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Letter From the Editors-in-Chief
Johnathon Cruickshank
Olivia Genest-Binding

In her recent book Black Racialization and Resistance at an Elite University, Black studies scholar
Rosalind Hampton chronicles the unique challenges faced by Black students here at McGill. Her
ground-breaking work serves as a pointed introspection and is a must-read for all students seeking to
better understand the multi-layered experiences of individuals from marginalized communities who
confront institutionalized forces working against them. Of course, history is inseparable from all of
this. Hampton tells the story of Stanley Brice Frost, a professor and administrator employed by the
university for half a century. As the founding director of the History of McGill Project and the official
historian of McGill, Frost held a tremendous institutional power, allowing him to shape the narrative
of the university in the ways he saw fit. Students described him as a “true blue old reactionary” and
“authoritarian,” who was “opposed to frenchification of McGill in any form.” As the biographer of
James McGill, he also contributed to the systemic downplaying of the fact that the founder of the
university kept enslaved persons. Hampton reminds us that individuals like Frost are an inescapable
part of the heritage of historical inquiry at the university, urging us to sift through common myths to
uncover realities that deserve to be told.
McGill is known as the school on the hill, dead in the centre of the famed Golden Square Mile.
It is undoubtedly an environment imbued with tensions, whether through its role as a settler
institution on Kanien’kehà:ka land or an anglophone institution in francophone Québec. Our goal as
students and faculty is to find a way forward that diffuses some of these tensions through the values
of inclusion and thoughtfulness. In pursuit of this goal, we in the History Department have a
responsibility to foster a forum for discussions and debates by conveying the full historical narrative,
however complex and difficult it might be. We cannot let prejudices, biases, or other distortions
obscure our visions of the past, nor direct our path for the future. We must contribute to a community
based upon mutual respect and accountability, requiring us to be active and alert. Our focuses must
be both global and local, whether that be standing in solidarity with Ukrainians as their homes are
under siege in a different continent, or supporting the Mohawk Mothers’ quest for truth and justice
in our own backyard. Academia, especially that of bright young undergraduates, has the power to be
a force of social change. Keeping in mind the words of Hampton, the team at Historical Discourses has
sought to bring to you a publication that strives for accuracy, diversity, and above all, looks to unify
our community.
Our drive to provide the best and brightest McGill has to offer led us to select nine strong and
distinct essays for our 36th volume. We made a concerted effort to select papers that not only reflect
history on this continent, but touch on various areas around the globe. The first paper investigates
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how enslaved African healers functioned in Catholic Brazil during the 18th and 19th centuries, as well
as how their interactions with the locals and Catholic priests were shaped by their healing methods.
The second follows two revolutionary British lesbian-run magazines from the 20th century, exploring
the queer movement of the era through these publications. We then turn towards Canadian politics
in the same century, questioning whether mega-constitutional negotiations are really to blame for
national disunity.
Art has been a vital part of human experience and our history since the first hand-painted
strokes on the walls of caverns, and the following paper echoes this relationship by discussing the
16th-century beatification procession of Teresa of Avila through an art history perspective, arguing
that it served to legitimize this controversial figure as a saintly and traditional woman. The next paper
turns towards the Algerian War, but interprets it through the lens of three intellectuals and their own
analysis of the conflict. Then, we continue to examine conflict but in a very different context. We turn
towards baseball in the late 19th and early 20th century, as it works to bridge social gaps and connect
communities in the Maritimes.
The following paper analyzes the causes of a famine in the Dutch East Indies and surrounding
nations, debating whether it was the result of environmental factors or imperial capitalist endeavours
and balancing the impact of both factors. We continue with the controversial footbinding practices
in Late Qing and early Republican China, exploring its role in Chinese nationalism, female identities,
and relationships with the West. Another resistance, that of the 1989 popular coup against the East
German Ministry for State Security, is studied across the final pages of this edition, examined through
the unusual perspective of the Stasi and questioning just how inevitable this revolution truly was.
We are tremendously proud of the nine essays which compose this edition of Historical
Discourses. We were overwhelmed with strong, exceptional submissions this year and wish to
highlight this. Our selection process was complex and arduous, in large part due to the high calibre
of texts produced by the students of the history department. Although we were unfortunately unable
to publish more papers, in order to further bring attention to texts we were passionate about, we have
included the abstracts of three striking essays in the backmatter of this year’s volume.
This journal would not have been possible without the help and dedication of many individuals.
We are deeply thankful to our board of editors, who all rose to the occasion and whose acumen and
commitment helped make difficult decisions and astute edits throughout this journey. We also wish
to acknowledge the support of the History Students’ Association and the Arts Undergraduate Society.
Our thanks further extend to Eve Cable, who, in addition to penning an outstanding essay for this
edition, has also worked as our graphic designer and whose remarkable original artwork graces the
cover of this journal. Finally, we wish to extend our gratitude to Professor Catherine Desbarats, whose
foreword fills the opening pages of the 36th edition of Historical Discourses.
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Undergraduate students in McGill’s history department produce brilliant work which is often
overlooked, read only by few individuals, and not given the time and respect it deserves. The goals of
Historical Discourses are to stimulate conversation and promote the work of undergraduate students,
as we believe scholarship can be a truly positive force. We wish to extend our deepest thanks to those
who submitted their work to this edition. We received dozens of remarkably well-written and
intriguing essays – thank you for making our selection process difficult and for taking this step
forward, whether your paper was selected or not. We are honoured to be able to shine a light on some
of these essays, to endorse and commend the work of McGill undergraduate students.
Thank you for reading.
Johnathon Cruickshank and Olivia Genest-Binding
Editors-in-Chief
Historical Discourses vol. XXXVI
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Foreword
Thoughts on a Performance of History:
“Marguerite : Le Feu”
Professor Catherine Desbarats

This year’s issue of Historical Discourses, as usual, includes essays on a remarkable array of
topics, times, and places. From the sixteenth-century beatification in Rome of the Spanish mystic,
Teresa of Avila, the reader travels to eighteenth and nineteenth-century Brazil, and follows African
healers there. Nineteenth-century topics range further still, from famine in Indonesia under Dutch
colonial rule, through the significance of foot binding in late Qing and early Republican China, to
baseball as crucible of cross-class social relationships in the Canadian Maritimes. The authors have
lingered over the twentieth century too, revisiting the Algerian War, lesbian community-making
through revolutionary publications in England, and then constitutional politics in Canada. The
papers show lively historical imaginations grappling with many of the fundamental forces shaping
our world: colonialism, patriarchy, material and social inequalities; violent state power; practices of
freedom, difference, and solidarity; land, climate, and that most basic thing, food. Each individual
essay is the fruit of individual toil, but also of a lively intellectual community. Years from now, when
readers stumble on this volume, they will sense few traces of the pandemic conditions under which
each author researched and wrote. Breath labouring through masks; eyes locked on small horizons;
feet walking the same short routes, again and again. Screens virtually extending our bodies; the clip
and patter of keyboards—our lifeline to images of a broader world. The essays are a potent reminder
that doing history, and intellectual life more generally, has continued throughout, and nourished us.
We are among the very fortunate.
To this rich conversation, I would like to add traces of a play dealing with early Canadian
slavery. The play, as much performance art as anything else, runs in Montreal as I write, in the late
Winter of 2022. Live theatre, of course, was one of the notable casualties of COVID. We have been cut
off from the worlds conjured for us by actors, playwrights, and set designers. For over a year, media
outlets announced that Anishinaabe-French artist Emilie Monnet would soon enact the story of a real
eighteenth-century Indigenous woman, known to us as Marie-Marguerite Duplessis, or simply
Marguerite. With excitement, historians shared the news on social media. They know that artists can
help them see truths, or modes of expressing them, that they sometimes fumble for. Finally, they
have had a chance to see Monnet’s creation.
The story of Marguerite is compelling. She is the first enslaved person in French North America
to sue for her freedom in court. She did so with the help of a quasi-lawyer, whose name to our ears
has a baroquely farcical ring to it: Nouette de la Poufellerie. He invoked an arsenal of arguments, not
all mutually consistent. Marguerite’s current owner — for like so many, she passed from owner to
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owner — dismissed them all as frivolous. In doing so, Huard de Dormicourt gave potent testimony:
unambiguous proof to us today of just how much subjects of the French king took for granted the
right to own Indigenous people. His derogatory indictment of Marguerite as a ne’er do well, centuries
later, was taken at face value by the first historians to notice her existence.
“Marguerite : Le Feu” does many things beautifully. It highlights the vantage point of an
enslaved woman, so long occluded. It helps us conjure Marguerite’s rage — the fire in the title. It does
so brilliantly, at times. Fifty-five pages of civil court procedure spanning October 1 to October 28,
1740, are the surviving archival records that bear traces of Marguerite’s life. Long, unexpurgated
passages are simply read on stage, at various points, by Monnet and actresses of African descent. It
happened here, they tell us. Ici. Ici. Ici, ici, as the four women on stage repeatedly chant, drawing us
to the very ground beneath our feet. And for Monnet and the actresses, the issue is not, as the court
framed it, and as many white historians later saw it, whether she was indeed, legally “free.” It was
that she lived in a place where some enslaved others.
Emilie Monnet, the artist, travelled to the archives in Quebec City to see and touch the one
physical trace of Marguerite that survives: her signature. She read the trial and the unsuccessful
appeal and steeped herself in its language. She talked to the historians who have written about the
case. The integrity of her approach, her respect for the evidence, the centuries’ old fragments that we
can still view today, all shine through the performance.
And rather than invent, or speculate, she zeroes in on aspects of the case and its context that
might easily be overlooked. Attention to place inspired potent metaphors, which were visually
conveyed on the stage: Montreal and Martinique, crucial sites of Marguerite’s story, have volcanic
histories. In Montreal, ancient molten rock is invisible and long solidified underground, remembered
mainly by technical experts. In Martinique, where the wounds of slavery are closer to the surface, hot
magma still lurks underground; Mont Pelée has twice erupted in the last century, most
catastrophically in 1902. Its current alert level is Yellow, not Green. Restless, not dormant. This was
the scorching, threatening world to which Marguerite’s owner threatened to send her—and may well
have. We do not know for sure. She disappears from the archives after late October 1740—one of the
millions of people disappeared by early modern colonialism and slavery.
Emile Monnet conveys on stage emotions that historians normally keep to themselves. Among
them, frustration and a dreadful sense of loss. Will we really never know this woman’s Indigenous
birth name? Did she end up on a plantation in Martinique? Did she die there, soon after her arrival?
With Monnet, we feel anger before the asymmetries of power playing out in the eighteenth-century
court, of which there are echoes in today’s courts and police cruisers. Indeed, some of the
performance’s most potent moments linked past and present. In one segment, the racialized
protagonists, wearing their flashy hip-hoppy garb (jumpsuits for time-travel?), read, in alphabetical
order, a lapidary roll call of names. Bourrassa, Couillard, Landry, Legault, Parizeau, Trudeau, and
many more: names shared by recent heads of government in Quebec and Canada. They also are
common names, banal names, spread wherever early modern French migrants to North America and
their descendants live. They were but a sample of the thousands of people who owned human beings
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in eighteenth-century Montreal or the Saint Lawrence Valley more generally. Listening to the roll
call, many in the audience will have felt queasy. The unsettling queasiness that comes from realizing
that you are not in the middle of the story you thought you were…
The performance is not perfect. It has awkward moments. But it is a reminder of the power of
theatre, with its embodied immediacy, to bring to life pasts that change our sense of who we are today.
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The Intersection of Religion(s) and Medicine:
African Healers in Colonial Brazil
Pierina Gonzalez Cautela

We live in a skeptical society. We judge those whom we consider superstitious, like people who
rely on horoscopes or the phases of the moon to lead their day-to-day lives. Most of all, we have come
to believe that science, medicine, and rational thought directly oppose religion, magic, and the
supernatural. This was not always the case. Indeed, it was only during and after the European
Enlightenment that physicians around the globe made a conscious effort to separate the art of healing
and spirituality.1 However, the boundaries dividing medicine and the supernatural are not well
defined, but rather are porous and blurry.
This essay will explore the relationship between medicine and religion in colonial Brazil. The
complex relations among white Brazilians, Portuguese, and enslaved Africans, as well as AfroBrazilians position Brazil at an intersection of various cultures and worldviews with different
spiritualities and healing methods. Indigenous peoples are undoubtedly a major actor in this
intersection, but this essay focuses on the influence of enslaved Africans and their descendants on
Brazilian conceptions of medicine and the supernatural. The arrival of African healers in colonial
Brazil through the slave trade in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries challenged Portuguese
ideas of “acceptable” medicine, introducing a new perspective and anxiety on the relationship
between medicine and spirituality for white Brazilians. On one hand, African medicine was more
effective than European medicine, helping the Portuguese empire fight diseases in various colonies
and increasing botanical knowledge. On the other hand, religiously-informed African healing
methods were dangerously close to “black magic” in the eyes of many, especially the Catholic Church.
Before I continue, a necessary clarification must be made. This essay does not reflect the
worldview of all African groups; it concerns only those who were forcefully taken to Brazil. Since the
Portuguese empire enslaved people from West Africa, including modern Benin, Nigeria, Upper
Guinea, and Angola, Brazil interacted with the spirituality of African groups and healers living in
these territories. Once in Brazil, African healers integrated gods from other West African belief
systems, as well as elements of Christianity. Thus, African spirituality and medicine in Brazil were
not homogenous, but fully dependent on the individual healer’s philosophy and expertise.2
As Laura de Mello e Souza advances, magic and medicine were not entirely incompatible in the
minds of white Brazilians. Medical treatments in Medieval Europe often relied on the forces of nature,
Timothy D. Walker, “Crown Authorities, Colonial Physicians, and the Exigencies of Empire,” in Drugs on the Page:
Pharmacopoeias and Healing Knowledge in the Early Modern Atlantic World, eds. Mathew Crawford and Joseph Gabriel
(University of Pittsburgh Press, 2019), 103.
2
Luis Nicolau Parés, The Formation of Candomblé: Vodun History and Ritual in Brazil (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2013), 3–5.
1
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saints, and relics. White Brazilians and enslaved Africans were not aware of the existence of germs,
and instead believed that physical health was intimately connected with the spiritual world.3 While
Portuguese and African medical practices were both based on this connection, white Brazilians
associate African healing rituals with black magic and not divine interventions. Despite this belief,
white Brazilians preferred African healers; almost every village housed at least one such healer, who
was either enslaved or liberated.4 African healers’ popularity grew in the eighteenth century, when
European colonization decimated Indigenous peoples, who were familiar with local diseases, and the
Portuguese Crown expelled the Jesuits, who despite their controversial place in colonial Brazil, had
learned Indigenous healing practices.5 Owing to these two factors, coupled with the expanding slave
trade in the late-1750s, African healers soon outnumbered European and Indigenous healers in
colonial Brazil.6
At the same time, western Europe was in the midst of the Enlightenment movement. New
intellectual frames that rationalized medicine characterized African healing methods as primitive,
backward, ineffective, and superstitious.7 Additionally, colonial expansion and racism born from it
advanced ideas of the inferiority of non-white people, discrediting their knowledge of plants and
medicine. Enlightenment ideals, nascent racism, and an inability to reconcile the effectiveness of
African medicine with fears of black magic forced the white population to ask a number of questions:
If African healers were inferior, why were their healing methods more efficient?8 Could Brazil profit
from African medical knowledge even though it supposedly stemmed from a pact with the Devil?
What kind of medicine was acceptable to the empire? In the end, the struggle to answer these
questions translated into deep anxiety among white Brazilians. This essay explores this anxiety
through the planter Henry Koster’s Travels in Brazil (1816), poet Robert Southey’s History of Brazil,
and mineralogist John Mawe’s Travels in the Interior of Brazil. All authors were British, but they
espoused views about African medicine akin to many contemporary Europeans in Brazil. Southey and
Mawe’s accounts also shed light on specific African medical practices, white Brazilians reactions to
them, and opinions of visiting Europeans. Unfortunately, there are no easily available sources of and
by African healers, and Portuguese Inquisition records remain inaccessible. This essay recognizes
these limitations in its archive.

Laura de Mello e Souza, The Devil and the Land of the Holy Cross: Witchcraft, Slavery, and Popular Religion in Colonial
Brazil (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003), 99.
4
Kalle Kananoja, “Infected by the Devil, Cured by Calundu : African Healers in Eighteenth-century Minas Gerais,
Brazil,” Social History of Medicine 29, no. 3 (2016): 492.
5
Londa Schiebinger, “Scientific Exchange in the Eighteenth-Century Atlantic World,” in Soundings in Atlantic
History : Latent Structures and Intellectual Currents, 1500–1830, eds. Bernard Bailyn and Patricia L. Denault (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2009), 300; Timothy D. Walker, “Crown Authorities, Colonial Physicians, and the Exigencies
of Empire,” in Drugs on the Page: Pharmacopoeias and Healing Knowledge in the Early Modern Atlantic World, eds.
Mathew Crawford and Joseph Gabriel (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2019), 102.
6
Schiebinger, “Scientific Exchange,” 300.
7
David T. Haberly, “Abolitionism in Brazil: Anti-Slavery and Anti-Slave,” Luso-Brazilian Review 9, no. 2 (1972): 33.
8
Kelly Wisecup, “Microbes and a 'magic box': medicine and disease in early American studies,” Early American
Literature 47, no. 1 (2012): 208.
3
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African Spirituality/Medicine in Brazil in the Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries
Vodun was one of the most popular religions introduced by enslaved West Africans in Brazil.
Vodun is a polytheistic religion practiced in West Africa which believes that more than four hundred
deities rule over the living.9 The most striking difference between Vodun and Christianity in this
period was that Vodun gods did not exist in another realm like the Christian god; they shared the
same space as the living.10 The gods walked among humans, and even though they could not be seen,
their presence was always felt. Besides being responsible for changes in both the natural and the
metaphysical world, the gods were believed to influence the physical and mental well-being of human
beings.11
Many Vodun gods were associated with parts of the human body and mind, and hence, Vodun
practitioners invoked their presence for healing. For instance, Osanyin, the god of leaves, could
counsel a healer about which plants they ought to use for a remedy. Similarly, healers could consult
the god Oshum on his knowledge of aromatic leaves used for healing baths. Yemaya, the god of the
ocean, and Obatala, the god of peace, oversaw intestinal problems as well as bad thoughts and
nightmares. Babalu-Aye caused smallpox, which was common in West Africa. By far one of the most
important gods was Exu, a trickster and messenger between Vodun priests and the gods. He was
malicious and spent his time disturbing Vodun rituals and other forms of connection with the
spiritual world.12 Vodun also emphasized the role of ancestors, who much like gods, played a part in
daily human life.13 However, neither the gods nor ancestors were sympathetic to human suffering. If
they were angry, they caused diseases. If they were happy, they revealed a cure.14
So what was the Vodun view of illness? Ultimately, Vodun practitioners believed that all
elements of the universe interacted through axé, a vital force uniting inanimate objects to the living
as well as to gods and ancestors.15 A sick individual’s axé was unbalanced, perhaps due to the neglect
of a god or wild ancestors manifesting in their bodies. The healer’s job was to communicate with the
spiritual world to ascertain why an individual was diseased. The healer communicated with Exu to
request the responsible god or ancestor to leave the afflicted person, restoring their axé. Therefore,
illness was the result of an imbalance between the spiritual and material world which a healer could
only repair by performing rituals, divination, possessions, exorcisms, potions, charms and talismans.
To a West African, medicine and religion were one and the same. Just as gods and ancestors
caused diseases and illness, they also advised healers on how to manage pathologies. The healer had
trained since childhood for the role, held a vast knowledge of plants, and was of both the natural and

Robert A. Voeks, Sacred Leaves of Candomblé: African Magic, Medicine, and Religion In Brazil (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 2003), 71.
10
Walter Hawthorne, “Spiritual Beliefs,” in From Africa to Brazil: Culture, Identity, and an Atlantic Slave Trade,
1600–1830 (Cambridge University Press, 2010), 210.
11
Robert A. Voeks, Sacred Leaves of Candomblé, 56.
12
Robert Voeks, “African Medicine and Magic in the Americas,” Geographical Review 83, no. 1 (1993): 71.
13
Voeks, “African Medicine and Magic,” 69.
14
Voeks, “African Medicine and Magic,” 70.
15
Voeks, Sacred Leaves of Candomblé, 73.
9
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spiritual worlds. They were the only people capable of curing illnesses.16 By requesting the services of
African healers white Brazilians interacted with African gods, which eventually gave rise to tensions.

African Medicine as Acceptable Medicine
African medicine became acceptable primarily because white Brazilians could not rely on their
own hospitals and doctors. As explained above, before 1759 the Jesuits took charge of healthcare in
Brazil by establishing hospitals and becoming healers themselves. As was customary in Europe, the
Jesuits did not divulge their medical secrets. Once expelled, they brought their knowledge back to
Europe, exposing the white population to sicknesses that they did not know how to treat.17
The Brazilian colony was propitious to various illnesses. Its humid climate favored the
reproduction of mosquitoes and other insects that spread diseases, like dengue, malaria, and various
skin diseases.18 Koster informs us that he suffered from malaria at least three times as an adult.19
Smallpox outbreaks were also common. The often sickly Koster expressed that these outbreaks were
“a most anxious time” during which he “cut all communication with [his] neighbours.”20 The few
hospitals that had been put in place by the Jesuits were ill-equipped to deal with these diseases, and
overcrowded. This issue outraged Henry Koster, who complained that “[t]he Lazarus Hospital is
neglected, but patients are admitted; the other establishments for the sick are very miserable.”21
Eventually, he had no choice but to consult African healers.
With few physicians trained in Europe and acquainted with Brazilian illnesses, white Brazilians
counted themselves lucky if they were able to hire one. In his History of Brazil, the poet Robert Southey
claims that doctors “are not always found, and the sick either put themselves under the care of some
old woman, or trust themselves to the course of nature.”22 It is worth remembering that Southey never
went to Brazil, and obtained this information from Portuguese administration records.23 Even if the
afflicted were able to hire a white doctor, European practices such as bloodletting were ineffective
and often resulted in the death of the patient. Moreover, as European physicians were mostly ignorant
of Brazilian diseases and flora, they had difficulty identifying diseases and preparing remedies.24 The
British mineralogist John Mawe, who was evaluating mines in Brazil around 1809, mentioned that

James H. Sweet, Domingos Álvares, African Healing, and the Intellectual History of the Atlantic World (Chapel Hill:
The University of North Carolina Press, 2013), 22.
17
Walker, “Crown Authorities,” 102.
18
Timothy D. Walker, “The Medicines Trade in the Portuguese Atlantic World: Acquisition and Dissemination of
Healing Knowledge from Brazil (c. 1580–1800),” Social History of Medicine 26, no. 3 (2013): 407.
19
Henry Koster, Travels in Brazil (London: Printed for Longman, Hurst Rees, Orme and Brown, 1816), 301.
20
Koster, Travels in Brazil, 283.
21
Koster, Travels in Brazil, 34.
22
Robert Southey, History of Brazil (London: Bell & Howell, 1817), 430.
23
Stuart Andrews, “Before the Laureateship: Robert Southey as Historian,” Romanticism 21, no. 1 (2015): 75.
24
Kalle Kananoja, “Doctors, Healers and Charlatans in Brazil: A Short History of Ideas, c. 1650–1950,” in Healers
and Empires in Global History, eds. H. Hokkanen and Kalle Kananoja (Cambridge: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 185.
16
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“the unskilful practice of a physician … aggravate[d] instead of removing the disease,”25 suggesting
the inefficacy of colonial medicine.
In short, white Brazilians deemed African medicine acceptable because the colony did not have
enough European doctors – an issue which became more noticeable after the expulsion of the Jesuits.
Furthermore, with no prior knowledge of Brazilian diseases, European doctors were ill-equipped to
treat the sick. As a result, white Brazilians increasingly consulted African healers.
African healers were also more available than European ones. Indeed, from the sixteenth to the
nineteenth century, around four million Africans were forcibly taken to Brazil, many of whom were
healers.26 This also meant that the population of colour surpassed the white population. Southey
estimated that the proportion of people of colour to white people was “seventeen to one.”27 Although
Southey’s estimate may not be reliable, people of colour were so numerous in Brazil that he felt the
need to record it. Consequently, African healers were more accessible.
Furthermore, the West African climate is similar to that of Brazil. African healers recognized
some of the plants in Brazil and some of the diseases proper to the colony. This superior knowledge
gave them an advantage over European healers. Frequently, a plantation owner noticed an African
healer among his enslaved workers and allowed them to gather medicinal plants, which they might
use to cure sick slaves, freedmen or white Brazilians for a small fee. This was the case of the famous
African healer Domingos Álvares, whose master asked him to be a healer instead of working the land.
His reputation attracted a multitude of patients – whites and people of color alike.28 In other cases,
such as that of the African healer Pai Caetano, formerly enslaved people became wandering healers.
They moved from one village to the next, visiting the sick and learning healing methods from
Indigenous peoples they met on the way.29
Women were healers as well, and unlike male European doctors, they had vast knowledge of
the female body.30 Enslaved African women were allowed to become healers with the permission of
their masters. Although very few names are known to us, some famous female healers can be
identified, such as Luzia Pinta and Luzia da Silva Soares.31 During one of his many episodes of ague,
Henry Koster “placed [himself] under the direction of an old mulatto woman”32 named Antonia,
whose methods were later praised by a European physician.
Most importantly, African medicine was effective. Healers and their patients engaged in rituals,
which varied widely, but normally included a dance, known as calundu, and the use of sacred objects
John Mawe, Travels in the interior of Brazil : with notices on its climate, agriculture, commerce, population, mines,
manners, and customs : and a particular account of the gold and diamond districts : including a voyage to the Rio de la
Plata, 2nd ed. (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, and Brown, 1822), 54.
26
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27
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29
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30
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31
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32
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and repetition of words and phrases in African languages.33 Other rituals may also have been
employed. For instance, according to Koster, African healers could “render innoxious [sic] the bites
of snakes, to persons who submit to their charms and ceremonies,” which consisted of “allowing a
tame snake to crawl over the head, face, and shoulders” of the patient.34 Henry’s description must not
be taken at face value, he never witnessed this firsthand but rather heard it from one of his guides,
who “had been cured from the bites of snakes by a … Mandingueiro35.”36 Whether or not this ceremony
happened, Koster’s account shows that healers constantly made use of effective rituals. Besides
rituals, African healers used charms, spells, talismans, potions, and plants to cure the sick. Antonia,
the African healer who treated Henry’s ague, gave him the emetic pinham, after which his “disorder
was removed” and he “begged her to give [him] a quantity equal to what she had administered” to
take with him on his travels.37 This suggests that African medicine yielded positive results.
Furthermore, African medicine offered more than just remedies; it offered protection and
prosperity. African healing was religious and an individual could ask the gods or ancestors for
protection from future harm or for good fortune. To Africans, and later to white Brazilians, the
intervention of gods and ancestors was part of the definition of “health.”38 For instance, a friend of
Koster’s named Vicente claimed that he saw two men “who wore round their necks strings of green
beads, which had either come from the coast of Africa, bearing the wonderful property of conveying
in safety their possessors through all descriptions of perils, or were charmed by Mandingueiros, or
sorcerers.”39 This string of green beads was a preventative medicine, meant to protect the men from
sickness and physical violence. Vicente later added that these men died due to the “removal of the
beads.”40 Additionally, African healers knew plants and potions that could influence and control
people. For example, an African healer might prepare a potion to soften a harsh master. Love potions
were also popular.41 Koster had heard of a mandingueiro who was “likewise a fortune-teller, [and was]
applied to in cases of unrequited love.”42 On one occasion, he caught one of his slaves possessing a
mandinga, a charm supposed to make another slave “dislike her fellow slave and prefer her to the
other.”43 To many white Brazilians, African medicine offered more than European medicine. To some

33
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Cults in Eighteenth-Century Minas Gerais, Brazil,” Journal of Africana Religions 9, no. 2 (2021): 149; James H. Sweet,
“Calundu: A Collective Biography of Spirit Possession in Bahia, 1618–Present,” in The Gray Zones of Medicine: Healers
and History in Latin America (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2021), 44–45.
34
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35
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Christianity was not incompatible with African religions,but to others, the protection of African gods
was heretical.
African medicine was accepted in Brazil because Portugal recognized its value towards
enriching the empire’s knowledge of healing methods and medicinal plants. After the expulsion of
the Jesuits from Brazil the Portuguese Crown decided to create state programs with the purpose of
gathering medical knowledge. In 1777, the Conselho Ultramarino, an institution administering the
colonies, mandated Brazilian authorities to collect remedies and study medicinal plants.44 To do this,
the Portuguese empire turned a blind eye to the religious aspect of African medicine and focused
instead on learning from healers. This became especially important as the demand for Brazilian
remedies grew in South America and the Atlantic world.45
Despite brutal working conditions and lack of food, Portugal wanted its Brazilian slaves to
survive as their labour drove the Portuguese economy.46 Robert Southey emphasized this: “[i]t
followed that, when the [slave] contracted any malady, the owner was immediately reduced to
want.”47 In other words, the economy of the empire risked paralysis whenever enslaved workers
became sick, as they could infect others. At the time, it was thought that only an African healer could
cure an African slave, and so the Crown allowed African healers to practice medicine in peace as long
as they maintained a low profile.48
African medicine was acceptable in colonial Brazil during the eighteenth and the early
nineteenth centuries not only because of the shortcomings of European medicine and physicians.
African medicine could restore an individual’s physical and mental health, ensure their protection
and prosperity, and increase Portuguese knowledge of medicinal plants and diseases in Brazil.

African Medicine as Unacceptable Medicine
Despite all the advantages brought by African healers, which the white population of Brazil and
the Portuguese Crown recognized, African medicine remained controversial, for its healing methods
recalled European images of sorcery. With the Church’s disapproval and misconceptions about people
of colour, African healers found themselves in a hostile environment, which considered African
medicine unacceptable.
Just as they could cure, African healers prided themselves on being able to kill or curse
individuals with the help of the spiritual world.49 In fact, both Domingos Álvares and Pai Caetano
were tried for poisoning white people or plotting to kill their own masters by witchcraft.50 In Travels
Walker, “Crown Authorities,” 102.
Walker, “Crown Authorities,” 112.
46
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in Brazil, Koster narrates the experience of one of his enslaved workers, who found a “ball of leaves
… about the size of an apple” which “was a mandinga … set for the purpose of killing him.”51 Only
African healers could create Mandingas, which they could use to protect as well as kill an individual.52
Koster was both fascinated by and fearful of the Mandinga’s power. He wrote of a mandingueiro who
“[could] cause the death of any one pointed to him [...] the unfortunate person [would] linger for a
long time, but his destruction [was] inevitable.”53Additionally, African healers were able to influence
people by preparing love potions. This filled white Brazilians with anxiety, causing them to label
African medicine as unacceptable.
African healers were considered feiticeiros, or witches. Although white Brazilians respected
African medicine, they feared its violent physical effects. When Koster visited the healer Antonia, the
emetic he was given made him vomit “most violently,” which convinced him that he had never seen
“any one more like a witch.”54 He refers to African healers not as healers but as “[m]andingueiro” and
“sorceress.”55 Other common African remedies included substances that produced hallucinations and
rituals during which patients ejected objects such as rocks, bones, and leaves vaginally, orally, or by
defecation, which shocked white Brazilians.56 These “strange tricks”57 and behaviours suggested that
African healers used witchcraft on their patients, making African medicine unacceptable.
Secrecy added to the aura of witchcraft. Many African healers who were enslaved enjoyed the
protection of powerful plantation owners. However, those who had bought their freedom or escaped
slavery were more exposed to violence and to the Inquisition.58 As Koster describes, some healers, “in
secret continued the prohibited practice”59 of African medicine. Since African healers primarily
attracted people of colour, white Brazilians and especially colonial authorities believed that Africans
were conspiring against white people by calling on their gods.60 Koster parrots this misconception,
claiming that “in these sweet unpermitted meetings, the schemes are formed.”61 Just as Jesuits and
other European doctors did not want to reveal their remedies, African healers kept theirs secret.62
One of Koster’s enslaves, refused to “give any information” about “the several things” her mandinga
“was composed” of.63 Consequently, white Brazilians feared African medicine and disapproved of it.
The use of sacred objects lent even more mystery to African medicine. Mandingas, amulets, and
talismans were popular in Brazil, as demonstrated by Vicente’s curious meeting with the men wearing
strings of beads. However, since the powers of these men were connected to the spiritual world, white
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53
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Brazilians were persuaded that the objects were inspired by the Devil, the antithesis of the Christian
god.64 Additionally, the African words and phrases used in rituals, which white Brazilians could not
understand, fed the European imagination. Travels of Brazil describes how an African healer made a
victim of snake bite “repeat a number of words during the operation, of which the meaning, if they
contain any, is only known to the initiated.”65 Eventually, white Brazilians came to think of African
healers as sorcerers who had a way with magic and whose medical practices were harmful.
It is impossible to write an essay on colonialism and African slavery without mentioning racism.
Even though race as a category had not yet been coined in the period under study, white Brazilians
thought that people of colour were inferior, which not only contributed to the idea of healers as
witches but also to the notion that West African medicine was illegitimate. In the nineteenth century,
European colonialism spread ideas about African inferiority that relied on the fact of Africans’
enslavement as proof of the white man’s God-given superiority.66 As a result, African healers were
believed to be violent, and allies of the Devil, hence inherently evil.
Furthermore, on the basis that African medicine was heretical, the Portuguese Inquisition
persecuted African healers. The regime forcefully baptised enslaved Africans and compelled them to
attend masses and Christian celebrations. In the eyes of the Church they became Christian.67
Moreover, many of them adopted aspects of the Christian faith since Christianity and African
religions were not incompatible to laypeople. The Church considered African healing heretical
because it contradicted the monotheistic nature of Christianity.68 However, formerly enslaved African
healers and healers with a large following risked drawing the attention of the Inquisition. For
example, in 1741, Gaspar Gonçalves de Araujo, the Inquisitorial commissioner of Rio de Janeiro, sent
the popular Domingos Álvares, to be tried in Portugal by the Portuguese Inquisition.69 Coincidentally,
the healers Luzia Pinta and Luzia da Silva Soares were sent to Portugal aboard the same ship.70 Pai
Caetano was tried three times in Brazil.71 In fact, it is in Inquisition records that names of popular
African healers survive. By persecuting them, the Church defined African healing as harmful
medicine.
The popularity of African healing methods posed a powerful religious threat to the Church.
Many Catholics believed that African gods had a huge impact on their lives and thus willingly engaged
in Vodun.72 Vicente, a white Brazilian, “was firmly persuaded”73 of the existence of African gods.
When Koster questioned Vicente’s beliefs, the other man’s “anger rose, but there was pity mingled
Roger Sansi, “Sorcery and Fetishism in the Modern Atlantic,” in Sorcery in the Black Atlantic, eds. Luis Nicolau
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with it,”74 as Vicente understood that Koster was not able to appreciate the power of Vodun. Vicente
was not the only one. For many white Brazilians, the focus on the material world of African spirituality
was more attractive than the Catholic notion of salvation only after death.75 African gods could
provide economic prosperity, protection from physical attacks, glimpses of the future, love potions,
and happiness in one’s present life. White Brazilians never rejected Christianity; rather, they added
the African pantheon to their faith.76 However, the Church began to fear the loss of its status and the
corruption of orthodoxy as an increasing number of white Brazilians willingly worshiped African
gods.
In short, the power of the African healer filled white Brazilians with fear. This was because of
the healer’s potential to kill individuals, the eccentricity of rituals, the secrecy surrounding cures,
talismans, and other objects, and the lack of understanding of African languages, filled white
Brazilians with fear. The Church saw African healing methods as heretical pacts with the Devil. In
this sense, even though white Brazilians participated in African medicine, fear and distrust
underlined all of their engagements.

Conclusion
The arrival of African healers in colonial Brazil in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
challenged the European conception of acceptable medicine. African medicine, which soared in
popularity once the Jesuits left Brazil, attracted the white population as European doctors were
ignorant of diseases in Brazil. Contrary to those of European doctors, African healing methods were
largely effective. While this paper does not explore the efficiency of African medicine, such as
Domingos Álvares’ ability to cure diabetes77exploring the root of its popularity is just as important.
Following the lead of Henry Koster, who consulted with the African healer Antonia, an increasing
number of white Brazilians preferred African healing methods to European methods in the eighteenth
century.
Furthermore, through rituals, divination, possession, incantations, spells, and the use of
mandingas and talismans, African healers were able to summon the spiritual world to ensure an
individual’s protection from future diseases and other dangers. In their broad definition of health,
West Africans took an individual’s mental state, luck, and economic situation into account. Likewise,
potions could soften the heart of the cruelest master and the coldest lover. Thus, to white Brazilians,
African medicine offered many advantages.
The wide appeal of African medicine among white Brazilians was not simply because of its
remedial offerings but also its colonial value. The Portuguese empire benefited from African
medicine, as remedies developed by African healers and medicinal plants identified by them entered
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the Atlantic market, finding excellent reception in South America and Europe alike.78 Simultaneously,
African medicine supported the health of enslaved Africans, which protected the Portuguese empire’s
economic prosperity.
However, the religious aspect of African healing methods produced anxiety in the primarily
Catholic white population. Many Catholics began to think of African healers as sorcerers, their
practices as witchcraft. The healer’s ability to kill or curse an individual scared white Europeans, their
secret cures, and the strange behaviour of patients having consumed narcotics or emetics, convinced
many white Brazilians that African healers were making pacts with the Devil. The mystery
surrounding African healers was further advanced by the use of African words which were
incomprehensible to white Brazilians, in spells and incantations. Colonialism encouraged the idea
that Africans were inherently evil, violent, and inferior individuals who did not know God - but
certainly knew the Devil.
In the late eighteenth century, the leaders of the Inquisition labelled African medicine a
heretical movement, and they took it upon themselves to ensure that Africans as well as Portuguese
were not engaging in Vodun.79 The Church was increasingly worried about the number of Christians
who adopted the African pantheon and therefore declared African healing methods inappropriate.
Consequently, African medicine occupied an ambiguous position in colonial Brazil. The anxiety
provoked by this duality is reflected in the accounts of Henry Koster, whose delicate health often
forced him to seek the help of the African healer Antonia and to engage in Vodun. However, Koster
also writes off African medicine as superstitious and refers to Antonia as a sorceress.
These anxieties persist in modern Brazil, where the Afro-Christian religion Candomblé, still
preserves West African healing methods. Despite members of the Catholic Church disapproving,
Candomblé has been gaining popularity since the late nineteenth century, and it continues to attract
both whites and people of colour.80 Candomblé offers a way for Brazilians of colour to celebrate their
heritage and to share it with white Brazilians, resisting the racism that still plagues Brazil.
Ultimately, African healing and African healers demonstrate that medicine and religion rarely
exist separately. Despite institutions claiming the opposite, different religions are not always at odds
but complement each other. Similarly, individuals who look different or have gone through different
experiences, have a different understanding of the world. They are able to share the same space and
to build a better society with their unique knowledge, if only they overcome erroneous
misconceptions and the fear of the unknown.
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Read All About It:
A History of Arena Three and Sappho, and the Creation of a British
Lesbian Community
Eve Cable

In the spring of 1963, two lesbians by the names of
Esme Langley and Diana Chapman founded Arena Three,
the first lesbian magazine produced in the United Kingdom.
The aims of the magazine were to “conduct and to
collaborate in research into the homosexual condition” and
“to disseminate information to [...] all those genuinely in
quest of enlightenment about what has been called ‘the
misty, unmapped world of feminine homosexuality’.”1
Arena Three became an informal guidebook for middleclass lesbian women in 1960s Britain to understand their
role in society and begin a discourse regarding identity
politics. Langley believed in the potential of discovering a
sense of lesbian heritage, ultimately seeking to connect
lesbians with one another to forge a community.2 While
lesbians had established and navigated communities
discreetly for years, the work of Langley and her peers is a
relatively early example of the creation and negotiation of
public lesbian communities. The lifespan of the paper and
its subsequent evolution into Sappho magazine in the 1970s
- a more ‘explicitly activist’ lesbian periodical - demonstrates the role that the papers’ content,
editors, and readership had in lesbian group identity in twentieth century Britain (Fig. 1).
The original editorial team of Arena Three consisted of Esme Langley, Diana Chapman, Cynthia
Reid and Julie Switsur,3 who produced the magazine as part of an organization called the Minorities
Research Group. Reid stated that this name allowed the women to produce the lesbian periodical in
a discreet fashion, thereby not attracting attention from the wrong type of consumer. She notes that
the title of the group was a compromise: “The idea was this was not specific enough to offend anyone
who, er, you know, it didn’t reveal itself as a homosexual organization or as a specifically female
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homosexual organization, and the term “research” lent a certain air of respectability.”4 The creation
of the magazine therefore reflected a community that was forced to be covert even while being in the
public sphere, and an editorial board focused on the notion of ‘respectability’.
This obsession with ‘respectability’ can be attributed to the identity of the editorial board itself.
All of the founding members of the group were from middle-class professional backgrounds.
Furthermore, advertising for the magazine took place largely in middle-class publications like The
New Statesman.5 Attempts were not made to appeal to other classes6 until readership increased and
more diverse lesbian readers started communicating with the editors via mail, leading to a more
varied production of content to satisfy different types of reader.7 Structurally, women were able to
become ‘paid up’ subscribers to the Minorities Research Group, providing a more stable funding
source for the editorial board and leading to a wider array of opinions on respectability within the
organization. Tensions ran high, often leading to intense disagreements concerning clothing and
social behaviour, revealing deep-seated concerns with how the lesbian community was perceived by
other members and society at large.8 These conversations often revolved around the actions of
Langley, who presented as a butch lesbian. Some members of the Minorities Research Group
complained to the editors about her clothing, asking “if it is really absolutely necessary to turn up to
these meetings dressed in what is popularly known as ‘full drag’”, to which Langley replied: “I most
vehemently object to this harsh criticism and find it extremely difficult to believe that my dress could
have ‘wounded’ anybody; on the contrary I have been wounded by certain members of a group that
was to be my hopes and dreams”9
These disagreements reflect a fractured lesbian community, one with one foot in the closet and
the other with one foot out. While Langley served as an example for queer women who preferred to
present themselves in a more masculine fashion, the societal obsession with the private versus public
made women anxious about visibility. Women noted that associating with butches like Langley led to
greater suspicions surrounding the cohabitation of two women10 and many lesbians found Langley’s
self-expression at odds with what they perceived the function of Arena Three to be: a publication
arguing for the representation of lesbians as “ordinary people with a right to personal expression in
the private sphere.”11 In other gay male communities of the time, similar notions of respectability
and a desire to differentiate oneself from queers who did not adhere to gender norms were at play.
For example, Canadian journalist Peter Wildeblood was one of the first public figures to come out as
a gay man, yet he vehemently sought separation from notions of the effeminate male homosexual.12
Rebecca Jennings, Tomboys and Bachelor Girls: A Lesbian History of Post-War Britain 1945-71 (Oxford: Manchester
University Press, 2017), 136.
5
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In a similar vein, some readers of Arena Three sought practical advice rather than political activism
for homosexual acceptance, looking for women to explain how to be religious and homosexual, how
to raise families, or psychological advice concerning the rising field of sexology.13 This contrasts the
state of affairs to subsequent queer papers that sprung out of Arena Three’s success and criticism papers such as Lesbian London enforced “no separation of sexuality and politics”14 and advocated for
the idea that the personal is political.
The women involved with the magazine as well as the readership clearly had different ideas
concerning the objectives of Arena Three. These conflicting interests provide historians with a greater
understanding of the diversity of cultures and identities among British lesbians.15 While Langley’s
masculine clothing set alarm bells ringing for lesbians cautious of visibility, the growing popularity
of the magazine in queer women’s circles showed an appetite for a public lesbian community - the
very circulation of the paper helped feed this appetite, and therefore one must acknowledge the
importance of media to the formation of subcultures.16 Langley wanted to give lesbians “a more
accurate picture”17 of a queer woman, and queer women desired this openness and authenticity, as
evidenced by letters to the editor engaging in debate, as well as the relatively high circulation rate of
the magazine at the time. In 1971, the magazine had over 600 subscribers with a further 1400 editions
stocked in local retailers.18 An April 1971 edition claims around ‘ten thousand readers’ as a
‘conservative estimate,’ which is likely incorrect, though the editors were correct to presume that the
number of women actually reading the work was much higher than the number of women buying the
magazine, due to women sharing editions with friends.19
Arena Three contributed to the creation of a community through the ways in which women
shared editions with friends and made connections in its “letter pages.”20 Though some women were
unable to purchase the magazine themselves out of fear, the communal process of creating alliances
with other lesbians actively contributed to building strong bonds across the queer community. This
is a profound aspect of Arena Three’s role in lesbian community building: some of the restrictions
women experienced to accessing the magazine ultimately resulted in the creation of alliances with
fellow queer people. An example of this access barrier was the requirement of written consent of
women’s husbands in order to subscribe due to concerns of being sued on the grounds of alienation
of affection.21 While this is reflective of the intensely harmful attitudes towards lesbians in 1950s
British society, the ways in which lesbians navigated these barriers ultimately created a deeper
Esme Langley, “RAP,” Arena Three: A Special Publication for Women 9, no. 1 (17 August 1972), 3.
A. Lavelle, “‘ Wham Bam Tap Scratch Screech’: The Brief-But Proud-History of Lesbian London, 1991-1994.”
Journal of Lesbian Studies 18, no. 1 (2014): 92.
15
Jennings, Tomboys and Bachelor Girls, 139.
16
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6 (2009): 770.
17
Turner, “Catching the Wave,” 772.
18
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community for lesbians. These obstacles helped to form a foundation for these communities rooted
in the sharing and creation of knowledge.
The pages of Arena Three created a space for a new community made up of lesbians seeking
guidance and offering guidance. One issue featured a letter called ‘Samaritans’ from a reader named
Isobel Jackson, offering her full name and address to lesbians in need. She writes: “As a lesbian who
was isolated for many years and who, consequently, has spent much time in a state of misery and
anxiety, I would appreciate it very much if you would let me use your letter page to bring a gleam of
hope to all such similarly-placed people.”22 Jackson charted her experience as a lesbian without
community and organized spaces for the creation of a community. She encouraged lesbians to contact
her: “If you are interested in forming such an intermediate body, as I have suggested, in any capacity,
from offering a telephone number to put people in touch with someone who can deal with the need
further, to specialists who are willing for humanitarian reasons to give help and advice, I should be
glad to hear from you.”23
Jackson’s letter demonstrates the wounds felt by lesbians who had suffered without a
community for so long, and shows a desire to both acknowledge that hurt and to protect future
lesbians from having that experience. This desire was in part fulfilled by the establishment of Sappho
magazine in 1972.24 Sappho became a legal and financial resource for servicewomen accused of
lesbianism, and ultimately played a key role in establishing the London Lesbian and Gay Switchboard
in 1974, taking a more activist-oriented and foundationally political stance than Arena Three. This
reflects the activist communities of lesbians that had formed as a result of community-building in
the Minorities Research Group’s circulation. The formation of Sappho, as well as the years of advice
and letters published in Arena Three, represent fundamental processes of community building, as
outlined by Turner in her research on British lesbian publishing: “First, a community provides
insulation from hostility in relation to sexuality. In other words a place ‘where being a lesbian is
simply not an issue’. Second, a community promotes visibility [and] acts as ‘a beacon for lesbians’.
Third, it encompasses a socialising function and provides guidance on behaviour and self
interpretation: the ‘how to be a lesbian’ function. Finally, the community is situated politically in
relation to hegemonic systems.”25 The timeline of Arena Three is compatible with this formulation of
community structures, acting as one of the first visible sources of lesbian identity to the average
woman at the time. As increased readership led to greater public awareness, with more individuals
exposed to its contents, establishing lesbian identity in the public print sphere. Furthermore, the
shared lived experiences of lesbians written in the magazine acted not only as a conduit for increased
representation and visibility, but also as instructional material for lesbians on how to behave as queer
women, for better or for worse. The timeline of Arena Three aligns with this formulation of community
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structures, fulfilling the tenants of what a lesbian community must be in order to satisfy the large
number of women seeking social structures.
Though vibrant lesbian communities sprung out of the readership of Arena Three, it is
important to consider the influences of other communities and magazines on the periodical,
particularly at its conception. The magazine started with advice from Daughters of Bilitis, an
American organization known for production of The Ladder, the first lesbian magazine in the world.26
Langley was in contact with the editors at The Ladder and secured advertising for Arena Three in their
publication. This resulted in a fair amount of publicity within lesbian communities in the United
States – meaning many of the first paying subscribers to Arena Three were from America. Many of
these subscribers sought to support and uplift the founding members of Arena Three in the earliest
conceptions of the magazine through financially contributing to its publication and spreading the
word of its existence. However, despite receiving support from abroad, the original organizers of the
Minorities Research Group were aware of the immense personal effort that running the paper would
take. This is seen in Langley’s initial correspondence with Diana Chapman, who eventually became
Langley’s life partner: “She wrote me this letter [...] she made it sound, actually, as though she was
halfway through preparing this magazine for lesbians and would I like to go and lick a few envelopes.
And of course she hadn’t got anywhere, she was just thinking about it. And she met me at the airport
when I came back.”27 The organization of the magazine was therefore extremely ad-hoc, spontaneous,
and contingent on community building across different lesbian groups.
Spontaneity and reliance on inter-community aid were characteristic of lesbian periodicals the
world over.While not concerned with British history, the rise of lesbian zines in America represents
this atmosphere of publishing lesbian magazines during this time. Dykes and Gorgons was a
California based zine fighting for lesbian liberation and advocating for lesbian visibility (Figure 3.).
Their 1973 article ‘Finally Out of Drag’ highlights reflects the discourse concerning Langley’s
masculine clothing in the Minorities Research Group: “For me, dressing like a dyke, has been wearing
my inside feelings for the outside world to see. Some Lesbians have attacked me for looking like a
man and playing the butch role. It’s as if they are saying that I can have my choice, that of a man or a
woman within the framework of this society […] Why must it be either…or? To me the men are but
shadows of women who personify all of these characteristics anyway.”28
Despite not openly communicating with one another, lesbian zine makers in America and
Britain seemed on the same page regarding nascent discourse surrounding gender and forging a selfmade identity. The words written in Dykes and Gordons could just as easily have been said by Langley,
demonstrating how contemporary lesbian communities on different continents shared similar
opinions regarding their self-representation. As demonstrated by Dykes and Gorgons and Arena Three,
lesbians across the Western world clearly had a desire to share their stories of conflict within their
communities. The eight years that Arena Three ran demonstrates the development of this discourse
and the ongoing struggle for visibility that lesbians faced; Turner argues that, contrary to the tenants
Hamer, “Esme Langley and Arena Three,” 168.
Jennings, Tomboys and Bachelor Girls, 135.
28
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of fundamental community building outlined earlier in this essay, Arena Three did not necessarily
provide a place “where being lesbian is simply not an issue.”29 As a result, Sappho magazine replaced
the publication to meet the demands of lesbians looking for this more inclusive environment. When
Sappho replaced Arena Three, the Minorities Research Group changed their name to Sappho as well,
demonstrating less concern with existing under the radar and more explicit pride in their queer
identity. Where the Minorities Research Group was concerned with scientific understandings of
homosexuality, sexology, and the “condition of the homosexual,” Sappho was interested in “getting
people together, and getting them out of the closet: it was the visible culture of lesbian existence and
proud of it.”30
In this sense, Arena Three met its end when it was obsolete: lesbians craved rights and wanted
something more radical than Arena Three, which began to feel overly reliant on the idea of lesbians
fitting in with the heteronormative society. In an Editorial Note from the third issue of Volume 5, the
editors imply that homosexual life is somewhat positive in Britain: “In comparison with other
countries, homosexual life in Britain has some advantages. The subject is discussed openly and, in
the main rationally, by press and TV. Parliament has at last given the male homosexual - of 21 or over
- freedom to breathe.”31 This tone seems overly grateful to a government that still oppressed
homosexuals, and conflated homosexual male legal gains with positive change for lesbians.
Moreover, the paper is not particularly critical of the fact that the age of consent for gay men was
much higher than for heterosexuals, and in subsequent pages the editors highlight gay stories in
mainstream media, implying that the visibility is positive and ignoring any aspect of negativity in
those representations.32 Arena Three was ultimately too mild for lesbians as the years went on, and
Sappho’s revamp of the magazine’s culture distanced itself greatly from the concepts of respectability
and the desire to be accepted by heterosexuals. It had a “marginally slicker design”33 than its
predecessor, and “was more light-hearted in its content, reflecting its altered aims and the altered
era in which it existed. There were cartoons, tongue in cheek quizzes, “sapphoscopes”, crosswords,
and film and book reviews, as well as comments on more serious matters.”34 Sappho was for the
lesbian who liked being a lesbian, Arena Three was for the lesbian seeking acceptance.35
The end of Sappho further marked this timeline for lesbian liberation, and the magazine closed
permanently in 1981. Forster, one of the editors, described the reasoning: “Our efforts and support
of lesbians to start their own contacts, groups, newsletters, activities in their own areas succeeded
beyond our wildest dreams. Sappho was no longer the only once a month contact with other lesbians.
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We had served our purpose. It was time to go.”36 Arena Three therefore served the lesbians who did
start their own groups and activities with the means needed to do it - letter sections allowed women
to find other lesbians in their geographical area, leading to new lesbian social circles and communities
of lesbian creatives that had never existed before. Sappho continued this momentum. Once both
magazines became obsolete, they made way for the next waves of lesbian activism and media.
Both Sappho and Arena Three are archival histories of lesbian life in Great Britain in the
twentieth century. Both papers reflect communities of women desperate for lesbian connections, and
both periodicals were crucial in the creation of lesbian communities throughout the twentieth
Century. As well, Arena Three charted new waters in lesbian publication, something never before done
in the United Kingdom. The work of the original editorial teams and the Minorities Research Group
supplied lesbians with the tools they needed to take their understandings of lesbian identity further,
connect with other lesbians, and ultimately continue fighting for lesbian visibility and liberation.
Fighting against oppressive structures such as regulations concerning the marital status of readership
and the reluctance of local businesses to stock their magazines, the editorial boards of Arena Three
and Sappho were defiant for their time. Despite Arena Three’s status as a somewhat milder
publication, both periodicals signified a radical step in the direction of queer liberation, and for that,
modern lesbian publications can be thankful.
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In Search of a Tri-Coastal Balance:
Mega-Constitutional Politics and Canadian National Unity
Theo Zych

Introduction
For over fifty years, constitutional discussions have played a pivotal role in debates over the
Canadian nation. However, over the last 20 years, questions of the constitution have become
something of a “third rail” in Canadian politics. Recently, elected officials have expressed reluctance
to re-open the document out of concern for these discussions’ effect on national unity and harmony.1
The aftermaths of these initiatives, particularly following the failed Meech Lake and Charlottetown
Accords, have been described as periods of major national division and resulted in immense
exhaustion towards further constitutional reform.2 For example, after the demise of Meech Lake and
Charlottetown , the Reform Party and the Bloc Québécois won over a third of the seats in the following
general election.3 Additionally, Quebec voted to remain in Confederation by an extremely narrow
margin three years after Charlottetown’s failure in its 1995 independence referendum.4 Perhaps most
crucially, when attempting to explain political apprehension, the incumbent Progressive
Conservatives lost substantially in the 1993 federal election.5 While there is a political cost to megaconstitutional politics, fears of constitutional negotiations sparking national unity crises are greatly
exaggerated. Regionalist and separatist sentiment formed a core aspect of the complicated nature of
the Canadian nation long before Canada embarked on mega-constitutional initiatives. Ultimately,
these initiatives provided an institutionalized forum for the channeling of long-standing sentiments
of alienation and discontent within Confederation. Both of Canada’s primary federal purveyors of
mega constitutional politics, Pierre Elliott Trudeau and Brian Mulroney, launched constitutional
negotiations out of a desire to deliver a more unified Canada in a political and cultural environment
that was already subject to increasingly intense forces of national disunity.6 The impact of these
initiatives on Canada’s overall national unity was mixed: while Western Canada increasingly
Janyce McGregor, “'We are not opening the Constitution': Trudeau pans Quebec's plans,” CBC News, June 1, 2017,
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channeled its alienation outside of separatist movements, Quebec reached levels of disillusion that
nearly led to its exit from Canadian Confederation.

Mega-Constitutional Politics in Canada: Establishing a Timeline
Amendments to the British North America Act, 1867 in 1949 marked the beginning of
domestically controlled constitutional politics in Canada. Passed by the British Parliament, these
amendments granted the Parliament of Canada the power to amend Canada’s constitution in areas
of its own jurisdiction.7 Prior to these amendments, only the British Parliament could amend the
Canadian constitution.8 Attempts to establish an amending formula for these newly granted powers
culminated with the proposal of what would become the Fulton-Favreau formula in 1960.9 The
negotiations to implement this formula, which collapsed in 1965, could be seen as the first attempt
at Canadian mega-constitutional politics.10 However, the Fulton Favreau negotiations focused
exclusively on the constitution’s amending formula. It was not until Ontario Premier John P. Robarts
orchestrated the Confederation of Tomorrow Conference in 1967 where First Ministers from across
the country established all-encompassing constitutional discussions.11 In the following years, the
federal government under Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau proposed mega-constitutional
reforms such as the Victoria Charter in 1971, and the ultimately successful process of Patriation that
culminated in the adoption of the Constitution Act, 1982.12 The government of Prime Minister Brian
Mulroney negotiated further amendments in 1987 in the Meech Lake Accord and in 1992 in the
Charlottetown Accord.13 Since the failure of the Charlottetown Accord in a national referendum in
1992, the government of Canada has not proposed any other major constitutional reforms.14
Following these accords’ failures, regionalist parties won 106 of 295 seats in the general election of
1993, and Quebec narrowly voted to remain in Confederation for a second time in 1995.15 With these
major events in mind, Canada’s era of mega-constitutional politics begins with the Confederation
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of Tomorrow Conference in 1967 and ends with the second Quebec Independence Referendum in
1995.

Western Alienation, Prairie Populism, and the Birth of the Reform Party
Contemporary discussion of Western Canadian regionalism is often associated with Preston
Manning’s Reform Party of Canada.16 Capitalizing on feelings of discontent towards Brian Mulroney’s
government in Western Canada, the party won its first by-election just two years after its founding.
The birth of Reform, arguably Canada’s most successful western regionalist party, is directly tied to
mega-constitutional politics. Party co-founder Stan Roberts explicitly stated that Mulroney’s Meech
Lake Accord made the inaugural meeting of the Reform Association of Canada, the Reform Party’s
immediate predecessor, a necessity.17 Opposition to Meech Lake formed the core of the Reform Party
platform. Additionally, the party’s support of constitutional reform to yield a “Triple-E” (equal,
elected, and effective) Senate proved to be another wildly popular Reform policy plank in Western
Canada.18 Reform would go on to win 52 of 295 seats in the 1993 general election, including majorities
in Alberta and British Columbia.19 Building on this success, the party won 60 of 301 seats in the
following 1997 election and formed the Official Opposition in the House of Commons.20 The party
would maintain that status until merging with the Progressive Conservatives to form the modern
Conservative Party of Canada in 2003.21 It is clear that the Reform Party channeled the sentiments of
western alienation to achieve support for its version of constitutional renewal. However, concepts of
western alienation and western separatism permeated the national discourse long before the
founding of the Reform Party in 1987.
Western alienation and feelings of disenchantment towards Central Canada are not
phenomena that arose out of mega-constitutional politics. More than anything, the divide between
East and West is one of economics, which perhaps speaks to the Reform Party’s success outside of
urban areas throughout the country.22 Prior to the mega-constitutional reforms of the 1970s and
1980s, the expensive cost of freight and tariffs of bringing natural resources from the prairies to global
markets and urban consumers was the original cause of western alienation.23 These are issues that
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the prairie provinces have faced since they joined Confederation, and to some degree are inherent in
the functioning of a resource-based economy that faces large geographic barriers indigenous to
Canada’s landscape.24 This gap in economic outcomes between Central Canada, a largely industrial
economy, and Western Canada manifested itself politically for decades in the form of populist, often
agrarian, political movements including the Social Credit movement, the United Farmers of Alberta,
and the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation.25 As early as the 1930s, Alberta’s political discourse
included separatist sentiment in response to the federal government’s use of disallowance powers in
legislation that was key to the implementation of the Social Credit agenda.26 The presence of these
parties in provincial legislatures and the House of Commons provided a voice for these concerns in
the process of policymaking. However, the absence of such movements accelerated those feelings of
alienation, sending those with feelings of discontent outside of the institutions of the Canadian state
and into more radical ideas such as separation.27 As early as 1970, workers in Alberta’s oil and cattle
industries were calling for the province’s independence, openly stating their belief that similar
rhetoric and political organization in Quebec had created leverage for the province in its relationship
with the federal government.28 This exact rhetoric is echoed today, almost verbatim, by modern-day
Western separatists, but its origins are completely separate from the constitutional reforms proposed
in the second half of the twentieth century.29 The Reform Party and its constitutional agenda did not
create the forces of western alienation. Rather, it merely acted as the primary institution for
channeling those sentiments, like the numerous political movements that came before it, between
1987 and 2003. In fact, the Reform Party gave voice to these long-standing sentiments in a far more
federalist manner than its predecessor movements.
Unlike many prior parties that aimed to tackle the issue of western alienation, Reform
maintained a strictly federalist stance, rejecting any suggestions of western separatism outright.30 In
convening the public meetings that would lead to the Reform Party’s creation, Stan Roberts openly
stated his desire to blunt the growing influence of separatist movements such as the Western Canada
Concept.31 The Reform Party successfully channeled feelings of western alienation in a way that
explicitly sought to economically integrate the West with the rest of Canada. While the party
transcended these original goals as it expanded nationally, the founding purpose of Reform was to
better involve the West in Canada’s decision making processes through constitutional reform. 32
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Separatist sentiment in Western Canada peaked with a provincial by-election victory for the Western
Canada Concept and a subsequent fourth-place performance in the general election in 1982.33 While
the sentiment never reached the same level of seriousness as that in Quebec, the Reform Party and
its advocacy for constitutional changes inclusive of Western Canadian issues provided a specific,
institutionalized voice for its concerns. At the same time, Reform sought to dissuade Western
Canadians from the more drastic position of leaving Canada altogether. While Canada’s age of megaconstitutional politics may have highlighted feelings of discontent that were previously unnoticeable
to the rest of the country, the end result of these initiatives in Western Canada was a political
movement that used the already-present forces of regionalism to advocate for changes that, in their
view, would improve Confederation, not end it.

Quebec: Trudeau, Lévesque, and Bouchard
The forces of Quebec separatism did not originate with the advent of Canadian megaconstitutional politics. As early as 1966, separatist parties won hundreds of thousands of votes with
candidates in the overwhelming majority of constituencies in Quebec provincial elections.34
However, the role of mega-constitutional politics in the mainstream popularity of Quebec separatism
is much more complicated. René Lévesque, Quebec’s 23rd Premier from 1976 to 1985 and the founder
of the Parti Québécois, first openly called for a relationship of “sovereignty association” as a Liberal
Member of the Legislative Assembly in 1967.35 Quebec, seeking to assert itself at the federal level in
the midst of the Quiet Revolution, played an instrumental role in both the negotiation and eventual
failure of the Fulton-Favreau amending formula.36 Upon the ascension of Pierre Elliott Trudeau to
the position of Prime Minister, Quebec found a federal government with a shared interest in
constitutional reforms. However, the desire of Quebec governments under both the Liberal Party and
the Union Nationale for greater autonomy clashed irreconcilably with Trudeau’s outright rejection of
Quebec nationalism and distinct society status, culminating with the Liberal government of Robert
Bourassa’s rejection of the Victoria Charter in 1971.37 In this case, the constitution acted as a means
of exposing the disconnect between Quiet Revolution Quebec and the Trudeau government as
opposed to serving as the disconnect itself. With or without the proposed changes to the Canadian
constitution, Quebec’s desires for greater autonomy and recognition of a unique identity and people
created issues of national unity that required a response from the federal government.
A clear inflection point in the history of Quebec separatism is the provincial election of 1976,
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which saw the Parti Québécois win a majority of the National Assembly’s 110 seats and form
government for the first time.38 This hallmark in the separatist cause did not stem from a highly
contentious round of constitutional negotiations. Instead, this electoral victory occurred during a
period of relative constitutional inactivity due to the widespread unpopularity of the Bourassa
government.39 However, René Lévesque’s first mandate as Premier yielded the 1980 Quebec
independence referendum, an event influenced by mega-constitutional politics throughout the
campaign. The “No” campaign was defined by Pierre Elliott Trudeau’s vow that the federal
government would use a defeated independence referendum as a mandate for constitutional change,
while Lévesque derided Trudeau’s assurances as “empty promises.”40 The federal government’s role
in the “No” campaign confirms that an aspirational constitutional vision can serve to quell separatist
sentiment. From Trudeau’s promise onward, the separatist movement, particularly in René
Lévesque’s second mandate as Premier, was increasingly tied to constitutional negotiations initiated
by both Trudeau and Brian Mulroney. During his 1981 re-election campaign, Lévesque insisted that
Quebec had more pressing issues than the constitution, choosing to instead focus on traditional
issues of economic and social policy.41 This is perhaps explained by the fact that, despite the ongoing
Patriation negotiations, support for separatism and sovereignty association remained low following
the 1980 referendum.42 With this traditional focus, the PQ government was still able to be re-elected
during the same period with an increased majority.43 Despite this, Lévesque fiercely opposed
Trudeau’s Patriation plans, and his government passed a motion in the National Assembly that
declared a complete rejection of the Patriation agreement made between the federal government and
the Premiers in 1981.44 Following Patriation, the internal politics of the Parti Québécois were entirely
consumed by issues of the constitution. Lévesque pushed a policy of beau risque in pursuing Brian
Mulroney’s goal of receiving Quebec’s assent to a reformed constitution, stunning party officials and
prompting hardline members of the cabinet and caucus to resign from their posts, believing that
Quebec’s independence should remain the party’s central goal.45 Separatist politicians in Quebec
made questions of the constitution central aspects of their political agendas with constitutional
negotiations serving as an institutionalized forum for debates of Quebec’s place in Canada and as a
38
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source of rhetoric for separatist politicians. While constitutional negotiations became a core
component of separatist political policy, the forces of Quebec separatism were born, and arguably
rose to power, entirely outside the realm of mega-constitutional politics.
At the federal level, the genesis of the Bloc Québécois is rooted not in the implementation of
constitutional reforms, but in the absence of such reform. Lucien Bouchard, founder of the Bloc
Québécois and later Premier of Quebec, left Brian Mulroney’s Progressive Conservative government
not due to the proposals of the Meech Lake Accord, but because of the Mulroney government’s
willingness to compromise on the proposals following a loss of support from Newfoundland, New
Brunswick, and Saskatchewan.46 While addressing the House of Commons, Bouchard described the
proposals of Meech Lake as an opportunity to “reach out to the fraternal hand Quebec still offers.”47
While Bouchard previously represented the Lévesque government in its legal challenges to Patriation,
donated to the Parti Québécois, and campaigned for the “Yes” side in the 1980 referendum, he was
unwilling to abandon the concept of Quebec remaining within Canada. Bouchard played a major role
in crafting Brian Mulroney’s signature 1984 campaign plank of gaining Quebec’s assent to the
Canadian constitution.48 Bouchard himself believed the failure of Meech Lake to be a turning point
for separatist sentiment in Quebec. One month after Meech Lake’s demise, he challenged incumbent
Quebec Members of Parliament to resign their seats to face by-election challenges from Bloc
Québécois candidates in July 1990.49 While other events prompted tensions between Quebec and the
rest of Canada between the 1988 election and Bouchard’s challenge, it is clear that Meech Lake,
through its distinct society provisions for Quebec, spoke to the very essence of Quebec’s place in
Canada.50 Bouchard’s core assertion that separatist sentiment in Quebec had grown dramatically
since the 1988 election is supported by public opinion polling. CROP’s polling of Quebec electors
found 42.6% of electors in favour of an independent Quebec in June of 1990 compared to just 27% in
favour in March of 1988.51 In May of 1990, as the demise of Meech Lake was becoming evident, support
for an independent Quebec reached as high as 60% in opinion polling.52 In the case of Meech Lake,
public and legislative debate on the accord did more than simply institutionalize separatist and
46
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regionalist sentiment: it instigated a series of events that reopened the wounds of Patriation in
Quebec. Additionally, it gave the Quebec separatist movement a renewed advocate in Lucien
Bouchard, whose charisma and organization were invaluable assets to the 1995 “Yes” campaign and
the wider Quebec separatist movement.53 Though not inspired by questions of the constitution,
regionalist and separatist sentiment in Quebec was accelerated by the aftermath of the Meech Lake
Accord, despite its origins with Brian Mulroney’s goal of a constitutional consensus with Quebec. In
Quebec, constitutional reform featured heavily in discussions of nationalism, regionalism, and
separatism, serving at times as both a point of convergence and a point of divergence with the federal
government and the rest of Canada. However, with the exception of the chain of events prompted by
the failure of the Meech Lake Accord, constitutional negotiations again served as an institutional
forum that exposed long-standing feelings of alienation and discontent.

Conclusions
To say that mega-constitutional initiatives are the primary driving force in Canadian disunity
assumes that a more harmonious, unified Canada existed prior to the undertaking of these initiatives.
As it pertains to Western Canada and Quebec, two parts of the country that have for decades faced
regionalist, nationalist, and separatist movements, it is clear that this version of Canada was never
the reality. Canada’s unique set of regional identities has influenced its politics and questions of the
nation since its inception, and the mega-constitutional politics of the second half of the twentieth
century are points of evolution along a continuum that stretches back farther than Confederation
itself. While the outcomes may have differed between regions and constitutional proposals, it is
crucial to recognize that the nationalist, regionalist, and even some separatist figures of Quebec and
Western Canada saw constitutional reform as a pathway to a more integrated and united Canada.
Even two of Quebec’s most famous separatist politicians, René Lévesque and Lucien Bouchard,
believed in the possibility of a Canadian constitution that adequately recognized the status of
Quebec. Looking to the present day, dispelling common myths surrounding Canadian constitutional
reform could prove vital in an environment where an outright majority of Canadians believe that the
country is “more divided than ever” and long-standing regional differences are once again coming to
prominence.54 Despite the conventional wisdom of Canadian politics, it is clear that mega
constitutional politics cannot be ruled out as a vehicle for improving relations between regions and
strengthening the institutions of Confederation. Perhaps one day, it could serve its intended purpose
of forging a more united Canada.
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Sacred Space-Making:
Teresa of Avila at her Beatification Ceremony in Rome
Hassan Saab

In 1614, in Trastevere, Rome, a lavish and elaborate ceremony took place behind the austere
travertine façade of the church of Santa Maria della Scala. The ceremony celebrated the beatification1
of an exceptional woman, Teresa of Avila, who left a lasting mark on the Church through her
teachings and writings. Teresa was a Spanish Carmelite nun who lived in the 1500s–a time of great
political and religious turmoil. She witnessed both the Protestant Reformation and the subsequent
Counter-Reformation, as well as the dissolution of the Council of Trent. Teresa's position as a woman,
and particularly as a female reformer and mystic, put her under the scrutiny of the male-dominated
institution of the Catholic Church. Her reformist ideas and her vision of a personal relationship with
God provoked significant anxiety among prelates in a tumultuous era of Protestant criticism and
reformation. These authorities considered Teresa’s mystical, borderline erotic experiences, which
rendered her female body as a passive receptacle for the divine, to be on the border of witchcraft and
demonic possession.2 Despite the Church’s backlash to her ideas, Teresa was very popular among
Catholic believers.
Her most fervent followers included members of the high nobility of Spain, such as Don
Fernando de Toledo, an affluent relative of the Duke of Alba, who staged massive campaigns to
pressure the papacy into considering Teresa for beatification.3 These campaigns succeeded and
subsequently led to her canonization in 1622.4 The beatification celebration held in the papal city was
part of that effort to claim sainthood status for Teresa. I argue that Teresa's beatification ceremony
and its decorative program at Santa Maria della Scala acted, in Louis Marin’s terms, as an “agent of
legitimation”5 that made space for an institutionally-appealing, refashioned image of Teresa to
convince the papacy of her sainthood. Louis Marin was a French post-structuralist semiotician
interested in issues of representation, language, and narrative in paintings and literature.
Throughout this paper, I will analyze the ceremony using Marin’s understanding of processions and
compare the ceremony’s spaces with the spaces that Teresa herself created throughout her life and
in her writings.
Beatification constitutes a formal acknowledgement by the Roman Catholic Church that a deceased person is
blessed and has lived a holy life. This is the first step towards canonization, which is the formal recognition of the
Blessed person as a saint worthy of public veneration. Ian McFarland et al., "Canonization," in The Cambridge
Dictionary of Christian Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 82.
2
Encarnación Juárez-Almendros, “Historical Testimony of Female Disability: The Neurological Impairment of
Teresa de Ávila,” in Disabled Bodies in Early Modern Spanish Literature: Prostitutes, Aging Women and Saints (Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 2019), 116.
3
Margit Thøfner, “How to Look Like a (Female) Saint: The Early Iconography of St Teresa of Avila,” in Female
Monasticism in Early Modern Europe: An Interdisciplinary View, ed. Cordula van Wyhe (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), 62.
4
Thøfner, “How to Look Like a (Female) Saint,” 62.
5
Louis Marin, On Representation, trans. Cathy Porter (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), 47.
1
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To contextualize the way the ceremony unfolded and how the decorative program was laid out,
I will begin by analyzing the physical space of the church. Despite its modest and unadorned façade,
the church of Santa Maria della Scala featured a lavish baroque interior (Figure 1) to which an
apparato, a temporary decorative program, was added for the beatification celebrations. The apparato
was on display for an octave, the eight-day period over which the celebrations unfolded.6 Over the
course of the octave, worshippers, accompanied by music and sung masses, walked through the
church and experienced the large paintings, sculptures, inscriptions, and sumptuously decorated
chapels celebrating Blessed Teresa's life. The sequential movement of bodies through the central
nave of the church can be understood as a procession, as explained by Louis Marin.
In Marin’s understanding, a procession, at a base level, involves a collective celebration and an
element of movement through space. Theatrically speaking, the spectators-worshippers are actively
involved in the act of procession, not merely as viewers but as primary actors. Without the movement
of these visitors, the ceremony would become a passive display. In addition, their movement has an
orientation and follows a specific sequence. 7
In the context of Teresa’s beatification proceedings, this sequence was guided by the layout of
the decorations within the interior of the church. The church's plan (Figure 2) follows a classic Latin
cross shape with a wide vaulted central nave and eight small side chapels distributed around it, with
a domed crossing intercepted by two larger chapels on each side. As part of the apparato, four
sculptures representing Grace, Glory, Immortality, and Eternity hung from the pendentives8 under
the dome. A twelve-pointed golden crown hung above the crossing with four obelisks placed around
it on each corner. In addition, a now-lost painting cycle of the life of Teresa composed of twelve large
chiaroscuro9 paintings was once distributed within the chapels, in the tribune, and above the
entrance. Art historian Pamela Jones gives a thorough formal analysis of these now-lost objects of
the apparato, based on a surviving written account by their designer (Figure 3).10 The apparato was
organized following the narrative sequence of the painting cycle going from Teresa's birth on the
right side of the altar, passing by her ecstasy and levitation episodes, and ending with her death and
transfer into the heavenly realm on the left side of the altar.
Understanding the layout of the apparato, especially the painting cycle, as an itinerary,
demonstrates the performative potential of the painting cycle and its contribution to the procession.
According to Marin, an itinerary is a process of spatialization that produces or reproduces a certain
order of places or is conditioned by that order.11 Marin’s distinction between the concepts of “place”
and “space”12 clarifies the spatializing potential of itineraries. A place is a map-like order of

Pamela M. Jones, “Envisioning a Global Environment for Blessed Teresa of Avila in 1614: The Beatification
Decorations for S. Maria della Scala in Rome,” in Mapping Gendered Routes and Spaces in the Early Modern World, ed.
Merry E. Wiesner (Surrey: Ashgate, 2015), 137.
7
Marin, On Representation, 40.
8
Pendentives are the tapered triangular segments at the base of a dome. An example can be seen in Figure 3.
9
In painting, chiaroscuro is the use of a strong contrast between light and shadow to suggest volume.
10
Jones, “Envisioning a Global Environment,” 133.
11
Marin, On Representation, 42.
12
Marin, On Representation, 42.
6
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geographical locations that are distributed in relation to each other. In contrast, space is an
experience produced through the movements and performances that happen within places and
between them, following a certain order. In this way, an itinerary manipulates static places and orders
them in a meaningful way to create a desired space.
In the case of the apparato and the ceremony that took place around it, the itinerary that
followed the painting cycle transformed the specific places of the nave and chapels into one new
specific place that was dependent on the procession and Teresa's life-cycle narrative portrayed in the
paintings. In other words, the itinerary within the architecture of the church and the apparato mirrors
the itinerary followed by Teresa in her life. That itinerary within the church was made possible
through the implementation of the temporary decorations. They transformed the place of this Marian
church into a specific space of celebration of the life of Teresa of Avila. In that way, I argue that the
apparato can be considered a space-making agent.
Much as Teresa’s life path unfolded within the apparato, her writings exhibited a “space
creating authority,” generating narrative itineraries that converted masculine authorities of control
and division into a feminine authority of hospitality.13 While the beatification ceremony and its
apparato operated with the same spatializing logic found in Teresa's writings, the apparato
refashioned and tamed the transgressive imagery of Teresa’s writings into an acceptable,
conventional image of a saint. Marin argues that processions, through their itineraries and, by
extension, through the narrativity of their sequences, reinscribe “a hierarchized and articulated
system of values.” This reinscription of values allows for a new “founding” of this system, and that is
why the procession becomes “an agent of social, political, or religious legitimation.”14 Before
understanding how Teresa’s beatification ceremony initiates a process of religious legitimation, I will
relate the beatification procession’s capability of “founding anew” to the “founding event”15 that
Certeau identifies in the writings of Christian mystics such as Teresa. A founding event opens up the
possibility for new, diverse sets of performances.
Certeau also establishes that a founding event necessitates a rupture – a strong breaking open
of a closed system. Teresa's writings about her experiences present many instances of such ruptures.
For example, she recounts breaking down in front of a highly suggestive sculpture of Christ's
crucifixion. This experience broke with her earlier visions of an angry Christ who judged her sinful
behaviours.16 This rupture opened up for her a new permanent understanding of Christ as a
companion in her suffering. It also allowed her to conceive of a personal relationship with the divine,
without the intermediary of the Church. In the context of the beatification ceremony, the added
temporary decorative program opened up the closed and specific architectural organization of the
church into new narratives that would not have existed otherwise. The ceremony was a founding
event that founded a space for the life of Teresa. However, it was not a rupture per se, but rather a

Mary Frohlich, “The Space of Christic Performance: Teresa of Avila Through the Lens of Michel de Certeau,” in
Visualizing Medieval Performance: Perspectives, Histories, Contexts, ed. Elina Gertsman (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 173.
14
Marin, On Representation, 47.
15
Frohlich, “The Space of Christic Performance,” 164.
16
Frohlich, “The Space of Christic Performance,” 168.
13
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spatial conversion through decoration and procession.
Now, considering the previous analysis, how does the procession act as an agent of religious
legitimation? The main narrative of the procession unfolds around the painting cycle. Although the
original paintings do not survive, smaller copies documenting two scenes from the cycle still survive
(Figures 4 and 5), and a set of twenty-three engravings by Adriaen Collaert and Cornelis Galle made
in anticipation of Teresa’s beatification are probably very similar to the original painting cycle.17
Looking at these images and imagining their spatial configuration within the church (Figure 6) helps
us understand their performative potential within a sequential procession.
For example, the third painting in the cycle, which would have been in the left corner of the
tribune (Figure 5), does not simply portray Teresa entering the convent while leaving her family
behind to dedicate her life to God, it portrays Teresa as the "Conqueror of her Emotions." The painting
symbolically reproduces this event so it could be relived, rather than believed,18 by the visitors within
the procession. The painting shows Teresa's hands firmly held by a nun in the convent, with her body
gesturing toward the entrance and her foot already planted on the building steps. This scene–Teresa
looking back at her family while affirming her will to enter the convent–symbolizes Teresa's readiness
to leave everything behind, to conquer herself and her emotions, and dedicate her life to God. The
theme of dedication is present from this point until the last scene of her death where she ascends to
the heavenly realm to join God. The twelve painting series should not be mistaken as a simple
distribution of the events of Teresa's life within the church following an "order of genesis." This series
highlighted Teresa’s heroic attributes and virtues in order to celebrate her beatification and make the
case for her sainthood. By the time the worshippers finished their procession, they would have
symbolically lived, according to their own lives and struggles, Teresa’s life, following the path laid
out for them by the ceremony’s organizers and the designer of the apparato. In that way, the apparato
and the ceremonial procession it hosted were intended to convince attendees of Teresa’s exceptional
contributions to the Church and her merit for sainthood.
Another way legitimation happened was through the refashioning of Teresa’s own image to
appear “saintly” in a conventional sense. The painting presenting Teresa’s transverberation19 and
experience of spiritual ecstasy exemplifies this refashioning process. The surviving engraving
depicting the transverberation (Figure 7) shows Teresa with her arms outspread in a stance of
devotion and submission to the Lord, who is represented in the scene by depictions of Jesus Christ
and the Holy Dove. In the scene, Teresa is about to have her heart pierced by an angel holding a
flaming arrow. Her facial expression, still body, and steady stance make her seem at peace as she
calmly waits for her chest to be pierced by the messenger of God. The mere presence of Christ and the
Dove in the picture and their depiction in visual rhyme with the outspread arms of Teresa confirms
the divine source of Teresa's ecstasy, which was often perceived as demonic by Church authorities.20

Jones, “Envisioning a Global Environment,” 142.
Marin, On Representation, 49.
19
A transverberation is “a spiritual wounding of the heart, or the act of being pierced through the heart.” JuárezAlmendros, “Historical Testimony of Female Disability,” 140.
20
Juárez-Almendros, “Historical Testimony of Female Disability,” 141.
17
18
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Teresa never doubted the source of these visions and ecstasies; she knew they were coming from God.
However, to emphasize her holiness and legitimize her blessed and saintly statuses, the apparato had
to make it explicit that the ecstasy Teresa experienced was a divine one caused by her exceptional
devotion and contemplative prayer.
The engraving also situates Teresa’s ecstasy in front of an altar, more specifically in front of a
communion bank, which art historian Margit Thøfner sees as a way to legitimize Teresa’s experience
and to fit it within the institution of the Church and the Eucharistic rite.21 This was an attempt at
softening Teresa’s controversial teaching that one can have an unmediated personal relation to God–
a controversial belief because it was seen as undermining the role of the Church in a person’s spiritual
life and its authority over prayer and worship. Since the beatification ceremony was designed to
champion the case for Teresa’s sainthood to the papacy, it had to show that Teresa respected and
lived through the Church, rather than outside of its institutions and teachings.
In addition, the entire imagery of the engraving was made to be very tame and conservative in
comparison with Teresa’s textual description of the experience. Teresa’s own description of her
transverberation was highly erotic. For example, here is a passage from her account that
demonstrates its erotic undertones:
In his hands I saw a great golden spear, and at the iron tip there appeared to be a point of fire.
This he plunged into my heart several times so that it penetrated my entrails. When he pulled it out,
I felt that he took them with it, and left me utterly consumed by the great love of God. The pain was
so severe that it made me utter several moans. The sweetness caused by this intense pain is so
extreme that one cannot possibly wish it to cease, nor is one's soul then content with anything but
God. This is not a physical, but a spiritual pain—though the body has some share in it—even a
considerable share.22
This passage illustrates Teresa’s intimate and passionate relationship with the divine. The use
of a sexually-charged vocabulary gives her writing strong erotic undertones. Words like "penetrated,"
"consumed," and "moans," as well as the expression of pleasurable pain, all allude to a penetrative
sexual act. By saying she felt "utterly consumed," Teresa implies an act of consummation akin to that
of marriage. French writer Stendhal argues that experiences of spiritual ecstasy, like the one Teresa
describes in her autobiographical writings, act as the final step toward the attainment of oneness with
the divine. Since the divine is almost unrepresentable, it could only be alluded to by the means of the
profane or the explicitly sexual.23 Feminist scholar Elaine Padilla adds that the divine lover loves
according to the flesh in a matter of mutual permeability between the divine and the female body. 24
The transverberation wound, locus of simultaneous pain and pleasure, allows for this permeability.
By representing the moment right before the piercing of the chest, the apparato engraving avoids
Thøfner, “How to Look Like a (Female) Saint,” 75.
Teresa De Jesús, The Life of Saint Teresa of Avila by Herself, trans. J. M. Cohen (New York: Penguin, 1957), 210.
23
Tom Hayes, “A Jouissance Beyond the Phallus: Juno, Saint Teresa, Bernini, Lacan,” American Imago 56, no. 4
(1999): 338.
24
Elaine Padilla, Divine Enjoyment: A Theology of Passion and Exuberance (New York: Fordham University Press,
2015), 86.
21
22
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depicting Teresa’s permeability and keeps her physically separated from the divine. This also restricts
ecstasy to the spiritual realm. This choice represents a clear departure from Teresa’s own work, which
emphasized the bodily implications of the ecstasy, saying: "the body has some share in it—even a
considerable share."25 The engraving’s intentional erasure of the pleasures and pains of the flesh was
an appeal to the hegemonic male tradition of saints. This tradition was consistently anxious about
female bodies and their permeability, especially when they exerted agency. That is why the engraving
portrays Teresa in a passive position of reception while concealing her corporeality and the mutual
permeability of her body with the divine.
Another strategy employed in the apparato to make Teresa's erotic intimate encounters with
the divine more palatable to the papal authorities was likening her to the Virgin Mary, a traditionally
acceptable example of personal supernatural encounters with the divine. In that way, the decorations
legitimized her experiences by establishing parallels to the Virgin Mary herself. This is evident
through the use of a particularly Marian visual language in the apparato. For example, the twelvepointed large crown structure above the crossing and its biblical inscription relate directly to
established iconography of the Virgin Mary.26 Marian iconography also appears in the death scene
(Figure 8), which is reminiscent of the typical Death of the Virgin picture.27 Through this imagery, the
creators of the apparato sought to fit Teresa into a model of acceptable holy womanhood in order to
build their case for her sainthood.
To conclude, the beatification ceremony of Teresa of Avila at the church of Santa Maria della
Scala, in the papal city of Rome, was a procession that converted the places inside the building into
spaces of celebration and legitimation. Through an elaborate, temporary, decorative program and a
performative, carefully sequenced narrative, the event shaped a conventionally saintly image of
Teresa, designed to appeal to worshippers and papal authorities by muting the daring, institutionchallenging character of Teresa’s writings and experiences.

Teresa De Jesús, The Life of Saint Teresa of Avila by Herself, 210.
Jones, “Envisioning a Global Environment,” 141.
27
Thøfner, “How to Look Like a (Female) Saint,” 77.
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Appendix

Figure 1 Left: façade of Santa Maria della Scala, 1593-1610, Rome. Right: interior of Santa Maria
della Scala, 1593-1610, Rome. Source: Wikimedia.

Figure 2 Plan of Santa Maria della Scala. Source: Pamela M. Jones via Ashgate.
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Figure 3 Interior view of Santa Maria della Scala with a reconstruction of the decorative elements
above the crossing. Source: Pamela M. Jones via Ashgate.

Figure 4 Anonymous Italian, Teresa and Her Brother Rodrigo Leave Home to Fight the Muslims in
North Africa, 1614. Oil on canvas. Source: SIGECweb.
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Figure 5 Anonymous Italian, Teresa Enters the Carmelite Convent of the Incarnation in Avila, 1614.
Oil on canvas. Source: SIGECweb.

Figure 6 Plan of Santa Maria della Scala with the emplacement of the paintings. Source: Pamela M.
Jones via Ashgate.

43

HI S TO RI CAL DIS CO U RS E S

Figure 7 Adriaen Collaert and Cornelis Galle, Ecstasy of Teresa (plate 8 of Vitas S. Virginis Teresiae e
Iesu), 1613. Engraving. Antwerp. Source: Metropolitan
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Violence, Visions, and Belonging during the Algerian Conflict (19541962)
Ahmad Aamir Malik

“To each his or her own, there are millions of Algerias.”1

Introduction
Given contemporary popular understandings of decolonization as the achievement of political
independence and statehood, it is easy to forget the plethora of postcolonial visions advocated by
intellectuals attached to Third World freedom struggles. In Freedom Time, the eminent historian Gary
Wilder summed up his understanding of Aimé Césaire and Léopold Senghor’s visions of postcolonial
freedom in the Antilles and West Africa:
Pragmatically, they believed that autarchic national solutions could not adequately
address the problem of colonial freedom in an epoch of global interdependence. Ethically,
they believed that the history of imperial entanglement allowed them to claim the
legacies, resources, and rights supposedly reserved for metropolitans.2

In this spirit, this essay will explore how intellectuals connected to Algeria perceived the country’s
anticolonial war between 1954 and 1962 against France.
What were the roots of the conflict? Was violence justified in the struggle for freedom and
independence? How was individual identity shaped in the moment of decolonization? What kind of
society was decolonization supposed to achieve? These questions will be explored by studying the
lives and ideas of three intellectuals: Frantz Fanon, Albert Camus, and Hélène Cixous. Focusing on
individuals’ lives and ideas allows an analytical framework to extract multiple answers to each of
these complex questions.
Taken together, the ideas and trajectories of these three intellectuals offer a fruitful angle for
exploring the chosen research topic. All three published works that extensively focus on Algeria,

Hélène Cixous, So Close (Polity Press, 2009, originally published in 2007), 45.
Gary Wilder, Freedom Time: Negritude, Decolonization, and the Future of the World (Duke University Press, 2015),
242. Wilder further argues that “Aimé Césaire and Léopold Senghor spent their public lives ‘working through’ empire
and ‘unthinking’ France in just these ways. Proceeding from the insight that Africans and Antilleans were integral
parts of the (imperial) nation, they refused to accept that “France” referred to a metropolitan entity or a European
ethnicity. They rejected the idea that they existed outside radical traditions of “French” politics and thought. Even as
student- poets in the 1930s, they did not simply call for political inclusion but made a deeper demand that “France”
accommodate itself legally and politically to the interpenetrated and interdependent realities its own imperial
practices had produced. Treating imperial conditions as the starting point for emancipatory projects, they claimed
France as theirs and thus challenged the unitary and territorialist assumptions upon which the national state had long
depended” (page 7).
1
2
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offering ample material for detailed analysis. Fanon and Camus died before Algeria achieved
independence and their works on the conflict provide a window into how particular intellectuals
thought about Algeria and their place in it without knowing how the conflict would end in 1962.
Cixous, on the other hand, lived through the war and wrote with hindsight. She experienced the
cataclysmic displacement of peoples who had lived in Algeria for centuries, a prospect that was
‘unthinkable’ for Fanon and Camus.3 This comparison allows for an interesting balance between
visions of the future and historical memory.
Frantz Fanon (1925-61) was born in Martinique and is perhaps the most renowned proponent
of the FLN-led struggle in Algeria. Working as a psychiatrist in Algeria, he saw first-hand the physical
and mental consequences of French repression on rebelling Algerians. Albert Camus (1913-60) was a
Nobel Prize-winning novelist and politically engaged intellectual born in Mondovi (now Dréan),
Algeria to a pied-noir family. With respect to the Algerian conflict, intellectuals from the left often
accused Camus of justifying French repression and of showing more concern for his pied-noir family
than for Algerians.4 Hélène Cixous (1937-present) was born in Oran, Algeria to Jewish parents and
experienced the violent end of the conflict, leaving her childhood home to start life anew in France.
She has an established reputation as a pioneering post-structural feminist and continues to teach in
Paris. The memories of her childhood in Algeria are a notable influence in her writings.
In different ways, all three were outsiders to Algeria: Fanon came from Martinique as a Black
man in a struggle spearheaded by Muslim Algerians, Camus was a pied-noir who moved in circles that
excluded Arabs and Berbers all while the post-1962 Algeria proved to be a country with very few piedsnoirs, and Cixous was a young Jewish girl who experienced exclusion both from the pieds-noirs and
Muslim Algerians, while postcolonial Algeria has had an ever-dwindling Jewish population.
The essay will first chart out the key events of Algerian history from the First World War to the
1962 declaration of independence. It will then study the perspectives of Fanon, Camus, and Cixous
on the roots of the Algerian War of Independence, the justifiability of anticolonial violence, and the
ideal of Algeria they hoped to achieve. Finally, it will analyze the position of France and Algeria within

3
Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Beacon Press, 1995), 82. As
Trouillot explains, “Pierre Bourdieu defines the unthinkable as that for which one has no adequate instruments to
conceptualize…The unthinkable is that which one cannot conceive within the range of possible alternatives, that
which perverts all answers because it defies the terms under which the questions were phrased.” It is interesting to
note that the prospect of large-scale movement under threats of violence are hardly scenarios that Fanon and Camus,
both of whom lived through the horrors of the Second World War, would have thought ‘unthinkable’ for that epoch.
Rather, this essay uses the word ‘unthinkable’ to mean impossible in the particular context of the Algerian conflict.
4
Albert Camus, Algerian Chronicles, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Harvard University Press, 2013), 215. Camus was
misquoted in the French press. A look at the paragraph containing his notorious words helps explain his dilemmas in
the Algeria War of Independence: “I have said repeatedly that justice must be done to the Algerian people, who must
be granted a fully democratic government, and I went on saying this until the hatred on both sides attained such
proportions that it became unwise for an intellectual to intervene lest his statements aggravate the terror. It seemed
to me that it was better to wait until the moment was right to unite rather than divide. I can assure you, however, that
you have comrades that are alive today thanks to actions you know nothing about. It is with a certain reluctance that
I explain myself in this way publicly. I have always condemned terror. I must also condemn the blind terrorism that
can be seen in the streets of Algiers, for example, which someday might strike my mother or family. I believe in justice,
but I will defend my mother before justice.”
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each intellectual’s identity, how these identities were, in turn, shaped by the cataclysmic events of
the Algerian conflict.

Algeria from 1914 to 1962
Historians dispute the exact origins of the Algerian War of Independence (1954-62). All Saints’
Day (1954) was certainly the beginning of the insurrection spearheaded by the Front de libération
nationale (FLN), but different narratives offer different ‘points of no-return’ after which Algeria is
understood to be bound for independence and political-legal separation from France. The journalist
and historian Alistair Horne commences his seminal account of the Algerian War of Independence
from the town of Sétif on 8 May 1945.5 Riots led to the killing of 103 Europeans and colonial
authorities retaliated brutally, killing thousands of Algerians in the towns of Sétif and Guelma.6 On
the other hand, according to Matthew Connelly, French historians tend to see the defeat of the BlumViolette Plan (1936) as the last nail in the coffin for any hopes of genuine Algerian assimilation.7
Despite these areas of historiographical contention, charting out certain principal events, figures,
and movements is essential in situating the lives and ideas of Fanon, Camus, and Cixous.
Between 1914 and 1918, 173,000 Algerians joined the French war effort. 25,000 of those
recruited never returned.8 Additionally, the Great War paved the way for 119,000 Algerians to find
employment in France.9 Consequently, the metropolitan government offered greater political
representation to the Algerian Muslim population.10 In the aftermath of these reforms, three strands
of Algerian nationalism came to the fore in the interwar period: the religious nationalism embodied
by the Association des Ulema led by Sheikh Abdul-Hamid Ben Badis; the revolutionary nationalism of
the Étoile Nord-Africaine led by Messali Hadj; and the liberal nationalism of the Amis du Manifeste et
de la Liberté led by Ferhat Abbas. The first sought secession from France through an Algerian
nationalist movement oriented around Islamic normative practices (e.g condemning alcohol,
tobacco, sport, etc.), pan-Arabism, and the Arabic language, leading to its enduring slogan “Islam is

Alistair Horne, A Savage War of Peace: Algeria 1954-1962 (London: Macmillan London Limited, 1977), 23. The
massacres were indeed a crucial turning point for the Algerian freedom struggle. As Horne mentions, in the aftermath
of the bloodbath, Ahmed Ben Bella wrote that “The horrors of the Constantine area in May 1945 succeeded in
persuading me of the only path; Algeria for Algerians” while Ferhat Abbas stated that the mass death “has taken us
back to the days of the crusaders.”
6
Horne, A Savage War of Peace, 26. The figures of Muslims Algerians killed range from 1,020 to around 6,000 to
30,000.
7
Matthew Connelly, A Diplomatic Revolution: Algeria’s Fight for Independence and the Origins of the Post-Cold War
Era (Oxford University Press, 2002), 22. The Blum-Violette of 1936 proposal sought to offer Muslim Algerians a path
to French citizenship without the previous prerequisite of renouncing Islamic personal law. It would also have
expanded the suffrage to a minority of Muslim soldiers, professionals, and public employees. The proposal was
withdrawn due to massive protests by French Algerian settlers.
8
Horne, A Savage War of Peace, 36.
9
Horne, A Savage War of Peace, 36.
10
Benjamin Stora, Algeria, 1830-2000: A Short History (Cornell University Press, 2001), 246.
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my religion, Arabic is my language, Algeria is my country.”11 The second had a more moderate
interpretation of the importance of Islam to Muslim Algerians, one inflected with a socialist ethos
aimed at land redistribution, universal suffrage, and the independence of all three Maghreb nations
(Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco).12 The third held a sanguine perspective on France’s ability to modernize
and assimilate Algeria. It believed that France should offer the country’s entire population political
representation and educational opportunities to this end. After the start of the Second World War,
these different strands of nationalism and their leading figures often reinforced and opposed one
another while their movements took different names over time.13
During the Second World War, the advent of the Vichy regime led to the arrest of Algeria’s
principal nationalist leaders and the abolition of the Crémieux Decree, which had granted French
citizenship to Algerian Jews since 1870.14 After the Allied liberation, General de Gaulle announced a
new package of political reforms for the Muslims of Algeria, including universal suffrage, and
abolished the Code de l'indigénat. In May of 1945, the Sétif and Guelma massacres hardened the
attitudes of Algerian nationalists to the questions of assimilation and independence. After years of
start-and-stop attempts at repression and reform by French authorities, the FLN-led insurrection
began on 1 November 1954.15 Thereafter, the FLN, using violence against French soldiers, civilians,
and antagonistic Muslim Algerians, cemented its exclusive leadership of the Algerian independence
movement. The war profoundly impacted France. From 1954 onwards, Prime Ministers Pierre Mendès
France, Edgar Faure, Guy Mollet, Maurice Bourgès-Maunoury, Félix Gaillard, and Pierre Pflimlin
failed to solve the Algerian conflict. In May 1958, a coup by French generals in Algiers toppled the
French Fourth Republic and paved the way for Charles de Gaulle’s tenure as French President until
1969.16
Contrary to pied-noir expectations, de Gaulle decided to seek a peace that would allow the
emergence of a separate Algerian republic. On 19 September 1959, he aroused surprise and ire when
he announced that the time had come to “envision the day when the men and women who inhabit
Algeria will decide their destiny freely and knowingly.”17 Finally, on March 18 of 1962, France and the
Ben Badis quoted in Horne, A Savage of Peace, 38.
Ben Badis quoted in Horne, A Savage of Peace, 39.
13
For violence and disagreements between the mainstream Algerian organizations from 1954 to 1962, see Rabah
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(August 2012): 227-240.
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FLN signed the Evian Accords, leading to a cease-fire the following day. On 3 July, France officially
recognized Algeria after it declared its independence. Nevertheless, internecine conflict continued in
the following months. Persistent violence prompted enormous demographic changes. Most of the
country’s more than 9 million Muslim inhabitants remained until the exodus of around 75,000
French-allied harkis to France in 1964.18 Around 750,000 French citizens, including 100,000 Jews,
crossed the Mediterranean for France in the summer of 1962.19 Amongst the emigrants were Jews who
had roots in Algeria dating back to at least the time of the 1492 Spanish expulsions and many piedsnoirs who had never been to France before. The violent colonial enterprise that began in July 1830
came to a catastrophic end after a cutthroat eight-year war that claimed around a million lives.20

Tracing the Roots of the Conflict
In 1944, an eighteen-year-old Frantz Fanon fervently volunteered to fight for the Free French.
The fight against the Nazis took him to North Africa, the south of France, and back to Martinique.
This experience exposed him to the racism endemic in the French military and French society more
broadly.21 Consequently, he argued that “Europe has a racist structure” that disenfranchised the
world’s non-Christian, non-white populations.22 In Black Skin, White Masks, he considered Jews as his
“brother(s) in misfortune” and traced antisemitism and anti-Black hatred to a common root.23 In his
1961 The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon did not differentiate anti-colonial struggles on the basis of
race, ethnicity, religion or even the colonizing power concerned. He perceived colonial violence and
anticolonial resistance from Madagascar to South Africa to Kenya to Algeria as a common experience
of all colonized peoples. He also believed that the “colonial world is a world cut into two” and that
violent anticolonial resistance was a revolt against this discriminatory setup.24 Therefore, Fanon
situated the roots of the Algerian conflict in not simply France’s violent settler colonialism from 1830
onwards, but in the resistance to centuries of European colonialism and racism writ large.
In June 1939, Albert Camus published a series of articles about the famine-struck people of
Kabylia. With ample statistical and qualitative detail, he described the panoply of issues faced by
infamously declared that “It would be the end of France!” and that “My town would no longer be called Colombey-lesDeux-Églises, but Colombey-les-Deux-Mosques!”
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Algerians in the hinterland: overpopulation, famine, inadequate crop produce, insufficient rations,
and a dire lack of schools. Appealing to the pieds-noirs and the French metropolitan government, he
believed that France needed to offer significant reforms in order to subsidize Algeria’s socioeconomic prosperity.25 Once the two countries’ interests aligned, “hearts and minds will soon
follow.”26 After the Sétif and Guelma massacres, Camus believed that the initial riots were rooted in
the famine and a still faltering rural Algerian economy.27 He urged the French government to consider
Algeria as “independent of France and that its problems have their own particular texture and scale”
and to export grain to alleviate the conditions of hunger in the countryside.28 While ruing the dashed
hopes of the Blum-Violette Plan, he implored France to stop seeing the “Arabs as a shapeless mass
without interests” and negotiate with Ferhat Abbas’ Amis du Manifeste et de la Liberté, “the most
important and novel (movement) to have appeared in Algeria since the early days of the conquest.”29
In 1958, Camus, agonized by the violence prevailing over Algeria, described himself as “a man who,
having confronted the Algerian plight from the time he was very young, tried in vain to sound the
alarm and who, being long aware of France’s responsibility in the matter, could not approve of either
a conservative or an oppressive policy.”30 Unlike Fanon, Camus contended that the roots of the
Algerian uprising lay in France’s inability and unwillingness to modernize the Algerian economy,
generate socio-economic prosperity, and offer political equality. He believed that the original sin of
French settler colonialism could be cured through genuine assimilation. He argued that colonialism
and racism could be mitigated through political and economic reforms; Fanon’s ‘world cut into two’
could be made one in Algeria.
Hélène Cixous was just sixteen when the FLN-led uprising jolted Algeria in March 1954. While
she did not publish written texts during or before the conflict like Camus and Fanon, her subsequent
writings reveal her perspective on the roots of the war. For Cixous, the uprising was the inevitable
consequence of French and pied-noir racism. She describes the classroom of the French lycée she
attended as an “Algeria without Algerians” where “a cult to France reigned.”31 Because she
experienced social exclusion as a Jew in pied-noir circles, she was also sensitive to the dehumanization
experienced by Muslim Algerians in everyday life. She enjoyed friendships with a few Muslim Algerian
women who were able to make it into French educational institutions, most notably Zohra Drif.32 She
argued that the pieds-noirs “did not even need apartheid: they could walk through Algerian crowds
without seeing them…they no longer saw the crowds or the feverish looks of offended men, or the
Camus, Algerian Chronicles, 64.
Camus, Algerian Chronicles, 80.
27
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timid women.”33 Cixous’ texts evince the racism and discrimination described by Fanon and Camus
through an individual perspective centered on everyday life in Algeria. Like Camus, she locates the
roots of the conflict in the discriminatory system set up by the pieds-noirs. However, like Fanon’s
perspective on European colonialism as a whole, Cixous does not believe that French settler
colonialism and racism could have been reformed through efforts at economic modernization,
expansion of educational opportunities, and political equality.

Violence and the Visions for Algeria
Having explored each intellectual’s understanding of the origins of the conflict in Algeria, this
essay will now analyze their perspectives on the related question of the morality of anticolonial
violence in the Algerian conflict. Concurrently, we will examine the ideal each figure had envisioned
for Algeria, a question that was intrinsically tied to that of anticolonial violence.
In The Wretched of the Earth, a book published seven years into the uprising, Fanon infamously
declared that “decolonization is always a violent phenomenon.”34 He argued that colonialism had
created a toxic dynamic between natives and settlers whereby the former was deemed “the
quintessence of evil.”35 Thereafter, the native population only achieved “humanness” through violent
revolution against the colonizer.36 He pointed to recent instances of tremendous colonial violence in
Sharpeville, Sétif, Madagascar, Kenya, Korea, and Indo-China. Citing the impact of Dien Bien Phu on
the anticolonial aspirations of the world’s colonized peoples, Fanon concluded that “colonialism will
only yield when confronted with greater violence.”37 Accordingly, he deemed the Philippeville
massacre and the creation of Robert Lacoste’s militias in 1956 as the ‘point of no return’ in Algeria,
after which there were only the options of an independent or colonial Algeria.38
Two years earlier, in A Dying Colonialism, Fanon explicitly condemned FLN violence on civilians
since he believed that it was a step away from the goal of the independence struggle: a “democratic
and renovated Algeria.”39 At the time, he believed that peace could be established in Algeria through
French action: either France could quell the uprising, or it could finally help in “smashing the
European feudal interests in Algeria.”40 By 1961, any hopes in a potential non-violent resolution
Cixous, “Letter to Zohra Drif,” 86. Another prominent example of pied-noir discrimination against Muslim
Algerians in everyday life was the deliberate use of tu instead of vous.
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pioneered by France had disappeared in Fanon’s mind; it was only through violence that Algeria
would escape colonialism. Once that prospect came about, Fanon believed that Algeria should be allinclusive, including the many pieds-noirs and Jews who had helped the FLN, such as pieds-noirs who
had allowed the use of their farms as weapons depots and Jews who smuggled arms to the FLN and
tended to the Algerians injured in the cities.41 Therefore, Fanon believed in the Algerian War of
Independence as a violent anticolonial triumph that would pave the way for a democratic Algeria that
included all of the country’s demographic groups: “everyone will be Algeria.”42 Moreover, Fanon
presciently warned of the ‘pitfalls of national consciousness’ when he urged Algerians to avoid a
single-party dictatorship that had emerged in other recently independent countries, guarantee
equality between men and women, and lean towards the socialist camp in the Cold War as a quicker
path to socio-economic prosperity.43 To these ends, he believed that the impending victory of the FLN
should be utilized to “find something different” in order to escape the dehumanizing and racist
legacies of European colonialism.44
In contrast to Fanon, Camus did not support the FLN’s violent independence struggle and
persisted in urging France and Algerian leaders like Ferhat Abbas to negotiate a solution. His ‘inbetween’ stance elicited the ire of intellectuals from both sides of the Mediterranean. After hearing
Camus emphasize the tragedy of civilian killings without supporting the plight of political prisoners
in a tightly secured gathering in Algeria, Fanon called his words a “sweet-sister speech.”45 Before
falling silent on Algerian matters in 1956, Camus gathered a round-table that urged an immediate
ceasefire followed by negotiations and then elections.46 He believed that the best possible future for
Algeria lay not in independence but as an autonomous republic federated with France: a ‘FrancoMuslim community.’ He hoped Pierre Mendès France’s return to the presidency would allow for peace
since he had overseen the French disengagement from Indo-China, the formal end of the French
Empire in India, and the lifting of the French protectorates over Tunisia and Morocco. However, as
the violent uprising and its repression wore on, Camus wrote dejectedly in 1956 that “[e]ach death
drives the two populations a little farther apart. Tomorrow, they will face each other not across an
abyss but over a common grave.”47 In the international context of the Cold War, Camus accused the
FLN’s particular nationalism of supplementing Nasser’s ‘Arab imperialism’ and of helping the Soviet
Union to engulf Europe from the south of the Mediterranean.48 With the brutally-crushed Hungarian
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rebellion in mind, a possible FLN victory made him wary of the prospects of the ‘Kadarization’ of
Algeria.49
Both Camus and Fanon believed that the pieds-noirs would largely remain in Algeria after the
uprising ended; the idea of 750,000 pieds-noirs crossing the Mediterranean in 1962 was ‘unthinkable’
to both. However, Fanon believed that the violent independence struggle would offer a clean slate
after which the ‘Algeria open to all’ could be constructed in a socialist and democratic fashion. In
contrast, Camus believed that the instances of violence against civilians by both the FLN and the
French military were creating unbridgeable rifts between two peoples that “were condemned to live
together.”50 He argued that there would be no clean slate after the FLN’s struggle; the pernicious
legacies of violence would continue. What for Fanon was an anti-colonial triumph was for Camus a
human tragedy. Even more, Camus believed that France could redeem itself by fully implementing
the best of its republican ideals and paving the way for assimilation. Fanon, however, saw France and
European colonialism as lost causes that had no redemptive value for the peoples of the third world,
which was why he advocated greater distance from, and not postcolonial integration with, Europe.
Unlike Fanon and Camus, Hélène Cixous was not politically engaged in any of the major
political movements in Algeria between 1954 and 1962. Nor did she position the Algerian struggle for
independence in the ideological binary of the Cold War. Her writings on the subject portray her as an
individual caught between the historical forces that the other two intellectuals endeavored to study
and shape. What was for Camus an impending human tragedy and Fanon an anticolonial reawakening
of the third world was for Cixous a personal tragedy caused by the ills of settler colonialism. Looking
back at the Algerian war in So Close¸ Cixous describes the cataclysmic events as “the unique violence
of a unique time.”51 For her, Algerian independence was made inevitable by the discriminatory system
set up by French colonialism in the country in which Muslim Algerians were dispossessed,
dehumanized, and discriminated against in every facet of life.
Like Fanon, Cixous believed French colonialism was always irredeemable; it simply didn’t exist
as an ideal for her the way it did for Camus. She saw firsthand the everyday discrimination faced by
Muslim Algerians, and felt the repercussions of the Vichy regime’s collaboration with the Nazis
during the Second World War: her father’s medical practice was suspended when the Crémieux
Decree was repealed in addition to the regime’s collaboration in the Holocaust.52 Recognizing her
unique position as an excluded Jew who nevertheless enjoyed privilege compared to Algerian
Muslims, Cixous described her complex positionality in Algerian society as a “poisoned gift in my
cradle.”53 For her, “Algeria freeing itself frees me of the sins I did not commit…” Therefore, the
Camus, Algerian Chronicles, 178-9. Camus believed that the Soviet Union was interested in the Algerian struggle
and supported Nasser’s ‘Arab imperialism’ only for its own vested interests and not out of genuine concern for the
peoples of the Middle East. He pointed out the Soviet treatment of the Chechens of Crimea and atrocities in Daghestan
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Algerian struggle was “the just war.”54 From her retrospective lens, unlike Camus and Fanon, the
‘Algeria that had to go’ was more salient than the ‘Algeria that could have been.’ In short, the war
was simultaneously a violent anti-colonial triumph and a personal deracination. Once the conflict
had concluded, she believed that “[w]e were no longer those tied-up, scorned, and misunderstood
hostages of the tragic comedy of nationalities. There was at last future, cause, promise: Algeria for
the Algerians. Not for me of course.”55
Finally, gender was a key element in Fanon and Cixous’ analysis of the Algerian resistance.
They both emphasized the role of Algerian women in the FLN-led struggle: Fanon particularly with
respect to the function of the veil and Cixous with respect to the casbah of Algiers. Such a gendered
framework of analysis is absent in Camus’ writings on the conflict. For Fanon, the burnings of the veil
that were celebrated by the French military were undergirded by the French colonial desire to
“conquer the women.”56 In such a context, the veil became a potent symbol of resistance for Algerian
women since the colonizer was “bent on unveiling Algeria.”57 Ultimately, for Fanon, the act of veiling
in opposition to colonial conquest and repression represented resistance to the “rape of the
colonizer.”58 For Cixous, the 1955 military resistance by women who lived in the casbah of Algiers,
including her old schoolmate Zohra Drif, had similar significance. She described the casbah as “the
clandestine and venerated genitals of the City of Algiers” and that “it resisted rape.”59 Hence, both
Fanon and Cixous understood Algerian resistance to policing, torture, surveillance, and violence as
an attempt to resist assault by the colonizer. The charged analogy of rape illuminates the two
intellectuals’ understanding of the coercion and irreconcilability inherent in the relationship between
the colonizer and the colonized. In this light, both believed that the FLN-led struggle, despite its
violence, was ultimately just.

Locating the ‘I’. Belonging and Identity across the Mediterranean
This section will explore how each intellectual’s identity and sense of belonging related to the
Algerian conflict as well as how it changed as the war persisted. The broader aim of this section is to
study how individuals negotiated their identity in a cataclysmic instance of decolonization. Central
to this exploration is understanding how the three intellectuals located themselves between France
and Algeria.
As aforementioned, Frantz Fanon experienced the racism of French society while fighting for
the Free French in the Second World War. On 12 April 1945, a disillusioned Fanon confessed to his
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parents that he had enlisted “to defend an obsolete ideal.”60 After briefly returning to Martinique,
Fanon found himself in France again in 1946 to learn medicine. In 1952, his education completed,
Fanon rued how the history of European colonialism and racism had set up inescapable racial
conceptions that “overdetermined (him) from the outside.”61 His war travels had exposed him to the
existence of multiple, overlapping racisms in West Africa: “The Frenchman does not like the Jew, who
does not like the Arab, who does not like the black man.”62 With his faith in French republican ideals
shattered, Fanon decided that all racisms represented the “same failure of man,” and situated himself
at the cross-roads of a struggle against all racisms through “a New Humanism.”63 He saw himself as a
global revolutionary for ‘the wretched of the earth,’ stretching from the Antilles to Algeria to
Indochina to South Africa. In the case of the Algerian War of Independence, Fanon’s sense of self and
belonging translated into calls for an end to French settler colonialism through violence and a
reimagining of the international order by the peoples of the third world. Algeria was never his sole
focus and his writings always situated the Algerian struggle in the larger history of the anticolonial
struggles of the time (e.g Indochina, Kenya, South Africa, etc.). Even as Fanon understood the
prevalence of race in anticolonial struggles and colonialism itself, he urged Algerians to “find
something different” once the struggle ended; a world where race was not a principal determinant of
human affairs.64
For Albert Camus, a pied-noir who had grown up in the working-class Algiers neighborhood of
Belcourt, Algeria was the site of his formative years; even the poverty of his childhood years is tinged
with a romantic nostalgia in his subsequent writings. He developed a passion for swimming on the
beach in Algiers and excelled in soccer. As a declaration of his profound belonging to the country, he
stated that “I’ve never written anything that isn’t directly or indirectly tied to this land.”65 Algeria
was the cardinal site of his philosophical and literary musings: the beach in Algiers was the setting of
the indelible murder in The Outsider, Oran was the city struck by The Plague, and Tipasa was where
the gods of Greek and Roman mythology manifested themselves to him.66 Long before the Algerian
conflict, Camus expressed an identity centered around the Mediterranean world which allowed him
to stitch his belonging between France and Algeria. In 1947, he wrote that “the softness of Algiers is
rather Italian. The cruel glare of Oran has something Spanish about it. Constantine perched high on
a rock above the Rummel Gorges, is reminiscent of Toledo.”67At the same time, Camus was profoundly
attached to France. During the Nazi occupation and the Vichy regime, he worked in the French
resistance as an editor and journalist for Combat. This sense of intense belonging to both France and
Algeria influenced Camus’ insistence that both sides reach a negotiated and just settlement between
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1954 until his death in January 1960.68 The violence between the FLN and French forces tore his
identity apart as the two pulls became increasingly irreconcilable. In his notebooks for 29 July 1958,
Camus wrote: “Algeria obsesses me this morning. Too late, too late…My land lost, I would be worth
nothing.”69
Hélène Cixous was born in Oran to a Sephardic Jewish father who worked as a physician and a
German Jewish mother who became a midwife in Algeria. As a five-year old in 1942, Cixous was unable
to have a formal education once the Vichy regime repealed the Crémieux Decree.70 During the Second
World War, her informal education with other Jewish children at a home in Oran made her feel “like
the Arabs, identical twins in deprivation.”71 Her mother had escaped Germany in 1933, making Cixous
intensely aware of the Holocaust and appreciative of the relative safety of her homeland. She
considered being in Algeria as opposed to France as a stroke of good fortune: “The sea alone, our good
sea mother, protected us from the deportation that took those like us captured in France.”72 The
rescindment of French citizenship for Algerian Jews dented any sense of veneration of France in
Cixous. For her, France was now “a State that established its authority on a colonial Empire the jewel
of which was North Africa.”73 Writing in So Close, Cixous described her complex set of belongings
between Algeria and France as being “in a state of mist.”74 While she adored the natural landscape of
Algiers and Oran and remained attached to the land where her father was buried, she felt like an
outsider due to the antisemitism that prevailed in pieds-noirs circles and later in postcolonial Algeria.
A unique element in Cixous’ dilemma of belonging was the issue of language: her mother and
grandmother spoke German at home, her father taught her Arabic and Hebrew, and her education
was in French.75 This diverse linguistic heritage was formative for her later work as a scholar but also
shaped her ambivalence over the question of belonging and identity between Algeria and France.
Taken together, the three outlooks form an engaging comparison. Both Cixous and Fanon
experienced an irreparable disillusionment with France during the Second World War while Camus
retained some measure of hope in France’s ability to resolve the colonial problem in Algeria. Fanon
and Cixous believed they could not belong to France because of its colonialism, antisemitism, and
racism, of which Algeria was one glaring example. Camus, however, felt inextricably tied to both
Algeria and France; they were not mutually exclusive for him. Moreover, Camus believed that both
countries needed each other to smoothly move on from the era of colonialism: Algeria needed
France’s help to modernize, France needed an autonomous Algeria to fully realize its republican
ideals.
Finally, for Fanon, the entirety of Algeria was a revolutionary battleground for ‘the wretched of
the earth.’ His identification with the country centered around the majority Muslim Algerian
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population’s struggle against colonialism. However, for Camus and Cixous, Algeria was also the site
of childhood memories. Their attachment to Algeria ran far deeper than just concern for the outcome
of its revolution between 1954 and 1962. In So Close, Cixous wrote nostalgically of the Jardin d’Essai
in Algiers and described Oran as “the world before the end.”76 Likewise, Camus glorified the Algerian
landscape throughout his life. He adored the cafes and photographers’ shops in Oran, revered the sky
and sea in Algiers, and in the arid ruins of Djemila, he believed “something is forged that gives man
the measure of his identity.”77 Thus, the manner in which Camus and Cixous related to Algeria in
terms of identity and belonging went beyond Fanon’s concern for Algeria as the ‘Mecca of
Revolution.’78

Conclusion
An analysis of the lives and ideas of Frantz Fanon, Albert Camus, and Hélène Cixous has
explored how the positionality of each intellectual shaped their perspective on the origins of the
conflict, appropriate methods for decolonization, and the possibilities of a postcolonial future. The
essay first charted out the key events in the lead up to the Algerian declaration of independence in
1962. It then explored how each intellectual traced the roots of the conflict followed by an analysis
of their perspectives on anticolonial violence and their ideal Algeria. Finally, it explored each figure’s
sense of belonging and identity between Algeria and France.
Further research could explore other questions related to the Algerian War of Independence
from the viewpoints of these intellectuals: the role of women during and after decolonization in
Algeria, the functioning of Islam in the discourse of Algerian decolonization, the rifts between
Algerian Berbers and Arabs, the relationship of the Algerian liberation struggle to those of neighbors
like Tunisia and Morocco, and the role of Christianity in pied-noir and French metropolitan
perceptions of the conflict. Equally important are the lives and ideas of other figures attached to the
conflict, including Assia Djebbar, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Pierre Bourdieu, Marie
Cardinal, and Kateb Yacine. In particular, it would be fruitful to bring Fanon, Camus, and Cixous into
conversation with Muslim Algerian intellectuals like Djebbar and Yacine.
This essay started with Gary Wilder’s transnational study of how intellectuals like Cesaire and
Senghor understood the concept of ‘freedom’ in the era of decolonization in the 1950s and 60s. By
moving beyond the Antilles and West Africa and into the Algerian War of Independence, the aim has
been to apply a similar framework of analysis to a specific event in the broader history of
decolonization. In doing so, the essay discerned how decolonization was understood by intellectuals
who lived through the Algerian conflict as well as how they positioned themselves as individuals
within it.
Cixous, So Close, 11.
Camus, Personal Writings, 79.
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The phrase is borrowed from the book by Jeffrey James Byrne, Mecca of Revolution: Algeria, Decolonization, and
the Third World Order (Oxford University Press, 2016).
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Fielding the Atlantic:
Identity, Class, and Baseball in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick
Jacob Crawford-Ritchie

Introduction
Baseball is often described as America’s pastime. It has historically had a relationship to the
American people and the American way of life. While baseball has surely made a significant impact
on the culture of the United States, the same can be said of Canada - specifically its effect on the
social history of the Maritimes. The game emerged in America shortly before it did in parts of Canada,
as our American cousins played “bat-and-ball” as a distraction on the battlefields of a divided Union. 1
In British North America, it was being played as Maritimers in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick were
contemplating a union of Confederation. The game of baseball, or any pastime for that matter, can
reveal a lot about society and culture. Understanding who played, attended, and organized games can
uncover a plethora of information about the social climate of a given society in particular. By studying
sport in relation to social history, one can obtain insights as to how society was constructed at a given
point in time by serving as an indicator of stratification along cultural, racial, and social divisions.
While baseball in Canada may have emerged in Ontario, it had a profound impact on the
Maritime provinces soon after its arrival. The study of baseball in these provinces is overlooked in the
scholarship of sports history in Canada. Baseball in Canada is typically understood in terms of
professional baseball, focused on Toronto, Montreal, and their surrounding areas. Another scholarly
focus is the arrival of baseball to Canada which is often recognized to have occurred in Ontario. In
the Maritimes however, baseball was a cornerstone of social life in the first century of Canada’s
existence. Despite Beachville, Ontario being credited as the birthplace of baseball in Canada, by 1915
Halifax’s love of baseball surpassed all others, leading the nation in baseball coverage in local
newspapers. In Halifax, 37.6 percent of newspaper sports coverage was dedicated to baseball.2
Comparatively, Toronto and Montreal had just 32 and 18.6 percent respectively.3 Just as the United
States had the “Negro Leagues,” the Maritimes had leagues, formal or otherwise, comprised of people
of colour.4 Just as cricket was introduced as a bourgeoise sport, so too was baseball. This recognition
of the relationship between the game of baseball and the social history of the Maritimes is instructive
to reveal further information about class structure, the relationship between labour and recreation,
and discrimination in society and sport in the Maritimes. Across North America, versions of the game
1
“Baseball History, American History and You,” National Baseball Hall of Fame, 2021,
https://baseballhall.org/baseball-history-american-history-and-you.
2
Samuel R Hill, “Baseball in Canada,” Indiana Journal of Global Legal Studies 8, no. 1 (2000): 40.
3
Hill, “Baseball in Canada”, 40.
4
Alan Metcalfe, Canada Learns to Play: The Emergence of Organized Sport, 1807-1914 (Toronto: Oxford University
Press, 1997), 85.
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of “baseball” varied and, as a result, there is significant disagreement as to the origins of baseball in
North America. This disagreement is contradicted by the certainty that, just as the game was shaped
by where it was played, where the game was played was shaped by the game. This paper seeks to
explore the social history of baseball in the Maritime provinces by focusing on the relationship
between baseball and class, race, and identity. By exploring these three key societal indicators, it will
draw conclusions about the role of baseball in the social fabric of Nova Scotia and New Brunswick.

The Arrival and Development of Baseball in the Maritimes
The first recorded game of “baseball” in North America did not take place in the United States,
but rather is believed to have taken place in present day Beachville, Ontario in 1838.5 This version of
baseball, however, did not quite resemble the version of the game that is played in the Major Leagues
today. The Beachville version of “baseball” instead, was likely a cousin of modern baseball, descended
from the game of “townball,” a version of the British game of “rounders” that was popularly played
in Upper Canada.6 Just as townball was famously played in Beachville in the summer of 1838, it was
also played across New England, and into the Canadian Maritimes.7 The early versions of the game,
“rounders” and “townball”, were recorded to have reached the Maritimes as early as the 1850s by
English and American immigrants, though it was also likely that they were playing some version of
these games even earlier.8 “New York” baseball, the version that more closely resembles the baseball
that we know today, was recorded to have first been played in 1845. The game was between the New
York Baseball Club and the New York Knickerbockers, the oldest modern baseball team, not to be
mistaken with the modern basketball team the “New York Knicks.”9 The Knickerbocker rules soon
arrived in the Maritimes in Saint John and Halifax in the late 1860s. By the early 1870s, the
Knickerbocker rules had become the standard for teams throughout the Maritimes and New
England.10
Halifax was first introduced to formally organized baseball in May 1868 with the founding
meeting of the Halifax Baseball Club by a dozen middle or upper-middle class Haligonians.11 The first
president of the club, Dr. Alfred Chipman Coxwell, a 35 year old dentist, was first exposed to the game
of American baseball during his time in New England in the 1850s.12 By that time, baseball had already
Hill, “Baseball in Canada”, 37.
“Radio 4 in Four - Cricket, Baseball, Rounders and Softball: What's the Difference?,” BBC Radio 4 (BBC, 2020),
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/2HdVkSClhXdp5CsD3JJ093T/cricket-baseball-rounders-andsoftball-what-s-the-difference.
7
Hill, “Baseball in Canada”, 45.
8
Hill, “Baseball in Canada”, 45.
9
John Thorn, “October 1845: The First Recorded Baseball Games in New York,” Society for American Baseball
Research, April 17, 2020, https://sabr.org/gamesproj/game/october-1845-the-first-recorded baseball-games-in-newyork/.
10
Colin D. Howell, Northern Sandlots: A Social History of Maritime Baseball (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1995), 23.
11
Howell, Northern Sandlots, 13.
12
Howell, Northern Sandlots, 14.
5
6
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been played in New England for almost a decade.13 Saint John was introduced to organized American
baseball the year following Halifax’s introduction by a prominent newspaperman, Mr. P.A. Melville.14
It is unclear how Melville was exposed to the game of baseball, but it is likely that it was introduced
to him through his ties to nearby American newspapers where baseball was a regular fixture of
summer sports reporting.15
Early baseball teams in the Maritimes largely remained in urban centres. Intra-city
competitions like those in Halifax and Saint John grew in popularity in the years following their
introduction. Before the organization of formal leagues, individual teams would organize and
compete in formal games, but not in formal league structures. Over time, the pool of teams grew in
size and by 1889 leagues were established in Halifax and Saint John.16 The Saint John league was
known as the New Brunswick League but largely only included teams from Saint John.17 The New
Brunswick League was composed of various teams including the Invincibles, the Mutuals, the St.
Johns, the Shamrocks, the Athletes, and the Royals.18 Similarly, the Halifax Amateur Baseball League,
created in 1888, included the Standards, the Young Men’s Literary Association (later the Atlantas),
St. Patrick’s Society team, the Socials, the Wanderers, the Royal Blues, St. Mary’s Society team, and
the Chebuctos.19 Teams began to emerge in rural communities in the Maritimes in the 1880s and by
the 1890s, rural leagues and competition began along railway lines which allowed for cheaper and
faster mobility between competitions.20
Unlike other popular sports at the time, where rivalries and championships flowed from east to
west, inter team competition in Canada, especially prior to the advent of formal league structures,
flowed along north-south divides.21 Present day Ontario and Quebec would venture south to adjacent
states, the prairies with Minnesota and North Dakota, British Columbia with Washington State, and
the Maritimes with New England.22 While these were the main cross border competitions, teams
competed with other teams from all over the continent. For example, in August of 1870, The Montreal
Gazette wrote in an article entitled ‘Sporting Intelligence’ that “[t]he Crescent Club, of St. John's
(Newfoundland), base ballers, who organized two years ago, and claim the championship of Canada,
played the Rough and Ready Club of Chazy N.Y. on Wednesday and won the match. They have since
been challenged by the New York Knickerbockers, and will likely play them at St John’s during the
Howell, Northern Sandlots, 14.
Colin D Howell, “Baseball, Class and Community in the Maritimes Provinces, 1870-1910,” Social History 22, no.
44 (November 1989):, 267.
15
Preston D. Orem, Baseball: From the Newspaper Accounts (1845-1881) (Preston D. Orem, 1961),
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015038925627.
16
Metcalfe, Canada Learns to Play, 86.
17
“Saint John Shamrocks Baseball Team, Champions of the New Brunswick League,” photograph, New Brunswick
Museum (Saint John, 1966), http://website.nbm mnb.ca/BBB/view_image.asp?id=1496&lang=en.
18
Howell, “Baseball, Class and Community”, 267.
19
Halifax Municipal Archives, “Top-Quality Ball: Remembering the Halifax & District Baseball League,” (City of
Halifax, May 26, 2021), https://www.halifax.ca/about-halifax/municipalarchives/exhibits/halifax-district-baseballleague.
20
Metcalfe, Canada Learns to Play, 86.
21
Metcalfe, Canada Learns to Play, 88.
22
Metcalfe, Canada Learns to Play, 88.
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14
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course of the week.”23 These cross-border competitions were the norm before the domestic pool of
competition grew. Similar games took place between teams from the Maritimes and small-town teams
from nearby New England.24 Interprovincial and international competitions flourished following the
completion of the intercolonial railway in 1876.25 Baseball was brought to the Maritimes as a result of
its close relationship with and proximity to New England, and this relationship helped sustain and
grow the game.

Class
Modern baseball is often appreciated as a sport that transcends class and economic capacities.
Needing only a bat, a ball, a glove, a piece of land and a team to play with, baseball is largely accessible
to any who wish to play. However, that was not always the case. Baseball was first introduced by
reform-minded bourgeoisie that regarded sport as a force of socialization for middle class men.26 The
members at the founding meeting of the Halifax Baseball Club, for example, believed in the
importance of establishing a balance in their lives between physical and intellectual activity and to
cultivate the “manly” bourgeois virtues.27 The Victorian era philosophy of fostering bourgeois
respectability, gentlemanly amateurism, and appropriate “manliness” through sport and leisure were
central to the discourse about baseball's social purposes.28 Additionally, supporters of temperance,
such as the St. Patrick's Society and the St. Mary’s Society, fielded early clubs as a means to “remedy
youthful idleness and indolence.”29
As such, baseball in the Maritimes and across North America, asserted its social purpose in
“rational recreation” that would aid in the carrying out of one’s professional endeavors rather than
as a forum for intense competition.30 Baseball, like cricket, was a social affair just as it was an athletic
affair. Like cricket, baseball was an appealing way to instill character into the young bourgeoisie.31
The fraternal nature of early baseball in the Maritimes can be illustrated in the membership of the
early clubs. For reference, one of the founding clubs in Saint John, the Shamrock Association, was
said to be composed solely of business men.32 Similarly in Halifax, the Young Men’s Literary
Association, one of the original Halifax clubs, later named the Atlantas, was an association which
“Sporting Intelligence,”Montreal Gazette (Montreal, QC), August 22, 1870, 2.
Halifax Herald (Halifax, NS), May-August 1889; Saint John Daily Sun (Saint John, NB), May-August 1889; Saint
John Daily Sun (Saint John, NB), May-August 1895.
25
Halifax Municipal Archives, “Top-Quality Ball”.
26
Howell, Northern Sandlots, 3.
27
Howell, Northern Sandlots, 15
28
Howell, Northern Sandlots, 15.
29
William Humber, Diamonds of the North: A Concise History of Baseball in Canada (Toronto: Oxford University
Press, 1995), 45.
30
Archdiocese of Halifax Roman Catholic Archives, “Memoryns,” St. Mary's and St. Patrick's Temperance Society
Records, 1848, https://memoryns.ca/st-marys-and-st-patricks-temperance-society records ; Howell, Northern
Sandlots, 3.
31
Keith A. P. Sandiford, “Cricket and the Victorian Society,” Journal of Social History 17, no. 2 (1983):, 303.
32
Humber, Diamonds of the North, 42.
23
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aimed to promote “social intercourse, and the advancement of the moral and intellectual welfare of
its members.”33 In fielding a baseball club, this association signified the goal of instilling character
into its young bourgeois male members. This prestigious association levied a one-dollar membership
fee along with twenty-five cents in monthly dues, or a flat twenty-dollar fee for non-voting
members.34 Working class individuals could likely not afford the membership costs. In its earliest
inception, baseball was not a game for the working class. The changing industrial landscape of the
19th century world altered society and along with it, the game of baseball.35 By 1875, baseball was
entrenched in the life of urban and industrial communities across the Maritimes.36 Baseball grew as a
popular activity not just for the middle class and elite, but also for the working class. The bourgeois
middle class who initially were drawn to baseball for its “civilizing” qualities and opportunity for
social reform were at odds with what the game had become in the mid to late 1870s - a game for the
gamblers, athletes, spectators, and most importantly: the working people.37 With Confederation and
the implementation of Prime Minister John A. Macdonald’s National Policy, there was a decline in
international demand for lumber, shipbuilding, and foodstuffs. As a result, the economy of the region
suffered.38 Many were forced to either seek work south of the border or migrate to urban centres in
the region. Urbanization in the region between 1860 and 1900 was significant. No province in the
region avoided the trend of urbanization: Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and PEI grew from 8, 13, and
9 percent urban in 1861 to 28, 23, and 14 percent respectively.39 Along with an increase in
industrialization and urbanization in the region, wage labour saw growth across the Maritimes
through manufacturing domains.40
The growth in industrialization changed the makeup of who participated in the sport of
baseball. Halifax saw a spike in manufacturing but retained its makeup “as a commercial entrepot and
military and administrative centre.”41 Between 1874 and 1888 for example, of the 133 baseball players
recorded in newspaper box scores, clerks, unskilled workers, and labourers, all of whom were largely
left out of the early baseball demographics, made up about half of all players represented. This can
be compared to the remaining students, merchants, skilled labourers, and professionals who
dominated the early game.42 The game of baseball extended beyond the ideals of the bourgeois
reformer and reached a new demographic who were enticed to the game. During this period, the
increase in popularity of the game among the working class people was not confined to the urban
centres of Saint John and Halifax, but also saw teams organized in industrial and mining towns

Young Men's Literary Association, “Constitution and Bye-Laws as Revised and Adopted January 6, 1881,” January
6, 1881, 3.
34
Young Men's Literary Association, “Constitution and Bye-Laws as Revised”, 14-16.
35
Humber, Diamonds of the North, 45.
36
Howell, Northern Sandlots, 37.
37
Howell, Northern Sandlots, 37.
38
Howell, Northern Sandlots, 38.
39
Alan A Brookes, “Out-Migration from the Maritime Provinces, 1860 - 1900: Some Preliminary Considerations,”
Acadiensis 5, no. 4 (1976):, 33.
40
Howell, Northern Sandlots, 39.
41
Howell, Northern Sandlots, 39.
42
Humber, Diamonds of the North, 43.
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including Springhill, Joggins, Westville, and in the towns of industrial Cape Breton.43 The appeal of
baseball to the working class athlete lay in its affordable accessibility, its easy organizational
structure, and the simplicity of the rules.44 Mechanization of labour allowed for more leisure time,
and baseball served as an escape from the grueling labour intensive industrial economy.
Middle class teams were typically composed of players from the same social class or occupation.
For example, the Halifax Athletics Club was composed of clerks and small merchants and the YMLA
were mainly of the merchant class.45 Similarly, working class individuals tended to play together on
teams formed shortly after those of the middle class. Three significant clubs emerged in Halifax in
1876; the Actives was mostly made up of painters and cabinet makers; the Green Stockings included
labourers, shoemakers, and truckmen; and the Young Oxfords included those who would later become
blacksmiths, butchers, masons, and other skilled labourers.46 Occupational teams such as the
Mechanics would engage in regular play against rival labourers.
Beyond class and occupational based teams, company teams also emerged. Under the
philosophy of “industrial betterment,” many factories and firms across North America planned and
organized many “betterment” services and programs including savings plans, group outings,
choruses, and notably, baseball teams.47 Many prominent companies in Halifax began fielding
baseball teams as the game expanded in the 1880s, including three notable newspaper teams: the
Heralds, the Chronicles, and the Recorders; and several factory teams; the Dolphins and two from the
Taylor’s Boot and Shoe Factory.48 Beyond playing, working class men were frequent spectators.
Thomas Lambert, an employee, and labour leader at the Taylor factory, presented a silver ball and bat
to the Halifax City Champions at the end of the 1877, on behalf of the City's mechanics who all
enjoyed watching baseball competition.49
Baseball particularly played an important role in coal and iron mining communities. It not only
was an escape from labour as a leisure activity for both the players and the spectators, but it also was
represented as a symbol of the community.50 As baseball’s popularity continued to grow and expand
out of urban centres of Halifax and Saint John, many coal and mining companies began to create
teams across Pictou County and into Cape Breton. Notably, the Dominion Coal Company, named
Dominion No. 1, created a team which became the focal point of the community. These teams got so
popular that the Dominion Coal Company complained that baseball was becoming a distraction from
work. Referring to the disruption baseball had on the workplace, the Sydney Record noted that “picnics
have also contributed their share of adverse influence, but baseball is the principal sinner.”51

Humber, Diamonds of the North, 48; Halifax Municipal Archives, “Top-Quality Ball”.
Halifax Municipal Archives, “Top-Quality Ball”.
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The MIT Press, 2020), 169.
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The growing craze surrounding baseball which expanded into smaller industrial towns in the
Maritimes by the 1890s is illustrated when the Springhill News and Advertiser proclaimed that “the
baseball craze has struck Springhill!”52 Baseball offered an opportunity for escape from the mundane
industrial life. For those in urban industrial towns and cities, baseball allowed for a romanticized
return to the simpler, rural life. In rural communities, baseball was the centre of the community. It
was a point of pride that brought the community together around the game. As working men took the
field, class divisions dissolved and individuals from all social classes were able to participate and
engage with the game.

Race and Identity
In addition to providing an even playing field across the class system, the baseball diamond
offered an opportunity to transcend ethnic and religious cleavages, though with some caveats. Like
classes, teams were generally organized around ethnic and religious backgrounds. In Halifax, one of
the earliest rivalries that emerged was based around the Atlantas, who were Roman Catholic, and the
Young Oxfords, who were Anglo-Protestant.53 Mirroring the dynamics in Halifax, in Saint John in
1873, early rivalries were established between the Irish-Catholic Shamrocks and the Protestant Saint
Johns.54 Generally, fans tended to support clubs that aligned with their religious and ethnic
background. In the city of Saint John, where “society [was] rigidly stratified along class, ethnic, and
denominational lines,” baseball was a means for the Irish Catholic population to assert their identity,
pride, and enthusiasm.55 Infamously, in the summer of 1890, Irish-Catholic supporters of the
Shamrocks took this enthusiasm too far by taunting and trying to pick fights with the Protestant Saint
John's team.56 At the earliest stages of baseball in the Maritimes, it was rare for club team rosters to
have divided religious backgrounds. One notable exception lies in the Halifax Athletics’ Club, whose
players were all Protestant except for one player who was Jewish.57 With the growth of company and
occupational teams, these religious barriers tended to be broken down. However, neighborhood
teams remained largely ethno-religiously segregated merely by the nature of where people resided.
The Irish-Catholic population, for example, tended to live generally in working class communities, in
contrast to the more middle- and upper-class Protestants who tended to work as clerks or
merchants/professionals.58 In Halifax, the game was most popular among the Irish-Catholics and
Black players who made up 59.4% of the sampled 153 players represented in newspaper box scores.59
Racial cleavages offered an entirely different dynamic than that of the ethno-religious divide.
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Black baseball arrived in the Maritimes in the 1880s as the game expanded away from bourgeois
exclusivity and into the working-class domain. By the 1890s, Black baseball was thriving. Baseball
offered many opportunities for the Black community both as an outlet for community pride and as a
means to “provide an avenue to respectability and relative acceptance by the White majority.”60 Many
Black teams emerged in this period across the Maritimes. While white teams were composed of
players from the same class, industry, company, or community, Black baseball teams were generally
only community based because of their marginalized status. In each community, there were not
enough players to field multiple clubs.61 The exception to this rule was in the urban centres of Halifax
and Saint John where there was a large enough pool of players to field multiple teams. As time
progressed, Black players were included on company teams with their white coworkers.
Across the Maritimes there were several “coloured teams” that competed against each other in
unorganized structures. For most Black clubs in the 1890s, there was no real opportunity for
organized formal league play.62 Teams nonetheless competed against each other across the region. In
the 1890s and into the early 1900s, the Amherst Royals, the Fredericton Celestials, the Truro
Victorians, the Stanleys, and the Seasides in Dartmouth, and the Eurekas, the Independent Stars, and
the North Ends in Halifax all fielded Black teams.63 As time progressed and the game grew more
popular and accessible among Black communities, other teams began to emerge including the Halifax
Rangers, whose roster consisted of players mainly from Africville.64 Eventually, just as Black exclusion
from “white” institutions such as churches and schools created the need for the creation of Black
institutions, so did the exclusion from white leagues pave the way for Black baseball leagues.65
Before the interwar period, white and Black teams rarely competed, though it did occur
occasionally. When these matches did occur, they were mostly challenge matches with a prize money
given to the winner. These matches offered an opportunity for Black players and teams to display
their talent, promote self-respect and community pride, and for those who were economically
disenfranchised, supplement their income.66 The games between white and Black teams encouraged
Black pride and allowed for the creation of local heroes and role models for their communities.67 These
matches also instilled hostility in the crowds and the media. The regional matches and championships
between white and Black teams drew decent sized crowds but gave way to press depictions of the
“ludicrous incidents” that occurred at these games.68 Despite this, Black teams, both in competition
against white teams and against other Black teams, garnered decent media attention which helped
legitimize Black athletes in the sport.69 Notably, Eddie Martin, who is credited for the innovative use
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62
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of the “slapshot” in hockey, played both hockey and baseball for the Eureka club which was heavily
supported by the local African Baptist Church.70
Baseball, like many community institutions, was a significant part of a network of sociopolitical
systems “that promoted the community’s potential for creativity and self improvement.”71 The role
of the church in Black communities cannot be understated. These religious institutions “have been
at the root of most community organizations and nurtured a sense of self-pride.”72 Churches played
a significant role in fielding Black teams and desegregating the sport. The first baseball leagues to
allow for mixed Black and white teams were local church leagues in the 1920s after pressure from
activists in cities and towns across the region.73 Black churches also played a role in sponsoring teams
across North America including in Yarmouth, Truro, New Glasgow, Amherst, and Saint John.74
Additionally, the Seasides of Dartmouth had extensive ties to the African Baptist Church in
Africville.75 In communities where the Church sponsored a team, “those who did not play most likely
attended” the local baseball competitions.76 Churches in Black communities were the foundation of
everyday life and communal ties in the Black community and, as a result of churches’ support, so was
baseball.
Decades following the introduction of baseball in Black communities, it became a firm
fundamental institution. Beyond organized, amateur, and semi-professional baseball, casual baseball
was also an important part of Black community life in the Maritimes. In the summer months, baseball
became a regular fixture in Black newspapers across the Maritimes. Notably, in many issues of the
Clarion, a popular Black owned and operated newspaper in Nova Scotia, the rising interest in the “age
old pastimes of softball and baseball” was described and regular updates were given on both organized
baseball and community baseball.77 Calls for picnics where “ball games” could be enjoyed by the
community display what community life entailed for Black communities in the region. In addition to
an emphasis on baseball in Black newspapers, the recognition of baseball as an integral aspect of
community life in Black communities in the Maritimes has found a resurgence following the
demolition of the community of Africville in 1967 which displaced 400 Black citizens and destroyed
many culturally significant community buildings.78 In a bid to keep the memory of Africville alive,
dozens of multi-medium works have been created, many of which depict children and families playing
baseball in Kindlare’s field.79 These depictions often emphasize the role of baseball in community life
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and help show the prominent role the pastime played in instilling a strong sense of community across
the region.

Conclusion
Throughout its early development in the Maritimes, baseball has served as a microcosm of
regional society. Introduced as a bourgeois sport, as the economy changed towards industrialization,
so too did the game allow broader class access beyond the initially intended target. While teams were
often divided by economic status and occupation, the baseball diamond enabled competition and
cooperation from various classes and industries. Similarly, baseball served as a means to maintain
and preserve heritage, whether it be ethnic or class heritage. For the Black community, baseball was
especially significant. Along with the Church, baseball presented itself as a focal point of community
life, as it enabled community heroes and legends, and it offered an opportunity for Black athletes to
prove equal to their white counterparts on the diamond. While integration did not happen instantly,
baseball was one of the earliest opportunities Black communities had to find itself on equal footing
with white athletes. Baseball in the Maritimes could be seen as a metaphor for everyday life in the
region. The game represented individuals across New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, whether it be those
from Africville or those who found their home in Springhill.

Library, Baseball in Africville, photograph (Halifax, 1949); Joe Sealy, liner notes for Africville Suite (Toronto: Sea Jam,
1996)..
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Capitalism and Imperialism in Famine:
Climate as an Accelerant of Colonial Expansion in Asia
Magritte Gordaneer

Climatic anomalies were at an apogee in the late nineteenth century, contributing to some of
the worst periods of drought in the global South from 1876-1878. This historic sequence of droughts
was caused primarily by the failures of the Indian Ocean Monsoon system, El Niño Southern
Oscillations (ENSO), as well as an intense positive Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD).1 However, in many
colonized or nearly colonized regions, these climatic anomalies and resulting famines were
exacerbated by colonial and imperial states. Colonizers used climate and famine as an instrument to
subjugate Indigenous populations in pursuit of market trade, imperial expansion, and control over
local populations. The Dutch East Indies, Korea, and India were regions where colonial and imperial
intervention suppressed famine relief and exacerbated the effects of drought. Furthermore, these
regions were set on a path towards subjugation as colonial market intervention weakened them to
climatic anomalies. When drought arrived in the late nineteenth century, colonial and imperial
powers were able to use it as a tool to subjugate Indigeous populations in Java and Borneo, Korea, and
India — enforcing colonial hierarchies and collapsing existing methods of surviving through these
climatic anomalies.
The climatic anomalies associated with the intense and catastrophic two-year drought from
1876-1878 include ENSO, a positive IOD, a northward migration of the Intertropical Convergence
Zone (ITCZ), and overall rising sea surface temperatures. The 1877-1878 El Niño event is considered
one of the largest ENSO periods to date, featuring warming sea surface temperatures in the Pacific
and drought in a significant portion of South America and Australasia.2 Moreover, the positive IOD
of 1877 magnified the effects of this El Niño event, leading to inconsistent rainfall and subsequent
drought across Asia during the late 1870s.3 Lacking and inconsistent rainfall plagued the region
— from Korea and South-East Asia spanning across the Indian Ocean to India. In the Atlantic, rising
sea surface temperatures associated with a northward migration of the ITCZ also deregulated rainfall
in equatorial regions, resulting in even drier climates when paired with the already devastating effects
of ENSO and a positive IOD.4
When drought struck, Dutch colonizers positioned themselves strategically in South-East Asia
to exploit Indigeous populations in pursuit of capitalist export. On the island of Borneo, the Dutch
used the plight of drought to draw local populations who were resistant to colonization out of

1
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rainforests and into urbanized centers. In these centers, they could gain income and food, and
colonial power was more easily exercised.5 The Dutch in the region offered only hard labor in return
for taxation, further subjugating existing populations and contributing to foreign markets which had
a growing demand for rice.6 However, the Dutch’s methods of rice “cultivation” on the islands of Java
and Borneo were flawed and ultimately unsuccessful — failed by a lack of knowledge on inconsistent
rainfall and past successful agricultural practices — making these areas even more susceptible to
drought when stores of rice and grain were sold to foreign markets for Dutch profit, and thereby more
dependent on international trade within colonial systems.7 In years prior, the Dutch had been
building a bustling export economy out of Java, given its normally plentiful crops, ensured by the
historically consistent monsoon system and fertile soil. By the drought of 1876-1878, many Javanese
peoples were forced into selling their crops to support a rising export and colonial-run economy over
feeding themselves in these times of famine.8 Crops that held higher export value to the Dutch, such
as coffee — which accounted for 80% of their export sales to Europe — were prioritized over grains
and rice, exacerbating the effects of famine in Java and other regions of the Dutch East Indies for
imperial capital benefit.9 Further, increased urbanization and centralized populations exacerbated
the risk of famine in this time of land shortages and mismanagement alongside the exploitative
export economy created by the Dutch.10 Tactics of urbanization, forced labor, and export emphasis —
all prioritized in conjunction with ineffective and unsuccessful cultivation practices — assisted Dutch
colonizers in asserting their authority while simultaneously destabilizing food shortage and famine
preventative systems.
External state pressures to meet trade demands is also the story of Korea and its history of rice
production through the famine of the late 1870s. ENSO contributed to dry climates in the region and
made starvation and crop failure issues of national concern.11 Especially in the southern parts of the
state, where wet-field agriculture was a common and essential cultivation practice, drought was
catastrophic for food production.12 Before famine struck, Korea was an isolationist state that
repeatedly refused Japanese intervention and trade.13 However, by 1876, when Korea was faced with
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famine, a pressuring Japanese state held their weight in rice and grain over their heads alongside
tactics of gunboat diplomacy.14 The drought that placed Korea in famine gave way for mounting
Japanese economic expansion attempts to perforate Korea’s isolationist policies.15 This desire to
expand into Korea was further motivated by the bountiful southwestern Cholla Province and Yellow
Sea Region — advantageous for Japanese industrial and imperial growth.16 Korea was at a loss when
they were forced into signing the 1876 Kanghwa Treaty in exchange for famine relief. The Kanghwa
Treaty allowed the Japanese rights and access to Korean ports of trade, ending Korea’s economic
independence.17 Once the Japanese began providing Korea with rice and other grains to survive the
famine, these debts became essentially unpayable. Thus, the debts fractured the remaining
isolationist sentiment in Korea and positioned the Japanese to later create and enforce more
interventionist policies in the state.18 Imperial expansion into Korea and control of foreign trade,
alongside the vulnerability of famine, secured Japan’s position to exercise control over the Korean
state.19
British rule in India is the most extreme example of colonial exploitation and genocide in times
of drought and famine. The “Great Famine” of 1876-1878 in India was the result of multiple winter
monsoon system failures from 1875 to 1877, in addition to the crop paucity induced by ENSO and a
positive IOD.20 Crop failures were ultimately exacerbated by British colonial intervention. British
attempts to mitigate famine by installing railroads actually increased famine in local populations.
Modernization efforts were created to strictly benefit European trade exports because no crops would
be let onto these railways to feed starving local populations. This left entire regions famished as all
their resources and grains were distributed to fulfill British trade agreements.21 Record exports of
wheat from India to Europe occurred between 1877-1878, at the height of one of the deadliest famines
in history.22 British merchants made the deliberate decision to let Indian people starve. Excess wheat
produced in India was sent to England in the period leading up to and during the famine, taking bread
overseas from where it not only grew, but was most needed.23 Additionally, the British colonial
government chose not to lower the price of food and grain within India, causing the market price of
grain to reach deadly heights.24 In a 1897 article from the British Charity Organization Review, J. A.
Baines, a British Administrator in India, insisted that while India was able to be self-supporting when
it came to agriculture, their population relied on foreign intervention and trade for the majority of
their food.25 For instance, Baines argued that the famine in India was due to local populations’ own
mismanagement and their “dependency” on the British, thus placing the onus on poor and starving
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peoples.26 The overall narrative perpetuated by the English at the time — as asserted by this document
— paints a portrait of stoic non-intervention, when in reality the British had been positioning
themselves to benefit from a famine by creating trade routes out of India to supply foreign ports,
cultivating non-drought-resistant crops unlike those which had traditionally been planted in India,
and refusing to regulate genocidal markets.27 Refusal from colonial administrations to import food to
dry and barren regions raises the question: how widespread would the 1876-1878 famine in India have
been if it were not exacerbated by British colonialists?
Altogether, poor crop choice and exploitation, along with European agricultural intervention,
led to the downfall of any regional resistance to drought in the cases of the Dutch East Indies, Korea,
and India. In Java and Borneo, the Dutch incentivized Indigenous migration to urbanized centers
while being unable to manage crops. They scrapped drought-resistant cultivation and efficient landusage practices, putting Javanese and other Indigenous populations at extreme risk during the
famine, especially when what did grow was exported.28 In India, the British initiated the transition
from millet — a traditional and drought-resistant crop — to corn, rice, and wheat, which were
favorable in European markets and much more susceptible to the effects of drought.29 Additionally,
British colonists and merchants earned significant profits by centralizing grain routes into urbanized
centers — to the point of surplus during famines — with the only purpose of exporting at astounding
rates to turn the highest profit.30 With the introduction and pressures of foreign European markets,
there was no room for drought-resistant agricultural practices, and when drought came, foreign
markets were absent to aid famine relief.31 Crops that were most well-established and profitable in
foreign markets were prioritized for cultivation in these regions for trade value, even if these crops
could never alone sustain local demand for food during drought. The Japanese exploitation of crops
and agriculture to feed their imperial interests left existing markets in Korea in disarray.32 This shift
from pre-colonial forms of agriculture to higher-environmental-risk European ones made states,
regions, and populations not only vulnerable to environmental anomalies, but also the genocidal
strategies of European markets.
Thematically, what binds these case studies together in their famines, restrictions of autonomy,
and collapse is the intervention of colonial and imperial powers in markets and capital expansion.
Imperial and colonial states throughout the nineteenth century — aided by steam, systems of debt,
and forced market control — created systems of export to efficiently distribute foreign goods back to
the wealthy homelands of colonial rule, leaving only scorched earth behind. States set their sights on
asserting dominance over existing populations while also competing with other states for market
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domination. Market control of capital, crops, and circulation all define the practices—and outcomes—
driven by the colonial powers during these famines, from the Dutch and British to the Japanese. In
the late nineteenth century, imperialist practices were growing dramatically in popularity and with
them, abuse of foreign states and markets.33 Crises of drought caused by climatic anomalies only aided
these exploitative behaviors.34 Taking advantage of the climatic challenges these regions of Asia were
facing, imperialist powers saw a direct means to an end to ensure power.35 The pursuit of capital made
these climatic anomalies as deadly as they were, killing over a million in some regions of India alone.36
In the wake of drying climates, imperialist states took advantage of worsening conditions to exercise
their power by forcing treaties in Korea, labor in South-East Asia, and exporting grain and crops in
India while local populations starved. Imperialism for the pursuit of capital made this period of
drought and conditions of ENSO and the positive IOD worse to a near irrecoverable point. The
assertion of imperial or colonial dominance either made populations enslaved or starved. Precolonial agricultural practices would have sustained most if not all of the regions in question, and left
populations with more independence to prevent future famines. Instead, interventionist assumptions
about agriculture bled lands and people dry.
The environmental conditions which prompted the famines in the Dutch East Indies, Korea,
and India only partly contributed to the human suffering of the era and region. Colonial and
imperialist strategies enforcing local populations to adopt their methods of foreign trade,
administration, and crops were the primary correlating forces, which, when combined with these
climatic events caused widespread and irrecoverable famine. While the climatic events of 1876-1878
were significant, the social consequences of these climatic anomalies are the true killers.
Additionally, over the century since the famines of 1876-1878, the systems exacerbated by the
administration and colonial government of these famine-affected regions have helped instigate the
global inequalities we see today, specifically between the global North and South, with some
exceptions coming out of the late twentieth century.37 Weakened due to famine and drought, imperial
states that had been preparing to take over saw infrastructure and agriculture as opportunities to run
these regions into the ground.38 While climatic anomalies threatened the stability of food systems in
these regions, the pursuit of power and capitalist gains remained the underlying and true causes of
these famines.
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Patriotic Femininity:
The Invention of ‘Woman’ in Late Qing and Early Republican China
Mildred Murray

The category of woman is both historically contingent and socially defined. What does it mean
to be a woman? ‘Woman’ is often looked at as a biological imperative: a preordained and inalienable
fact that is then played out and reinforced within social structures. This understanding of ‘woman’
clings to biological definitions and precludes change. In Imperial China, especially before the
intervention of Western notions of sexology and gender, ‘woman’ was a category defined by social
roles and relationships, somewhat irrespective of gender. What it meant to be a woman legitimated
by society was in constant flux and open to interpretation. Notably, the female identity of the late
Qing and Early Republican eras – and the derision of it – came to stand for the humiliation of the
Chinese state at the hands of Imperial nations. The woman is the nation and therefore the liberation
of women meant the liberation of the nation. The rapid social change that occurred in the late years
of the Qing empire and through the Republican era, depended upon the manipulation of the female
identity in order to serve the interests of the state and promote national identity. These processes
placed the onus of national development on the inclusion of women in the modern state, which came
to be best represented through the visual language of unbinding the feet. The interests of the
hegemonic powers – foreign, imperial, Republican, and Communist – politicized the physical body
of the woman and ensured her continual subjugation to male endeavors. The Chinese woman then,
regardless of feminist activity, remained contingent on the male dominated state. In the process of
rejecting the Qing empire, the Chinese woman was constructed by indigenous Chinese intellectuals
in opposition to both Imperial actors and the Western perception of Chinese ‘barbarity’ and
‘feudalism.’ This dual identity created a woman who had to reject imperialism, yet in the same
breath, aid the independence of the nation by conforming to Western expectations and norms of
female identity; Chinese “culture lost its footing and became an open question” that could only be
answered by the construction of a new woman.1
In the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries, the development of the woman by both
nationalist and foreign interests utilized the highly visual practice of foot-binding to confront the
collective Chinese past. The bound foot became a symbol, to missionaries, of China’s cultural
backwardness and heathenism. In contrast, nationalists used the bound foot as evidence of the
weakness of the Chinese nation as a result of their continued imperial domination. Unbinding the
foot became both a Christianising and Westernizing endeavor as well as a way to escape the title of
‘the sick man of Asia’.2 Anti-foot-binding discourse was both a ‘benevolent’ and ‘civilizing’ project
Dorothy Ko, Cinderella's Sisters: A Revisionist History of Footbinding, Philip a. Lilienthal Asian Studies Imprint
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 36.
2
The “sick man of Asia” refers to the intellectual perception of Late Qing China, which was seen as weak,
fractionalized, and lacking in virility. These characteristics rendered China ‘sickly’ and allowed for its exploitation by
1
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by Westerners and a rejection of imperial subjugation by indigenous Chinese thinkers. Caught in the
middle of these two opposing factions was the Chinese woman and her lived experience. Despite the
centrality of her ‘liberation’ to the notion of modernity and national revitalization, foot-binding and
anti-foot-binding discourse was a male dominated arena of intellectualism and nationalist rhetoric.
The woman herself is absent, and it is only the idea of what it means to be a woman – to men – that
matters in this context. In light of that, this paper will focus on the ways in which foot-binding
discourse was utilized by Chinese intellectuals in their pursuit of a new and independent nation.
More specifically, this paper will argue that the nationalist construction of the modern Chinese
woman – using the liberated foot as a visual and discursive symbol of modernity – as a means of
escaping the imperial past had deep and inextricable links to the imperialist project in China. The
process of the cultural rejection of foot-binding found its roots in the fledgling feminism of foreign
women, the evangelism of foreign missionaries, and the anti-imperialist project of Chinese
nationalists. The latter rejected the intrusion of the former two, but their adoption of anti-footbinding discourse into the larger project of nationalism was predicated on the Eurocentric rhetoric
of the foreign actors. Further, this paper will discuss the work of He-Yin Zhen, who argued for a
specifically feminist interpretation of the female identity but was, like her contemporaries,
responding to the pressures of the West and its intellectual traditions.
Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, China was continuously subjugated by Western
imperial powers, like England and the United States, as well as more local powers like Japan. The
British Empire forced China to its knees economically and socially through their victories in the
Opium Wars. With this economic access to China came unprecedented social access for both religious
bodies and imperial officers and their families. As a result, the haunting specter of Western eyes
became a driving force in the anti-foot-binding movement and the construction of the new, modern
woman. Western, Christian missionaries became one of the more influential groups in late Qing
China, and it was at their behest that the first ‘natural foot’ (chanzu) societies were formed. Upon
their arrival in China, Western women made little attempt to “conceal the shock and disgust footbinding aroused in them.”3 This disgust was broadcast to larger Western audiences and their
perception of China as ‘backwards’ and ‘barbaric was reified. Chinese women were weak and tortured,
Chinese men were effeminate; neither men nor women in China met the standards of Western gender
ideals, and they could therefore not be considered modern, enlightened subjects like their European
counterparts. This “indirect influence of the missionaries via Western public opinion proved
immensely important in encouraging the indigenous Chinese anti-foot-binding”4 and female
education movements, and the expectations of the Western eye came to define Chinese national
feminism. For missionaries, the process of foot-binding was especially egregious. They believed it
was an insult to God and the very visual representation of the Chinese rejection of ‘salvation.’ To
them, “foot-binding [was] anti-Christian because Nature — the Creator — endowed women with
imperial powers (see generally David Scott, China and the International System, 1840-1949: Power, Presence, and
Perceptions in a Century of Humiliation, Ithaca: State University of New York Press, 2008.)
3
Alison R. Drucker, “The Influence of Western Women on the Anti-Footbinding Movement 1840-1911,” Historical
Reflections / Réflexions Historiques 8, no. 3 (1981): 183.
4
Drucker, “The Influence of Western Women,” 183.
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integral, natural bodies.”5 The promotion of natural, or Heavenly, feet was “thus predicated on the
construction of a God-given natural body.”6 Chinese Christian converts embraced this idea of footbinding as an affront to God; Reverend Ye, a Chinese protestant minister in the late Qing era, argued
that “foot-binding [was] a manmade contrivance, analogous to the tower of Babel, that paraded
human wisdom as superior to that of God.”7 It was, therefore, a sinful act. As well as a direct
opposition to God, the missionaries understood foot-binding as the cause of many social evils, like
female infanticide and sex-trafficking, as the lack of physical capability and economic dependence
of women on their families was considered a cause of weakness and downturn in the family. Footbinding, to Western missionaries, “confined women and her thoughts to the narrowest of spheres”8
and the most sinful of activities. Anti-foot-binding could then be characterized as a way to improve
the moral quality of the Chinese people and to eradicate the moral evils that resulted from it. Female
activists influenced by early Western feminism could also understand anti-foot-binding as a direct
challenge to the ideal of the submissive woman.
The first anti-foot-binding society was founded in 1874 by Reverend John Macgowan and his
wife. Macgowan, like other missionaries, understood that the most effective way to communicate
his Christian agenda to the people of China was to render it with familiar cultural context. Through
this language of Chinese realities, rather than simply religious opposition, the anti-foot-binding
discourse of Western missionaries was opened to indigenous Chinese interpretation. In a pragmatic
turn, anti-foot-binding missionaries and activists argued that “the crippling of women's feet
interfered with the ability of housewives to maintain a clean and sanitary home and to take proper
care of their children”10 in addition to the aforementioned infanticide and sex trafficking. In 1872,
missionary Mary Porter Gamwell opened one of the first girls' schools in China.11 This school
admitted only pupils with natural or unbound feet. By setting this requirement for inclusion into
education and therefore the modern world, female missionaries in China irretrievably conflated anti9

foot-binding with modernity and education. This relationship formed the core of indigenous Chinese
anti-foot-binding activism and Republican understandings of femininity. However, the Christian
population of China in the late Qing era barely numbered one million. Missionary action then, was
not enough to sway China on its own. The appropriation of missionary arguments by later Chinese
intellectuals brought about the eventual end of foot-binding in China, but the lineage of that
discourse ties it inextricably to the imperial project in China.
In the early years of the 20th century, many Western missionaries and activists left China. In
their stead, anti-foot-binding organizations and conversations came to be dominated by indigenous
Chinese thinkers, to whom “the bound foot was a visual reminder of the old-world and [...] an abstract

Ko, Cinderella' Sisters, 15.
Ko, Cinderella' Sisters, 15.
7
Ko, Cinderella' Sisters, 15.
8
Drucker, “The Influence of Western Women,” 184.
9
Drucker, “The Influence of Western Women,” 187.
10
Drucker, “The Influence of Western Women,” 184.
11
Drucker, “The Influence of Western Women,” 187.
5
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symbol of all that was wrong with China."12 This circle of intellectuals included the influential writer
Liang Qichao.13 In his 1897 text On Women’s Education, Liang places the responsibility for China’s
weakness and foreign subjugation, as well as their economic disadvantages in Western capitalism,
on the shoulders of “nearly two hundred million [Chinese citizens] who have round heads but bent
toes."14 In other words, China was weak and behind economically because of uneducated and footbound women. China had long been poor and subordinated to colonial interests because women did
not produce or meaningfully engage in social development. Instead, they consumed; the foot-bound
woman became a leech on her husband and her nation and therefore prevented either from becoming
stronger. In light of that causal explanation, Liang argued that the education of women was the most
important step in promoting the growth of a strong and self-sufficient nation. He argued that if
women were educated, and not simply leeches, then they would be able to contribute positively to
China economically and industrially, therefore aiding the national project. Economic interest pushed
Liang Qichao to advocate for the physical and mental liberation of women, rather than a genuine
concern with the lives of his female counterparts. Liang’s text shows clearly its intellectual
relationship to earlier Western thinkers and activists, who fought to free women’s feet in order to
combat the ‘barbarity’ and ‘weakness’ of the Chinese nation and the Chinese people.
Like missionary discourse, Liang’s writings preclude the individual desire of the Chinese
woman and instead insist on her inclusion in a homogenous mass that can then become a pillar of
the new nation. The woman herself does not participate in politics directly. Rather, she becomes
educated in order to combat her own “uncivilized hollow bod[y]”15 and its tendency to “poison”16 the
life and productivity of her husband. An educated woman, Liang argues, can create a more stable and
nurturing space for the “outstanding and charismatic hero”17 that is the new Chinese man. Liang’s
last argument for the education of women is their importance in raising and educating sons. An
uneducated woman produces unenlightened sons, who in turn cannot adequately participate in the
project of the modern nation. An educated woman, like the ‘Western mother’ of Liang’s comparison,
can raise intelligent and capable sons who can then fight against imperialism for a stronger Chinese
nation. In this argument, the conflation of the woman as the mother of the nation takes precedence
over the physical body of the woman as the physical reality of the nation, but the relationship
between ideal femininity and national growth is nonetheless inescapable. He lays the groundwork
for the nationalist construction of the Chinese woman as educated and liberated, but secondary to
the state. Liang, like his contemporaries, centers anti-imperialism and the casting off of Western
domination in his ideas of nationalism, but the intellectual lineage between the West and the
indigenous Chinese thinkers is clear: Western modernity is therefore inextricable from the
Rachel Keeling, “The Anti-Footbinding Movement, 1872-1922: A Cause for China Rather Than Chinese Women,"
Footnotes 1 (December 2016): 16.
13
Keeling, “The Anti-Footbinding Movement,” 16.
14
Qichao Liang, “On Women’s Education,” in The Birth of Chinese Feminism: Essential Texts in Transnational Theory,
eds. Liu, Lydia He, Rebecca E. Karl, and Dorothy Ko, trans. Robert Cole and Wei Peng (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2013), 189.
15
Liang, “On Women’s Education,” 193.
16
Liang, “On Women’s Education,” 193.
17
Liang, “On Women’s Education,” 193.
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nationalizing project of late Qing China.
In the first decade of the 20th century, Chinese anarcho-feminist He-Yin Zhen published a
series of papers that problematized the history of men’s participation in women’s liberation. In these
papers, she argued that men fought for women’s rights for three reasons:18 pursuit of self-distinction,
pursuit of self-interest, and pursuit of self-comfort.19 Male anti-foot-binding activism of that era
reflected these various pursuits, as well as the gender anxiety men felt after the era of imperialism
in China. In the Chinese understanding, men, like women, exist only insofar as social networks allow
them. Gender is thus a constant social reaffirmation of what comes to be seen as a biological
imperative. He-Yin argued for an understanding of gender as nannü, a single conceptual mechanism
that “lies at the foundation of all patriarchal abstractions and markings of distinction.”20 Nannü
represents a male pursuit of the differentiation of man and woman, which was often considered to
be “one of the major principles in heaven and on earth.”21 As a result of this differentiation, the
masculine becomes strong and public while the feminine becomes submissive and private. Male
intellectuals of her era felt that, in the wake of their imperial exploitation, the differentiation
between men and woman had been undermined: they felt that they had been “effeminized in the
face of white superiority, [and] thus came to recognize the liberation of their women as a necessary
condition for their own freedom."22 The first of He-Yin’s points, the pursuit of self-distinction, refers
to the Chinese man’s desire to escape imperial domination and become included in Western
modernity. Women are to be included in the nation and the state, given certain rights, and absorbed
into the growing capitalist system. He-Yin argued that the liberation of the nationalist project – the
symbolic unbinding of the feet – was not truly a liberation of women. True liberation of the female
body would demand the transcendence of the state and its inherently oppressive structure. It is
important to note here that, as an anarchist, He-Yin was deeply influenced by her time in Tokyo and
the writing of Sentaro Kemuyama.23 This was an anarchist lineage that rejected the technoevolutionary hypothesis and argued that violence was needed to overcome the state. It was because
of this anarchist perspective that He-Yin rejected the Western feminist understanding of equality as
inclusion in the state. Rather, equality for women could only come with the destruction of the state.24
18
Zhen He-Yin, “On the Question of Women’s Liberation,” in The Birth of Chinese Feminism: Essential Texts in
Transnational Theory, eds. Lydia Liu, Rebecca Karl, and Dorothy Ko, trans. Lydia Liu, (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2013), 60-62.
19
The latter two refer to the idea that educated women ease a man’s burden by educating the children and running
the household more functionally. An educated woman is therefore a superior aid to a man’s comfort and leisure than
an uneducated woman is.
20
Lydia He Liu, Rebecca E. Karl, and Dorothy Ko, eds., “Introduction: Toward a Transnational Feminist Theory,”
in The Birth of Chinese Feminism: Essential Texts in Transnational Theory, Weatherhead Books on Asia (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2013), 13.
21
Liu, Karl, Ko, “Introduction: Toward a Transnational Feminist Theory,” 13.
22
Dorothy Ko, “Footbinding and Anti-footbinding in China: The Subject of Pain in the Nineteenth and Early
Twentieth Centuries” in Discipline and the Other Body: Correction, Corporeality, Colonialism, eds. Steven Pierce and
Anupama Rao (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), 216.
23
Lydia He Liu, Rebecca E. Karl, and Dorothy Ko, eds., “The Historical Context: Chinese Feminist Worlds at the
Turn of the Twentieth Century,” in The Birth of Chinese Feminism: Essential Texts in Transnational Theory,
Weatherhead Books on Asia (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013), 39.
24
Liu, Karl, Ko, “The Historical Context,” 40.
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True feminism then, she argues, cannot exist as a pillar of nationalism and all nationalist feminism
merely obscures continued state oppression of women. Progress outside of the state – the
recognition of the gendered oppression implicit in foot-binding – is then the only legitimate activism
for Chinese women.
He-Yin Zhen, an anarchist and anti-capitalist, represents a departure from the male centred
feminism advocated for by both foreign bodies and her Chinese contemporaries, like the
aforementioned Liang Qichao. He-Yin rejected a universal definition of the woman or her plight, and
wrote instead of the specificities, and therefore necessities, of the Chinese experience. He-Yin’s was
a Chinese feminism,25 rather than a Western import, and the failure of her ideas to become as
influential as those of Liang and other nationalist thinkers is a testament to the strength of the
relationship between China and the West. Intellectually and economically, Chinese intelligentsia
attempted to free themselves from their position as a nation subjugated by Western powers by
emulating those powers. They freed themselves by mirroring their oppressor, and thus it is
impossible to separate Chinese nationalism from the imperial structures it was fighting against. To
He-Yin, the weakness of the Chinese nation, illuminated by the bound foot or the exploitation of
young female labourers, is a result of this desperation for Western inclusion and capitalist industrial
development. Westernization and nationalist ideals, feminist or otherwise, destroyed the safety of
the Chinese woman and forced migration and prostitution. The Chinese woman then, to He-Yin, was
created by a state that subjugated the feminine in order to promote the Western.
In the historical construction of Chinese womanhood, the ‘woman’ is both defined and limited
by the doctrine of separate spheres. Just as men are defined by the public and political realms, women
are defined by the private and domestic. As such, the transgression of that fundamental boundary
and the occupation of public space by women provokes anxiety among men. In the context of the
late Qing and early Republican eras, competing political agendas opposed each other through the
body of the Chinese woman and her physical positioning. To proponents of the conservative
nationalist patriarchy, the Chinese woman, and the nation by extension, was submissive and private.
By “privileging the domestic sphere as the crucial context for feminine self-definition”26 the
nationalist patriarchy “represented the woman's national role in terms of the production of morally
upright and biologically fit male offspring.”27 The invention of this particular woman required little
imagination: she was the clear inheritor of the Confucian family and the duties of the women therein.
Importantly, she was a private figure who buoyed the growth of the newly independent Chinese
nation by supporting her husband privately and raising strong, patriotic sons. She herself had little
direct role in politics and therefore did not transgress boundaries or threaten the sanctity of the
social hierarchy. In contrast, the new woman of the radical nationalist thinkers represented a clean
break with China’s subjugated past – an unbinding of the nation. Their Chinese woman was shaped
25
She argued that ‘woman’ as a "transhistorical category - not of a subjective identity, but of structured unequal
social relations - had been constituted through scholarship, ritual, law, and social and labour practices" that were
therefore specific to China (9). Within the lens of nannü, there can be no transcultural woman or universal feminism.
26
Joan Judge, “Talent, Virtue, and the Nation: Chinese Nationalisms and Female Subjectivities in the Early
Twentieth Century,” The American Historical Review 106, no. 3 (2001): 765–803. 769.
27
Judge, “Talent, Virtue, and the Nation,” 769.
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by the public and the political: they “defined the nation as the only meaningful context for the
development of new female subjectivities”28 and subsequently created a woman who was legitimized
by the state rather than the family. In both of these constructions, ‘woman’ is predicated upon the
nationalist agenda of male intellectuals, and therefore exists as a political construct rather than a
person.
Despite the model’s male origin, radical women of the revolutionary era embraced the radical
nationalists’ invented woman and rejected “the figure of Woman central to the conservative vision
[who] embodied longstanding cultural norms.”29 Radical women thus became women in a way that
was distinctly new and almost unrecognizable amongst conservative Chinese thinkers. These were
women who rejected patriarchy and submission by unbinding their feet and abandoning their former
construction of gender. In doing so, they embraced familiar Western models of gender. In this new
construction of femininity and womanhood, the paradox of anti-foot-binding discourse becomes
clear: they reject the submissive woman of the Imperial era, and therefore the imperial domination
of the nation, by conforming to Western standards of female emancipation and thus modeling the
nation on the West. In short, they reject the West by becoming the West, or at least trying to do so.
The industrialization of China and adoption of Western capitalism30 that occurred parallel to
the end of the Qing empire lent another angle to anti-foot-binding discourse: the lens of class and
economic participation. The social changes of the late Qing and early Republican eras forced the
internal migration of many: the rapid economic change of the era forced rural peasants deeper and
deeper into poverty and many, largely young women from rural areas, were coerced into urban areas
as cheap labour.”31 These industrial institutions, which prioritized profit over cultural discourse,
were hostile spaces for women with bound feet and decreased ability to labour. Like Liang Qichao’s
insistence that bound-foot women were parasitic in an industrializing and modernizing nation, the
focus on anti-foot-binding in order to promote industrial productivity was a fundamentally Western
ideal. Western industrial capitalism became synonymous with modernity and development. The
desire to be included in this modernity, while simultaneously rejecting the domestic interference of
its originators, illuminates China’s desire to be placed in the category of nations who stood up to
their oppressors and beat them at their own game. Just as in the earlier Imperial era, gender and class
identification was done through the foot, bound or unbound.32 The unbound foot came to be a mark
of the modern, educated, and urban woman while those who resisted the radical modernizing were
primarily rural and perceived as uneducated and anachronistic. Inclusion in modernity then required
the benefit of a certain class and location. In rural areas after the 1911 Revolution, in quasiindependent provinces wherein foot-binding continued for much longer than in urban areas, “people
saw anti-foot-binding, enforced by humiliating inspections and onerous fines, as a frivolous project
of an overreaching state.”33 They did not embrace the conflation of the free woman with the strong
Judge, “Talent, Virtue, and the Nation,” 769.
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state, and instead rejected the hegemonic power of the government over their personal affairs, which
was seen as threatening the stability of the patriarch’s control over his female relatives.34 The poor
and rural held onto the past and the social norms ingrained within it, and they were subsequently
alienated further from urban communities and punished by the state for the refusal to conform to
the construction of ‘woman’ that was in vogue.
Male reformers involved in anti-foot-binding, both Chinese and foreign, saw foot-binding as a
cause of humiliation and weakness for China. foot-binding made “China an object of ridicule in the
world, prevented the nation from taking its rightful place in international affairs, and weakened the
country to a perilous degree by producing weak offspring.”35 It was an affront to God and modernity,
and so, in order for China to become a modern nation, foot-binding had to end. In the later years,
when the Qing empire was collapsing and Chinese intellectuals were engaging in fiery debates about
nationalism and what it meant to be Chinese in a changing world, “bound feet became a scapegoat
for the empire's downfall, a symbol of women's victimization and degeneration, [and a way to]
symbolize China's peril from Western colonization.”36 It was because of foot-binding that China was
poor, and its men were weakened and unsuccessful in industrialization; “foot-binding became an
economic burden for the country”37 and the men who wanted to save it. In light of the discursive
adoption of foot-binding as the cause of national humiliation, men called for its end not in order to
free women from oppression but to gain their support in the project of national revitalization. The
"woman question" gave male reformers the “language, symbols, policy imperatives, individual
aspirations, and visions of national modernity as well as dystopic imaginings of calamitous
alternatives.”38 It was only by unbinding their feet and becoming more like men, by entering the
public and political world either directly or indirectly, that women could become useful to China and
therefore valuable citizens. Equally, the “eradication of foot-binding [became] a prerequisite to
China’s parity with Europe and America39 but also to their rejection of imperial subjugation. Footbinding became an all-encompassing symbol of China’s failures and weaknesses at the hands of
colonial powers. The antidote to those evils, anti-foot-binding, was not free of Western control
however, and the construction of Chinese nationalism through the unbinding of the Chinese
woman’s feet was inextricably linked to the imperial past that they so desperately wanted to escape.

Keeling, “The Anti-Footbinding Movement,” 17.
Gail Hershatter, Women in China's Long Twentieth Century (University of California Press, 2007), 37.
36
Wang, Aching for Beauty, 37.
37
Wang, Aching for Beauty, 39.
38
Gail Hershatter and Wang Zheng, “Chinese History: A Useful Category of Gender Analysis,” The American
Historical Review 113, no. 5 (2008): 1409.
39
Ko, Cinderella's Sisters, 18.
34
35

86

HI S TO RI CAL DIS CO U RS E S

Bibliography

Drucker, Alison R. “The Influence of Western Women on the Anti-Footbinding Movement
1840-1911.” Historical Reflections / Réflexions Historiques 8, no. 3 (1981): 179–99.
Hershatter, Gail. Women in China's Long Twentieth Century, University of California Press, 2007.
Hershatter, Gail, and Wang Zheng. “Chinese History: A Useful Category of Gender Analysis.”
The American Historical Review 113, no. 5 (2008): 1404–21.
Judge, Joan. “Talent, Virtue, and the Nation: Chinese Nationalisms and Female Subjectivities
in the Early Twentieth Century.” The American Historical Review 106, no. 3 (2001): 765–803.
Ko, Dorothy, “Footbinding and Anti-footbinding in China: The Subject of Pain in the
Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries” in Steven Pierce and Anupama Rao, eds., Discipline and
the Other Body: Correction, Corporeality, Colonialism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), pp. 215242.
Keeling, Rachel. 2016. “The Anti-Footbinding Movement, 1872-1922: A Cause for China
Rather Than Chinese Women." Footnotes 1 (December).
Ko, Dorothy. Cinderella's Sisters: A Revisionist History of Footbinding. Philip a. Lilienthal Asian
Studies Imprint. Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 2005.
Liu, Lydia He, Rebecca E. Karl, and Dorothy Ko, eds. The Birth of Chinese Feminism: Essential
Texts in Transnational Theory. Weatherhead Books on Asia. New York: Columbia University Press,
2013.
Wang, Ping. Aching for Beauty: Footbinding in China. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2000.

87

HI S TO RI CAL DIS CO U RS E S

Through the Eyes of the Stasi:
The East German Revolution of 1989
Alison Dringenberg

Erich Mielke: Will June 17 break out tomorrow?
Dieter Dangrieß: It won’t happen tomorrow, it won’t take place, that’s what we’re here for.
Erich Mielke: Do you understand what I mean?
Dieter Dangrieß: Yes, I understand.1

In the autumn of 1989, citizens of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) spearheaded a
revolution against a regime that had shadowed and surveyed its population for the past forty years.
The historiography of the Peaceful Revolution has, for good reason, largely focused on these citizens.
The perspective of the “bad guys,” so to speak – the perpetrators against whom the citizens rebelled
– has received less scholarly attention. It is possible, however, that valuable insights lie in uncovering
the ideas, insights, and actions of those who were fighting against, rather than for, revolution. This
paper thus seeks to tell the story of the Peaceful Revolution of 1989 from the perspective of one of its
fiercest enemies – the Ministerium für Staatsicherheit (hereafter the Stasi), the secret police
organization which functioned as “shield and sword” of the Socialist Unity Party (SED). As revolution
unfolded, how did the antagonists of the historical narrative perceive the evolving threat to their
authority? What role (or lack thereof) did they assume in the development of revolution? This paper
begins by briefly outlining the history of the Stasi, detailing the organization’s operations as well as
the subsequent development of the Stasi Records Agency (SRA). Next, by concentrating on the
archival records of the SRA, it narrates the story of the revolution from the perspective of the secret
police by following the “source trail” from the beginning of the fateful year of 1989. This examination
suggests that the Stasi downplayed the unfolding revolutionary events and, in so doing, failed to preemptively recognize the threat to the regime posed by the oppositional activity it so meticulously
documented. Once the omniscient secret police organization finally recognized the danger facing the
regime, the revolution was well under way – there was no turning back. After setting forth this
interpretation, this paper considers possible explanations for the Stasi’s apparent blindness as well
as the implications of this thesis by examining possible disillusionment within the ranks of the Stasi
and suggesting that, even if the Stasi had called for pre-emptive reform, it remains unlikely that the
Peaceful Revolution could have been averted.

1

BStU, MfS, ZAIG, Nr. 8679, Bl. 2-80; all translations are my own.
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Secret Police and Secret Files
With the end of World War II, Germany was divided into four zones of occupation among the
Allied powers. Four years later, on September 21, 1949, the United States, Great Britain, and France
oversaw the creation of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and, in response, the Soviets sought
to establish a second German state in their respective zone of occupation. The German Democratic
Republic was thus founded on October 7, 1949. Soon after, on February 8, 1950, the legislature of the
GDR unanimously passed the Bill to establish a Ministry for State Security, or a secret police agency.2
The GDR was far from the first state in the Soviet bloc to establish such an organization – by this
year, the Securitate in Romania, the State Protection Authority (ÁVH) in Hungary, and the State
Security (ŠtB) in Czechoslovakia operated as fully fledged secret police agencies, to name just a few.
The Communist regimes of the Soviet bloc, of course, desired unconditional loyalty from their
citizens – the existence of such agencies, however, represented a deep-seated fear of danger from
within.
The primary task of the Stasi, therefore, was that of locating and arresting all opponents of the
GDR’s transformation to a socialist state.3 This task was to be carried out in all areas of society – in
the economy, the political bureaucracy, agriculture, and even religious groups. It is difficult to
overstate the reach of the Stasi in the lives of East German citizens in terms of both resources and
methods. The Stasi’s methods of control ranged from psychological violence to prisoner neglect,
blackmail, and coercion.4 Above all, the agency relied on its vast army of Inoffizielle Mitarbeiter,
unofficial collaborators. By the time the regime collapsed, the Stasi was by far the largest secret police
agency in the Soviet bloc, having grown from 1,100 employees in 1950 to 91,015 full-time employees
and 173,000 informants in 1989.5 These numbers alone serve to demonstrate the unimaginably
extensive reach of the Stasi.
This reach inevitably contributed to a broad belief on the part of the East German population
in a pervasive, ubiquitous secret police presence.6 It also meant that the organization had the means
to keep meticulously detailed records on its population. Indeed, a key feature of the agency was its
tenet of painstakingly documenting each and every detail of its operations – from reports on public
opinion to records of the internal organization of the agency to, of course, documents on the activities
of the East German citizenry. The Stasi amassed an unimaginable number of records, including four
million index cards on East Germans, along with countless photos, sound recordings, and scent rags
(pieces of cloth with the scent of suspects, to be used by tracking dogs).7 These manifold records, the
contents of archives today, are estimated to amount to 180 kilometers of files.8 By 1989, the agency
“The Founding of the Ministry for State Security,” Federal Commissioner for the Records of the State Security
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had amassed such an extensive amount of material that it would take one historian seven thousand
years to read it all – assuming that she read every minute of every day.9
Although now an ostensibly neutral collection of archival documents, we must remember that
this archive was originally created for the purpose of social control with the principal aim of
maintaining the power of the state. During the Peaceful Revolution, access to files was a central
demand voiced by protestors and, after a period fraught with debate, the Stasi Records Act passed on
December 20, 1991, granting victims of the Stasi the right to view their own files.10 The passage of
this Act initiated the creation of the Stasi Records Agency (SRA) for the preservation and
management of the Stasi records. In 2015, the SRA released a digital media library which currently
features 1097 documents, 148 photos, 39 audio recordings, and 48 videos. It is this digitized library
that I have consulted; therefore, the sources I am drawing on represent only a tiny fraction of the
holdings of the Stasi – a fraction of a fraction. Yet, they have much to reveal about the perceptions of
the Stasi throughout the revolutionary year of 1989.
We can now delve into the thrilling days of revolution. In East Germany in 1989, in the face of
a “gargantuan security apparatus,” hundreds of thousands of citizens organized in the “streets,
squares, schools and workplaces of East Germany, which forced open democratic space, overthrew
Erich Honecker’s regime and propelled his successors to introduce a slew of reforms,” culminating in
the transition to a parliamentary democracy in March 1990 and reunification with the Federal
Republic of Germany on October 3, 1990.11 With reunification, the map of Europe once again shifted
as the two Germanys became one after forty-five years of division. My aim is not to cover the causes
of the Peaceful Revolution; this has been done elsewhere. Rather, it is time to situate ourselves in the
position of a secret police agent in the GDR in 1989. I begin following the “source trail” in January,
rather than in autumn, in order to trace the emergent revolutionary situation and the Stasi’s reaction
thereto. Throughout, I encourage the reader to keep the following questions in mind, to which we
will return: if the Stasi was so knowledgeable of the unfolding oppositional activity, why did it not
pre-emptively attempt to avoid upheaval? If the agency had reacted differently, moreover, could the
regime have averted revolution?

Through the Eyes of the Stasi
While the autumn months of 1989 would see unprecedented unrest across the GDR, the Stasi
already noticed signs of disquiet in the earliest months of the year. On January 15, a small, silent
march took place in Leipzig on the anniversary of the murder of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht.
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The Stasi submitted a report the following day on these “hostile-negative forces,”12 writing that
around 150-200 people attended.13 While the Stasi termed this gathering an “organized political
provocation,” the low level of attendance appears to have detracted from any real cause for concern.14
As the months progressed, however, the Stasi took note of a “growing interest and an increasingly
critical attention” surrounding the upcoming local May elections.15 Rather than considering that any
threat originated from within, the report writer relegated blame to the West, stating that GDR citizens
have “uncritically adopted arguments from Western mass media.”16 Aware of this stirring among the
population, the head of state security Erich Mielke ordered on May 6 that the Stasi hinder the
observation of the electoral process.17 The Stasi failed in this attempt, however, and observers were
able to prove electoral fraud.
In the same month, the Stasi documented the activities of “opposition and civil rights activists”
in a report intended for the SED district leadership.18 This report likewise suggests that the Stasi
viewed the real danger as the influence of the West on the East rather than originating within the
GDR itself, stating that opposition groups had been “inspired” by GDR correspondents and diplomats
in Western media (thus believing the regime’s own propaganda).19 By relegating any serious threat to
external Western actors, the Stasi failed to take seriously the capacity of GDR citizens to formulate
their own convictions and organize themselves independently. This report also reveals that the Stasi
downplayed the threat of any emergent opposition groups by maintaining that they “do not have a
uniform political concept or a self-contained “alternative” model of society.”20 By distinguishing the
aims of these groups as such, the Stasi seemed to believe that these activists were not capable of
concrete, organized action against the regime.
As spring became summer, more and more citizens fled the GDR. Back in May, Hungary had
begun to dismantle its border fortifications with Austria and an increasing number of citizens used
this opportunity to flee west. In a report on this “abuse of territory” from July 14, the Stasi detailed
this mass exodus for the SED leadership.21 Significantly, officers reported that “in the period from
01.01.1989. to 12.07.1989 inclusive, more GDR citizens attempted or illegally succeeded in leaving
the GDR via Hungary than in the whole of 1988.”22 The departure movement was blamed in part on
“inspirational publications of Western media” that promoted Hungary as an “escape route” for
citizens of the GDR.23 Furthermore, the report stated that the FRG’s apparent desire for increased
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pressure on the GDR was “wishful thinking” and called for greater border security and increased
suppression.24
The spread of revolution across East Germany is traditionally viewed as an autumn movement.
These reports, however, reveal that many of the demands of emerging civil rights groups were already
being met with broad support throughout the summer.25 We can see, then, that the Stasi documented
unfolding discontent and nascent activism long before the population took to the streets. In a
meeting of district administrators at the end of August in Berlin-Lichtenberg, Mielke asked one of his
generals whether “the day before 17 June” had arrived, that is, the eve of the 1953 uprising.26 On June
17, 1953, a nationwide uprising had erupted against the state – the first and last manifestation of
such widespread resistance until the year under consideration. The general replied that this surely
was not the case: “it won’t happen tomorrow, it won’t take place, that’s what we’re here for.”27 This
interaction reveals that Mielke, at least, conceived the notion of a possible uprising; his concern was
immediately squashed, however, by the Stasi officer who rejected the thought that 1989 could echo
1953.
One cannot stay in willful ignorance forever, though. As summer became autumn, the Stasi
continued to closely follow the increasing organization of oppositional movements. Its approach at
this point was to “decompose” these movements from within by planting informers, rather than
resorting to outright repression.28 A September 21 report on the formation of New Forum, Democratic
Awakening, Democratic Initiative, and Democracy Now took a suppressive stance, asserting that “all
necessary measures” should be taken to “prevent the formation of hostile, oppositional forces.”29
Despite the constant outflux of citizens throughout September, reform was not yet conceived as a
possibility.
It is significant that the Stasi was well aware of the oppositional activity developing in the early
fall. A report from September 26 acknowledges the increasing reach of groups like New Forum, stating
that “all possibilities are used to influence people” who had not previously displayed any “politically
negative behaviour.”30 In contrast to previous reports which relegated blame to the West, however,
these reports suggest a shift in the Stasi’s perception toward the developing oppositional sphere. Of
particular noteworthiness is a report investigating motivational factors behind the ongoing mass
exodus. Instead of presenting the customary argument that those fleeing were victims of Western
propaganda, the Stasi acknowledged that the decision to leave was the result of a “lengthy process”
and constituted a “personal conclusion” resulting from the sense that a “change in their living
conditions, especially in relation to the satisfaction of personal needs, can only be achieved in the
FRG.”31
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As the revolution entered full swing in October, one could hardly ignore the masses of citizens
taking to the streets in Leipzig. On October 8, the day after the repression of demonstrations on the
fortieth anniversary of the GDR, Mielke called on the district administrations to be ready to “take
offensive measures to prevent and dissolve rioting.”32 But desperate times call for desperation. In a
report from the same day, the Stasi wrote that even progressive forces (i.e., those close to the system)
would slowly turn away from the SED leadership because they themselves were striving for change.33
The report acknowledged a “social crisis” in the GDR which had led to “uncertainty, helplessness, and
resignation among party members, employees of the state apparatus, and other people who are active
in society.”34 What is more, the report continued, although the progressive forces “express their
readiness to stand on the side of the Party,” many felt that the “GDR is already in a situation like it
was shortly before the counterrevolutionary events on June 17, 1953.”35 What follows is a catalog of
problems that need solutions, such as the “creation of travel opportunities to nonsocialist
countries.”36 Although the statements on the condition of the GDR are ostensibly from the point of
view of those “progressive forces,” rather than the Stasi officers themselves, the fact that this report
ultimately ends in the acknowledgement that change is necessary marks a critical turning point in
the Stasi’s perception of the revolution. The following day would prove a turning point in the
revolution itself.
On October 9, over 70,000 citizens participated in a demonstration in Leipzig that the regime
did not repress; the police were persuaded at the last minute not to use violence.37 This decision
proved the regime’s undoing; the authority of the GDR was shattered, the citizens emboldened. The
Stasi, with its informers planted within the ranks of the opposition, also spent the rest of October
following the rising popularity of New Forum among “almost all strata of the population.”38 An
October 30 report (marked with the words “Hurry!” and “Top Secret!”) states that the movement
continued “unabated” and had “permeated all essential areas of society.”39 This was no silent march
in Leipzig or the corrupting influence of Western media; this was a citizenry taking to the streets and
calling for human rights and democratic reform, whether Ausreiser or Bleiber.40 What is more, the
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Stasi recognized by the end of October that the “undifferentiated suppression” of New Forum would
not stabilize the domestic situation.41
The beginning of November saw up to a million protesting in East Berlin, the accidental
opening of the Berlin Wall, and the retreat of both the SED and the Stasi in the face of the citizens’
movement. The dictatorship, to say the least, was in open crisis, and neither was the Stasi spared
from such a fate. On November 7 the Council of Ministers resigned and, the next day, so did the
Politburo. After losing his employment, Mielke embarrassed himself further in his speech to the
Volkskammer on November 13, defending his career as secret police chief with the words “I love
everyone.” The Stasi distanced itself from Mielke in a letter the following day and, later that month,
Mielke’s successor ordered the “reduction” (i.e., destruction) of its files.42 The Stasi had a short-lived
stunt as the Office for National Security (AfNS) and on February 8, 1990, the dissolution of the
notorious, seemingly invincible state security service finally began.43
We are thus confronted with a curious paradox of awareness yet incomprehension, knowledge
yet ignorance. In its typical fashion, the Stasi knew everything. It documented emerging discontent
among the GDR population from the first month of 1989 (and before). It followed the clandestine
spread of oppositional activity long before citizens were shouting in the streets. Yet the agency
acknowledged the threat to the regime and the need for reform only once the revolution was well
under way. This observation thus opens the door to a slew of new questions. How do we explain the
Stasi’s blindness? Do the reasons lie in bureaucracy, in obliviousness, in disillusionment? Moreover,
what if the Stasi had proposed reform before tens of thousands of citizens were demonstrating in the
streets, rather than after? Could reform have averted revolution? It is to these questions that I now
turn.

Alternative Endings
To put it bluntly, why was the Stasi so blind? This is not a simple question, and it is likely that
a variety of factors held sway over the officers of the Stasi apparatus in 1989. On one hand, the Stasi
may have been all-knowing, but it was not all-predicting. In other words, Stasi agents were not
prophets. Retrospect can lead to false notions of inevitability (“how could they not see this coming?”)
but, ultimately, the Stasi officers were only (rather inhumane) humans. Who could predict the
Peaceful Revolution, after all? On the other hand, though, the extent of the insight that the Stasi had
into the activities of its citizens in 1989 and its forty years of previous experience documenting any
and all opposition (and a small amount of opposition this was, in contrast to the GDR’s Soviet bloc
neighbours) would suggest that novelty, if anything, particularly during the summer of 1989, would
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have led Stasi officers to take seriously the unprecedented nature of these events and, at the very
least, the possible threat to the security of the regime. Why did it take until mid-October for any real
recognition of the danger? Yes, the Stasi agents may well have been settled into a bureaucratic
routine. But 1989 was not at all routine.
Part of the answer may lie within the ranks of the Stasi – within their minds, that is. Perhaps,
as revolution approached and arrived, many Stasi officers themselves no longer held onto the deep,
personal investment in and loyalty to the system that they may have felt in the past. Gareth Dale
explains that, in the late 1980s, some Stasi officers were already irritated at the SED leadership’s
tendency to request that long-term problems be solved by short-term, repressive techniques.44
Perhaps in 1989 some agents felt that calling for reform was futile if the state leadership would simply
ignore such attempts. Dale also suggests that the Stasi’s lack of ability to control the unfolding
situation despite their knowledge can be explained by the “lack of political direction from SED
leaders” which “generated paralysis” among Stasi officers.45 “We didn’t know what we should do,”
one confessed. “No signals came from above.”46
Beyond Dale, we can perhaps discern signs of internal disillusionment and demoralization
within the ranks of the Stasi in the official reports we have consulted thus far. As previously
mentioned, the report of October 8 maintained that even those close to the regime were slowly
turning away from the SED leadership. It cites “uncertainty, helplessness, and resignation among
party members, employees of the state apparatus, and other people who are active in society.”47 What
if these uncertain, helpless, and resigned state employees also featured among the secret police
agents? This does not seem to be so much of a stretch – interviews with former Stasi agents suggest,
for some, a faltering loyalty to the socialist state. One such interviewee explains that the discrepancy
between theory and practice in his work “led me to have doubts, right at the beginning of 1987.” 48 “I
was glad when it [his time in the Stasi] was finished.”49 Another former agent mentions that there was
“dissatisfaction among the younger workers in the Ministry,” and another interviewed shortly after
the Wall opened similarly explained a personal process of disillusionment.50 To be clear, this is no
Gerd Wiesler in Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck’s Das Leben der Anderen actively defying his Stasi
superiors. And this is by no means an attempt to excuse or justify agents of the Stasi. All I am
suggesting is that, by 1989, it is possible that many officers were internally disillusioned with their
employment and with socialism as a whole, as many citizens themselves were. While the October 8
report cannot be taken to be wholly representative of the Stasi, its contents and emphatic language
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perhaps implies a process of disillusionment among those hardliners who had initially rejected the
possibility of any reform to the socialist system. This process is also hinted at in the November 13
report, in which Stasi agents distanced themselves from their former boss.51 The following day,
employees of the Gardelegen district office asserted in a meeting that Mielke’s appearance had
“weakened” the Stasi as a whole; one officer asserted, “I am no longer ready to be ordered by Comrade
Mielke.”52 It was therefore perhaps not blindness per se, but rather a lack of commitment to the
socialist regime which may have translated to a lack of consideration for the deeper implications of
the unprecedented activity of 1989. Again, this is one of many possible factors to explain the Stasi’s
reaction. On the other extreme, those who remained wholly committed to the regime, of which there
were undoubtedly many, may similarly have been blinded to the need for reform simply out of a
conviction that any reform was weakness in disguise.
Of course, historians cannot determine the inevitability or lack thereof of an event. They can,
however, speculate. Questions then arise: what if the Stasi had, by contrast, recognized the threat to
the regime earlier? Could reform have averted revolution? By autumn, protestors were demonstrating
in such high numbers that violent repression on such a large scale would have been irreparable to the
GDR’s reputation (not to mention Mikhail Gorbachev’s policy of non-interference). But what if reform
had been enacted before these critical months? While this is necessarily a matter of speculation, it is
an important one. Historical change does not occur in a vacuum, and the “refolutions” in Hungary
and Poland, to use Timothy Garton Ash’s neologism, as well as the Velvet Revolution in
Czechoslovakia, were each informed, influenced, and inspired by similar events in their neighbouring
countries.53 Had the Peaceful Revolution not occurred, then, 1989 across the Soviet bloc may have
looked quite different.
If we apply a practical lens to the GDR in 1989, however, it is hard to see how, realistically, the
implementation of reforms would have worked in practice. Let us pretend that the hardline GDR
officials had allowed for reform to proceed. Say that, for example, the much-clamored-for freedom to
travel had been granted earlier, during the summer exodus. It seems likely that this would have
undermined, rather than strengthened, the condition of the GDR, as even more people would have
taken the opportunity to flee. Indeed, it appears that both the materialistic and metaphysical
problems of GDR state socialism were too deeply embedded to be solved by the pre-emptive
introduction of reform. As the October 8 report shows, change was necessary in essentially every area
of society – economic, political, social, and so on. Thus, anticipatory reforms introduced to placate
citizens and encourage GDR citizens to remain would have had to permeate all areas of life. Honecker
would not have allowed that – and it took hundreds of thousands marching in the streets to get
Honecker ousted in the first place.
Furthermore, even if far-reaching reform was somehow granted before the outbreak of
revolution, we must also remember the influence of perestroika and glasnost in the rest of the Soviet
bloc, where such reform served to reveal the “emptiness” of socialism and, ultimately, contributed to
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the downfall of the USSR.54 Alexis de Tocqueville posited famously in 1856 that the granting of reform
can spur on revolution, rather than avert it: “experience teaches that the most critical moment for
bad governments is the one which witnesses their first steps toward reform.”55 Indeed, as in 1789,
“evils which are patiently endured when they seem inevitable, become intolerable when once the idea
of escape from them is suggested.”56 There was, moreover, no organized opposition with which the
regime could negotiate, as in Poland and Hungary. Reform or no reform, perhaps revolution simply
could not have been avoided.

Conclusion
This paper has attempted to narrate the story of the Peaceful Revolution of 1989 from an
unlikely perspective, that of the infamous Ministry for State Security which, for forty years, surveyed
and suppressed the citizens it claimed to be protecting. I have outlined the history of the Stasi, its
operations, and the development of the Stasi Records Agency which, even today, is in the process of
reconstructing documents that were torn apart in panic in 1989. I then followed the “source trail”
through 1989, consulting a plethora of Stasi reports to glean its perspective on the unfolding drama
of that fateful year. Throughout 1989, the Stasi downplayed the revolutionary events that
increasingly materialized as the months passed by. The Stasi only recognized the danger facing the
regime in the midst of the revolution – hundreds of thousands of citizens were already marching in
the streets against the Stasi and the state. After putting forward this interpretation, I questioned why
the agency reacted in such a way and what if the regime had pre-emptively introduced reform in an
attempt to avert revolution. To the former, a lack of internal commitment to the system within the
ranks of the Stasi may have contributed to this lack of recognition. To the latter, in the unlikely event
that reform had been introduced, such concession may well have propelled, rather than prevented,
revolution. Of course, these questions will always remain matters of speculation. At the end of the
day, these painstakingly detailed records created and collected to control a population serve not only
as a reminder of the pervasive nature of the Stasi apparatus but, beyond that, they provide inspiring
evidence of citizens acting in concert to live the life they deserved.
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Abstract
Ghosts and Fairies in Medieval Literature
Lola Janecky

During the 12th century, Western Europe experienced a cultural revival through the
reintroduction of stories into the literary canon. While stories had remained in the oral traditions of
early medieval Europe, they were considered unfit for transcription. Their revival was driven
especially by clerks, highly educated men working within the bureaucracy of courts and the Church.
Walter Map, Gerald of Wales, and Gervase of Tilbury were some of these men; civil servants,
disillusioned with their careers, choosing to transcribe folklore, dreams, and oldwives tales as
entertainment for clerical and noble audiences. These stories are unique in their particular moral
ambiguity, their secularism and their theological musings, reflecting many of the cultural shifts of
the long 12th century. These writings were often useful tools of political propaganda; Topographia
Hibernica and Descriptio Cambriae, for example, framed the Irish and Welsh as barbaric and untamed,
justifying the Anglo-Norman invasion and occupation of the region.
Ghost stories stand out as having stronger theological themes. The ever-evolving conception
of purgatory, which achieved a new mainstream popularity in the 12th century, plays out in stories of
ghostly apparitions. These figures serve as vessels for authors to parse their own personal, as well as
the broader cultural, concerns for life after death. This variety of apparition is meant to be a physical
manifestation of the soul of the deceased, choosing to appear for the benefit of the living. Revenants,
on the other hand, are reanimated corpses rather than the souls of the dead, rising from their graves
and wreaking havoc on the living. Revenants, as they appear in William of Newburgh’s Historia rerum
Anglicarum, signify social monstrosity, destabilizing and destructive to the social fabric; they are the
evil dead.
Fairy stories, in contrast, differ in their subtext. Fairies are depicted as distinctly non-human,
often serving as a narrative catalyst. They present a trial or challenge which allows for the
advancement of plot, typically through the employment of a fairy taboo. The taboo imposed by a fairy
on a human protagonist serves to create an obligation between the pair, obligations which are often
to the detriment of the protagonist; a fairy’s gift almost always has repercussions. As fairies are
characteristically otherworldly, often possessing boundless beauty and power, they cannot be held to
an earthly moral standard. We are given little insight into their internal lives and motivators; as often
as they appear, little is ever revealed about the fairies encountered in literature.
The rebirth of the story and in turn the rise of ghost and fairy stories throughout the course of
the 12th century reflect the positions of the authors who would transcribe these stories, framing these
narratives within the context of the culture in which they were emerging. As these works were
intended to enthrall rather than inform, their authors were granted certain liberties in criticizing the
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Church, courts and nobility which otherwise would not be granted. The cultural position of stories is
in large part due to the status of their authors and their audience, being highly educated clerks and
nobility, as well as the actual format of the texts; authors of high status elevated fictional or pseudo
historical oral histories and folktales to the level of literature through transcription, securing legends
and stories within the cultural canon of Europe.
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Abstract
Les organisations féminines et la transmission du savoir textile au
Québec
Mathilde Lehoux

Au Québec, la production domestique de textile, qui occupait un rôle majeur dans
l’économie familiale du monde rural, était une entreprise presque exclusivement réservée aux
femmes. Au-delà de la transmission familiale de mères en filles, certains regroupements de
femmes et associations féminines officielles se sont intéressés à l’artisanat et ont joué un rôle
essentiel dans la transmission des savoirs textiles domestiques. Au XVIIe siècle, cette
transmission était effectuée par les organisations religieuses, principalement les Ursulines de
Québec, qui ont popularisé les « travaux d’aiguille » auprès des jeunes filles de la colonie. Dans
les années 1930, alors que les savoirs textiles domestiques étaient une tradition en voie de
disparition, l’État québécois, l’Église catholique et un nombre important d’associations féminines
ont initié un mouvement de renaissance de l’artisanat domestique auquel le Québec doit la
préservation, la conservation et la transmission des savoirs textiles dans les campagnes. Cette
résurgence des techniques artisanales n’était pas uniquement une quête idéologique rurale et
antimoderniste de la part d’un Québec en grand changement : c’était un véritable mouvement
social qui tirait son origine dans un grand nombre d’associations féminines déterminées à
préserver le mode de vie rural traditionnel.
L’histoire de la renaissance des arts populaires traditionnels au Québec peut être retracée
au sein d’associations féminines anglophones dédiées à la préservation des traditions et des arts
traditionnels artisanaux. Inspirées par le Homemaker’s Club des élèves du collège Macdonald, un
groupe de jeunes étudiantes des écoles ménagères de Chicoutimi, aidées par le ministère de
l’Agriculture et des agronomes Alphonse Désilets et Georges Bouchard, fondaient le premier
Cercle de Fermières en 1915. Les Cercles de Fermières sont rapidement devenus le plus important
regroupement féminin de la province du Québec et étaient considérés comme un vecteur principal
de transmission et de valorisation des savoirs textiles féminins. En plus de leur rôle social, les
Cercles jouaient aussi un rôle socio-politique. Le désir de créer un espace public féminin
communautaire où elles avaient droit de parole, mais qui ne mettait pas en danger l’institution
familiale, était l’une des raisons principales poussant les femmes rurales à joindre un Cercle. Les
femmes qui s’engageaient dans de telles organisations féminines prenaient conscience du rôle
qu’elles pouvaient jouer dans la sphère publique. De par leur grand nombre, les membres des
Cercles de Fermières ont rapidement acquis le statut d’un véritable groupe de pression auprès du
ministère de l’Agriculture du Québec. Les Cercles se sont également transformés en réseaux de
femmes qui se regroupaient pour s’entraider et transmettre leurs savoirs, créant ainsi des
communautés de connaissances entièrement féminines. Les savoir-faire textiles se sont propagés
rapidement à travers la province et sont devenus la marque de commerce des Cercles de Fermières,
au point où, en 2015, le ministère de la Culture a inscrit au Répertoire du patrimoine culturel du
Québec les savoir- faire textiles transmis au sein des Cercles de Fermières du Québec comme élément

103

HI S TO RI CAL DIS CO U RS E S
du patrimoine immatériel. D’une obligation familiale à l'enseignement d’un savoir culturel et
patrimonial, d’une activité à prédominance économique à un véritable mouvement social de
libération politique, ma recherche retrace l’histoire de la production de textile au Québec, un
savoir précieux, féminin, et propre à la province.
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Abstract
Analyzing Hong Kong Identity in Film Before and After 1997
Naomi Shi

From being ceded by the Qing empire and becoming a British crown colony in 1842 to
formally returning under Chinese rule after the 1997 handover, the past two centuries have
witnessed Hong Kong undergo immense socio-political changes, critically shaping the trajectory
of its inhabitants’ cultural identity. Amidst the current political unrest and escalation of tensions
between Hong Kong and China, the ‘Hongkonger’ identity has been an important subject of
discussion. Though the majority of Hongkongers are ethnically Chinese, with Han Chinese
comprising 92 percent of the population, many consider the Hongkonger identity to be defined
by the distinctions existing between its residents and mainland Chinese residents. Although
Hongkongers before colonization never pondered the question of their ‘Chineseness,’ 156 years
of rule as a British colony has created physical, cultural, and political segregation between
mainland China and Hong Kong. Hence, many Hongkongers today continue to assert a divergent
identity – one largely defined by their deviation away from ‘pure Chineseness’ – despite the
island’s official return to China in 1997.
Considering the significant political, economic, and cultural factors that have led to the
creation of a unique post-colonial Hongkonger identity, this paper traces the evolution of
Hongkongers’ understanding of their own identity through the medium of film. Comparing a
series of Hong Kong films before and after 1997, this paper suggests that the handover represents
a turning point in which Hongkongers began to identify themselves with attributes beyond their
inherent ‘Chinese-ness.’ Positioned between two empires throughout its history, Hong Kong
cinema has become a site where different projections of its identity have been cast. Between its
pre-colonial past and postcolonial present, a unique Hong Kong identity had begun developing
both in conjunction with and separately from Chinese and Western influences. As reflected in the
analysis of Hong Kong films over time, the trajectory of this cultural identity formation came to a
critical junction in the immediate years leading up to and following its official return to China in
1997. With inevitable re-integration to the mainland confronting Hongkongers with a new reality
– one in which their identity could become homogenized, and thus, extinct – the handover
accelerated within Hong Kong the recognition of their own cultural identity as defined by more
than ‘Chinese-ness.’ Just as Michel Foucault proselytizes, “one should totally and absolutely
suspect anything that claims to be a return. [...] there is in fact no such thing as a return.” In the
case of Hong Kong, its return as a part of China catalyzed Hongkongers’ recognition of their
cultural identity as one that is apart from China.
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