his “Fireside Chats” he did on occasion. This one was broadcasted after he had 
visited the west and seen how extensive the damage was here. It was a moving speech for 
us and for everyone in this region. 

 
My friends,
 
I have been on a journey of husbandry.  I went primarily to see at first hand 
conditions in the drought states… I talked with families who had lost their wheat 
crop, lost their corn crop, lost their livestock, lost the water in their well, lost their 
garden and come through to the end of the summer without one dollar of cash 
resources, facing a winter without feed or food—facing a planting season without 
seed to put in the ground.
 
…It is our task to help them with their fight.
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Roosevelt spent a while at the microphone that evening. He addressed how his ad-
ministration would tackle every ecological problem over here with multiple new welfare 
and ecological programs. There was hope in his voice. We knew then just how connected 
we were to the rest of the country, and more importantly, just how much our country 
cared about us. 

***

August 8, 1939
It hardly felt like three years when I heard a sound like a crack of a leather whip 

but louder than a steam engine. Then came a rumble as if the earth was shaking, and the 
entire house lit up through the front windows. I jumped back three feet from where I 
stood and reached for Lowell’s hand.  The girls screamed in terror. I squinted my eyes to-
ward the fields and I saw the most beautiful thing. “Come outside,” I said, “We’re gonna 
dance in the rain.” 
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