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FROM THE EDITOR-IN-CHIEF 

 

Dear reader, 

 

The publication of the following edition of the Michigan Journal of 

History could not come at a more unprecedented time for many of us. 

Just as many individuals, organizations, and institutions had to adjust to 

the challenges brought on by the coronavirus pandemic, so did our 

editorial team contend with the unique obstacles of remotely compiling 

and publishing the XVI volume of MJH. Concurrently, as our editorial 

team was adding the final touches to this edition, we came to head with 

another historic moment, as people across the nation took to the street 

in protest against police violence, systemic racism, and white 

supremacy. In what is undoubtedly an inspiring and unprecedented 

moment for many of us, it is important to recognize that if history has 

taught us anything, it is that social change does not come 

instantaneously. It has deep roots and requires a sustained commitment. 

It is vital that we stay engaged in fighting for Black lives and 

combatting anti-blackness in the weeks, months, and years to follow.  

 

I could not be prouder and more thankful for our amazing team of 

editors, which did a phenomenal job in making sure we could present 

you, reader, with the following pages, despite the current 

circumstances. The journal received an impressive number of 

submissions this year, and our editors strove to select the most exciting 
and insightful undergraduate research to include in this edition. We 

hope you enjoy our ultimate selections just as much as we do. 

 

A special thank you to Shannon, Anna, and Chase, as well as to our 

advisor, Professor Stephen Berrey, for all their indispensable assistance 

and support.  

 

Sincerely, 

Alexandra Paradowski, Editor-in-Chief 
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THE POWER OF IMAGE: HUEY LONG’S CRAFTING OF 

IMAGE THROUGH POPULISM 

 
 JACK AMERSON 

 COLLEGE OF WILLIAM & MARY 

 

 
 In September 1935, the wife of the late Dr. Carl Weiss 

received a puzzling telegram from a group of strangers. It read, “The 

heroism and self sacrifice which prompted your husband’s act have 

excited the admiration of a group of Americans...expresses the opinions 

of millions of our fellow citizens.”1 Dr Weiss’ action that is heavily 

praised is no ordinary decision one would expect people to celebrate. A 

few days prior, Dr. Weiss was shot dead in the Louisiana State Capitol 

during his successful assassination of Senator and former Governor, 

Huey Long. A populist at heart, Long sought to radically reform wealth 

inequality while gaining the means to do so through controversial 

means. Huey Long’s image was deeply divided across the nation 

because of his aggressive approach to politics while bringing about 

 
1 “Telegram from Seven Friends, Emporia, Kansas, to Mrs. A. C. Weiss, Jr., 

Baton Rouge., La.,” 1935, Huey P. Long Collection, The Historic New Orleans 

Collection, https://louisianadigitallibrary.org/islandora/object/tahil-hpl%3A24. 

https://louisianadigitallibrary.org/islandora/object/tahil-hpl%3A24
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urgent reform to better his constituency. Much of the nation saw him as 

an aspiring authoritarian, while many Louisianans perceived Huey 

Long as a champion of the poor and as a developer of a struggling state 

with his public works projects which left behind a physical 

achievement rather than a simple image or a footnote in a history 

textbook.  

 For the most part, historical scholars tend to take a hardline 

stance with the memory of Huey Long. Since his death, many depicted 

him as a “proto fascist” particularly because most of the evidence used 

to create a historical narrative originated from journalists, which had a 

poor relationship with Long.2 This changed with Harry Williams, a 

historical biographer of Long, who in 1969, portrayed the Senator as an 

aspiring Robin Hood figure.3 Much of Huey Long’s historiographical 

approach was extremely polarizing, either positive or negative in some 

fashion. This paper intends to compare narratives, measure the 

emotions he invoked, and explain why Louisianans and the rest of 

 
2 Michael S. T. Martin, “Harry Williams, and Huey Long,” The Historian 69, 

no. 4 (2007): 708. 

3 Ibid., 710. 
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America differ in their memory of Long. Balancing the approach with 

political ads, newspaper articles, and interviews demonstrates that 

Long’s legacy is complex, but this will serve to explain why 

differences exist in his geographic memory.  

 Public perception and image are the predecessors to legacy, so 

Long cultivated a persona of fighter for the poor against the 

shortcomings of America. Populism is a powerful tool throughout 

American history, and Long was not afraid to use it as he carefully 

controlled his own popularity as a means to electoral victory. Huey 

Long aggressively strove to control his image through newspapers he 

managed, autobiographies, and speeches to drive his public image to be 

seen as a fighter for the common man suffering from the Depression. 

Long suppressed critical newspapers by taxing them.4 In contrast, his 

own newspaper, American Progress, labelled itself as “unvarnished” 

and on “the people’s side,” reinforcing his self-perception as a hero of 

 
4 “Gov. Huey P. Long Battled the Louisiana Press,” The Times-Picayune (New 

Orleans, July 23, 1933. 
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the people.5 This same newspaper would make outlandish claims about 

Standard Oil plotting his assassination, stoking paranoia amongst his 

base regarding corporate influence.6 Within his own state, Long was 

able to dominate the discourse and created a strong political base with 

his methods. 

On the national stage, Long sought to use his autobiography, 

Every Man a King, to push certain narratives while aiming for the 

presidency. The centerpiece of his image is a man of the people, 

demonstrated by the fact that he declared Standard Oil to be his “Sworn 

Enemy.”7 Long overtly attempted to recall the idea of a “log cabin 

President,” as an individual who grew up in poverty and became a self-

made man through his own merit.8 The autobiography served to 

highlight political milestones during his governorship, such as building 

roads and fixing education following his failed impeachment.9 If 

 
5 “Would You Like to See Untarnished News and the People’s Side of the 

Public Questions?” American Progress (Louisiana), 1934. 

6 “Standard Oil Plot to Kill Huey Long.” The American Progress 2, no. 3 

(Louisiana), February 1, 1935. 

7 Long, Every Man a King: the Autobiography of Huey P. Long, 73. 

8 Ibid., 2. 

9 Ibid., 183. 
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anything, Long sought to keep his literal restructuring of Louisiana as 

the forefront of his political success. In an even more shocking piece of 

self-promotion, Huey Long also wrote an autobiography for himself in 

a future where he is President. My First Days in the White House serves 

to paint his potential presidency as a revolution against the 

shortcomings and corruption of America. He describes himself as an 

“umpire and mentor” for sustaining America in order to accomplish 

comfort of the people.10 The second autobiography grants a glimpse 

into how he idealized himself as a savior for Americans. Senator Long 

was selective and keen on how he presented himself, especially as the 

image of a fighter against big business and the failures of the status 

quo. Following his successes, Huey Long nicknamed himself the 

“Kingfish” to create something of a homely strongman that the people 

could trust, often referring to himself in the third person as such.11 One 

does not necessarily see Long for who he truly is with his writings, 

 
10 Ibid., 139. 

11 T. Harry Williams, Huey Long (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1970), 313. 
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rather it becomes clear that this is how he wanted to be seen in order to 

best establish himself as a shrewd and capable politician.  

 The image of a successful populist who fought for the poor 

man in Louisiana proved to resonate particularly with the working class 

across the state. Huey Long supporters would claim, “Louisiana has 

shown itself as having a governor who never forgets his obligation to 

the little man...by bringing about a result that is desired by all.”12 

According to Williams’ historical biography of Long, one of the most 

successful reforms came about with education. Williams claimed that 

free textbooks to nearly every child in the state was far more popular 

than any road.13 For the state’s existence, none of the ruling elite sought 

to expand social services or change its tax revenue to preserve their 

power, so government projects paid by taxes were foreign to Louisiana. 

To fund this ambitious project, Long sought to tax oil companies that 

undermined him, while bullying the ambivalent legislature to get his 

books.14 Revitalizing Louisiana State University would also bring him 

 
12 Ibid., 453. 

13 Ibid., 307. 

14 Ibid., 189. 



 
 
 
 

 14 

significant fame, turning it into a school with a stronger graduate 

program and granting greater opportunity for higher education, 

according to an alumni and future U.S. Ambassador.15 Under Long, 

LSU would rise from the eighty-ninth largest University to the 

thirteenth largest in the entire nation following his expansion of faculty, 

buildings, and access for students.16 One Louisianan would explain 

why he supported Long as, “I have seen in one year more of what he 

has undertaken accomplished than I have seen accomplished in the past 

fifty.”17 Long’s image to the average Louisianan transcended beyond a 

demagogue, as many supported his reforms to improve the state. 

 Huey Long’s memory and legacy in Louisiana is unique in 

comparison to other American political icons because his actions are 

tangible as the effects of his policies still stand to this day. Prior to 

 
15 Allan Mustard, Garth Thorborn, James E Ross, and Clarence A Boonstra, 

“Interview with Ambassador Clarence A, Boonstra,” January 13, 2006, 

Manuscript/Mixed Material, Library of Congress, 

https://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001325/. 

16 Harold B. McSween, “Huey Long at His Centenary,” The Virginia Quarterly 

Review 69, no. 3 (1993): 518. 

17 Robert E. Snyder, “Huey Long and the Presidential Election of 1936,” 

Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 16, no. 

2 (1975): 121.  

https://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001325/
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Governor Long’s rise to power, his staunch supporter, Gerald Smith, 

explained the core issues: “Illiteracy was as common as peonage...The 

highway system was a series of muddy lanes with antique ferries and 

narrow bridges with high toll charges.”18 Similar to how we as a nation 

remember Eisenhower for development in interstate travel, Louisiana is 

able to physically utilize and recognize Long’s political achievements 

from the past. Earl Long, Huey’s brother, would bandwagon off of 

Huey’s successes in rebuilding Louisiana from the ground up with the 

idea of “Longism.” To Huey Long supporters, Longism embodied 

decisive action to fix the state, particularly with roads and education. 

Critics would remember Longism as invoking demagoguery in order to 

win elections. In a political campaign ad that supported Longism, Earl 

Long boasted that Louisiana had the best highway system in America, 

bridges spanning the Mississippi, free dental clinics, and countless 

educational reforms. Earl also reminds Louisianans of a pre-Long era, 

in which dirt roads and poor schools dominated the state’s image across 

 
18 Gerald Smith, “How Come Huey Long? 2. Or Superman?,” New Republic, 

February 13, 1935, 11–15.  
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America.19 Earl Long would serve as governor for three terms, 

demonstrating that Huey Long’s legacy and “Longism” were strong 

enough to bring Earl into power.  

 Even though his tenure as governor saw aggressive expansion 

of infrastructure and access to free education, Huey Long was not 

beloved by many Louisianans. To many in his own state, he was an 

authoritarian strong man that divided the state to suit his own needs. 

Yet, there was no clear demographic for Long’s support or opposition. 

One interview from a New Orleanian would claim, “One was very pro 

Huey Long, one family, and the other was very anti Huey Long.”20 

During his infrastructure campaign, Long used his support to alter the 

Louisiana Constitution to easier push through his legislation. To whip 

up support, Governor Long called upon thousands of supporters to rally 

outside the capitol in opposition to the thousands who gathered to 

 
19 Earl Kemp Long, “Destroy Longism?” (Baton Rouge, LA: Allied Printing, 

1940-1956), Huey P. Long Collection, The Historic New Orleans Collection, 

https://louisianadigitallibrary.org/islandora/object/tahil-hpl:26. 

20 Charles Stuart Kennedy and Mary Ann Stoessel, “Interview with Mary Ann 

Stoessel,” July 9, 2003, Manuscript/Mixed Material, Library of Congress, 

https://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001460/. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib001460/
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protest his austere measures.21 Although the particular legislation he 

sought to ratify did not pass, this anecdote exemplifies the methods he 

was willing to use to achieve success as well as local dissent. One 

journalist would bluntly claim, “his wealth-sharing support is only a 

vote-getting scheme—why, he’s a demagogue, that’s what he is.”22  

Huey Long’s methodology was criticized as being dictatorial, as he 

strove to win by any means needed. 

His populist and aggressive approach to politics created many 

enemies across his own state, particularly within his own Democratic 

Party which split either in favor or against him. The Louisiana State 

Legislature would often butt heads with the equally stubborn governor, 

particularly over industrial taxes culminating in a brawl on the house 

floor.23 An anti-Long faction acted quickly to take advantage of the 

situation, with an attempt to impeach him. Citing corruption, 

incompetence, the use of the state militia to solve grudges, bribery, and 

 
21 Williams, Huey Long, 453. 

22 Hodding Carter, “How Come Huey Long? 1. Bogeyman,” New Republic, 

February 13, 1935, 11–15.  

23 Williams, Huey Long, 365. 



 
 
 
 

 18 

public exhibition of “habitual drunkenness,” the Louisiana House of 

Representatives sought to weaponize Huey Long’s unorthodox 

approach to politics against him and strip him of his governorship.24 

The attempt failed, but Huey would blame Standard Oil for 

impeachment and trying to take away Louisiana’s roads, further 

legitimizing Longism.25 The strongest local resistance against Long 

came from journalists and political elites who considered him a 

dictator, with a corrupt nature who squandered money. A common 

slogan amongst his political opponents would become “Truth will bury 

Huey Long!”.26 Regardless of whatever the elites thought of him, 

Governor Huey Long’s controversial nature and aggressive political 

tactics did not stop the people of Louisiana from electing him to 

congress as a senator in the following years. Long’s brazen upheaval of 

the state’s politics had succeeded in the eyes of the people, where he 

 
24 “First Draft of Bill to Impeach Huey P. Long,” 1929, Huey P. Long 

Collection, Louisiana State Archives, 

http://louisianadigitallibrary.org/islandora/object/tahil-hpl%3A47. 

25 Williams, Huey Long, 366. 

26 “Truth Will Bury Huey Long!,” 1930, Huey P. Long Collection, The Historic 

New Orleans Collection, 

http://louisianadigitallibrary.org/islandora/object/tahil-hpl%3A80. 

http://louisianadigitallibrary.org/islandora/object/tahil-hpl%3A47
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was now free to bring his radical policies to the national stage in the 

wake of the Great Depression.  

As a result of his demagoguery, combative approach to policy 

making, and his increasingly radical stances, the nation as a whole 

viewed Huey Long very differently than most people in his home state 

did. Senator Huey Long was by no means as popular on the national 

stage as he was in Louisiana, particularly because he lived in the 

shadow of Franklin Roosevelt and lacked a clear policy impact upon 

the average American like the New Deal had accomplished. Long’s 

greatest platform for the national audience was through radio addresses 

where he could invoke neo-populist solutions for America’s darkest 

hour during the Great Depression. These ideas included massive wealth 

redistribution, education reform, and pension expansion, something he 

would call “Share our Wealth.”27 At its height, Huey Long’s Share Our 

Wealth programs established itself as a political force in the nation with 

nearly 8 million members. Long sought to unite farmers, artisans, and 

 
27 Edwin Amenta, Kathleen Dunleavy, and Mary Bernstein, “Stolen Thunder? 

Huey Long’s “Share our Wealth,” Political Mediation, and the Second New 

Deal,” American Sociological Review 59, no. 5 (1994): 679. 
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other poor occupations under a single banner of blaming millionaires 

for the Depression, giving rise to his need to continue re-crafting his 

image on a national scale as a fighter for the nation and not just 

Louisiana. Regarding Long’s popularity, one Union leader explained, 

“He certainly made a talk which would convince the average working 

man, especially the man out of work.“ Others even admired his strong 

man image with one claiming, “What we need is men with guts to go 

father to the left as you advocate.”28 Huey Long’s populist approach to 

dissension in America resonated with millions of average citizens who 

were intrigued with his combativeness and policies that alleviate the 

pains of poverty.  

Even though Long was growing in popularity through his 

rabble-rousing, he was still eclipsed by Roosevelt in favorable 

perception. When surveying prospective voters across the country, a 

Democratic Party poll had concluded that FDR’s image was still 

stronger than Long’s, even leading the Southern demagogue by nearly 

 
28 Robert E. Snyder, “Huey Long and the Presidential Election of 1936,” 

Louisiana History: The Journal of the Louisiana Historical Association 16, no. 

2 (1975): 121. 



 
 
 
 

 21 

20 points in his home state of Louisiana. Roosevelt maintained support 

from 57% of Louisiana’s voters, while Huey Long could only grab 

36% of the vote in his own backyard. Even at his absolute best, the 

Long simply could not compete with Franklin Roosevelt.29 Long’s 

aggressive patronage and support-building alienated many Midwestern 

Progressives, who saw his policy approach as dangerous and ruthless.30 

This rejection demonstrated that what works in Louisiana may not 

work in a progressive bastion such as Wisconsin. Ultimately, Huey 

Long’s behavior as a senator had made it clear that he was, at his core, 

an agitator and dissenter seeking higher office rather than an agent to 

provide genuine nation-wide solutions. His image suffered greatly on 

the national stage primarily because he clashed with Roosevelt and 

simply could not match his charisma.  

 As in Louisiana, Long found stalwart opposition to his 

behavior and beliefs amongst intellectuals and journalists in particular, 

not just the average American remaining apathetic to his radical 

 
29 Amenta, Dunleavy, and Bernstein, “Stolen Thunder?” 690. 

30 Ibid., 691. 
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solutions and rabble rousing. Economists and liberal reformers actively 

challenged the idealism of his plan, recognizing that it only served to 

gain political traction rather than a genuine solution for the 

depression.31 Amongst intellectuals and journalists, Long became a 

figure of lampooning through political satires as his tactics to achieve 

political success were the greatest fear amongst the American elites. 

National opposition to Long would often invoke the word “dictator” or 

comparisons to Hitler, Mussolini, or Stalin.32 Even the New York Times 

would overtly label Huey Long as a dictator in his obituary, showing 

many especially in the press genuinely feared and distrusted him, 

reinforcing a national image of an authoritarian.33 

The American political establishment was by no means his 

friend, especially within his own party. Roosevelt was not a fan of 

Huey Long by any means, calling him one of the most dangerous men 

 
31 Glen Jeansonne, “Challenge to the New Deal: Huey P. Long and the 

Redistribution of National Wealth,” Louisiana History: The Journal of the 

Louisiana Historical Association 21, no. 4 (1980): 335.  

32 McSween, “Huey Long at His Centenary,” 513-514. 

33 “Senator Huey Long Dies of Wounds After 30-hour Futile Fight for Life; 

Troopers Guard Louisiana Capitol,” New York Times, September 10, 1935. 
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in America.34 Fellow Senator Theodore Bilbo of Mississippi stated “He 

hasn’t a sincere streak in his whole makeup. He’s a fraud and a 

demagogue… I consider him public enemy No. 1.”35 Decades later, 

Louisiana historian Glen Jeansonne, evaluated Senator Long’s time in 

Washington as, “an utter failure at everything except orating.”36 

Although his plan and image had appeal to the nation’s poor, Share Our 

Wealth was estimated to have the support of only fifteen senators at its 

height.37 Long’s image across the American political establishment was 

ultimately defined by his erratic behavior and ruthless approach to 

politics, rather than his actual policy. Most of those in the federal 

government took issue with how he conducted himself, reinforcing his 

national image as a demagogue rather than a true savior of poor people 

and the working class.  

Populists have frequently arisen throughout American history 

to become the center of national discourse, dividing their image sharply 

 
34 Jeansonne, “Challenge to the New Deal: Huey P. Long and the 

Redistribution of National Wealth,” 335.  

35 Snyder, “Huey Long and the Presidential Election of 1936,” 136. 

36 Ibid., 335. 

37 Amenta, Dunleavy, and Bernstein, “Stolen thunder?” 690. 
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across the nation. Huey Long is no exception, as he successfully 

created a popular narrative that suited his political needs. In Louisiana, 

many loved their governor for taking necessary action during a time of 

crisis while others expressed concern as to how he accomplished his 

goals. His legacy at home demonstrates that many Louisianans 

overlooked his methods in favor of results, which they actively 

supported even after his death by electing his brother and son on 

similar platforms. Many Americans as a whole flirted with his ideas of 

wealth redistribution, but ultimately rejected Long’s populism in favor 

of FDR’s tangible solutions. Americans within government labelled 

him as a demagogue who sought only votes with no meaningful 

solutions. Long holds a complex image that is impossible to accurately 

define, representing the divisive nature populism creates. Ambitious 

rabble rousers strive to dominate the narratives that surround them, and 

Long was no exception as he challenged America’s perception of 

strongmen. A comprehensive understanding of the Kingfish allows 

history to analyze America’s flirtations with authoritarianism, 

populism, and drastic measures to solve problems. The legacy of Huey 
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Long demonstrates how it is possible for Americans to both reject and 

embrace complex figures long after their deaths.  
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Part I: The Castle on the Cove 

 At the beginning of the nineteenth century, before the 

construction of the penitentiary in Wethersfield, the closest thing 

Connecticut had to a prison was an abandoned copper mine in what is 

now the town of East Granby. Explosives were used to create a 

dungeon-like chamber within the mine, which was named Newgate 

Prison—the first state prison in the country—in 1773.1 For decades, 

prisoners were chained together by ankle and neck and forced to work 

in the mine, serving some of the first prison sentences in the United 

States.2 The prison was quickly plagued with issues, including 

overcrowding and rampant escapes. Though in its infancy, 

 
1 David J. Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum: Social Order and Disorder 

in the New Republic (London: Routledge, 2017). 

2 “History of State Prison Marked by Overcrowding,” Hartford (Conn.) 

Courant, August 1, 1956.  
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Connecticut’s modern iteration of a criminal justice system had been 

born. 

Incarceration itself was a novel idea at the time, pioneered by 

liberal reformers who sought a more centralized way to deal with 

crime, as opposed to more archaic and harsh community-based models 

of punishment that had dominated small Puritan villages for centuries.3 

Although modern discourse on mass incarceration often centers on 

southern conservatives’ use of the prison system as a way to re-enslave 

black people after the Civil War, it was these liberal reformers who 

built the foundations of the prison in America in the first place.4  

 Advocates of a system of incarceration divided themselves 

primarily into two camps: The Auburn and Pennsylvania ideologies. 

Both systems involved intense isolation wherein inmates were not 

allowed to speak unless authorized to do so. In the Pennsylvania 

system, inmates were not allowed to leave their cells for their entire 

sentence at the penitentiary – making this isolation particularly 

 
3 Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum. 

4 Ibid. 
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intense.5 The Auburn system, on the other hand, allowed prisoners to 

leave their cells to do hard labor, sometimes in chain gangs. Both 

systems operated within frameworks that viewed criminality as a 

disease of society, which the penitentiary served to cure by preventing 

further corruption of its subjects.6 

 In 1827, the Connecticut State Legislature convened to 

endorse a plan for a state-of-the-art penitentiary, based on the Auburn 

model.7 The town of Wethersfield was selected as the site, and a small 

prison was built with a maximum capacity of 127 inmates.8 While 

some Auburn-style prisons quickly became more lenient on speaking 

bans and harsh physical punishments, Wethersfield State Penitentiary 

remained a haven for such policies. The use of the whip and the cold 

shower were common within the prison and talking was not permitted 

at meals fully until 1916.9  

 
5 Ibid., 82. 

6 Ibid. 

7 Ibid., 79. 

8 “History of State Prison Marked by Overcrowding.” 

9 “Prison Inmates Enjoy the Movies,” Hartford (Conn.) Courant, March 13, 

1916. 
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 Overcrowding became an issue at Wethersfield State 

Penitentiary very early in its history, and proposals as extreme as 

tearing the prison down and starting over began to be debated in the 

late nineteenth century.10 In alleviation efforts, the Connecticut state 

government allocated funds for several expansions across the prison’s 

more-than-century-long existence.11 As Wethersfield expanded, it 

looked less like a building and more like a fortress, earning it the 

nickname “The Castle on the Cove.”12  

The state also expanded its prison infrastructure at other 

locations. A reformatory for women was built in 1913, then eventually 

a full-fledged women’s prison was erected in 1930. Also constructed in 

1930 was the Enfield Farm, a worksite that served as an alternative to 

incarceration for many prisoners in the mid-twentieth century.13 

 
10 “History of State Prison Marked by Overcrowding.” 

11 Jim Altman, “Wethersfield Unlocks Exhibit on Prison History,” FOX 61, 

September 30, 2014. 

12 Ibid. 

13 “History of State Prison Marked by Overcrowding.” 
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Despite these expansions, Wethersfield State Penitentiary remained the 

centerpiece of Connecticut’s system of incarceration. 

 As the prison infrastructure in Connecticut aged, inmates at 

Wethersfield took issue with more than just poor conditions and 

overcrowding. They began to question the composition of the prison 

itself and organized throughout the early twentieth century to push for 

better systems that granted full humanity to all involved.14 Their 

resistance reached a boiling point in the 1950s, as Wethersfield State 

Penitentiary neared the end of its existence. In those years, the men at 

Wethersfield came together to push for reforms that were far ahead of 

their time, calling for humane conditions, and even the end of solitary 

confinement. This organizing culminated on one night in the summer of 

1956, wherein hundreds of prisoners staged a sit-in to challenge the 

system they endured and—even if it was short-lived—won concessions 

and proclaimed victory over prison bureaucrats.  

 
14 Ibid. 
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 In this article, I will recount the events of 1956 at 

Wethersfield, highlighting the skillful organizing of the prisoners and 

their victories against the State of Connecticut. Through this 

recounting, I will argue (1) that the prisoners at Wethersfield had their 

demands countered through the framework of the politics of 

deservingness; and (2) that the inmates understood the mechanics of 

such politics, and countered them in demanding their own humanity. In 

describing the dehumanizing rhetoric deployed by the press and prison 

bureaucrats in response to the prisoners, I utilize the framework of the 

politics of deservingness.15 This term is commonly used to refer to 

rhetoric and policies that withhold resources, rights, or respect based on 

many factors, including socioeconomic status, citizenship, or, in the 

case of Wethersfield, criminality.16  

 
15 See Susan Beechy, Social Security and the Politics of Deservingness 

(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016); and Walter Nicholls, Marcel Maussen, 

and Laura Caldas de Mesquita, “The Politics of Deservingness: Comparing 

Youth-Centered Immigrant Mobilizations in the Netherlands and the United 

States,” American Behavioral Scientist 60, no. 13 (2016): 1590-1612. 

16 As my argument is laid out, I have refrained, when possible, from discussing 

the crimes of which the organizers at Wethersfield were convicted. This 

decision was made for two reasons: (1) this article aims to center the ways in 
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Part II: Empty Promises 

 On Friday, February 24, 1956, the bell rang loudly across the 

yard at Wethersfield State Penitentiary, calling the men to return to 

their cells.17 The majority of the men heeded the call, filing back in 

from the recreation area. The guards quickly noticed, however, that 

about a fifth of the inmates hadn’t followed orders and had even started 

to sit down in the mud. Eventually, they approached the hundred-or-so 

men, ordering them up and back into the building. The inmates quickly 

refused, demanding to speak with Abraham Ribicoff, Governor of 

Connecticut.  

 
which inmates dealt with the burden of criminality in their activism, making 

their organizing far more important than their specific crimes; (2) records of 

crime and punishment in Connecticut at the time was often sporadic and self-

contradictory in my research, making many sources less than reliable enough to 

include in my analysis. When I do discuss the crimes themselves, it is essential 

to understand that though many of the crimes are heinous, the convictions of 

the organizers at Wethersfield were enacted through a criminal justice system 

that suffered (and continues to suffer from inherent biases – for example, 

contemporary studies suggest that while Connecticut’s population in 1956 was 

3% black, 25% of its state prisoners were black). I ask the reader to interrogate 

the ways in which complexes of race, class, and other factors may have 

contributed to the results of the judicial process.  

17 Robert Ramaker, “100 at State Prison Stage Brief Strike,” Hartford (Conn.) 

Courant, February 28, 1956.  
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 This daring demand came after guards had intercepted a 

running list of grievances written by a small group of inmates earlier 

that month.18 The small group of men who were the authors of those 

grievances were determined to show that they would not be intimidated 

into silence by threats of punishment, and now had their faceoff with 

the warden: George Cummings.  

 Warden Cummings garnered little confidence from those 

around him at the time. He had only been warden since 1954, having 

succeeded Ralph G. Walker, whose term as warden at Wethersfield 

began in 1936. Warden Walker was so trusted that the state had made 

special arrangements allowing him to circumvent the mandatory 

retirement age of 70, which he reached in 1950. When Cummings 

finally ascended to the top job after serving as deputy warden at 

Wethersfield for two decades, the Hartford Courant devoted the large 

 
18 “List of Demands,” Lawrence Z. Freedman Papers, Collection 1, Series V: 

Subject Files, Box 959: Folder 11, Yale University Manuscripts and Archives, 

New Haven, Connecticut. 
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majority of its article to the outgoing Walker, despite the headline 

“Cummings Takes Oath as Warden of Prison.”19 

 Almost immediately upon his appointment, Cummings had 

conflicts with the prison guards’ union, which had opposed his 

promotion. For most of his tenure, he expressed suspicion that the 

guards were conspiring against him—even alleging that they worked 

with the prisoners to undermine his authority.20 It was with this rocky 

foundation that Warden Cummings crossed the prison yard that 

afternoon to negotiate with 100 striking inmates.  

 It quickly became clear that the organized protesters would not 

accept refusal from the warden, so Cummings was forced to strike a 

deal: he would agree to an immediate discussion with a select group of 

the protest’s lead organizers and guarantee a swift meeting with 

Governor Ribicoff, so long as the men returned to their cells. Upon 

 
19 “Cummings Takes Oath as Warden of Prison,” Hartford (Conn.) Courant, 

July 2, 1954. 

20 “The Many-Sided Coin,” Lawrence Z. Freedman Papers, Collection 1, Series 

V: Subject Files, Box 959: Folder 11, Yale University Manuscripts and 

Archives, New Haven, Connecticut. 
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some reflection, the protesters agreed to the proposal, and sent forward 

a group of eleven to express their grievances with the warden. After 

being led into the chapel of the penitentiary, the men discussed their 

issues for over three hours. According to contemporary accounts, 

Cummings was extremely sympathetic, and expressed interest in 

holding follow-up meetings to hear more. Eventually, he asked the 

organizers to work with the entire inmate population to put together a 

formal list of complaints, which they would present at the end of that 

weekend, when the two sides reconvened.21 

 That Sunday, the men presented a list of ten points they 

wanted addressed. A contemporary Hartford Courant article published 

five of them:  

1. Overcrowded conditions.  

2. Lack of recreation facilities. 

3. An inadequate rehabilitation program.  

4. Unsatisfactory preparation of food.  

5. Unsatisfactory statutory allowances for good time.22 

  

 
21 Ramaker, “100 at State Prison Stage Brief Strike.” 

22 Ibid. 
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Central to their demands was the parole system in Connecticut. At the 

time, parole processes didn’t provide rejected candidates with much 

guidance on how to improve their chances in the next cycle.23 To 

protestors, this was a grave injustice that seemed in contrast with the 

alleged purpose of the prison in the first place: to facilitate self-

improvement. The men also took issue with the double standard with 

which the state dealt with those at Wethersfield and those at the Enfield 

State Prison Farm. Inmates at Wethersfield, who were kept stationary 

in their cells for most of the day, earned about half the allowances for 

good time as those at Enfield, who were forced to work a farm during 

their sentences.24 This disparity suggests another utilization of the 

politics of deservingness by the state bureaucracy, differentiating 

between inmates who provided economic value to the state through 

labor and those who did not.  

 
23 Letter, A Committee of Inmates to Board of Directors, July 16, 1956, 

Lawrence Z. Freedman Papers, Collection 1, Series V: Subject Files, Box 959: 

Folder 11, Yale University Manuscripts and Archives, New Haven, 

Connecticut. 

24 Keith Schonrock, “Directors Call for State Prison Shakeup, Accede to Many 

Complaints of Convicts,” Hartford (Conn.) Courant, August 2, 1956. 
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Through these demands, the men at Wethersfield stood in 

contrast with the politics of deservingness. They asserted that despite 

their criminal status, they were entitled not only to quality food and 

adequate space, but also the right to rehabilitation and rewards for self-

improvement. The organizers at Wethersfield were calling for both a 

healthier and more sustainable prison, as well as a more humane system 

of incarceration that left room for reassessment and mercy. 

These systemic demands, though, were rarely highlighted by 

the press. The Hartford Courant ran the story of the organizers’ 

meeting with Warden Cummings under the headline “100 at State 

Prison Stage Brief Strike. Governor Will Parley with Felons. Main 

Complaint is Overcrowding.”25 The criminalizing use of the word 

“felons” aside, describing overcrowding as the main complaint of the 

men is misleading and inaccurate. Such coverage allowed Governor 

Ribicoff to brush off the issues as “serious but under control,” implying 

that deeper reflection on Connecticut’s prison practices was not under 

 
25 Ramaker, “100 at State Prison Stage Brief Strike.” 
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his consideration. Moreover, the newspaper excludes half of the 

organizers’ grievances, which included harsh and uneven punishments, 

as well as demands for an inmate council to consult the parole board.26 

This is just one of the many instances in which the press shrouds the 

full systemic demands of Wethersfield’s activists in favor of simpler, 

administrative issues. This recurring exclusion implies a broader 

agenda driven by the politics of deservingness. Because of their 

criminality, the men at Wethersfield were less deserving than their 

bureaucrat counterparts to have themselves fully heard. 

The prisoners did, however, garner more than just a comment 

from the Ribicoff. For the first time in Wethersfield State Penitentiary’s 

history, striking prisoners earned a meeting with the Governor without 

having to resort to violent protest. The Monday after the sit-in, 

organizers met with Governor Ribicoff and the prison’s Board of 

Directors and pushed them into making some big commitments. After 

 
26 Letter, A Committee of Inmates to the Board of Directors, July 16, 1956, 

Lawrence Z. Freedman Papers, Collection 1, Series V: Subject Files, Box 959: 

Folder 11, Yale University Manuscripts and Archives, New Haven, 

Connecticut. 
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an hours-long meeting with the select committee of eleven prisoners, 

Ribicoff and the Board vowed to: (1) make available a $15,000 grant to 

revitalize the recreation yard; (2) spend $10,000 remodeling laundry 

facilities; (3) purchase new uniforms for all inmates; (4) install more 

shower facilities; (5) improve the preparation of food in the kitchens; 

and (6) repaint the decaying cells in the north block of the 

penitentiary.27  

These concrete promises represented a massive victory for the 

organizing inmates. As for their more systemic concerns, Governor 

Ribicoff was much less willing to commit. He directed the prison’s 

Board of Directors to “study regulations and laws governing the parole 

system to make recommendations to the 1957 Legislature.”28 In 

response to demands for a commitment to rehabilitation, Ribicoff ruled 

out such programs being improved at Wethersfield, instead vowing to 

 
27 Keith Schonrock, “Governor Talks with Inmates, Acts at once on Prison 

Complaints,” Hartford (Conn.) Courant, Feb. 29, 1956. 

28 Ibid. 
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be more intentional with Connecticut’s next prison, which was set to 

begin construction that year. 29 

Despite their victory, the select delegation of prisoners still 

dealt with dehumanizing rhetoric in the press. Accounts following the 

meeting condescendingly expressed surprise at the maturity of the 

prisoners. Whether this was a tactic to enhance or detract from the 

seriousness of their concerns cannot be ascertained. However, it points 

to another deployment of the politics of deservingness. The reporters 

needed to go out of their way to convey the prisoners’ sincerity due to 

their criminal status. Overall, it implies the existence of a 

delegitimizing framework—that their grievances as men would be less 

legitimate had they been less than perfect in the eyes of the press. This 

was even the case in messages of full support: one column explicitly 

said that the men deserved to be heard “because of the manner in which 

those grievances were presented.”30 

 
29 Ibid. 

30 “A Danger Signal at the Prison,” Hartford (Conn.) Courant, February 29, 

1956. 
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 Even so, by refusing to leave the yard that February, 

Wethersfield’s inmates had organized the largest resistance at the 

penitentiary in decades. Through uniting to demand full humanity from 

the state’s prison bureaucracy, they had won not only a seat at the table, 

but concrete and public promises of reform. They quickly learned not 

only that they could fight, but that they could win. Before long, the men 

at Wethersfield would need to fight once more. 

 

Part III: One Night at Wethersfield 

 As the months passed, it became apparent to the protestors that 

state officials had made promises to them with little intention of 

keeping their word. Some progress had been made, with prison guards 

permitting more frequent showers and the food improving significantly 

in quality. However, no work had begun in the yard, which had become 

a roaring cloud of dust and dirt in the summer wind. The prison was 

still packed beyond capacity, forcing men to share Auburn-style, 

cramped single cells. Parole reform had always been pushed to the side, 

and the flawed system still caused a grave impact on the lives of the 
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inmates. Punishment at the prison was still a point of contention, 

causing more inmates to begin questioning staples of discipline in the 

prison—such as solitary confinement.31 

 Fed up with the delays, a new group of organizers came 

together to take action and drafted a letter to the Wethersfield State 

Penitentiary Board of Directors on July 16. In the letter, they 

acknowledged that some conditions had improved, but not nearly 

enough to prove adequate for their demands, proclaiming:  

our credulity is taxed when we observe weeks and 

months going by without the effectuation of the 

concessions which were granted, and our belief in the 

sincerity of promises for the study and further 

consideration of other grievances is seriously 

undermined.32  

 

The letter went on to request another meeting with the Board of 

Directors to review their remaining issues, arguing: 

since the inmate population has strictly adhered to the 

agreement, made by the original Committee, to abide 

peacefully for a reasonable period of time, we can feel 

no hesitation at this late date in asking that the Board 

 
31 “The Many-Sided Coin.” 

32 Ibid. 
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of Directors meet in solemn deliberation… at the 

earliest possible date.33 

 

 In the language of the letter, the organizers at Wethersfield 

pushed against conceptions of authority, portraying the commitments 

from earlier in the year for what they felt they were: agreements 

between two equal parties. In emphasizing their honoring of the 

agreement, they deploy logical appeals based on the assumption that 

word is given both ways. The letter was sent to the Board of Directors 

with two attachments. The first was a list of nine original grievances:  

1. Inequity in the earning of good time, as between 

men at the Farm in Enfield and those at the Prison in 

Wethersfield.  

2. Lack of assurance that a prisoner’s conduct and 

work records have any significance at the time of his 

consideration for parole at the expiration of his 

minimum sentence. 

3. Continued existence of the despotic practice of 

arbitrarily denying parole to a prisoner. 

4. Slovenliness in the preparation and serving of food. 

5. Non-existence of an inmate council or permanent 

committee to act as a liaison between the Board of 

Directors and the inmate population when 

extraordinary matters arise. 

6. Lack of uniformity in the meting out of disciplinary 

action in cases of violation of prison rules of conduct. 

 
33 Ibid.  
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7. Lack of clean clothing to put on after the mid-week 

shower. 

8. Insufficient time for recreation and lack of an 

organized sports program under a competent director. 

 9. Lack of a satisfactory store or commissary arrangement.34 

 

There was also one addition, printed on a separate page, meant 

for the legislature— “Incompetence of appointed members of the Board 

of Directors to act as qualified to sit on a Board of Parole.”35 

 The press took notice of the renewed calls for reform at 

Wethersfield, publishing the organizers’ list of grievances in its entirety 

alongside comments from Warden Cummings after each one. In a sharp 

reversal from his friendly tone after February’s sit-in, Cummings took 

issue with each of the complaints this time, deploying the politics of 

deservingness to delegitimize the desires of the men at Wethersfield. In 

response to alleged inequity between Wethersfield and Enfield, 

Cummings responded matter-of-factly, pointing out the value of the 

work provided to the state by the men at the Farm. When asked about 

implementing a more expansive store at the facility, Cummings focused 

 
34 Ibid. 

35 Ibid. 
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on his commitment to a cap on cigarette purchases amongst the men, 

which he alleged led directly to gambling between prisoners.36 In 

making accusations of gambling, Cummings attempts to capitalize on 

the politics of deservingness. By painting the prisoners as greedy 

gamblers, he was attempting to justify denying the prisoners’ 

requests—in his framework, gamblers didn’t deserve a better store. 

Because of their criminality, the warden felt justified in withholding 

rights and privileges from the men at Wethersfield. Implicated in those 

politics of deservingness, the newspapers felt justified in printing his 

words without qualification. 

 Despite brushing off the inmates’ concerns in the media, 

Cummings understood that trouble was brewing once again, and would 

impact his duty to maintain order. Unlike their list of February 

grievances, the organizers distributed copies of their July list to the 

entire inmate population, gaining traction in building broader support 

within the prison. In what would later prove a massive miscalculation, 

 
36 “Prison Inmates Appeal for Grievance Review,” Hartford (Conn.) Courant, 

July 24, 1956. 
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Cummings called an assembly in the prison auditorium on the evening 

of July 27 in an attempt to pacify growing dissatisfactions.37 That night, 

his fate was sealed. 

 Cummings was met with a tense crowd as he began to speak, 

and what he had to say only brought the environment from tense to 

angry. He first proclaimed that despite receiving a $15,000 grant from 

the state to repair the prison yard, nothing had been done because he 

couldn’t find a contractor who could do the work for that price—

despite communicating $15,000 as the approximate cost for the job just 

months earlier. The inmates saw right through his hypocrisy, and boos 

filled the room. In an effort to recover from his slip-up, Cummings 

moved on to discuss the parole system. He described no movement on 

reform, instead asserting that he “felt badly” when inmates were denied 

parole. This caused a chorus of boos so disruptive that the assembly 

 
37 “The Many-Sided Coin.” 
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was called to an abrupt end, as all prisoners were ordered back to their 

cells.38 

 Later that night, the inmates were allowed outside after dinner 

for evening recreational hours—a week-old practice that had been 

implemented in response to the organizers’ July 16th letter to the Board 

of Directors. While the prisoners had some of their anger alleviated 

thanks to the new practice, the guards became increasingly frustrated 

with Warden Cummings. In addition to overcrowding the prison also 

suffered from understaffing, meaning that the new evening recreation 

time forced some guards to work overtime much more regularly. What 

enraged the guards further is that Cummings put the practice in place 

without consulting the guards’ union.39 

Rather than call for the hiring of more staff to accommodate 

this new recreation time, the guards deployed the politics of 

deservingness, calling for recreation time to be cut for their benefit. In 

 
38 Gerald Demeusy, “Officials at State Prison Charge Convicts’ Revolt Was 

Influenced by Drugs,” Hartford (Conn.) Courant, July 29, 1956.  

39 Ibid. 
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the eyes of the guards, the prisoners were less worthy of a healthier 

recreation schedule than they were of convenient working hours. The 

criminality of the prisoners was used to separate the two groups, 

pulling the warden in different directions rather than uniting toward one 

ideal. 

As recreation time came to a close that night, the environment 

was no less tense than in the auditorium hours before. The bell rang to 

call the inmates back into the building, but Warden Cummings and his 

guards quickly learned things wouldn’t be that simple on this night. 

Over three hundred men had sat down in the yard, refusing to move.40 

Tonight, the guards were working overtime. 

*  * * 

 

 Commotion filled the yard, and Warden Cummings sent his 

deputy, Stuart E. Tillinghast, to negotiate with the protestors.41 

Learning from their past experiences, the new inmate organizing 

committee, made up of eight men, knew that every promise made by 

 
40 “The Many-Sided Coin.” 

41 Ibid. 
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bureaucrats had to be broadcast publicly—and widely so. With this in 

mind, they immediately asked for newspaper reporters to be called to 

the scene, and for the warden to release a written list of promises to the 

inmates and the public.  

Citing the late hour, Tillinghast explained that no newspaper 

reporters would be available to cover the story at the time, making their 

first demand a non-starter. In response, the inmates made apparent their 

willingness to sit in the yard for as long as it took. In desperation, 

Tillinghast found two reporters from the local Hartford Courant and 

Hartford Times to come to the scene. When presented with these 

reporters, the prisoners wholeheartedly rejected them, arguing that the 

administration would need to put their word on the line for a much 

wider audience. In response, Tillinghast called in two additional 

reporters from the New Haven Journal-Courier and Bridgeport Herald, 

satisfying the prisoners’ demands that their grievances be displayed 

throughout the state of Connecticut.42 

 
42 “200 Convicts End Sitdown Protest,” New York Times, July 28, 1956. 
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The prisoners pounced on the opportunity to speak with 

reporters, quickly discussing the inadequate food, clothing, shelter, and 

treatment they were receiving from the prison system. In contrast to the 

forces working to keep their voices silenced and their demands at bay, 

the organizers asserted their right to be heard. Within days, the men at 

Wethersfield had their message on full display not only in the local 

community but in newspapers across the region, even in papers as 

prominent as the New York Times.43 

After the reporters had arrived and discussed the situation with 

the inmates, the organizers decided to use their leverage to push further. 

As Warden Cummings looked on from a tower above, organizers 

demanded that solitary confinement be abolished at the prison. They 

cited the mental and physical toll that “the hole” took on prisoners, 

depriving them of food, water and sunlight. They flatly refused to begin 

any negotiations unless they received a commitment to end that 
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practice immediately, starting with the release of LeRoy Nash—the 

only inmate in solitary at the time.  

Warden Cummings was extremely reluctant to grant this 

request, but felt he had no other choice. LeRoy Nash was led out to the 

yard, quivering in a horrible state. Seeing a physical manifestation of 

all the abuse the men had endured tipped off more anger from the 

crowd as they demanded answers and promises from the warden and 

his administration. Threats of a violent uprising were shouted down by 

the organizers of the protest, who turned their attention to the warden. 

Now that Nash was released, they demanded that the warden declare 

solitary confinement officially abolished at Wethersfield over public 

radio.44 

Understanding the difficult position of the warden, Deputy 

Tillinghast offered to suspend the use of solitary for a period of five 

days so negotiation could take place between the two sides. This tipped 

off more anger from the prisoners, who wanted the dangerous threat of 

 
44 “The Many-Sided Coin.” 



 
 
 
 

 57 

solitary gone for good. Tillinghast ordered the guards to evacuate the 

yard, leaving it in full control of the prisoners. Shortly after, Cummings 

decided it was time for him to speak.45 

Standing on the balcony of a gun tower at the corner of the 

yard, Cummings was surrounded by heavily armed guards.46 He used a 

megaphone to speak out to the prisoners, explaining that despite his 

official post as warden, he couldn’t singlehandedly craft state policy 

against solitary confinement. The men erupted in indignation at his 

complacency, with some grabbing rocks from the ground, hurling them 

up at the tower. An organizer eventually quieted the crowd to speak in 

response, arguing that while the warden couldn’t make the official 

policy change himself, the state legislature never mandated him to use 

it in the first place. Shouts of agreement filled the yard, and it became 

apparent that if the warden wanted to end the strike, he couldn’t avoid 

ceding to demands.  

 
45 Ibid. 

46 Ibid. 
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Soon after the warden conceded defeat on the balcony, he 

signed a document written by inmate organizers, pledging to never 

again use solitary confinement as warden, and to pass the grievances of 

the inmates onto various newspapers and radio stations for 

distribution.47 In addition, he agreed to set up another meeting between 

the organizers, the prison Board of Directors, and the state legislature. 

The inmates marched out of the yard in triumph, but their work was not 

yet done. 

In achieving the abolishment of solitary confinement at 

Wethersfield, inmates forced prison bureaucrats to act outside the realm 

of the politics of deservingness and recognize their humanity. The 

unhealthy condition of LeRoy Nash served as a physical reminder of 

the toll the prison took on the men in their health and liberty. The 

physical health of men denied sunlight in solitary, the mental health of 

men denied recreation time, and the liberty of men denied parole 
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provided connected struggles to serve as a lightning rod for successful 

activism in the face of oppressive systems. 

 

Part IV:  Far from Over 

 The ban on solitary proved to be short-lived. Almost 

immediately after the conclusion of the July 27th protest, Warden 

Cummings resigned in disgrace. Governor Ribicoff placed 

Wethersfield State Penitentiary under martial law, appointing General 

Frederick Reincke as emergency head of the prison. Reincke 

immediately instituted a disciplinary crackdown, bringing back solitary 

and harsh punishments to quell any uprisings.48 Despite the setbacks, 

the organizers still had their meetings with the bureaucrats and the 

legislature. 

 In the days leading to their first meeting, Governor Ribicoff 

played to the politics of deservingness in the press once again. He 

promoted accusations that the prisoners involved in the strike were 

 
48 Demeusy, “Officials at State Prison.” 
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under the influence of drugs during the sit-in, attempting to dehumanize 

their struggles and delegitimize their message. Ribicoff’s accusations 

were based on reports by a frustrated Warden Cummings, who had told 

reporters that he believed the guards were distributing narcotics to the 

inmates. When pressed on the issue, the guards deflected blame to the 

prisoners themselves, suggesting that the drugs could have been taken 

from the penitentiary’s hospital. Reports of drug use at the prison began 

to dominate the news cycle surrounding the strikes, blaming the 

inmates for a lack of discipline at the prison and reinforcing the 

governor’s politics of deservingness-led message. An article that 

included a recounting of the prisoners’ demands, the resignation of 

Warden Cummings, and plans for progressive reform ran under the 

headline “Officials at State Prison Charge Convicts’ Revolt Was 

Influenced by Drugs; Guards Are Criticized.”49  

Governor Ribicoff used the opportunity to establish an 

independent inquiry into the prison, emphasizing a focus on drug 
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trafficking.50 Organizers objected to the inquiry, knowing that their 

grievances would be buried under a heap of other information. The 

investigation led to no indictment of any inmate or guard, but the 

Hartford Courant ignored the legal presumption of innocence when 

they explained that the lack of arrests was “thanks to skillful use of the 

traditional code of silence by inmates.”51 By ignoring the presumption 

of innocence, the Hartford Courant painted the event in the light of the 

politics of deservingness—in this framework, drug-traffickers did not 

deserve the presumption of innocence. In capitalizing on reports 

regarding drug trafficking and use in the penitentiary, Ribicoff was 

counting on the politics of deservingness to sway public opinion away 

from the side of protestors as they entered negotiations on August 2, 

1956.  

This shift had an impact on future discourse surrounding the 

July 27th protest—for one, newspapers stopped calling it a protest. 

 
50 Keith Schonrock, “Five Named to Probe Conditions at Prison,” Hartford 

(Conn.) Courant, July 31, 1956. 

51 “Judge Molloy Reports,” Hartford (Conn.) Courant, November. 30, 1956. 
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Harsher words like “riot” and “revolt” became more common.52 Just as 

the press had used the politics of deservingness to buttress the 

protestors earlier in the year, they used it to delegitimize them. 

Moreover, organizers at the meeting were referred to not only by name, 

but also crime. For example, the Hartford Courant wrote: “The 

inmates’ side of the case was conducted largely by Albert Parker 

Young, who is serving a 7- to 15-year sentence for burglary.”53 The 

mention of crimes, which were not directly relevant to the protest, 

provides a framework through which the politics of deservingness can 

dominate. 

In another account of the meetings, an inmate named Parker 

Dooley was referred to as a man “who described himself as a 

biologist.”54 In reality, it was far more than a description—Parker 

Dooley was a medical doctor. The fact that this information is left out 

lends little to his deserved credibility when he later 55explains a “deep, 

 
52 Ibid. 

53 Schonrock, “Directors Call for State Prison Shakeup.” 

54 Ibid. 
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basic anxiety” among inmates caused by the prison system. Here, the 

politics of deservingness undermines a medical assessment from a man 

with extensive training because of his criminal status. 

In calling out the physical and mental toll prison was taking on 

the men, the organizers desperately pushed against the politics of 

deservingness. To them, it did not matter whether or not a drug ring had 

been run by some of the prisoners; the prison system was inadequate to 

give any person what they deserved from the state. By refusing to 

qualify their demands or reduce them to compensate for their criminal 

status, the men held their ground that Connecticut’s prison bureaucrats 

were doing things that would be immoral to all human beings, 

regardless of anything they had done in the past.  

This radical framework allowed the men to ask important 

questions of the institution and propose sweeping reforms to improve 

it. When asked by the Board of Directors to present an improved 

imagining of the parole system, the organizers at Wethersfield came 

together to write a letter. In it, they suggested the abolition of minimum 

and maximum sentences, making the required punishment for every 
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felony “between 1 and 99 years in prison.” Substantive job training 

programs would be put in place. These would work alongside mental 

health professionals, who would counsel all inmates and deem their 

readiness for release once a year, serving as a parole board designed to 

understand prisoners for the people who they were. In describing the 

advantages of such a system, the organizers wrote: 

Proposed program would result in the man knowing 

his complete self, his traits, tendencies, capabilities, 

how to cope with a direct them, etc., and would leave 

him an all-around better adjusted person, even more so 

than the persons in society who have never had the 

advantage of psychological and psychiatric evaluation 

and examination.56 

 The proposal was far from perfect. The frameworks of prison 

labor, psychiatry and prisons themselves were deeply flawed and must 

be interrogated. However, through the radical reforms they proposed, 

the men turned the politics of deservingness on its head. It is people 

who have resorted to crimes that are in the most need of mental 

healthcare—and that healthcare must not only be in the interest of the 

 
56 “Wethersfield Recommendations,”  Lawrence Z. Freedman Papers, 

Collection 1, Series V: Subject Files, Box 959: Folder 11, Yale University 
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state keeping order, but in the interest of the men themselves. The 

organizers were proud to push for a “truly rehabilitative” system of 

criminal justice, with the objective of the physical, mental, and personal 

restoration of those who enter.57 

 

Part V: The Big Picture 

 Of course, the proposals of the organizers were never 

implemented. By the end of 1956, a new warden was appointed, and 

the press and bureaucrats deemed the problem of Wethersfield State 

Penitentiary solved.58 Meanwhile, inmates continued to organize 

multiple protests each year until the prison’s closing in 1963.59 

 The activism at Wethersfield State Penitentiary was not alone 

in its questioning of the prison system in the United States, nor was it 

the only protest at the time to turn the politics of deservingness on its 
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head. Uprisings throughout the 1950s in New Jersey, California, 

Massachusetts, Michigan, Louisiana, Washington, Vermont, Arizona, 

and more demonstrated a deeper undermining of the institution of 

incarceration throughout the country.60 Some commentators argued that 

America’s criminal justice system found itself at a crossroads with its 

aging penitentiaries: erect the next generation of penitentiaries, or 

destroy them all.61 

 America chose prisons. The men at Wethersfield rallied 

against that choice, contending that it wasn’t the condition of prisons, 

but rather the prison system that was the culprit of unrest. They were 

met with narratives meant to undermine their case through the politics 

of respectability. In the face of resistance, they still fought for the 

health and liberty of all inmates at the penitentiary and dared to 

 
60 Murray Illson, “Unrest Seething in Many Prisons,” New York Times, 

February 12, 1953, Yale University Manuscripts and Archives, New Haven, 
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61 “The Prison: Asset or Liability?” Sanford Bates, Yale University 

Manuscripts and Archives, New Haven, Connecticut. 
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imagine a new iteration of justice that, while imperfect, was far more 

restorative than the last. 
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AMERICAN PROPAGANDA FAILURES OF THE IRAQ 

WAR 
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In 2003, the United States-led international coalition invaded 

Iraq. The goal of the invasion was to depose Iraqi dictator Saddam 

Hussein and set up a new Iraqi government. After a successful 

invasion, however, the coalition soon found itself unpopular and unable 

to fully stabilize Iraq. An anti-coalition insurgency gradually grew over 

the course of the next eight years and had a crucial role in forcing the 

coalition to depart, leaving behind a weakened and ineffective new 

Iraqi state.  

Effective propaganda was a key requirement for the success of 

the coalition’s occupation of Iraq. In order to set up a popular 

government and prevent insurgencies, the United States-led coalition 

needed the support, or at the very least the acceptance, of a large 

portion of Iraq’s population. In order to shift Iraqi public opinion 

toward the coalition, the United States spent hundreds of millions of 
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dollars on magazines, radio broadcasts, advertisements, and other forms 

of propaganda.1 Despite this enormous investment of money and effort, 

Iraqi public opinion remained highly unfavorable toward America and 

the coalition. A June 2004 poll determined that 92% of Iraqis viewed 

coalition forces as “occupiers, rather than liberators or peacekeepers” 

and 41% wanted coalition forces to “leave immediately.”2 Lack of 

public support for the coalition was a serious hindrance because 

discontent strengthened insurgencies and had the potential to cause 

Iraqis to act in a manner hostile towards the coalition. This paper will 

analyze the American attempts to gain and maintain the support of the 

Iraqi public after the overthrow of Saddam Hussein, and illustrate how 

ethical concerns, military considerations, miscommunication, and other 

factors caused the coalition propaganda campaign to largely fail.  

Initial Propaganda Narrative of the Coalition  

 
1 Andrew Garfield, “The U.S. Counter-Propaganda Failure in Iraq,” Middle 

East Quarterly 14, no. 4 (Fall 2007): 27. 

2 “Public Opinion in Iraq: First Poll Following Abu-Ghraib Revelations,” (Poll, 
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From the beginning of the Iraq War in 2003, American forces 

attempted to create a compelling argument that would persuade Iraqis 

to work with the coalition. In the months leading up to the invasion, 

American planes dropped millions of propaganda leaflets over Iraq. 

These leaflets targeted civilians and said that the coalition did not 

intend to destroy Iraqi landmarks or target the Iraqi people. These 

leaflets underlined the U.S. government’s narrative that, as President 

George W. Bush said, “We have no ambition in Iraq, except to remove 

a threat and restore that country to its own people.”3 The Air Force’s 

Command Solo, a plane designed to broadcast messages over enemy 

territory, communicated similar messages over Iraq. Such messages 

pointed out the decadence and cruelty of Hussein’s regime, asking, on 

one occasion, “How much longer will this corrupt rule be allowed to 

 
3 David E. Sanger, “Threats and Responses: The White House; Bush, Orders 

Start of War in Iraq: Missiles Apparently Miss Hussein,” New York Times, 

March 20, 2003, https://www.nytimes.com/2003/03/20/world/threats-

responses-white-house-bush-orders-start-war-iraq-missiles-apparently.html. 
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exploit and oppress the Iraqi people?”4 These broadcasts tended to 

point out the misconduct of Hussein, and emphasize the mistreatment 

of ordinary Iraqis. The message was clear: American forces were 

invading Iraq in order to help the Iraq people and change Iraq’s regime. 

In a later assessment, the Army credited the propaganda campaign as 

the main reason that most Iraqi soldiers deserted or fled their posts 

without offering any serious opposition to coalition forces.5 Up to that 

point, the propaganda campaign seemed highly effective.  

 After the success of the invasion, the coalition continued the 

same narrative. For much of the rest of the war, American propaganda 

efforts would center around persuading Iraqis of American altruism and 

good intentions, as well as American commitment to the independence 

and self-determination of Iraqis.  

 

Public Relations Mistakes of the Early Occupation 

 
4 Adrian R. Lewis, American Culture of War: The History of U.S. Military 

Force from World War II to Operation Enduring Freedom (New York: 

Routledge, 2018), 435. 
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The invasion devastated Iraq, and many of the Iraqi people 

remained unsure of the coalition’s intentions.6 The weeks and months 

following the invasion, as American forces swept through Iraq, 

demonstrated how practical concerns made the American narrative 

unsustainable. American actions, both concrete and symbolic, 

undermined the narrative of smooth regime change. One incident at the 

end of the invasion highlighted the difficult optics of the transition of 

power. Moments before the famous April 9th toppling of the statue of 

Saddam Hussein in Firdos Square, Baghdad, a Marine Corporal placed 

an American flag around the head of the statue (Figure 1). Witnesses 

say that the cheering Iraqi crowd went silent at the sight of the obvious 

symbolism of American power replacing Hussein. Concerned at the 

implications of their action, the Marines eventually replaced the 

American flag with an Iraqi one, but the damage had been done.7 The 

 
6 Celeste J. Ward, The Coalition Provisional Authority’s Experience with 

Governance in Iraq (Special Report, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Institute of Peace, 

May 2005), https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/sr139.pdf.   

7 Tarek Cherkaoui, The News Media at War: The Clash of Western and Arab 

Networks in the Middle East (London: I.B. Tauris, 2017), 219.  
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incident was widely reported in the Arab press. Reporting the incident, 

Al-Jazeera wrote “The problem of interpretation remains: is this an 

American soldier hanging an American dictator? Or is it a foreign 

invader toppling the head of another nation?”8 Later events would 

reveal just how fitting it was that arguably the most iconic moment of 

the invasion was marred by American failure to grasp the symbolism of 

its actions.  

Figure 1. American soldier wraps Saddam in American flag. Photo. July 21, 2014. Washington Post.  

 
8 Ibid., 220. 
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 In the struggle to take Baghdad, an enormous amount of 

looting and destruction had occurred. Particularly harmful was the 

devastation of the Iraqi National Museum, which was robbed of 

thousands of important symbolic articles from Iraq’s long history. 

American troops had done nothing to prevent this looting, although 

they had gone to great lengths to secure the Oil Ministry.9 An American 

officer tasked with recovering the stolen items wrote that “this failure 

to protect a rich heritage going back to the dawn of civilization has 

convinced many in Iraq and the Middle East that the U.S. does not care 

about any culture other than its own.”10 The loss of the artifacts also 

removed any possibility of using them as propaganda symbols of 

continuity for a new Iraqi state. The decision to instead protect the Oil 

Ministry seemed to many a clear signal about where American interest 

in Iraq actually lay.  

 
9 Ward, The Coalition Provisional Authority’s Experience with Governance in 

Iraq. 

10 Heather Selma Gregg, Building the Nation: Missed Opportunities in Iraq and 

Afghanistan (Lincoln, Neb.: Potomac Books, 2018), 105. 
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The invasion caused American officials to lose control of the 

propaganda narrative because the instruments of propaganda became 

the soldiers on the ground, rather than the centralized systems 

distributing leaflets and broadcasts. American troops were more 

interested in emphasizing the American role in the victory than in 

reassuring Iraqis about the coalition’s intentions. Troops and observers 

were not attuned to Iraqi culture and society, so they paid little attention 

to ancient artifacts and the Iraqi flag and wasted many opportunities for 

successful propaganda. 

After the invasion, the American-established Coalition 

Provisional Authority (CPA) became the de facto interim government 

of Iraq. Yet once again, because of practical concerns, the actual 

policies of the CPA proved highly damaging to perceptions of 

American forces. Order No. 2 of the CPA created enormous distress by 

disbanding the 350,000 men in the Iraqi army. Since the Iran-Iraq war 

was still in recent memory, nearly every adult male Iraqi had at some 

point worked with the army. The order did away with a huge source of 

national patriotism and pride and created a huge number of 
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unemployed and disaffected Iraqis.11 In disbanding the Iraqi military, 

the American government disrupted its own narrative of transfer of 

power. Far from feeling like part of a new Iraqi government, many 

Iraqis felt alienated and suspicious of the foreigners’ intentions.12 

In addition to this divisive move, the CPA made the 

controversial decision to pay its Iraqi employees in dollars, rather than 

in Iraqi dinars. This move was once again seen as an insult to Iraqi 

sovereignty, since the dinar had been the national currency of the Iraqi 

state since 1932. As they moved through the Iraqi economy, these 

dollar bills would have remained a highly visible reminder that 

America was in command of Iraq’s future, contrary to the words of 

American propagandists.13 Like many similar decisions, the choice to 

use U.S. dollars was based on legitimate issues. In the aftermath of the 

 
11 Ibid., 106. 

12 Ward, The Coalition Provisional Authority’s Experience with Governance in 

Iraq. 

13 Jay Herndon, “Typos on the Skin of Men: The Coalition Provisional 

Authority in Iraq,” The Strategy Bridge, Nov. 2, 2017, 
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invasion, the dinar’s value had fluctuated wildly, making it an 

unappealing tool for CPA administrators. Yet like many other well-

intentioned American gaffes, the unpopularity of the decision would 

reap far greater inconveniences for the coalition. The Iraqi people had 

virtually no say in any of these issues because the Governing Council, a 

body set up to give the Iraqis some control in provisional government 

matters, was ignored or overridden by the CPA on essentially every 

matter of any consequence, from administrative policy to the drafting 

of the new Iraqi constitution.14  

 Of course, the most infamous incident to erode Iraqi trust of 

America was the April 2004 release of pictures from the American 

detention center at Abu-Ghraib. News of inhumane treatment of Iraqi 

prisoners had circulated for some time, but the release of dozens of 

lurid pictures galvanized opposition to American forces. Had the 

United States not embarked on the occupation with a message of 

humane transfer of power, the revelations might have been less 

 
14 Ali A. Allawi, The Occupation of Iraq: Winning the War, Losing the Peace 

(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2008), 194. 
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damaging, but since the American propaganda efforts had focused on 

American good intentions, Abu-Ghraib proved a disastrous blow to 

American efforts to shift public opinion. The share of Iraqis who 

professed “confidence in coalition forces” dropped from 28% in 

January 2004 to 7% in April, and the share with “confidence in the 

CPA” dropped from 32% to 9%.15 While the Abu-Ghraib revelations 

caused a clear drop in confidence, the already dismal numbers indicated 

a long-term pattern of failure to win Iraqi support.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Impression of Coalition Forces. June 16, 2004. “Public Opinion in Iraq: First Poll Following 

Abu-Ghraib Revelations.” Global Policy Forum. 
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Religion as Propaganda  

In Iraq, where religion played an enormous role in 

government, local customs, and everyday life, the coalition had the 

opportunity to use the various faiths of Iraqis to move public opinion. 

The coalition, however, never made good use of this potential, largely 

because of fear of the allegedly radicalizing influence of Islam.16 The 

CPA repeatedly blocked efforts by the Iraqi Governing Council to 

institute religious law. When asked about religious influences in the 

new Iraqi Constitution, the head of the CPA, Paul Bremer, said “Don’t 

worry, this won’t be an Islamic Constitution.”17 Iraqi officials 

castigated the statement, as secular law was a relatively new concept in 

Iraq. The CPA also created outrage by allowing Christian missionaries 

to proselytize in Iraq, despite strong opposition from Muslim clerics.18 

Another famous gaffe showed similar ignorance of Iraqi 

sensibilities. On numerous occasions before and after the invasion, 

 
16 Allawi, The Occupation of Iraq, 225.  

17 Ibid. 

18 Ibid., 226. 
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President Bush referred to the Iraq War, and the War on Terror in 

general, as a “crusade.” The word received little comment in the West, 

but to Arabic audiences the words hearkened back to invasion, 

massacre, and bitter religious struggle. Bush’s terminology made it 

sound as though the United States was at war with Islam itself, rather 

than specific political or extremist groups.19 

The United States also showed a lack of sensitivity toward the 

divide between Sunni and Shia Muslims. In the immediate aftermath of 

the Invasion, the CPA instituted notoriously strict “de-Baathification 

laws,” which to a large extent eliminated Sunni influence in the 

government.20 Intended to show a decisive transition from the Baathist-

dominated Hussein regime, the move proved all too effective. The 

coalition did nothing to publicly address Sunni fears at being out of 

power, and the perceived pro-Shia sympathies of the coalition caused 

 
19 Douglas Kellner, “Bushspeak and the Politics of Lying,” Presidential Study 
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many Sunnis to join the insurgency.21 An August 2007 poll determined 

that a shocking 93% of Iraqi Sunnis judged it “acceptable to attack U.S. 

forces.”22 Eventually, American forces successfully courted many 

Sunni leaders during the so-called “Sunni Awakening,” but the damage 

had already been done. Even in March of 2008, just after the 

Awakening, the number of Iraqi Sunnis who believed it was acceptable 

to attack U.S. forces was still at an extremely high 62%, a percentage 

vastly higher than among Kurds and Shiites.23  

 

Media Propaganda in Iraq 

 As the popularity of the coalition declined in Iraq and the 

insurgency movement began in earnest, the U.S. government relied 

increasingly on the media to win the sympathy of the Iraqi populace. It 

 
21 Ibid. 

22 “ABC/BBC/ARD/NHK Poll - Iraq Five Years Later: Where Things Stand,” 

ABC News, March 17, 2008, 

https://abcnews.go.com/images/PollingUnit/1060a1IraqWhereThingsStand.pdf.  

23 Ibid.  

https://abcnews.go.com/images/PollingUnit/1060a1IraqWhereThingsStand.pdf
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spent millions on television and radio programs, mostly through the 

American-funded and controlled Iraqi Media Network.  

Typical of these efforts was Al-Iraqiya, an Arabic language 

news television network set up after the invasion and funded first by 

the American government and later the Iraqi. Al-Iraqiya was designed 

to create public support for the American-backed Iraqi administration 

by presenting recent events highlighting the positive efforts of the 

coalition. As the only officially sponsored Iraqi program, Al-Iraqiya did 

not require a satellite dish to watch, unlike international programs like 

Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiya. Nevertheless, it proved less popular than 

these non-coalition new sources, in part because of Al-Iraqiya’s blatant 

exclusion of events unfavorable to the coalition. Shortly after resigning 

from the program in July 2003, Al-Iraqiya foreign correspondent Don 

North wrote of the Iraqi Media Network: “IMN has become an 

irrelevant mouthpiece for CPA propaganda, managed news, and 

mediocre programs... Through a combination of incompetence and 
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indifference, CPA has destroyed the fragile credibility of IMN.”24 

Although Al-Iraqiya continues as an official news organization to this 

day, it has never regained its credibility.  

Another American-funded Arabic news program, Al-Hurra, 

proved similarly disappointing. A 2004 study found that 14% percent 

of Iraqis watched Al-Hurra, making it the eleventh most watched 

program in the country, but studies suggested that most who watched 

the show placed little faith in its credibility.25 American news 

propaganda suffered from a consistent lack of credibility, largely due to 

its blatantly propagandistic messages. Senator Joe Biden, in a 2004 

statement before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, said “we 

tend to think of public diplomacy in terms of, we’re going to convince 

people that they have to, or should, adopt our views, our values, our 

 
24 Laura Miller, “Al Iraqiya Fails to Be ‘Independent’ News Source,” PR 

Watch, December 15, 2012, https://www.prwatch.org/spin/2004/01/2371/al-

iraqiya-fails-be-independent-news-source. 

25 Mohammad El Nawawi, “US Public Diplomacy in the Arab World: The 

News Credibility of Radio Sawa and Television Alhurra in Five Countries,” 

Global Media and Communication 2, no. 2 (2006): 189. 

https://www.prwatch.org/spin/2004/01/2371/al-iraqiya-fails-be-independent-news-source
https://www.prwatch.org/spin/2004/01/2371/al-iraqiya-fails-be-independent-news-source
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system. And I think that may be a bridge too far.”26 The reality 

presented by Al-Iraqiya and Al-Hurra was simply too different from 

that with which the Iraqi people were familiar. That divide made any 

kind of persuasive messaging almost impossible. The central problem 

of American and American-funded media programs in Iraq was their 

generally heavy-handed and blunt approach.27 Decades of exposure to 

Hussein’s propaganda had desensitized the Iraqi public to such direct 

methods of propaganda.  

Somewhat more successful was Radio Sawa, a radio program 

broadcasted into many Middle Eastern countries. The program was 

aimed at Middle Eastern teenagers, playing a mixture of Middle 

Eastern and American pop songs, intermixed with two ten-minute news 

broadcasts per hour.28 The idea was to draw in listeners with music and 

thus provide a more apolitical environment, where opinions might be 

more susceptible to influence. Radio Sawa achieved some popularity 

 
26 Ibid., 190.  

27 Ron Schleifer, “Reconstructing Iraq: Winning the Propaganda War in Iraq,” 

Middle East Quarterly 12, no. 3 (2005): 15-24.  

28 El Nawawi, “US Public Diplomacy In the Arab World,” 187. 
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and persists to the present day, though its effectiveness at shifting 

public opinion remains difficult to assess. A 2006 survey of Arab 

College students determined that their view of the United States had 

worsened in the time since they had started listening to Radio Sawa.29  

In post-Hussein Iraq, the Iraqi people had access to a huge 

number of new news sources, as Hussein had practiced heavy 

censorship. Despite major American efforts to popularize pro-coalition 

programs, Iraqis watched Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiya with far more 

frequency than any pro-coalition source.30 Al-Jazeera in particular was 

critical of the coalition and was quick to point out any unrest or 

violence in Iraq. The CPA would eventually shut down Al-Jazeera’s 

Baghdad Bureau and arrest many of its reporters on the grounds that 

Al-Jazeera was inciting violence.31 Yet the coalition’s very public 

attempts to silence Al-Jazeera only increased the network’s popularity 

because of the widespread Iraqi distrust in the coalition.   

 
29 Ibid., 197. 

30 Allawi, The Occupation of Iraq, 154.  

31 Christian Parenti, “Al Jazeera Goes to Jail,” The Nation, June 29, 2015, 

https://www.thenation.com/article/al-jazeera-goes-jail/.  

https://www.thenation.com/article/al-jazeera-goes-jail/
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 Another major vulnerability of pro-American media was the 

internet. Because of fears of violating the Smith-Mundt Act, which 

banned domestic distribution of foreign propaganda, American 

leadership banned coalition authorities from openly utilizing the 

internet for propaganda purposes.32 As a result, American media had 

virtually no presence online, despite the fact that the internet was 

becoming an increasingly important part of Iraqi life. This vacuum 

opened the door for insurgency groups to use the internet as both a 

recruitment platform and propaganda agency. Cyberspace proved a 

cost-effective and efficient tool for both of these goals.  

 

Coalition Counterinsurgency Propaganda 

 As the Iraqi insurgency grew during the later years of the 

occupation, American propaganda efforts shifted to the defensive. 

Coalition advertisements depicted violence caused by insurgents and 

urged citizens to report anything they knew to the authorities.  

 
32 Garfield, “The U.S. Counter-Propaganda Failure in Iraq,” 26. 
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Yet these measures yielded disappointing results. The 

propaganda utilized by insurgents proved far more versatile and 

impactful than that of the coalition for a number of reasons. Because of 

the need for administrative approval, coalition propaganda messages 

took several days to be produced, approved, and distributed. The more 

decentralized insurgents, however, could react to an event within hours. 

A strong online presence further strengthened the insurgent’s voices 

and gave them a ready platform to post advertisements. While these ads 

were not as expensive or technologically sophisticated as those of the 

coalition, they tended to show a greater understanding of Iraqi culture 

(particularly through their extensive use of religious imagery), and 

many Iraqis found the lower production value of the videos more 

authentic.33 

 American commercials tended to be produced outside of Iraq, 

often by international corporations such as the British public relations 

firm Bell Pottinger. Lack of cultural comprehension and poor word 

 
33 Ibid., 30. 
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choice made the foreign origins of the videos all too obvious. For 

instance, they often referred to insurgents as “Anti-Iraq forces,” a 

designation which most Iraqis found bizarre, since many felt that the 

real “Anti-Iraq force” was the foreign coalition. Americans also tended 

to refer to the insurgents as “jihadists” or “mujahideen,” both of which 

could carry positive connotations in the Arabic language.34 

Furthermore, when depicting the aftermath of suicide bombings or 

improvised explosive devices (IEDs), the ads often sanitized the films 

by removing gore. The removal of the blood was considered normal by 

Western audiences, but in a country where such events were all too 

common, the unrealistic depiction of violence harmed the resonance of 

the advertisements’ messages.35 

 

Symbolic Actions 

 Yet as the situation on the ground worsened, no matter what 

idealistic propaganda methods the American and coalition forces used, 

 
34 Ibid., 29. 

35 Ibid., 28. 
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what ultimately mattered most to Iraqis was the direct effect the 

coalition had upon their personal well-being. When asked about their 

priorities, Iraqi’s consistently said that they were most concerned about 

their personal safety, as well as getting access to food, employment, 

and electricity.36 Naturally, the most effective propaganda was that 

which could reassure Iraqis that coalition forces were capable of 

providing these things—in other words, propaganda of the deed. 

Bombings, IEDs, and other tactics on the part of the insurgents were 

designed to demonstrate the powerlessness of the coalition forces to 

keep Iraqis safe.  

 The coalition responded to the threat posed by insurgents 

immediately. Yet for understandable reasons, American forces devoted 

more effort to protecting their own troops and citizens than protecting 

Iraqi civilians. The widespread use of concrete walls and barriers to 

protect key transportation routes and locations helped enormously to 

safeguard military units and American leadership, but the walls did 

 
36 “ABC/BBC/ARD/NHK Poll - Iraq Five Years Later.” 
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little to reassure those Iraqis who lived, for instance, right outside the 

Green Zone of Baghdad. To many Iraqis, the walls served as a concrete 

symbol of America’s willingness to sacrifice the safety of Iraqis for the 

protection of its own. This tangible demonstration of disregard proved 

at least as damaging as any ill-conceived rhetorical device or public 

statement.37 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Coalition and Personal Safety. June 16, 2004. “Public Opinion in Iraq: First Poll Following 

Abu-Ghraib Revelations.” Global Policy Forum. 

Postmortem  

 So why did coalition efforts achieve so little success? The 

coalition made many errors in the conception and execution of their 

 
37 Stephen Farrel and Campbell Robertson, “Green Zone, Heart of Occupation, 

Reverts to Iraqi Control,” New York Times, December 31, 2008, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/01/world/middleeast/01greenzone.html. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/01/world/middleeast/01greenzone.html
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propaganda efforts, yet amid all these mistakes, a few general themes 

are apparent.  

 American forces often disregarded the possibility of using 

Iraqi institutions to mask the American role in the occupation.38 

Unsurprisingly, Iraqis tended to trust Iraqi forces and institutions far 

more than American ones. A March 2004 survey revealed that while 

only 14% of Iraqis had confidence in the coalition forces, 79% had 

confidence in the New Iraqi Police Forces.39 Yet instead of giving these 

Iraqi institutions a visible role, America preferred, for a variety of 

political reasons, to undermine and even remove Iraqi institutions. 

Incidents like placing the American flag on the Hussein statue and 

allowing the looting of museums further underlined America’s 

unwillingness to make use of the popular symbols of Iraqi sovereignty. 

A stronger appearance of appreciation for Iraqi institutions, even if not 

sincere, would have increased the legitimacy of American messages. 

 
38 Gregg, Building the Nation, 105.  

39 “Public Opinion in Iraq.” 
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As it was, the inability to deliver information from a trusted platform 

that crippled American efforts.  

 Problems caused by the lack of a trusted platform were 

amplified by the lack of trustworthy content. Yet American propaganda 

rarely provided information credible enough to gain the trust of the 

Iraqi people. An excellent example is the ill-fated Al-Iraqiya, which 

produced so much blatant propaganda by ignoring and distorting the 

news that the Iraqi people paid it little attention. The clearly 

untrustworthy news from the coalition prevented the use of propaganda 

methods similar to those employed by the U.S. in the Cold War, where 

Voice of America and other programs gained trust by providing 

accurate information. No equivalent information campaign occurred in 

Iraq, in part because the situation was too unfavorable to depict 

honestly.40  

 The lack of trustworthy content might not have been an issue 

had American forces been less averse to using more misleading forms 

 
40 Schleifer, “Reconstructing Iraq.” 
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of propaganda. While it made frequent use of advertisements, friendly 

television channels, and music, the United States was reluctant to use 

grey or black propaganda. Propaganda from unknown sources would 

have been especially valuable on Iraq’s growing internet community, 

but the coalition mostly refrained from taking advantage of that 

opportunity because of legal concerns. The coalition even preferred not 

to use the word ‘propaganda’ at all. In the entire two volumes of The 

U.S. Army in the Iraq War, the U.S. Army’s official study of the 

conflict, ‘propaganda’ is only ever mentioned in the context of 

insurgency tactics, never when referring to coalition operations, and the 

military euphemism, “PsyOps (Psychological Operations),” appears 

very rarely.41 American opposition to veiled propaganda was such that 

the public demanded the removal of the Office of Strategic 

Information, which would have supplied black propaganda, in 2002.42 

As it was, propaganda from the coalition was almost always clearly 

 
41 Joel D. Rayburn and Frank K. Sobchak, eds., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War: 

Volume 1 (Invasion, Insurgency, Civil War 2003-2006), (Carlisle, Penn.: 

Strategic Studies Institute and U.S. Army War College Press, 2019). 

42 Schleifer, “Reconstructing Iraq.” 
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recognizable, but also clearly biased. In other words, American 

propaganda tended to be both too transparent to achieve success 

through deceit, and too deceitful to achieve success through trust.  

 To be successful, propaganda benefits from control of the flow 

of information. Once propaganda becomes a people’s main source of 

information, it becomes almost impossible to counter. The problem was 

that the coalition never exerted much control of the flow of 

information. The insurgents’ propaganda efforts were far more 

dexterous than those of the coalition. To make matters worse, anti-war 

programs like Al-Jazeera remained a perpetual thorn in the side of 

American propaganda efforts. To solve the problem, the U.S. could 

have either banned Al-Jazeera or permitted it unreservedly, thus 

demonstrating its unreserved dedication to freedom of the press. In 

reality, however, the U.S. made only a halfhearted, unsuccessful effort 

to do the former, which removed any possibility of using the latter as a 

propaganda line.  

 In the later years of the occupation, American forces became 

more aware of their propaganda mistakes. During the 2006-2007 Surge, 
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American doctrine emphasized collaboration with and friendly 

treatment of Iraqi civilians. Messaging also grew more consistent and 

the further development of the Iraqi state allowed the Americans to 

conceal their hands in the actions of the Iraqi government. As a result 

of all these changes, Iraqi perception of the American forces improved 

marginally.43 

 Nevertheless, it was too late to recover from the disastrous 

propaganda mistakes of the early occupation. Had American forces 

started the occupation with effective propaganda, the insurgency would 

most likely have attracted less support and might have been 

manageable. Of course, it is impossible to judge the tangible impact of 

Iraqi opinions, but it seems probable that many of the coalition’s 

problems would have been substantially reduced by greater public 

support. The coalition, however, never managed to persuasively 

communicate its central thesis that the coalition was trying to help 

Iraqis, and therefore Iraqis should help the coalition. Instead, a 

 
43  “ABC/BBC/ARD/NHK Poll - Iraq Five Years Later.” 
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combination of political pressure, military concerns, and simple errors 

resulted in a contradictory, ad hoc, and ultimately ineffective 

propaganda campaign in Iraq.  
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When considering alchemy in the lens of the history and 

philosophy of science, one finds it to be rather tumultuous both in its 

history and historiography.1 In a short span around the late seventeenth 

and early eighteenth centuries, alchemy seems to have gone from an 

esteemed part of chemistry more broadly to a separate entity 

condemned as unscientific, and for reasons that seem unrelated to any 

manner of experimental revelation or theoretical breakthrough.2 Such 

lowly opinions of alchemy then persisted in historiography until 

relatively recently, when alchemy began to be critically reconsidered 

by the historians of science. This reconsideration, perhaps spearheaded 

 
1 Here I refer to alchemy broadly to not only include chrysopoeia but chymistry 

in general. Newman and Principe argue that alchemy is only seen as distinct 

from chemistry in the early eighteenth century, and thus use the term 

‘chymistry’ to reflect work in the field before this split, but I neglect this 

distinction in this paper for the purposes of clarity. Lawrence M. Principe, 

“Alchemy Restored,” Isis 102, no. 2 (2011): 305. 

2 Ibid., 306. 
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by such historians of science as Lawrence Principe and others, 

redeemed alchemy as both a reputable pursuit in history and one that 

seems important in the heritage of, if not closely related to, modern 

sciences. What might explain such rapid changes in these 

considerations of alchemy, both recent and historical?  

The answer may perhaps be found in carefully considering the 

quest for the purification of elemental substances as a challenge that 

represents, in microcosm, greater issues in the consideration of alchemy 

and its historiography.3 Furthermore, by specifically analyzing what the 

alchemists did, particularly in their attempts to reduce compounds to 

elements, we might be able to shed new light on issues otherwise 

overlooked in works that discuss in a more general sense what alchemy 

was. This will be illustrated by a reassessment of Robert Boyle’s 

Sceptical Chymist along such lines, since both Boyle generally and the 

Sceptical Chymist specifically have been highly regarded in the history 

of chemistry. Boyle, as a seventeenth century British noble, devoted 

 
3 Elemental refers to an unmixed unit that cannot be broken down further, 

though, as will be discussed, such a definition will pose its own challenges. 
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much of his time and resources to the sciences with particular emphasis 

on chemistry. His adoption of the inductive method as forwarded by 

Francis Bacon makes him of particular interest to historians of science. 

In particular, his publication of the Sceptical Chymist in 1661 provides 

perhaps the most direct application of this inductive reasoning to the 

field of chemistry at a time when such an approach appeared to be 

sorely needed in the face of seemingly unscientific alchemical work. As 

such, it is often considered a landmark in the history of chemistry and 

has generated considerable interest.4 

Who should be interested in both the reading and furthering of 

the history of alchemy? Perhaps the most immediate and obvious 

answer are those who are seeking the origins of modern chemistry, or 

chemists who are at least curious about the work of those they can 

reasonably see as predecessors to themselves. While this motivation 

may lend one to a dangerously deterministic approach to history that 

threatens to overlook vital historical contexts, it is reasonable to desire 

 
4 John Read, Through Alchemy to Chemistry: A Procession of Ideas & 

Personalities (New York: AMS Press, 1982), 112-113; Lawrence M. Principe, 

“In Retrospect: The Sceptical Chymist,” Nature 469, no. 7328 (2011): 30. 
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a criterion by which one can consider which elements of the history are 

most revelatory, or at least of greatest curiosity, for modern readers. 

One of the greatest problems in trying to trace the origins of modern 

chemistry in particular is that it is perhaps one of the most instrumental 

sciences. This becomes even more the case as one attempts to render it 

a pure science reducible to mathematical terms. Even for more modest 

work, the chemist of old would likely envy Copernicus’ ability to 

directly observe the planetary motions and to use such data as an 

unproblematic basis for further work.5 This relative clarity can then be 

seen to be conferred to the historiography of astronomy, as the main 

focus of disputes between Nicolaus Copernicus and subsequent 

scholars such as Tycho Brahe were not the underlying observations, but 

rather the model by which they are explained. Meanwhile in alchemy 

the fundamental nature of what the alchemical experiment produces is 

often the main question at hand, as is the case with the alchemist’s use 

of burning as an analytic tool. Thus we can see how difficulties in the 

 
5 This may relate to the consideration of astronomy as being near the bottom of 

Comte’s ‘pyramid’ of sciences, reflecting that the seeming relative ease of 

astronomy in historical contexts is not a recent observation. 
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alchemical pursuits served not only to frustrate those alchemists under 

study but to also complicate the work of historians of science trying to 

determine how to consider the works that have survived.6  Before 

considering the implications for the historiography of alchemy, we 

must first analyze the consequences of this confusion in historical 

alchemical work. The depths of the difficulties facing the alchemist in 

understanding the results of their experiments might be hard to 

appreciate in the appropriate historical context today. This is because 

even an average high school education will endow the reader with a 

ground-up overview of chemistry from which demonstrative 

experiments often seem obvious. The modern reader likely knows that 

atoms, which are composed of protons, neutrons, and electrons, take 

 
6 Consider in particular the opening of Newman’s paper “Robert Boyle, 

Transmutation, and the History of Chemistry before Lavoisier: A Response to 

Kuhn,” where he argues that Boyle did have a significant influence on the 

development of chemistry. There he references dramatic changes in the 

historiography of alchemy and then argues simultaneously against the ‘hoary 

old chestnut’ of Boyle as the founder of modern chemistry and an influential 

paper by Kuhn that holds Boyle had little to no influence in the development of 

chemistry. This seems to be a kind of microcosm for the general tumult found 

in the history of alchemy. William R. Newman, “Robert Boyle, Transmutation, 

and the History of Chemistry before Lavoisier: A Response to Kuhn,” Osiris 29 

(2014): 63. 
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the form of different elements depending on the number of protons 

specifically, and that these elements have certain characteristics which 

allow them to interact with other elements, forming and breaking bonds 

of varying sorts, largely by interactions of the electrons. Thus, a 

deceptively simple model built from fundamentals is given, but this is 

clearly heavily reliant on our current knowledge – the closer one gets to 

the ‘ground floor’ upon which all other explanations are based, the 

more difficult it was to obtain this knowledge, particularly as ever more 

advanced equipment only made possible by other developments in a 

myriad of fields increasingly becomes a necessity. 

Let us now consider an ahistorical but perhaps revealing 

thought experiment. Suppose a modern student of chemistry is asked 

how they would attempt to recreate their knowledge, along the outline 

discussed previously, and prove it to an early modern chemist with only 

the tools available to such. Even with the tremendous and ahistorical 

benefit of knowledge after the fact, the student is faced with great 

difficulties. Immediately it seems likely that reference to subatomic 

systems such as the structure of the nucleus must be abandoned given 
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the seeming impossibility of experimentally proving such given the 

tools available.7 Luckily, one can omit this part of the picture while still 

achieving a satisfyingly complete system.8 But even with this omission, 

the student seems to be faced with a terrific challenge, in that even if 

they can formulate compelling arguments against the prevailing notions 

of elements (whether the Aristotelian model’s four elements of earth, 

air, fire, and water, or the Paracelsian ‘principles’ of salt, sulfur, and 

mercury), any positive account will likely be nearly impossible to 

achieve, as to do so would seem to necessitate a demonstration of pure 

elements upon which the entire systems of inorganic and organic 

chemistry are based.9  If such an undertaking is difficult even for a 

modern student who knows with fair certainty the theory they are 

 
7 Perhaps a particularly clever student may ask the historian for a sample of 

uranium or some other naturally occurring radioactive substance and attempt to 

show its decay to other elements, though this does not avoid problems related 

to general considerations of elementary particles in regards to their ability to 

split and combine that will be made more clear later. 

8 Such an omission is so simple that one may ask why the subatomic level is 

discussed here. Its relevance to our considerations of the history of alchemy 

will be forwarded later when Boyle’s definition of the term ‘element’ in The 

Sceptical Chymist is discussed. 

9 Barring some rhetorical convincing of the interlocutor to adopt certain 

theories without reference to direct evidence for such. 
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attempting to prove, one can imagine the historical difficulties even in 

more modest advances in alchemy. 

Transitioning now from thought experiments to the historical 

alchemists and their works, a brief note on the historiography of 

alchemy is needed to contextualize the materials that will be used to 

examine the problem of purification historically. Even when accounting 

for and taking a charitable view of the general confusion of the 

alchemist’s work, the modern historian of chemistry trying to find 

commonalities between the modern concept with alchemy and early 

modern chemistry has cause for frustration.10 Indeed, these frustrations 

can be seen as largely held in common with those expressed in works 

between those of Robert Boyle and John Dalton. This can be seen 

perhaps most particularly in the tellingly titled lecture “Chemistry 

Purging Itself of Its Errors,” given by Herman Boerhaave in the 

Netherlands in 1718.11 These frustrations can be seen to be the result of 

chemistry, and particularly the infamous quest for chrysopoiea, or the 

 
10 In particular regarding the secondary sources that emerge from their own 

context of the reevaluation of alchemy.  

11 Principe, Alchemy Restored, 305. 
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transmutation of gold, as being perceived as a profoundly unscientific 

venture. One vital part of this may be attributed to the tendency of the 

alchemist to write extremely vaguely, such that recreation of 

experiments was in effect impossible and thus greatly limiting their 

contributions to future work.12 The further influence of multiple high-

profile frauds using chrysopoeia as a scam would in particular lead to a 

wealth of satirical plays and other works that disproportionately 

focused on chrysopoeia to the exclusion of other alchemical fields.13 

In light of such frustrations, Robert Boyle’s Sceptical Chymist 

of 1661 seems (at least at first glance) to be a breath of fresh air due to 

its clarity of writing (or perhaps simply an absence of mystical 

 
12 For an example of these frustrations with the alchemist’s tendency towards 

vagueness and secrecy, consider Liebig’s description of the writings of 

alchemists as ‘propound[ing] an unintelligible language which, in their own 

minds, was only the faint dawn of an idea.’ Read, Through Alchemy to 

Chemistry, 44. 

13 For a detailed analysis of Ben Johnson’s play The Alchemist, see Michael 

Flachmann’s “Ben Jonson and the Alchemy of Satire.”  Beyond high-profile 

chrysopoeia scams being a topic of public interest, such as also discussed by 

Hendriksen with particular reference to the notorious ‘Baron Syberg’ (p. 246-

247), Flachmann illustrates how alchemy’s wealth of imagery and terminology 

was a terrific source for wordplay, thus likely making the subject of particular 

interest to satirical playwrights and authors. Michael Flachmann, “Ben Johnson 

and the Alchemy of Satire,” Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900, 17, no. 2 

(1977): 259-280. 
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allegory) and reliance on experiment. But before focusing on Boyle, 

what are the historical contexts needed to properly understand both the 

importance of the text and how to interpret it? Perhaps the most 

relevant for current consideration are whether the text of the Sceptical 

Chymist was unique to Boyle or a reflection of a larger school of 

thought, and whether the text was influential. Here some of the 

historiographical issues begin to rear their heads, though for now they 

are largely specific to consideration of Boyle. In a chapter of The 

Aspiring Adept, Principe argued that Sceptical Chymist is a much more 

confused and less revolutionary work than many realize and that 

Boyle’s main target is limited to quacks, technicians with no 

philosophical interests, and Paracelsian medical alchemists, rather than 

chrysopoiea as a subject of research. 14 Kuhn argues that Boyle’s 

negative program against ‘antique and mystical residues’ facilitated 

subsequent developments, but that his positive program was a failure, 

with Newman summarizing Kuhn as arguing that Boyle had ‘little or no 

 
14 Lawrence M. Principe, The Aspiring Adept: Robert Boyle and His 

Alchemical Quest: Including Boyle’s “Lost” Dialogue on the Transmutation of 

Metals (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1998), 28, 33-34. 
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influence on the subsequent development of chemistry’ before arguing 

against him on this point.15 To summarize briefly, the historiography of 

Boyle, and particularly The Sceptical Chymist, seems to be rather 

tumultuous – while this is worthy of further consideration in itself, let 

us for now simply take note of these issues as a reason to be cautious in 

considering the work in and of itself. 

The Sceptical Chymist is posed as a dialogue between an 

Aristotelian alchemist who argues all substances are composed of the 

four elements of air, earth, fire and water (though this character 

disappears suddenly after the introduction16), a follower of Paracelsus 

 
15 Principe, with the benefit of over forty years of subsequent scholarship, 

undermines some of Kuhn’s points in this regard. This can be seen in 

considering Kuhn’s discussion of Boyle’s reconsideration of analysis by fire as 

a positive development (p. 30). Principe argues that while Boyle’s argument 

against fire as an analyzer is conclusive, few traditional alchemists were in 

disagreement with this idea in the first place (p. 35). The ultimate result of this 

would seem to be the strengthening of Kuhn’s overall point that Boyle did not 

influence future developments in chemistry (p. 15), as even Boyle’s negative 

program now seems less successful than previously supposed. Thomas S. 

Kuhn, “Robert Boyle and Structural Chemistry in the Seventeenth Century,” 

Isis 43, no. 1 (1952): 36. 

16 Principe, The Aspiring Adept, 29.; Marie Boas, “An Early Version of 

Boyle’s: Sceptical Chymist.” Isis 45, no. 2 (1954): 153. Argued that Boyle 

likely found the Aristotelian arguments both less compelling personally and 

with lesser currency in the field than Paracelsian ones and thus focused on the 

latter. Also of importance, and possibly an alternate explanation, is the 
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who argues that materials are composed of the three principles of salt, 

sulfur, and mercury, and the figure of Carneades who in effect 

represents Boyle’s arguments against both. Carneades argues against 

both prior programs by use of both theory and, perhaps most critically, 

experiment. This can be illustrated in considering his response to the 

Aristotelian alchemist who describes the burning of a green yew stick 

as consistent with the four elements. In the process of burning, the stick 

yields liquid at both ends, flames and smoke arise from the stick, and 

ashes are left behind. So, the Aristotelian claims, one can see the stick 

breaking down into each of the four elements of water, fire, air, and 

earth. But Carneades argues that if this were true, none of these 

components would then consist of mixed parts, which is not borne out 

by experiment: the ‘water’ obtained can be distilled, the smoke can be 

captured and cooled to yield soot and oils, the ashes can also be 

separated, and while fire cannot be captured for further experiment it 

 
disorderly nature of the work, commented upon by Principe in The Aspiring 

Adept (p. 29) and also touched upon by Michael Hunter in his “On Editing the 

Works of Robert Boyle” where he notes Boyle’s proneness to error in the 

publication process and describes the material for Sceptical Chymist going to 

press in the wrong order (p. 59). 
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seems the Aristotelian case is untenable.17 This serves as an example of 

the appeal of The Sceptical Chymist: Boyle can be seen using 

experiment to disprove Aristotelian notions of elements in a direct and 

satisfying way. Boyle applies such to not only specific cases but more 

general considerations, such as whether burning generally yields pure 

elements or rather yet more mixed materials. As such, The Sceptical 

Chymist may seem to represent a landmark in breaking with a difficult 

and problematic legacy (even if the legacy in question is not 

chrysopoeia at large but rather popular Paracelsian beliefs as argued by 

Principe), allowing for a kind of miniature revolution in chemistry. 

But before one has a chance to laud Boyle for this, problems 

arise. As historian of science Marie Boas Hall points out, Boyle 

 
17 Robert Boyle, The Sceptical Chymist, Everyman’s Library, (New York: J.M. 

Dent & Sons, Ltd.; E.P. Dutton & Co., 1911), 21.; for the Aristotelian’s 

argument that burning a green stick produces the for elements, see p. 36-37. For 

Carneades arguing that these products can be themselves separated; Boas, p. 

158 for a more concise version of this in Boyle’s Reflexions, effectively a draft 

version of The Sceptical Chymist ( 153). The relative ease of citing Reflexions 

over Sceptical Chymist (in this case reducing a reference to three pages split 

between two sections to a single page) is discussed by Principe (Principe, The 

Aspiring Adept, 28) who further argues that reading only passages of Boyle 

filtered through secondary literature can lead to an overestimation of the clarity 

of the source material. 
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ultimately concludes that there are no elements at all.18 How could this 

be, and where has Boyle ‘gone wrong’? One possibility is a simple lack 

of available tools: at one point in The Sceptical Chymist Boyle 

considers the work of van Helmont, who argues that water is indeed an 

element, as it is impervious to the available tools of analysis, and not 

only the dubious tool of burning but the more reliable distillation. 

Boyle, while more sympathetic to this view than the Aristotelian or 

Paracelsian views, rejects it as van Helmont specifies it to contain 

sulfur and mercury and thus does not seem to be discussing a truly 

‘pure’ element as defined by Boyle.19 As we know today there is an 

experimental way of decomposing water to its subsequent parts of 

 
18 Boas, “An Early Version of Boyle’s,” 155. While this does not in and of 

itself seem debilitating in that many flawed theories can be found to contain 

advancements vital to subsequent developments, it is unclear that this is the 

case for Boyle, as was briefly mentioned by reference to Kuhn and Newman. 

19 Ibid., 156-157. Trevor Harvey Levere, Transforming Matter: A History of 

Chemistry from Alchemy to the Buckyball. Johns Hopkins Introductory Studies 

in the History of Science (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000), 

24-25. While both Boas and Levere agree that Boyle rejects van Helmont’s 

theory of water, they disagree as to what Helmont’s position was. Boas states 

that Helmont believed water to be the only element and does not explicitly 

discuss why Boyle rejects this position. As a later academic work with the 

benefit of scholarship subsequent to Boas, Levere’s position is represented in 

the main body of the paper. This conflict provides yet more evidence of tumult 

in the historiography in alchemy (and Boyle in particular) over recent decades. 
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hydrogen and oxygen (and thus perhaps showing the lack of sulfur and 

mercury in the Paracelsian meaning), but without the advent of 

electricity and electrolysis, how could this possibly be achieved by the 

alchemist?20 While metals were also ‘reduced to the pristine state’ and 

successfully isolated, the alchemist would not be able to differentiate 

between these elements and compounds such as water which were 

impossible to break down with any available analytical techniques, thus 

undermining even this success.21 While the quest for deriving elements 

from the purification of materials is not the only program by which one 

can generate a theory of alchemy or chemistry, this seems a tremendous 

disappointment given the appeal of starting from fundamentals (in this 

case elements) in ‘building up’ towards ever more complex models. 

 
20 There are other means of directly decomposing water, such as heating to 

2200 °C, but as far as I am aware all of them are well beyond the reach of the 

alchemist of Boyle’s era. While there are a wide variety of chemical reactions 

that decompose water, these necessitate the introduction of chemical 

compounds that would likely confound the issue, as it would be difficult (if not 

impossible) for the alchemist to determine whether the resulting gases 

originated from the water or the chemicals introduced. While water can also be 

synthesized, this did not occur until 1782, and would not solve the issue of 

whether the components of hydrogen and oxygen could be proven to be 

elements themselves. 

21 See Newman’s discussion of Paul of Taranto in “Historiography of 

Alchemy,” which will be returned to later. 
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Perhaps our consideration of elements as being fundamental is 

an oversimplification. After all, one might argue that, by happenstance, 

Boyle is in fact correct in concluding that there are no elements. 

Consider the definition of elements forwarded by Boyle in Chymist as 

being “primitive and simple” bodies “not being made of any other 

bodies, or of one another.”22 Under this definition, Boyle can be seen to 

ultimately be right as there are either no elements under this definition, 

or that such elements are far removed from how we would define them 

today. Consider that almost any element, as understood today, can be 

split or fused by nuclear reactions, thus disqualifying them from being 

elements in Boyle’s sense. Even worse, going further into subatomic 

particles, one finds neutrons can decay to protons and vice versa by 

beta and positron emissions respectively, and surely at this point it is 

out of the question that an early modern chemist may in any way come 

to this realization. While one could possibly use this to argue that Boyle 

was in fact an even greater visionary than those who would credit him 

as the father of modern chemistry realize, this seems implausible. 

 
22 Boas, “An Early Version of Boyle’s,” 155. 
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Instead, it seems more likely that this can be seen as a reflection of the 

tremendous difficulty in any such attempt by the alchemist to find a 

sensible endpoint upon which they can proclaim success in their 

attempts to purify elements.23 

If this illustrates the difficulty in determining an end point to 

the alchemist’s quest for purity, consider also somewhat symmetrical 

problems in finding a starting material from which to purify. 

Unfortunately for the alchemist, the favorite materials to start with were 

very often hopelessly complex in involving large varieties of chemical 

compounds.24  Consider the green yew stick, and the fact that a 

thorough modern chemical analysis would likely show a long list of 

 
23 Though transition to subatomic considerations represents a ‘hard barrier’ 

upon which the alchemist would likely end, barring an unlikely discovery of 

the natural decay of such elements as uranium, there would later be an early 

hint to this underlying issue, prior to the discovery of subatomic particles, in 

the form of the discovery that atomic masses appeared to consist entirely of 

multiples of hydrogen. This is illustrated by Principe’s discussion of 

Tiffereau’s reception at the French Academy of Sciences, both briefly in his 

book The Secrets of Alchemy and in more detail in his lecture “Alchemy on the 

Cutting Edge” (at 30:45). Lawrence M. Principe, The Secrets of Alchemy. 

Synthesis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), 93; Lawrence M. 

Principe, “Alchemy on the Cutting Edge,” Smithsonian Library, published on 

January 20, 2015, Youtube video, 1:18:17, https://youtu.be/2Gc2YYPow6c. 

24 Boas, “An Early Version of Boyle’s,” 157. 
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chemical compounds, many of which would likely be separable by the 

alchemist with available tools. Consider also that an alchemist may not 

recognize nearly-pure samples of many elements, even if they should 

happen to stumble upon it – only two pure elements, mercury and 

bromine, could be distilled, and the rest as solid elements would be 

burned or melted, thus likely either oxidizing or consuming the vast 

majority with the significant exception of metals. This can be seen as 

reflected in Boyle’s argument against the three Paracelsan principles, 

for as we know today mercury and sulfur are indeed elements in the 

modern sense.25      

Anyone still seeking a sufficiently momentous point which 

they can attribute revolutionary characteristics to will of course have 

better options than Boyle. Perhaps one dirty secret of later successes in 

the development of early modern chemistry is that often theory 

preceded experiment, however distasteful and thus disguised it was at 

 
25 Paracelsus did not mean to refer to samples of elemental sulfur or mercury 

alone as composing these principles as the principles also included traits similar 

to Aristotelian elements (such as heat and liquidity respectively), but these 

additional traits do not negate the fact that he and subsequently his followers 

were correct in some nontrivial regard. 
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the time, and as such immediate experimental successes were not 

strictly necessary.26 In looking at the chemists for whom this was 

particularly true, one may find the roots for an argument that while 

poor Boyle was sorely hampered by the inadequacy of the experimental 

methods available to him, one can find a true ‘chemical revolution’ in 

the later works of, in particular, Dalton and Lavoisier. This, however, 

leaves us with the matter of what to do with our considerations of 

Boyle, and at least an approximate century of chymistry between his 

publication of The Sceptical Chymist and these perhaps more properly 

revolutionary theories. 

Given the extreme difficulties of the alchemist in reaching the 

fundamental elements necessary to yield a properly ‘pure’ science, how 

might we otherwise understand the history of alchemy in this period? 

One approach is immediately presented if we agree with Newman and 

argue against Kuhn in proclaiming that Boyle did indeed have a marked 

influence on subsequent work in the field, thus giving us some (flawed) 

distant root which we can tie more or less directly to later 

 
26 Rocke, 579. 
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developments that made a more pure chemistry possible (or at least 

more feasible). This may perhaps be too tied up in notions on whether 

or not modern chemistry has, in a sense, ‘made it’ as a pure science. 

While relatively recent developments in the fields of subatomics and 

statistical mechanics seem promising in this regard if one considers that 

quite possibly all chemistry could be derived to these terms through 

naturalness, many developments are made without reference to these 

pure levels of chemistry as unnecessary for a more macroscopic view 

of molecules. Another is to point out areas where the alchemist was 

able to disprove certain theoretical elements of natural philosophy, as 

seen in the case of preservation of substances being demonstrated by 

Paul of Taranto in the treatment, dissolution, and recovery of metals 

which in standing on its own accord are thus free of the issue of 

considerations of modern chemistry as pure or impure science.27 

Both these approaches can be seen as emerging in a vital way 

in the relatively recent historiography of alchemy. The bibliography of 

 
27 William R. Newman, “What Have We Learned from the Recent 

Historiography of Alchemy?,” Isis 102, no. 2 (2011): 316. 
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this paper largely consists of works that are a part of this trend, and 

indeed it seems that more work is yet to be done. This is pointed to by 

Rocke, who as recently as 2018 describes historiography of explicitly 

chemical, rather than physical, theories as underdeveloped.28 As 

alchemy is reconsidered by historians in this manner, one might wonder 

if there are other similarly underdeveloped areas or means by which 

alchemy can be seen to make sense in its historical context in a way 

amenable to furthering our current considerations of science and allied 

fields. 

So is there another way in which the history of alchemy may 

be fruitfully understood? Perhaps one such way would be to consider it 

as a history of technology.29 While the fields of the history of 

technology and science seem closely related, particularly in the use of 

technologies in scientific experiments, let delve into a purely 

 
28 Alan J. Rocke, “Ideas in Chemistry. The Pure and the Impure,” Isis 109, no. 

3 (2018): 578. 

29 There are some issues in the term ‘technology’ as outlined in Technology: 

Critical History of a Concept by Schatzberg, but for conciseness I will neglect 

those here and simply refer broadly to modern sensibilities of what qualifies as 

technology, particularly as it relates to industry. 
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technological history of alchemy for now.30 If one encounters the 

manuscript of the alchemist who claims to be able to turn some low-

grade metals into gold, a sensible first instinct to the modern reader is 

to reject this as scientifically impossible (hence our modern sympathy 

with such figures as Boerhaave in condemning chrysopoeia). But one 

must again consider the confusion of the alchemist in dealing with 

seemingly endlessly mixed materials, and add to this reported 

successes, testified to by reliable witnesses including Boyle himself 

who verified the end-product as genuine gold.31  While the difficulty in 

identifying elements would give one grounds to question the ultimate 

reliability of this expert testimony, if there are any exceptions gold 

would seem a likely candidate due to its long history as the base metal 

of commerce and subsequently endless attempts at forgery and the need 

to identify such. It seems then that the more likely fault of the alchemist 

in describing their research is that they have mistakenly identified their 

 
30 For instance, Newman in “Historiography” refers to the history of technology 

in discussing old artisanal techniques being newly applied to scientific 

experiments. William R. Newman, “What Have We Learned,” 316. 

31 Principe, “In Retrospect: the Sceptical Chymist,” 31. 
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starting material. Perhaps what the alchemist who achieves this form of 

chrysopoeia is, unbeknownst to them, only refining low-grade gold 

ore.32 If this is the case, then this is still of tremendous interest to the 

alchemist’s royal patrons, as the process could lead to a significant 

increase in revenue if made economically viable. Consider also the 

success of alchemists in such fields as dye production, an important 

industry of commerce reliant on the learned techniques of the 

alchemist. 

In considering these industrial and mercantile ventures of the 

alchemist, the historical context of patronage thus becomes particularly 

important. Consider then that the alchemist employed by a lord is thus 

more likely to be valued by their practical and industrial skills rather 

than their ability to experimentally determine truths and thus develop 

 
32 Boerhaave came to suspect that purported successes in transmutation was 

rather due to the separation of gold from thoroughly mixed substances, and 

further realized that this matter of the mixing of substances could be exploited 

by frauds who would conceal gold in mercury amalgams to give the appearance 

of chrysopoeia. Marieke M. A. Hendriksen, “Criticizing Chrysopoeia? 

Alchemy, Chemistry, Academics, and Satire in the Northern Netherlands, 

1650-1750,” Isis 109, no. 2 (2018): 249. 
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alchemy as part of natural philosophy writ large.33 As such, we might 

reasonably expect to find more technological developments than 

scientific ones in this period of alchemy. Going back to Boyle’s 

Sceptical Chymist, one of his three targets is the technical chemist who 

repeats known techniques with only rudimentary reference to any 

theory, much less natural philosophy. His concern was the redemption 

of alchemy as a proper part of natural philosophy due to its lowly status 

as a technical art, which extended beyond The Sceptical Chymist to 

other works such as his “Essay on Nitre.”34 Yet in considering Kuhn’s 

description of Boyle ‘display[ing] a novel conception of the chemist as 

an artificer who fabricates in the microscopic realm as the mechanic 

does in the macroscopic,’ we can see that Boyle does not mean to 

condemn technological considerations in and of themselves.35 

 
33 Smith specifically discusses rulers opting for practical metallurgical 

considerations over more metaphysically inclined alchemists and discusses the 

metallurgical and other industrial work of alchemists at length. Pamela H. 

Smith, “Alchemy as a Language of Mediation at the Habsburg Court,” Isis 85, 

no. 1 (1994), 4. 

34 Principe, The Aspiring Adept, 33-34. 

35 Kuhn, “Robert Boyle,” 31. 
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While a transition to considering a purely technological 

history of alchemy may threaten to lose the reader who remains solely 

interested in the history of science, the interconnectedness of this field 

ensures it remains highly relevant. In particular, one area that may be 

enlightening in not only arguing for considerations of alchemical 

developments as technological developments but also that such 

technologies not only influenced but preceded scientific understanding 

of such can be seen in seeking parallel cases outside of alchemy. One 

instance of this can be found in considering the development of steam 

engines as advancing ahead of an understanding of the thermodynamic 

principles of steam. Similarly, while the alchemist who refines low-

quality ores or creates more efficient dye production techniques may 

never understand the myriad of chemical (much less quantum) layers 

underlying such, they need not to achieve meaningful technological 

advancements, and these advancements may show not only new 

techniques useful for experiment but perhaps even new areas of 

scientific consideration. 
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For similar reasons, the alchemist does not need to understand 

these underlying principles even for scientific advancements. While the 

alchemist may seem a particularly egregious case, consider the 

‘breaking point’ of subatomic considerations as it relates to the early 

modern theories of chemistry, particularly those of Dalton and 

Lavoisier. Surely such advances as these can be felt to be successful 

despite there being physical workings underpinning such that would 

not be understood until the early twentieth century at the earliest. Could 

it not be the case that the difficulty of purity and analysis of elements 

can be said to similarly form a significant barrier to alchemists that 

separated them from being able to advance similar theories as those of 

Dalton, and that despite this their work unwittingly involving such 

elements can be felt to be significant? Considering again the case of 

Paul of Taranto, this would seem to be the case. 

Finally, let us return to Boyle’s Sceptical Chymist in light of 

our consideration of the importance of a technological history of 

alchemy, particularly in light of the recent and ongoing reconsideration 

of the scientific history of alchemy. In considering his refutation of 
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burning as analysis, we can see that he is advocating for a critical 

reevaluation of an important alchemical technique (and thus, to our 

modern considerations of such, technology).36 While this is done in 

reference to the question of purification and elements and thus alchemy 

as a pure science or a part of natural philosophy, the question of 

whether or not these goals were meaningfully met by Boyle seems a 

difficult one to answer. While it would likely require further 

scholarship in whether Boyle’s discussion of alchemical techniques 

specifically either influenced or was representative of the views of 

others (reflective of similar work, already underway, in regards to his 

scientific theories), the consideration of Boyle’s Sceptical Chymist as a 

description of applications of alchemical techniques and the (quite 

limited) available technologies is likely of considerable importance. 

This is not limited only to the historian of alchemy in itself, but also to 

those seeking some connections to modern chemistry, especially when 

 
36 Recall that Principe argues this was likely already a widely held view among 

alchemists, but the use here is as an illustrative case in how debate over 

alchemical techniques and technologies affected their usage and consideration. 
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taken as supplementary to the works on Boyle in regards to the history 

of science. 

 To conclude, Boyle’s work in The Sceptical Chymist can be 

seen as a microcosm for the alchemical work of his contemporaries, in 

that it illustrates the critical issue of the extreme difficulty in the 

purification and identification of elements, which subsequently has 

significant consequences for alchemical theories. These consequences, 

particularly in complicating any attempts at a pure chemical theory, are 

then reflected in the historiography both of Boyle specifically and 

alchemy more generally.37 While significant progress has been made in 

the reconsideration of this historiography and resolution of these 

difficulties, more work seems to remain future historians of alchemy, 

particularly in the area of the history of technology in and of itself. 

Much as our modern concepts of technology and science are closely 

related, a work considering alchemy purely in terms of a history of 

 
37 Regardless of whether it was influential upon or representative of such, as the 

problems faced by Boyle would likely face any contemporary of his prior to 

vital new techniques made possible by electricity. 
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technology would likely lead to significant influences on its 

considerations as a history of science. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Sofia. 

Nie, Zośka. 

Że z polskiej rodziny, 

że mąż był Ukrainiec, 

że brat męża w UPA. 

Mówi, że wszystko pamięta. 

To pole pamięta. 

 

Sofia.  

Then, hesitatingly, 

she says that no, she’s Zośka. 

That she came from a Polish family, 

that her husband was Ukrainian, 

that her brother-in-law was in the UPA. 

She says she remembers everything.  

She remembers that field.1  

 

 

 

 
1 Magdalena Rigamonti and Maksymilian Rigamonti, Echo (Warsaw: Press 

Club Polska, 2019), 11. 

Maksymilian Rigamonti, A Woman Named Zośka, 

screenshot from Sara Aridi, “Recovering the Memories of a 

1943 Massacre in Eastern Europe,” New York Times, May 

21, 2019. 
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It was a sense of journalistic duty that inspired Maksymilian 

Rigamonti, a Polish photographer, and his wife Magdalena Rigamonti, 

a Polish journalist, to tell the story of the 1943 Volhynia Massacre.2 To 

do so, the couple traveled to northwest Ukraine and visited the sites of 

former Polish villages, like Maria Wola, that had been destroyed during 

the conflict. They visited the area fifteen times. On these trips, they 

interviewed individuals who had heard stories about Volhynia, or 

others like Zośka, who remembered being there. Magdalena Rigamonti 

notes that “our first trip was very difficult for us. We realised that we 

touched death. We touched remembrance. We touched ghosts without 

graves, without cemeteries.”3 The culmination of their work was Echo, 

which won the Photography Book of the Year award at the 2019 

Pictures of the Year International Competition. Magdalena Rigamonti 

says that Echo has a universal message, a warning of what can happen 

between neighbors: “it’s not about the relation between Poles and 

Ukrainians, it’s about how easy it is to kill each other in a few 

 
2 Sara Aridi, “Recovering the Memories of a 1943 Massacre in Eastern 

Europe,” New York Times, May 21, 2019.  

3 Ibid. 
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months.”4 The massacre at Maria Wola was part of a larger ethnic 

cleansing that occurred in Volhynia, right in the middle of World War 

II. But traditional history overlooks it, despite an estimated death toll of 

50,000-60,000 Volhynian Poles in 1943 alone, and 70,000-80,000 

during the war.5 So while World War II is conventionally seen as a 

conflict between the Nazis and Allies, other conflicts, unbeknownst to 

most, occurred in the midst and had complexities extending all the way 

to the Cold War. 

When looking at this massacre, one has to ask, what could 

incite such an act of mass violence? Historians have sought to answer 

various questions related to this massacre, including how did the 

interwar context contribute to the massacre? How did Ukrainian 

nationalism contribute? What was the nationalists’ relationship with the 

Nazis? And how do the massacre’s complexities relate to its long-term 

consequences, particularly in regard to Polish-Ukrainian relations? In 

order to grapple with these questions, historians put forth a variety of 

 
4 Ibid. 

5 Jared McBride, “Peasants into Perpetrators: The OUN-UPA and the Ethnic 

Cleansing of Volhynia, 1943-1944,” Slavic Review 75, no. 3 (Fall 2016): 639. 
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factors explaining why the massacre was able to take place (e.g. the 

establishment of a Soviet-Nazi occupation-framework, the rise of 

Ukrainian nationalism, the “fog of war,” as well as a combination of 

enticements for participating Ukrainians). However, just one of these 

factors is not enough to explain this mass act of violence. Instead, it 

seems that the development of nationalism is what allowed all the other 

factors to take root as firmly as they did.  

 

Historiography 

Due to the nature of sources accessible for me since I cannot 

fluently read Russian, Ukrainian, or Polish, I relied on scholarly 

literature to write this paper. Most of the existing scholarship on the 

Volhynia Massacre analyzes the massacre and looks at why it occurred. 

Historians who have been studying the topic came up with a set of 

factors to try and explain why the Volhynia Massacre happened, but 

what is most important about these factors is how each one compares to 

the next. Firstly, historian Timothy Snyder argues that the framework 

created by the Soviet Union and Nazi occupations is the most 
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influential factor. Jared McBride contends that it was instead a 

combination of nationalism, coercion, and rewards. Grzegorz 

Rossoliński-Liebe and John A. Armstrong look at the rise of Ukrainian 

nationalism as a factor, while George O. Liber and Karel Berkhoff 

examine the “fog of war,” which is important given that the massacre 

took place in the midst of World War II. Ultimately, seeing as the facts 

as to what transpired during the massacre are agreed upon, most of the 

scholarly conversation that ensues regards why one factor weighs more 

than the next. Such a conversation brings to mind why this event, and 

even such a conversation, is still significant today. 

Snyder is one of the most prominent historians studying the 

Volhynia massacre. He has written extensively on the subject and is 

also the most cited scholar on it. In particular, Snyder points to the Nazi 

and Soviet Union occupations for creating the framework for the ethnic 

cleaning in Volhynia.6 He contends that because the Final Solution 

occurred locally in Volhynia itself, the Nazis provided the examples 

 
6 Timothy Snyder, “To Resolve the Ukrainian Problem Once and for All: The 

Ethnic Cleansing of Ukrainians in Poland, 1943-1947,” Journal of Cold War 

Studies 1, no. 2 (2006): 97. 
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and training for future mass-murder.7 Moreover, given that the Soviet 

army deported Volhynian Poles between 1939-1941, the Nazi 

occupation was not the only example available.8 As a result, Snyder 

argues that these occupations introduced the Organization of Ukrainian 

Nationalists (OUN) and Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA), two 

Ukrainian nationalist groups, to the idea of ethnic homogeneity. In 

another article, he contends that the OUN and UPA accepted a 

“totalistic form of integral nationalism, which linked Ukrainian 

freedom with ethnic homogeneity.”9 Consequently, Snyder argues that 

the occupations acted as the crux for creating a framework that set 

Ukrainians on the path to ethnic cleansing.  

However, in Sketches from a Secret War: A Polish Artist’s 

Mission to Liberate Soviet Ukraine, Snyder focuses on Henryk 

Józewski, the man who ran the Volhynia Experiment, which was a 

 
7 Timothy Snyder, “The Causes of Ukrainian-Polish Ethnic Cleansing 1943,” 

Past & Present, no. 179 (May 2003): 232. 

8 Snyder, “To Resolve the Ukrainian Problem Once and for All,” 97. 

9 Ibid. 
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project intended to foster loyalty to Poland in Ukraine.10 In regard to 

the Volhynia Massacre, Snyder looks at the consequences of 

Jozewski’s Volhynia Experiment as well as the experiment’s role in 

developing Ukrainian nationalism during the interwar period. Although 

he still considers the occupations as an imperative reason for the 

massacre, he also acknowledges the significance of Ukrainian 

nationalism. He cites it as an important reason for why the ethnic 

cleansing occurred, especially considering how Polish interwar policy 

purposefully strengthened the national identity of minorities in 

Volhynia.11 Yet, looking forward, he argues that what is most critical 

here is not the historical strife between Poland and its borderland 

neighbors, but rather the future relations between Poland and the 

independent states to its east, especially Ukraine.12 Poland adamantly 

wanted to stay free from the Soviet Union’s grip, which is important 

 
10 Timothy Snyder, “A Cold War in Miniature: The Polish-Soviet Secret War 

for Ukraine, 1926-1939” (talk, Kennan Institute, Washington D.C., March 6, 

2006.) 

11 Timothy Snyder, Sketches from a Secret War: A Polish Artist’s Mission to 

Liberate Soviet Ukraine (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2005), 

251. 

12 Ibid. 
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when considering why Poland and Ukraine maintain amicable relations 

today. After all, despite the OUN-UPA slaughtering an estimated 

50,000-60,000 Volhynian Poles in 1943, the event has largely been 

overlooked until recently.13 As such, although this book focuses mainly 

on Józewski, it provides important context for why the Volhynia 

Massacre occurred and what factors––such as nationalism––played 

important roles, even if they are supposedly secondary to the 

occupations.14 

Snyder’s occupation-framework argument is often criticized, 

most notably by McBride. McBride’s perspective adds to the existing 

historiography, because it links orders from the OUN-UPA leadership 

to a specific case of ethnic cleansing, demonstrating that it was an 

organized ethnic cleansing campaign. It looks at how average civilians 

participated with the OUN-UPA on the mass killings, considers how 

the triple occupation of Eastern Europe also helped motivate the mass 

violence, and examines how participants in the mass killings were 

 
13 McBride, “Peasants into Perpetrators,” 639. 

14 Snyder, Sketches from a Secret War, 201. 
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motivated by not only ideologies of ethnic hatred and a nationalist 

ideology, but also by factors like coercion and rewards.15 To situate his 

research in conversation with that of other historians, McBride looks at 

Snyder’s occupation-framework argument and points out a flaw: 

several of the ethnic cleansing’s key architects were not present in 

learning to “kill from Germans” and yet they were still able to initiate 

the mass destruction.16 He also argues that the idea of ethnic 

homogeneity predated Soviet and Nazi occupations, and that many of 

the civilian participants acted because they “lacked choices” to do 

anything else.17 Thus, McBride’s argument, and counterargument to 

Snyder, brings variance to the scholarly conversation, because 

explaining why the massacre occurred is not as clear-cut as Snyder 

makes it out to be. 

Another factor for why the Volhynia massacre occurred is the 

rise of Ukrainian nationalism. Rossoliński-Liebe argued for this 

factor’s significance in “The ‘Ukrainian National Revolution’ of 1941,” 

 
15  McBride, “Peasants into Perpetrators,” 633-634. 

16 Ibid., 651. 

17 Ibid., 652. 
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in which he asserts that the OUN-B’s priority was establishing a 

Ukrainian state, thus cleansing its territory of any “enemies” including 

Jews, Poles, and Russians.18 In doing this, he challenges the arguments 

of Snyder, Liber, and Berkhoff by noting that the OUN-B enacted 

pogroms in areas before the Nazis arrived there. This demonstrates 

their own eagerness to slaughter their enemies, showing that they are 

not simply replicating what the Nazis did.19 In Ukrainian Nationalism, 

Armstrong too discusses nationalism as a factor for why Ukrainians 

killed Poles in 1943. However, he also focuses on examining its 

development, particularly in relation to the other ethnicities––German, 

Russian, Polish––that were present in Ukraine.20  

Seeing as the Volhynia Massacre occurred in the midst of 

World War II, the on-going violence is also cited as an influential 

factor. In Total Wars and the Making of Modern Ukraine: 1914-1954, 

Liber gives credit to the “fog of war” as being a key factor because of 

 
18 Grzegorz Rossoliński-Liebe, “The ‘Ukrainian National Revolution’ of 1941,” 

Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 12, no. 1 (2011): 113. 

19 Ibid. 

20 John A. Armstrong, Ukrainian Nationalism (Englewood, Col.: Ukrainian 

Academic Press, 1990), 109-112. 
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the way war can blur the lines between what is traditionally right and 

wrong.21 With this, he argues that the Ukrainians vilified their enemies, 

including non-combatants, and the surrounding war raised the every-

day tolerance for brutality.22 Such a combination created a conducive 

framework for the mass murder of Polish Volhynians.23 This argument 

differs from most of the other ones because it blames an external 

factor––the existence of war––instead of, for example, the Ukrainian 

nationalist leadership.  

Similarly, in Harvest of Despair, Berkhoff also sees the on-

going war as a key component. He contends that his “central working 

assumption has been that most people, when finding themselves in an 

extreme situation, try first to survive, rather than to die as heroes or 

martyrs. Indeed, in my view, most people prefer not to become 

involved at all.”24 Furthermore, he notes that when the Ukrainians were 

 
21 George O. Liber, Total Wars and the Making of Modern Ukraine: 1914-1954 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016), 5. 

22 Ibid., 4. 

23 Ibid., 11. 

24 Karel Berkhoff, Harvest of Despair (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard College 

Press, 2004), 5. 
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acting against the Poles, they shared a “conviction that they were 

defending themselves.”25 Thus, Berkhoff gives credit to the extreme 

situation that these events occurred in and notes that his perspective on 

the situation might be influenced by the fact that he has no familial ties 

to Eastern Europe.26 As such, his view coincides with Liber’s on giving 

external circumstances more credit, as well as McBride’s alternative 

rationales for why participants were motivated to act. 

 

Interwar Poland 

Next, given the historians’ explanations for why the Volhynia 

Massacre happened, we also have to consider the context of the 

interwar period. Beginning at the end of World War I, interwar Poland, 

officially known as the Second Polish Republic, was coalesced from a 

collection of Russian, Prussian, and Austrian territories.27 It was the 

 
25 Ibid., 294. 

26 Ibid., 5. 

27 Peter Streans, ed., Encyclopedia of European Social History: From 1350 to 

2000 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 2001), 394. 
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successor to the First Polish Republic, which existed from 1772-1795.28 

Interwar Poland became a state of about 150,000 square miles with a 

population of twenty-seven million, of which one-third was Ukrainian, 

Jewish, Lithuanian, and German, with Ukrainians being the largest 

minority.29 It existed from 1918 until 1939 when it fell to German-

Soviet aggression.30 In those twenty-one years, the country was rapidly 

rebuilt, its legal system was unified, its economy integrated, and free 

education was implemented, which almost ended illiteracy by 1939.31  

Politically, interwar Poland developed similarly to the other 

East Central European governments: it started out as a parliamentary 

democracy before shifting to an authoritarian government. Moreover, 

just like in all the East Central European countries, the Communist 

Party was illegal. In terms of key figures in the interwar period, one of 

the most prominent was Józef Piłsudski. Despite strong pressure and 

 
28 Richard C. Frucht, ed. Encyclopedia of Eastern Europe: From the Congress 

of Vienna to the Fall of Communism (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc, 

2000), 600. 

29 Stearns, Encyclopedia of European Social History, 394. 

30 Frucht, Encyclopedia of Eastern Europe, 600. 

31 Ibid. 
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support, he refused to run for president; instead, he served as war 

minister and inspector general of the armed forces until his death in 

1935. From Piłsudski’s death in 1935 to the outbreak of World War II, 

Poland was ruled by an authoritarian government.32  

When the Soviet Union was founded in 1922, it consisted of a 

group of national Soviet republics, one of which was Ukraine. 

Ukrainians made up about 21.3% of the Soviet population, and about 

45.6% of the entire non-Russian Soviet population.33 In 1923, the 

Soviet Union dealt with the unsatisfied populations in its––previously 

national––republics by trying to turn them against their neighboring 

countries, like Poland. Essentially, the Soviet Union used questions of 

national identity to manipulate the loyalties of people. It defined 

nationalism as progressive, but only when it was situated beyond its 

own borders. That way, it would help weaken its capitalist and 

imperialist enemies. As long as Poland was governed by the center-

right leaning individuals, it lacked policies that appealed to its own 

 
32 Ibid., 603. 

33 Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 

University Press, 2001), 24. 
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national minorities, which made it an easy target for this Soviet tactic. 

Interestingly, Snyder asserts that in doing this, the Soviet Union 

“opened a Pandora’s Box.”34  

To combat this, in 1928, Piłsudski organized the Volhynia 

Experiment, a project meant to create a Ukrainian nation loyal to 

Poland within Poland and to counteract the popularity of communism 

by supporting Ukrainian cultural and religious autonomy.35 Basically, 

the project was meant to turn the Ukrainians in Poland against 

Moscow. He chose Henryk Józewski, a former Polish spy in Soviet 

Ukraine, to run the experiment and govern Volhynia. The Volhynia 

Experiment existed under the umbrella of the Promethean movement––

the movement got its name, ironically enough, from Prometheus, the 

titan who gave Pandora her box.36 This movement existed in the 1920s 

and 1930s during the interwar period, and although it was large in both 

 
34 Snyder, Sketches from a Secret War, 38-39. 

35 Snyder, “A Cold War in Miniature.” 

36 Snyder, Sketches from a Secret War, 39. 
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scale and support, Snyder contends it is now largely forgotten, and has 

little secondary literature written on it.37  

Essentially, the Promethean movement’s purpose was to 

instigate the collapse of the Soviet Union. The hope was, if nationalist 

movements could be fostered within the Soviet Union, then eventually, 

it might lead to the creation of several new independent nations. From 

Poland’s perspective, if its eastern neighbors were newly formed states, 

and in particular Ukraine, rather than the formidable Soviet Union, then 

Poland’s strength and position of independence could be cemented. 

However, this was never an official Polish government policy, and the 

Polish political parties were never consulted.38 Nonetheless, it was still 

supported politically and financially by Poland as well as “morally” by 

nations like Britain and France.39 

 
37 Timothy Snyder, “Covert Polish Missions Across the Soviet Ukrainian 

Border, 1928-1933,” in Confini: costruzioni, attraversamenti, rappresentazioni, 

ed. Silvia Salvatici (Soveria Mannelli, Italy: Rubbettino Editore, 2005), 55, 

http://www.sissco.it/download/pubblicazioni/confini_snyder.pdf. 

38 Ibid. 

39 Phillip Tadeausz Turner, “The Evolution of Prometheanism: Józef 

Piłsudski’s Strategy and its Impact on Twentieth-First Century World Affairs,” 

(master’s thesis, Boise State University, 2015), 8. 

http://www.sissco.it/download/pubblicazioni/confini_snyder.pdf
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Poland opted to concentrate its efforts on the Ukrainian-Polish 

border, specifically in Volhynia. Piłsudski and Józewski knew that the 

Soviet Union intended to annex southeastern Poland where Ukrainians 

were the majority, which included the Volhynia region. They were 

worried about how the Ukrainians in Volhynia could easily be swayed 

to support the Communist party, which was just across the border in 

Soviet Ukraine, especially considering that the Volhynian Ukrainians 

were in a state of impoverishment.40 Thus, by treating Ukrainians as a 

“full-fledged state,” Józewski hoped to thwart the Soviet Union’s 

plan.41 As such, from 1928-1938––when Henryk Józewski was 

Volhynia’s governor––Volhynia was the site of one of eastern Europe’s 

most ambitious policies of toleration.42 Specifically, Józewski 

embraced Ukrainian culture by celebrating Ukrainian holidays, 

speaking Ukrainian on official visits, answering letters to local officials 

in Ukrainian, supporting a state-sponsored Ukrainian Theater, 

Ukraninizing the Orthodox Church and encouraging Orthodox priests 

 
40 Snyder, Sketches from a Secret War, 71. 

41 Ibid., 71. 

42 Snyder, “The Causes of Ukraninan-Polish Ethnic Cleansing 1943,” 202. 
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to speak Ukrainian rather than Russian at the sermons.43 In this way, 

the experiment purposefully strengthened the national identity of 

minorities in Volhynia. 

However, the Volhynia Experiment was just that––an 

experiment. As Poland’s democracy collapsed and the country moved 

further to the right, Poland’s national minorities became perceived as 

threats. Due to this, Józewski lost favor and was forced to resign as 

Volhynia’s governor in 1938. Ultimately, neither Polish nor Ukrainian 

nationalists viewed the Experiment positively, but the Soviets were 

able to use it to their advantage. By portraying this interwar Polish 

policy as the exploitation of the honest Ukrainian peasant, Soviet 

historians have used the Volhynia Experiment to justify the Soviet 

Union’s annexation of Volhynia.44 Nonetheless, for all the conflicting 

opinions on the Experiment, it was crucial to the underlying 

complexities that led the Ukrainian Nationalist Movement to succeed in 

the way it ultimately did. 

 
43 Turner, “The Evolution of Prometheanism,” 7. 

44 Snyder, Sketches from a Secret War, xv-xvi. 
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 The next year, on September 1, 1939, Germany attacked 

Poland, marking the beginning of World War II. Two weeks later, on 

September 17, the Soviet Army entered eastern Poland.45 While there 

were some minor battles, the Polish troops in this area did not resist. 

From 1939-1941, during the Soviet occupation, Soviet troops 

imprisoned or deported about half a million Polish citizens from 

Poland’s former eastern territories to Central Asia and Siberia. Among 

these were 70,000 Volhynian Poles––about 20% of the region’s Polish 

population.46 These individuals included landowners, administrators, 

lawyers, doctors, teachers, police, Roman Catholic priests, and Polish 

veterans who re-settled as farmers. Soviet troops also targeted educated 

Ukrainians, but to a much lesser extent.47 These deportations only 

ceased on June 22, 1941, when Germany invaded the Soviet Union.48 

From 1941-1944, the Polish region of Volhynia was occupied by Nazi 

Germany. During this time, the Nazis enacted the Final Solution locally 

 
45 Frucht, Encyclopedia of Eastern Europe, 605. 

46 Snyder, “The Causes of Ukrainian-Polish Ethnic Cleansing 1943,” 204. 

47 Ibid., 205. 

48 Frucht, Encyclopedia of Eastern Europe, 605-606. 
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in Volhynia rather than deporting the Jewish population to camps like 

they did in other areas.49  

 

Ukrainian Nationalism 

During the interwar period, another piece in Volhynia’s 

complicated history was developing: the Ukrainian nationalist 

movement. In this section, I will be looking at the history of Ukrainian 

nationalism, particularly in relation to the massacre. The Organization 

of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) was founded in Vienna in 1929 by a 

group of veterans from the Polish-West Ukrainian War. The OUN 

declared itself above the particularisms of party and class, and that its 

attitudes towards national minorities would “depend on their attitude to 

the liberation efforts of the Ukrainian people and their statehood.” 

However, the group’s slogan was “Ukraine for Ukrainians,” which 

suggested that at some point, all national minorities would be 

 
49 Snyder, “To Resolve the Ukrainian Problem Once and for All,” 91. 
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removed.50 The OUN’s first leader was Yevhen Konovalets, and he 

was involved with the Ukrainian nationalist scene until his death in 

1938. At that point, the Soviets suspected Konovalets was helping the 

OUN spread into the Soviet Union, so consequently, the Soviets 

arranged for him to be assassinated with an exploding box of 

chocolates.51  

In early September of 1939, Poland freed its political 

prisoners, including Ukrainian terrorists Mykola Lebed and Stephan 

Bandera. Poland’s intention was to spare prisoners from German 

captivity, but ironically, Lebed and Bandera viewed the Germans as 

plausible allies in their quest of creating an independent Ukraine. They 

soon found out, however, that their political goals were not as aligned 

as the OUN had hoped. Once Bandera was free, he planned to bring the 

OUN under his command. Instead, in February 1940, the OUN split 

into two factions: the OUN-B and OUN-M. The more cautious OUN-

 
50 Alexander Statiev, “The Strategy of the Organization of Ukrainian 

Nationalists in its Quest for a Sovereign State, 1939-1950,” Journal of 

Strategic Studies 43, no. 3 (2018): 18. 

51 Andrew Wilson, The Ukrainian: Unexpected Nation (New Haven, Conn.: 

Yale University Press, 2015), 131-132. 
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M was headed by Andrii Mel’nyk, and on the flip side, Bandera headed 

the OUN-B. The OUN-B was the larger and more radical faction, or as 

Snyder describes it, “[a] nationalist terrorist organization, led by 

immature and angry men.”52  

When Germany invaded the Soviet Union in 1941, it seemed 

like displacing Soviet power could be a real possibility. This seemingly 

created an opening for the OUN. The OUN-B rushed to Lviv on June 

30, 1941, to declare national independence and to promise that  

the revived Ukrainian state will cooperate closely with 

National-Socialist Great Germany … the Ukrainian 

National Revolutionary Army, to be formed on 

Ukrainian soil, will henceforth fight along with the 

Allied German Army against Muscovite occupation 

for a Sovereign United Ukrainian State and a new 

order in the whole world.53  

However, despite the OUN-B’s sentiment, the Germans were 

unimpressed and arrested Bandera and his associates.54  

 
52 Snyder, “The Causes of Ukraninan-Polish Ethnic Cleansing 1943,” 205-206. 

53 Wilson, The Ukrainian, 132-133. 

54 Ibid. 
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Once Bandera was arrested, he was taken to a German camp at 

Sachsenhausen until 1944.55 This left Mykola Lebed as leader of the 

OUN-B.56 In 1943, the OUN-B took control of a partisan army and 

these Ukrainians, along with some members of the OUN-B, formed the 

core of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA).57 Lebed and Roman 

Shukhevych, two leaders of Bandera’s organization, brought the UPA 

under the control of the OUN-B.58 The UPA was most active in 

Western Ukraine, particularly in the Volhynia-Pripet area, and it was an 

extremely anti-Soviet, anti-communist, and anti-Poland resistance 

movement.59 Its primary leader was Shukhevych, who was also known 

by his cover-name: Taras Cuprinka.60 Together, Shukhevych, alongside 

Lebed, were the main organizers of the Volhynia Massacre. In 1943, 

 
55 Timothy Snyder, “A Fascist Hero in Democratic Kiev,” The New York Book 

Review, February 24, 2010. 

56 Snyder, “The Causes of Ukraninan-Polish Ethnic Cleansing 1943,” 208. 

57 Snyder, “A Fascist Hero in Democratic Kiev.” 

58 Ibid. 

59 Andrii Portnov, “Clash of Victimhood: the Volhynia Massacre in Polish and 

Ukrainian Memory,” Open Democracy, November 16, 2016. 

60 William Holzmann and Zolt Aradi, The Ukrainian Nationalist Movement: An 

Interim Study (Study, October 1946, CIA-RDP83-00764R000 0, General CIA 

Records), 22. 
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under their command, the UPA ethnically cleansed western Ukraine, in 

particular Volhynia, of its Polish population. 

 However, Ukrainian nationalism was not just directed towards 

the Polish. After all, the OUN had two goals: the first was to establish a 

sovereign Ukrainian state, but the second was to clear the region of 

anyone who was not Ukrainian.61 Consequently, the OUN defined its 

obstacles as “our enemies, Muscovites, Poles, and Jews,” all of whom 

would be “destroyed in the struggle.”62 In a sense, they were against 

anyone who was not ethnically Ukrainian. In regard to the Jewish 

population, the pogroms were bigger and better organized than the 

violence against the Poles. This was because it was supported by the 

Nazis, and at the time, the Nazis had little interest in enacting such 

violence against the Poles. However, the OUN still saw the Nazis as 

potential allies in their mission.63  

 

 
61 Rossoliński-Liebe, “The Ukrainian National Revolution’ of 1941,” 84. 

62 Grzegorz Rossoliński-Liebe, Stephan Bandera: The Life and Afterlife of a 

Ukrainian Nationalist Fascism, Genocide, and Cult (Stuttgart, Germany: 

Ibidem Press, 2014), 181. 

63 Rossoliński-Liebe, “The ‘Ukrainian National Revolution’ of 1941,” 84. 
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Relationship with Nazis 

Between 1940-1941, the OUN-B prepared for a German-

Soviet war and hoped that it would create a situation where a Ukrainian 

state could be established. In that tone, the OUN-B maintained a 

connection with the Abwehr and Wehrmacht, Germany’s military 

intelligence agency and armed forces, respectfully. In exchange for its 

collaboration, the OUN-B expected a sovereign Ukrainian state in a 

fascist Europe under Nazi control. Although the German officers were 

not allowed to make such a promise, Rossoliński-Liebe speculates that 

on occasion, they likely did. As a result, the Wehrmacht battalions 

Nachtigall and Roland were created––each had about 350 OUN-B 

soldiers, and they were led by a mix of German and Ukrainian 

officers.64 Looking forward to 1943, the OUN-B and Nazi forces 

adopted a tit-for-tat relationship. For example, in exchange for 

information on anti-Nazi resistance forces and agreeing to pass on 

Germans captured from Soviet forces, the Abwehr and Wehrmacht 

 
64 Ibid., 90-92. 
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would provide the OUN-B with supplies, including weapons.65 But 

ultimately, the OUN-B was only successful in working with the lower-

ranking officers from Abwehr and Wehrmacht, in spite of its effort to 

befriend higher ranking members as well. 

Although the OUN-B had strong ideological similarities to 

Nazi Germany and got along with its lower-ranking officials, the Nazi 

politicians in Berlin and more powerful Abwehr officers were still not 

in favor of granting Ukraine its statehood. Instead, they planned to 

exploit Ukraine economically and had no intentions of politically 

engaging the Ukrainians while doing so. Rossoliński-Liebe argues that 

on this aspect, the OUN-B leaders were naive and full of  “delusions of 

collaboration on equal terms with Nazi Germany.”66 That is fair to 

argue, because when you in perspective, Nazi Germany was one of the 

strongest powers in the world, and the Ukrainian nationalist movement 

was numbered only in the thousands. So, like mentioned in the 

previous section, when the OUN-B foolheartedly declared 

 
65 Statiev, “The Strategy of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists,” 13. 

66 Rossoliński-Liebe, “The ‘Ukrainian National Revolution’ of 1941,” 106. 
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independence on June 30, 1941, the Germans arrested Bandera without 

blinking an eye.67  

 

Volhynia Massacre68 

 In order to look 

specifically at what happened 

in Volhynia, we first have to 

examine the region’s social 

and cultural composition. As 

mentioned earlier, Volhynia is 

a border region in the 

northwest part of present-day 

Ukraine. In 1943, 68% of 

Volhynia’s population was Ukrainian, 16.5% was Polish, and 9.79% 

was Jewish.69 Despite Ukrainians being in the majority, however, the 

 
67 Ibid., 104-106. 

68 Map from Snyder, “The Causes of Ukraninan-Polish Ethnic Cleansing 

1943,” 201. 

69 Portnov, “Clash of Victimhood: The Volhynia Massacre in Polish and 

Ukrainian Memory.” 
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towns were mostly populated by the Jews, and the region was ruled by 

Poland.70 Moreover, due to its geographical location, eastern Ukraine 

had traditionally been exposed to the Russian orbit, whereas western 

Ukraine was more exposed to Polish and Austro-Hungarian influence. 

Of these, the national consciousness was strongest in western 

Ukraine.71 As a result, nationalism in Ukraine was not surprising, 

especially seeing as Ukraine dealt with oppressive conditions. These 

conditions in turn bred nationalist organizations that wanted to establish 

a unified and independent Ukraine, beginning with the Volhynia 

region.72  

 In each case, the UPA would recruit local Ukrainian civilians 

to help with the ethnic cleansing. On their own, they did not have 

enough men, so they relied on this support. McBride notes that if there 

is one lesson the OUN-UPA learned from the Germans, it was that “it 

was possible to get men to kill who had no vested interest in the politics 

of killing.” In such a fashion, these were usually ordinary men who 

 
70 Snyder, Sketches from a Secret War, xiv. 

71 Holzmann and Aradi, The Ukrainian Nationalist Movement, 1. 

72 Ibid., 2. 
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were not necessarily politically aligned with the OUN-B and UPA’s 

agenda. To convince them to kill, the nationalist leaders used various 

enticements: ideology, coercion, and the provision of goods. Firstly, 

OUN-UPA leaders explained that by killing the Poles, it would help 

create an independent ethnically pure Ukrainian state. For some civilian 

participants, coercion was more convincing––the OUN-UPA leaders 

told the civilians that if they did not participate, then they themselves 

would be killed instead. The third enticement used to convince civilians 

was that they got to keep the material goods from the Poles they killed, 

something which was believably tempting for a population where 

starvation and poverty constituted daily realities. However, what is 

most likely, is that these factors were not mutually exclusive and thus 

they all played somewhat of a role. Yet, we cannot underscore enough 

the importance of these enticements, because without them, the 

massacre would not have been able to reach the same scale as it did.73  

Jumping forward to the spring of 1943, the OUN-UPA came 

up with its policy of ethnic cleansing in Volhynia. To showcase how a 

 
73 McBride, “Peasants into Perpetrators,” 644-654. 
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typical campaign was conducted, McBride describes the account of 

Stephan Redesha and Pylyp Rybachuk––two men who joined the UPA 

after their tenure in the police. After the war’s conclusion, they gave 

extensive testimony regarding their experiences, describing how in late 

August of 1943, a group of forty Ukrainian men were recruited from 

the Volhynian village of Krymne by OUN-UPA leaders. When 

commanded, the men gathered up knives, axes, and pitchforks and 

marched through the woods, their weapons in hand. As they walked, 

they began meeting up with more recruits, and by the time they got to 

the village of Polapy, they had grown to a strength of 500. In Polapy, 

the villagers invited the men to partake in their religious holiday. And 

later that night, after a day of warm food and alcohol, the recruits 

marched single file through the thick Volhynian forest towards the 

Polish village of Volia Ostrevetska, arriving there at around four in the 

morning. Once at the village, the OUN-UPA leaders announced to the 

group of recruits that they were there to kill all the Poles and none were 

allowed to escape. If any escaped, then the recruit who was to blame 

would instead be killed. Thus, the recruits massacred the Poles, stole 
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their belongings, and once they were done looting, lit the village on 

fire. Afterwards, the group moved on to do the same at the next village: 

Ostrivky.74  

 

Conclusion 

To recap, I asked the following questions at the beginning of 

this paper: what could incite such an act of mass violence? What do 

historians say about it? How did the interwar context contribute to the 

massacre? How did Ukrainian nationalism contribute? What was the 

nationalists’ relationship with the Nazis? And how do the massacre’s 

complexities relate to its long-term consequences, particularly in regard 

to Polish-Ukrainian relations? In my research, I learned that the 

Volhynia Massacre can be explained by not one, but instead a 

combination of the factors put forth by historians on this topic. These 

factors include the Soviet-Nazi occupation-framework, the rise of 

Ukrainian nationalism, the “fog of war,” as well as the combination of 

enticements for participating Ukrainians. However, while just one of 
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these factors is not enough to explain such an act of mass violence, the 

development of nationalism is what allowed the others to take root as 

aptly as they did.  

As discussed earlier, Ukrainian nationalism began developing 

during the interwar period. Above all, the nationalists’ goal was the 

creation of a Ukrainian state. They knew that the more ethnically 

Ukrainian their region was, the more likely they would be designated 

their own nation after the war’s end, and the larger its boundaries 

would be. However, this was unsatisfactory to the Soviet Union, 

because Ukraine was its second most profitable region, behind only 

Russia. Also, Ukraine was where many of its important cultural centers 

were located. This was also the case when Germany was Ukraine’s 

occupier, because it too wanted to economically exploit it. Thus, this 

led to an interesting dichotomy where Ukraine wanted freedom, yet 

was under the influence of Poland, then the Soviet Union, then 

Germany, and then the Soviet Union once again, with the latter two 

wanting to exploit Ukraine. As such, we can see the influence the 

occupations had on the development of nationalism, and how each 
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occupation furthered the OUN’s desire for its own state, and then 

furthered the OUN-B’s resolve in the lengths it was willing to take to 

make this desire a reality. 

Furthermore, seeing as the occupations took place in the midst 

of war, we can argue that it was intertwined with the “fog of war” 

factor, rather than the two being mutually exclusive. As such, we can 

start to see how all these factors are connected, and how, without the 

rise of nationalism, it is unlikely that these factors would have led to 

the same level of violence on their own. This trend is also applicable to 

McBride’s factor of enticements. McBride’s factor relates to how the 

nationalist organizations convinced civilians to participate. Once again, 

we see that without nationalism, Shukhevych and Lebed would not 

have concocted the idea for the massacre, and thus this factor would 

have been negligible, because the OUN-B leaders would not have been 

in a position of convincing someone else to kill. In writing this paper, I 

found the nationalist framework was basically the big umbrella 

everything else existed under. While everything else that happened 

was, in some sense, accidental, nationalism itself is a way of thinking. 
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It determines the politics of ethnic cleansing and as a result, enabled all 

the other factors to exist and even build off each other.  

If we jump forward to 2019, Ukraine and Poland interestingly 

maintain positive relations, with Poland being widely seen as Ukraine’s 

advocate in Europe. So in answer to the final question I posed in this 

essay, how do the massacre’s complexities relate to its long-term 

consequences, particularly in regards to Polish-Ukrainian relations, it 

seems to have been forgotten in the grand scheme. While Poland 

certainly remembers it, it is largely not discussed in Ukraine, nor is it 

well-known in America. Polish far-right extremists have seized on the 

massacre as “newly discovered” and “repressed.” For example, in 

2013, a group of far-right extremists “reconstructed” the massacre: in 

front of an audience of 5,000, they burnt down seven wooden houses 

and released video footage online, claiming that such drastic 

demonstrations are necessary to preserve the massacre’s memory. Later 

on, in July 2016, the largely conservative Polish parliament declared 

that the Volhynia Massacre should be remembered as a genocide. Yet, 

left-leaning Polish intellectuals note the importance of remembering 
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that for centuries, Poland occupied Ukraine and acted as a colonial 

power.75  

It seems that the massacre’s memory, and its underlying 

nationalistic notions, is still an influential factor in Polish politics, 

especially with Poland’s current administration. As such, the massacre 

is also a very notable layer in the complicated history of Eastern and 

Central Europe. Thus, I would argue that it should be brought to the 

public eye, because I think at a minimum, it is important to discuss 

mass acts of violence, if only to learn how to prevent them from 

happening again in the future. That is not to say we can, but I think if 

this story tells us anything, it is certainly important to try, because it is 

easy for something like nationalism to quickly snowball and bring 

about the deaths of thousands. This can happen even in today’s world, 

and even those familiar to us can get swept up in it, like Zośka’s 

brother-in-law was. 
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LEE’S LOST CAUSE: FIGHTING GRANT IN THE 1864 

OVERLAND CAMPAIGN 

 

PEGGY KURKOWSKI 

AMERICAN PUBLIC UNIVERSITY 

 

 

American Civil War historians have written accounts 

analyzing the dramatic and compelling clash of two of the greatest 

military minds in American history — Robert E. Lee and Ulysses S. 

Grant — in the final and bloodiest year of the war, 1864-65. The 

numerous studies on the 1864 Overland Campaign go into great detail 

on the military tactics and maneuvers of these two vaunted generals and 

their armies, giving us a firm grasp of their battlefield decisions and 

outcomes. While many of these works seek to rate these two 

commanding generals against one another, they lack an overarching 

view on how the “Lost Cause” myth of Gen. Robert E. Lee’s virtuoso 

generalship was first planted in the 1864 Virginia campaign. The Lost 

Cause school of thought contains many controversial suppositions (for 

example, the war was not about slavery, secession was constitutional, 

and the like), but one of the most treasured maintains that Robert E. 
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Lee was an invincible commander and never truly beaten — least of all 

by Grant. So, it followed that Lee’s less than stellar tactical and 

strategic decisions in 1864 were recast over time as a story about 

fighting a losing battle against terrible odds. However, despite the 

efforts of Lost Cause apologists to paint Lee as an underdog defeated 

by the weight of sheer numbers in the final year of the Civil War, the 

facts reveal he was tactically and strategically outgeneraled by Grant in 

the 1864 Overland Campaign, specifically at the battles of the 

Wilderness and Spotsylvania.  

 In the decades after the Civil War, a cadre of ex-Confederates 

attempted to shape the historical narrative around the Confederate 

experience, as much to rationalize their rebellion as to nationalize the 

Southern heroes of the war for future generations — especially Robert 

E. Lee, who became a postwar phenomenon as the “invincible 

general.”1 This hero-worship only increased upon Lee’s death in 1870, 

whereupon he was “metaphorically resurrected into a Christlike figure 

 
1 Thomas L. Connelly and Barbara L. Bellows, God and General Longstreet: 

The Lost Cause and the Southern Mind (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 

University Press, 1995), 25. 
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of perfection and the embodiment of the Lost Cause as envisioned by 

his former comrades.”2 These “unreconstructed” politicians and 

military officers, such as Jefferson Davis, Jubal Early, P.G.T. 

Beauregard, and John B. Gordon, were the most outspoken defenders 

of the Confederate cause — and Lee’s military reputation — in their 

memoirs and speeches. The main thrust of their defense of Lee focused 

on his many military accomplishments against a “modern Union 

juggernaut dependent on technology and backed by unlimited material 

resources.”3  

 The “overwhelmed but not defeated” defense of Lee pertained 

to the strength of the Union vis a vis the Confederacy throughout the 

four years of war, but primarily by the last year when a new opponent 

emerged to confront Lee. Ulysses S. Grant was a threat to the Lost 

Cause devotees’ enshrinement of Lee as America’s most superb 

 
2  Peter S. Carmichael, “‘Truth Is Mighty & Will Eventually Prevail’: Political 

Correctness, Neo-Confederates, and Robert E. Lee,” Southern Cultures 17, no. 

3 (2011): 9. 

3 Gary W. Gallagher, “An Old-Fashioned Soldier in a Modern War?: Robert E. 

Lee as Confederate General,” Civil War History, Vol. 45, no. 4 (December 

1999): 296. 
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general, if only because Lee surrendered to him at Appomattox Court 

House in April 1865, eleven months after their showdown began. What 

could account for this outrage? Ex-Confederate General Jubal A. Early 

delivered an address in 1872 at Washington and Lee University that 

gave an answer of sorts: 

For nine long months was the unequal contest 

protracted by the genius of one man, aided by the valor 

of his little force … General Lee had not been 

conquered in battle, but surrendered because he had no 

longer an army with which to give battle. What he 

surrendered was the skeleton, the mere ghost of the 

Army of Northern Virginia, which had been gradually 

worn down by the combined agencies of numbers, 

steam-power, railroads, mechanism, and all the 

resources of physical science.4 

 

Another angle on Lee as “invincible” revealed itself in how his 

devotees portrayed his performance against Grant, specifically in the 

Overland Campaign of May-June 1864. For many years, the primary 

go-to book for Lee biographers, J. W. Jones’s Life & Letters of Gen. 

Robert Edward Lee, Soldier and Man gold-dipped prose revealed Lee’s 

 
4 Jubal A. Early, The Campaigns of Gen. Robert E. Lee, an Address by Lieut. 

General Jubal A. Early, before Washington and Lee University, January 19, 

1872 (Baltimore: John Murphy & Co., 1872), 38, 40. 
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brilliance when it came to Grant as in “by his constant watchfulness 

and almost intuitive ability to discover his enemy’s purpose, Lee never 

failed to foil the plans of his adversary.”5 (emphasis added)  

 Despite the historical whitewashing of Lee’s military 

reputation, the facts and consequences of his tactical and strategic 

miscues in the summer of 1864 cannot be ignored. When Ulysses S. 

Grant was promoted to general-in-chief of all Union armies in March 

1864, his objective was clear: to destroy Lee’s Army of Northern 

Virginia. As Grant communicated the forthcoming campaign to Gen. 

George Meade, commander of the Army of the Potomac, the strategy 

for victory was sweeping yet sound: all Union armies would begin “to 

move together, and towards one common center.”6 Lee’s task was to 

avoid this destruction of his army and stall for time until the November 

1864 presidential election that could possibly bring a new Union 

president to work with.  

 
5 J. William Jones, Life and Letters of Robert Edward Lee, Soldier and Man 

(New York: The Neale Publishing Company, 1906), 314-315. 

6 Ulysses S. Grant, Personal Memoirs of U.S. Grant / Selected Letters, 1839-

1865, ed. Mary D. McFeely and William S. McFeely (New York: Library of 

America, 2009), 481. 
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 As the Overland Campaign would soon reveal, Lee was his 

own worst enemy and his attachment to offensive tactics were his 

downfall (as many historians rightly claim about his performance at 

Gettysburg). The bloody and hellish slaughter of the Wilderness and 

Spotsylvania battles exhibited the worst horrors of war, and Lee owns 

the blame for beginning the first and nearly losing the second through 

tactical mistakes. His documented actions and behaviors during critical 

moments of these engagements show a rattled and highly excitable 

commander pushed to extremes to avoid all-out catastrophe — a 

portrait the Lost Cause cadre never painted. 

 

Lee’s Costly Mistakes in the Wilderness 

 The Overland Campaign officially began on May 4, 1864, as 

the massive Army of the Potomac crossed the Rapidan River on its way 

toward Richmond. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia were entrenched 

along Mine Run south of the river and by most conventional estimates 

fielded half the strength of Grant’s army (historians generally agree on 
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125,000 vs. 60,000-62,000).7 While there is no contesting that Union 

forces vastly outnumbered Confederate, recent research indicates that 

in all likelihood, Lee had almost 66,000 soldiers (roughly 5,000 more 

than previously estimated).8 Perhaps these additional troops increased 

Lee’s notorious aggressive streak, but they were not enough to foil 

Grant’s plans.  

 As Union troops began to file into the deeply forested and 

aptly-named Wilderness south of the Rapidan, Lee analyzed his options 

and “rather than retreating or remaining in his Rapidan trenches, he 

would march east to meet Grant.”9 He issued orders to two of his corps 

commanders — Lt. Gen. Richard S. Ewell of the 2nd Corps and Lt. 

Gen. Ambrose P. Hill of the 3rd Corps — to exit their entrenchments 

and begin to move east along the Orange Turnpike and Orange Plank 

Road, respectively. These units were within theoretical supporting 

distance of the other if they indeed ran into Grant’s troops the next day, 

 
7 Alfred C. Young, III, Lee’s Army during the Overland Campaign: A 

Numerical Study (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2013), 7. 

8 Ibid., 12. 

9 Gordon C. Rhea, The Battle of the Wilderness: May 5-6, 1864 (Baton Rouge: 

Louisiana State University Press, 2009), 80-81. 
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May 5.10 However, these two corps represented only two-thirds of 

Lee’s available forces, since Lee positioned Lt. Gen. James 

Longstreet’s 1st Corps a day’s march away at Gordonsville. Why 

would Lee order a general move toward an enemy force twice his size 

with a third of his army out of reach? As historian James Epperson put 

it, “Lee did not figure out Grant’s plan … [he] precipitated the battle by 

essentially ordering his advanced infantry corps to find out Grant’s 

intentions.”11 His faulty infantry dispositions on May 4 indicate, to the 

contrary of J.W. Jones’s assertion, that Lee’s ability to intuitively 

divine his enemy’s designs were off target from the start.  

 As the Confederate 2nd and 3rd Corps groggily marched into 

their evening camps on May 4, Lee planned tentatively for action the 

following day. With intelligence procured from his cavalry 

commander, Gen. Jeb Stuart, Lee now knew the disposition of Grant’s 

army, massed in the vicinity of the Wilderness Church. Lee’s tactical 

plan was full of serious risks. Longstreet’s 1st Corps was at least a 

 
10 Ibid., 82. 

11 James F. Epperson, “The Chance Battle in the Wilderness,” Columbiad: A 

Quarterly Review of the War Between the States 2, No. 1 (Spring 1998): 77-96. 
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day’s hard march away, so “five thin rebel divisions — five-eighths of 

Lee’s infantry strength, to be exact — would have to occupy the entire 

Army of the Potomac, ten Union divisions in all, until Longstreet made 

his way up.”12 While these types of risks were more acceptable in terms 

of manpower and sustainable casualty levels in earlier years, Lee’s 

depleted forces could not afford such bite-and-hold tactics in the 

summer of 1864. Lee’s strategy also did not account for Ulysses Grant. 

This successful general from the West brought with him qualities 

previous Army of the Potomac generals did not possess and one which 

he shared with Lee: a preference for offensive tactics and maintaining 

the initiative. The battles of the Wilderness and Spotsylvania were to 

some extent a reflection of who could seize the initiative and keep it. 

As soon as Grant became aware of Lee’s movements “he was 

determined to attack Lee … [and] he wanted to do so before 

Longstreet’s First Corps arrived.”13 

 
12 Rhea, The Battle of the Wilderness, 90. 

13 Edward H. Bonekemper, Ulysses S. Grant: A Victor, not a Butcher 

(Washington, D.C.: Regnery History, 2017), 161. 
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 The Battle of the Wilderness began the morning of May 5 as 

elements of Ewell’s 2nd Corps marched into the vicinity of Union Maj. 

Gen. Gouverneur K. Warren’s 5th Corps. Before it would begin in 

earnest, Lee’s instructions were sought out by Ewell. Ewell had 

outpaced Hill’s supporting 3rd Corps during their parallel marches on 

the Orange Turnpike and Orange Plank Road. Being the first on the 

scene, Ewell’s 2nd Corps “was then in the densest thickets of the 

Wilderness, with no possibility of a reconnaissance to reveal the 

enemy’s strength or disposition.”14 Seeing a large mass of dark-clad 

troops crossing the Turnpike ahead of him, he prudently halted and 

dashed off a courier to Lee for instructions. Lee’s responses indicate a 

general who suddenly understood the critical danger of the moment. 

The troop positions at mid-morning revealed Ewell could not be 

supported quickly enough by Hill’s 3rd Corps (still some distance 

behind on the Orange Plank Road and separated by a three-mile gulf), 

and Longstreet’s 1st Corps was still at least a day away. As Overland 

 
14 Clifford Dowdey, Lee’s Last Campaign: The Story of Lee and His Men 

Against Grant -1864 (New York: Skyhorse Publishing, 2011), 91. 
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Campaign chronicler Gordon C. Rhea put it, “the peril to Lee’s army 

was more than an academic concern.”15  

 Due to Lee’s almost impulsive desire to strike the enemy, his 

troop dispositions were such that a huge gap yawned between Ewell 

and Hill, dangerously exposing each of their flanks to enemy attack.16 

This was Lee’s first tactical mistake of the Battle of the Wilderness. By 

moving his troops out of well dug-in fortifications of Mine Run to 

march headlong into a superior enemy force, Lee invited disaster for 

the Army of Northern Virginia. In his responses to Ewell that mid-

morning of May 5, Lee’s directions to Ewell were almost a comical 

understatement in that he “preferred to avoid bringing on a general 

engagement” until Longstreet’s corps was up.17 As events unfolded, it 

became clear the initiative was not Lee’s, but Grant’s … and Grant was 

determined not to surrender it. 

 Meade, the Army of the Potomac commander, learned of the 

Confederate presence threatening the Brock Road and signaled his 

 
15 Rhea, The Battle of the Wilderness, 129. 

16 Ibid., 129. 

17 Ibid., 92. 
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intention to feel out the enemy’s strength west along the Orange 

Turnpike. Grant, ever the offensively minded general, concurred and 

replied that “if any opportunity presents itself for pitching into a part of 

Lee’s Army, do so without giving time for disposition.”18 With this go-

ahead from Grant, Warren “received orders from Meade at 7:15 in the 

morning to attack Ewell with his whole force.”19 It was Union Brig. 

Gen. Charles Griffin’s 1st Division that slammed into the lead elements 

of Ewell’s corps along the Turnpike and seemingly routed them until 

Maj. Gen. Robert E. Rodes’s division rushed up to assist. With a full-

on attack developing on his left flank, Lee had no choice but to rush up 

all of his forces.  

 Meanwhile, Gen. A.P. Hill’s 3rd Corps was pushing fast to 

catch up to Ewell on the parallel track of the Orange Plank Road. The 

target was the Brock Road intersection, the north-south artery the 

Union forces were using to outflank Lee and interpose between the 

Army of Northern Virginia and Richmond. The moment was pregnant 
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with potential — but also disaster. If Hill could beat the Federals to the 

vital crossroads and hold it, they would be able to split the Union forces 

(between Warren and Maj. Gen. John Sedgwick’s V and VI Corps and 

Brig. Gen Winfield Hancock’s II Corps just to the south).20 In theory, 

Lee could then roll up the northern portion whilst Longstreet coming 

from further west and south could destroy the isolated corps of 

Hancock. Indeed, ex-Confederates after the war portrayed all of these 

events as part of Lee’s plan. Brig. Gen. Evander M. Law’s of the 1st 

Corps declared years later in an article that: 

He knew this tangled wilderness well and appreciated 

fully the advantage such a field afforded for 

concealing his great inferiority of force and for 

neutralizing the superior strength of his antagonist. 

General Grant’s bold movement across the lower fords 

into the Wilderness, in the execution of his plan to 

swing past the Confederate army and place himself 

between it and Richmond, offered the expected 

opportunity of striking a blow upon his flank while his 

troops were stretched out on the line of march.21 
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Lee’s rash actions belie this claim, however. His constant need to 

maintain the initiative forced him out of a strong defensive position and 

into the path of a superior force, all without adequate concentration of 

forces with a secure plan of support. This was an example of Lee’s 

combative nature overruling his better judgment and also a gross 

underestimation of Grant’s own aggressive character.  

 As the afternoon wore on, Union forces were able to slow and 

halt Hill’s attack along the Brock Road and kept their line unbroken. 

Grant was not one to stay on the defensive, however. As Edward 

Bonekemper III points out, “Grant did not just want Hill stopped; he 

wanted an attack on Hill.”22 When Hancock’s II Corps arrived at the 

intersection at 3:00 p.m., Grant ordered a major attack upon Hill’s 

forces. Hancock launched it at 4:30 p.m. and the battle waged on into 

the darkness, but Hill had been stopped “and potential disaster 

averted.”23 This was a check to Lee’s plan of maintaining the tactical 

initiative and trying to mitigate Grant’s superior numbers. Grant knew 
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from previous Union commanders’ experiences what Lee was capable 

of and interpreted the situation correctly. Indeed, the historian Don 

Lowry said that “it was Grant, matching tactics to strategy, who 

ordered an attack on Lee as soon as his forces were encountered, in 

order to put him on the defensive and keep him too busy to launch one 

of his famous flank attacks.”24 As Lee was learning in the first day of 

the Battle of the Wilderness, this was not shaping up to be another 

Chancellorsville if only for the fact that Ulysses Grant was not another 

Joe Hooker. While the dead and dying lay moaning and burning in the 

tangled woods the night of May 5, the next day’s contest would try 

Lee’s ability to maintain control over uncontrollable forces he had set 

in motion. 

 Grant saw an opportunity to deal a more decisive blow against 

Lee now that his disparate Union forces were in short reach of the 

others. The second day of the Battle of the Wilderness opened with a 

major Federal offensive against the center of Lee’s line. At daybreak on 
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May 6, Hancock’s II Corps unleashed five full divisions against the 

battered remnants of A.P. Hill’s command along the Plank Road.25 At 

the same time, another division under Brig. Gen. James S. Wadsworth 

came slicing through the woods to the north of Hill’s disorganized 

defenses along the Plank Road. As Gordon Rhea described the 

beginning of day two, “the jaws of the powerful Union vice were 

closing precisely as Grant had hoped.”26 Hill’s 3rd Corps, having taken 

a beating the previous day, were in no position to hold out against the 

concentrated Union attack coming from the north and the east 

simultaneously. The Confederate defenses along the Plank Road were 

not sufficient to slow down the Federals as they smashed into their foe, 

“hitting first on the Confederate right and then lapping across the entire 

rebel formation.”27 

 This was the first time Lee’s Army of the Northern Virginia 

faced imminent disaster at the practiced hands of Grant. At least two 
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Southern brigades bravely tried to stave off the irresistible steamroller 

before them, shooting off a couple of ineffective volleys toward 

Hancock’s surging troops — but the other six brigades were overrun 

almost immediately and broke for the rear. It was obvious Grant’s plan 

was working. Hancock followed along behind his division and “was as 

elated as Lee was appalled”28 at the success of the attack. Indeed, Lee 

was appalled, probably for the first time since the failure of Gen. 

George Pickett’s charge at Gettysburg the summer before. Sitting in his 

saddle outside his headquarters at the Widow Tapp Farm, he watched 

as the broken and demoralized remnants of the 3rd Corps went 

streaming past him. For the first, and certainly not the last, time 

fighting against Grant in May and June of 1864, Lee lost his 

composure. Watching his gray-clad soldiers flee from the battle, Lee 

was “utterly beside himself, not at all the cool Southern gentlemen of 

legend.”29 Spotting a brigadier general in command of the dissolving 

brigade, he shouted out “My God! General McGowan, is this splendid 
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brigade of yours running like a flock of geese?”30 The only thing left 

for Lee was the hope that Longstreet’s 1st Corps would arrive in time 

to avert the utter catastrophe crystalizing around them. The extent of 

the Union success was acknowledged by Lee through the one order he 

gave to prepare the wagons for immediate withdrawal, “which admitted 

the imminence of losing the field,”31 according to noted Lee historian 

and apologist, Clifford Dowdey. 

 This near disaster was averted at the last possible moment 

when Longstreet’s 1st Corps marched into view at the Widow Tapp 

Farm. The old “war horse” had come through, many said. But what 

many Lost Cause apologists did not say was that Lee’s tactical 

placement of Longstreet so far away at Gordonsville helped to create 

the situation he found himself in. That Longstreet’s soldiers barely 

arrived in time to stop the destruction of Lee’s army is not a credit to 

Lee, but rather an indictment of his inferior strategic troop dispositions 

prior to launching his attack on May 5. The credit for halting the Union 
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juggernaut resides clearly with Longstreet and his fast-marching troops. 

Seeing the lead elements of Longstreet’s 1st Corps hove into view, Lee 

again reacted impulsively and uncharacteristically, even going so far as 

to ride with the lead Texas brigade marching into the maelstrom of 

Hancock’s exuberant attack. Gen. Longstreet later recounted in his 

memoirs that Lee was visibly “off his balance.”32 The soldiers, 

realizing Lee was intending to personally lead the counterattack, 

coerced and begged Lee to return to the rear and safety. This was the 

first instance of Lee putting himself into physical danger to lead men 

into battle, and it would happen again several days later at 

Spotsylvania. It speaks to the very real challenge Grant presented Lee 

as an opposing commander, in that more than once Lee was forced to 

desperate measures.  

 However, Longstreet’s left flank attack smashed into Hancock 

so hard that, years later, Hancock related to Longstreet “you rolled me 

up a like a wet blanket.”33 The counterattack swept the Federal forces 
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all the way back to the Brock Road defenses, where it lost momentum 

upon the severe wounding of Longstreet by friendly fire. Hancock’s 

forces rallied around the Brock Road, preventing any further progress 

by the Rebels. Another late-day flank attack on the far right of the 

Union line by Confederate Gen. Gordon also failed to break the Union 

line. As darkness descended on May 6, the two-day Battle of the 

Wilderness came to a merciful close with both sides stalemated. The 

casualties were appalling. While returns are quite accurate for Federal 

losses (around 17,000), Confederate returns in the Wilderness account 

for only 112 of the 183 regiments engaged, but the best estimate is 

11,000 killed, wounded, or captured.34 These were numbers Lee could 

not replace and, as the armies began to move south again like a great, 

slithering serpent, he would never again launch an aggressive attack 

against Grant. He would, however, make more tactical mistakes that 

would pin him down and cost his army dearly. 
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Lee’s Miscalculations at Spotsylvania 

 The next phase of the Overland Campaign began on May 7 as 

Grant put his army in motion southward toward Spotsylvania Court 

House. Having faced his enemy for two brawling and brutal days in the 

Wilderness, Grant did not retreat across the Rapidan River to lick his 

proverbial wounds. Rather, “he wisely recognized that the Wilderness 

was a tactical reverse, not the end of the campaign. Grant’s strategic 

objective of destroying Lee’s army remained unchanged.”35 

Meanwhile, Lee was left guessing what Grant’s next move would be. 

Apologists for Lee (and the Lost Cause in general) claim Lee knew 

precisely what Grant’s plans were and reacted brilliantly and quickly to 

counter them. Men like Gordon and Lee’s trusted adjutant, Colonel 

Walter Taylor, both claimed decades later that Lee clearly read and 

intuited Grant’s intention to head toward Spotsylvania Court House. 

The contemporaneous accounts do not support this claim, however. 

When Lee learned the Army of the Potomac was on the move again, he 
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alerted Richmond that the Federals “were moving towards 

Fredericksburg.”36  

                As Rhea points out in his detailed study of the Overland 

Campaign, Lee also considered Spotsylvania an option with Grant but 

seemed more convinced of the Fredericksburg “retreat.” Lee’s facile 

assumption that Grant most likely would retreat east to Fredericksburg 

as opposed to continuing his successive flanking maneuvers, reveals 

another misreading of Grant’s character. It would take another massive 

engagement before Lee would admit the skill of Grant’s operational 

tactics and strategy. Indeed, Grant’s next target was Spotsylvania, but 

Lee did not feel certain enough to commit his entire army there and so 

“detained most of his infantry in the Wilderness, waiting for Grant to 

reveal his hand.”37 

 This halting response to Grant’s movement meant that the 

vital crossroads at Spotsylvania Court House lay all but open for Union 

forces to capture, with Laurel Hill providing a perfect position to 
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enfilade Lee’s right flank. The sole provision Lee made to keep an eye 

on this location was to send Gen. Richard Anderson and the 1st Corps 

(Anderson assumed command after Longstreet’s wounding) to the 

hamlet to support the advance cavalry units. It was to be a race to see 

who arrived at sleepy crossroads first, Grant or Lee. In fact, Lee did not 

sense urgency and ordered Anderson to begin marching at 3:00 a.m. on 

May 8, even as lead Union elements under Warren were on the move 

south. Only luck and a sage decision by his junior officer saved Lee in 

the race to Spotsylvania Court House: “due to fires in the Wilderness 

where they intended to bivouac before beginning their march, 

Anderson decided to eschew resting his troops and instead ordered 

them to push on to Spotsylvania immediately.”38 Anderson’s troops 

won the foot race and drove off Federal cavalry, blocking the road 

south and entrenching along the rising slope of Laurel Hill. Anderson’s 

independent decision to push on was the main reason Lee was able to 
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hold favorable defensive ground in the bruising Battle of Spotsylvania 

on May 10-12.  

              As the opposing armies began to coalesce and form their 

positions on May 9, the disposition of Lee’s forces was not ideal. 

Although the Laurel Hill defenses anchoring his left flank were 

extremely sound, the elevation along his right flank bent around in the 

form of a “mule shoe.” The Mule Shoe jutted out from the rest of Lee’s 

line, exposing it to possible enfilading fire. When Lee examined the 

Mule Shoe on the morning of the 9th, he “expressed reservations … but 

decided to leave things as they were, on Ewell’s assurances that he 

could defend the position.”39 The decision to defend the Mule Shoe was 

a tactical error that led to some of the bloodiest and most savage 

fighting of the Civil War and also cost Lee casualties he could ill 

afford. After a full reconnaissance of Lee’s position, the Union high 

command became aware of this abnormal protrusion along Lee’s right 

flank and Grant saw opportunities to assault along one of the “angles” 

of the Mule Shoe walls. The military wisdom of the day “held that the 
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apex of a salient was difficult to defend, partly because creating the 

interlocking fields of fire characteristic of a good fortified position was 

impossible … and the fire of its defenders tended to diverge, thus 

weakening its potency.”40  

                    This truism was proven correct when Grant ordered a 

general attack along the main Confederate line the evening of May 10. 

The attack by Union Col. Emory Upton’s brigade bore the most fruit as 

four lines of three regiments each slammed into the salient without 

stopping to fire (an innovative tactic Upton was later promoted for) and 

broke over the Confederate defenders like a tidal wave. However, other 

Federal units tasked with supporting this breakthrough never 

materialized and “although in possession of the enemy fieldworks, 

Upton’s men could not remain for long without supporting troops.”41 

The promising example of Upton’s initial success “convinced Grant 

that Lee’s lines could be broken in that projecting salient.”42  
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                    The next day, May 11, both Grant and Lee disengaged 

long enough to rest their men, conduct reconnaissance, stabilize 

defenses, and consider their next moves. Grant’s plan was to emulate 

Upton’s tactics on a far grander scale in the early morning hours of 

May 12: instead of a brigade, an entire Union corps would charge the 

fragile salient. On the night of May 11, from all accounts, Lee was 

unaware of the massive attack being planned against his tenuous right 

flank. Indeed, the serious nature of Lee’s predicament is probably best 

described by the informed opinion of the Confederate 1st Corp artillery 

chief, Gen. Edward Porter Alexander, who recognized the intractable 

problem of the Mule Shoe, since “by all the rules of military science we 

must pronounce these lines a great mistake although they were 

consented to, if they were not adopted by General Lee’s chief 

engineer.”43  

                     As Grant put the finishing touches on his general orders 

for the next morning’s assault, Lee met with several of his junior 
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officers at Spotsylvania Court House on night of May 11 to discuss 

recent events. According to one officer present, most of the opinions 

expressed regarding Grant’s performance denigrated his “penchant” for 

assaulting breastworks and “slaughtering” his men.44 Lee, however, did 

not share his subordinates’ view; indeed, he revealed a grudging respect 

for Grant’s skill when he remarked, “Gentlemen, I think that General 

Grant has managed his affairs remarkably well up to the present 

time.”45 

                 Late in the evening of May 11, intelligence from Ewell’s 

cartographer arrived at Lee’s headquarters south of the Mule Shoe that 

Union wagons and personnel were on the move opposite their right 

flank. This would have been Gen. Ambrose Burnside’s IX Corps, 

whose less than timely supporting attacks foiled Grant’s plans on more 

than one occasion during the campaign. The scouting intelligence of 

Burnside’s formation found it “vulnerable” and that “wagons and 
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infantry were retiring.”46 Sporadic Union probes along Lee’s left flank 

throughout the 11th also added to Lee’s confusion as to Grant’s plans. 

Was Grant perhaps planning an attack on the Confederate left flank? 

Sifting through the information on the evening of the, Lee arrived at his 

conclusion: Grant was withdrawing toward Fredericksburg. As Gordon 

Rhea aptly described this moment, “never before had Lee so 

completely misread his opponent.”47 The movement of Union wagons 

and infantry was not a sign of retreat; in reality, it was Grant 

“deploying his army to launch its most powerful attack thus far in the 

campaign.”48 

 Convinced of Grant’s withdrawal, Lee’s overly aggressive 

character got the better of him once again. Unwilling to let his prey slip 

away unharmed to Fredericksburg, Lee ordered the removal of key 

artillery units within the Mule Shoe salient so as to be ready for a 

countermove to the right. It was a fateful decision that would nearly 

cost him his army. Indeed, Lee “had no suspicion that he was 
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weakening the very portion of his line Grant had targeted for attack.”49 

Lost Cause apologists do not tend to talk of this moment, as the 

evidence is overwhelming that Lee was fooled. Since it does not 

support the narrative of Lee divining Grant’s every maneuver before it 

happened, this evident lapse of judgment is glossed over. However, it is 

critical to understanding Grant’s vision and skill, as much as Lee’s 

liabilities. Grant’s mandate was clear, and his strategy was one with the 

Federal government: “to emasculate Lee’s army and end the war.”50 

Sensing the opportunity for just that, Grant would once again put the 

Army of the Potomac to the test and pay a bloody price to achieve that 

goal. 

 The attack on the apex of the Mule Shoe began at 4:35 a.m. on 

May 12 as the massed columns of Hancock’s II Corps surged forward 

in the mud and rain with only a compass heading to guide them to their 

mark.51 The Confederate artillery units evacuated only a few short 
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hours before were urgently ordered back by Confederate General 

Ewell, upon the reports of heavy Union movement in front of his lines. 

But as the irresistible wave of blue-clad Yankees broke over the 

ramparts and flooded the Confederate entrenchments, the correction 

was far too late. When Hancock’s four divisions fully hit Ewell’s line, 

“twenty pieces of artillery fell into Federal hands, along with thousands 

of prisoners … the Mule Shoe was shattered.”52 Indeed, it was a 

breakthrough of epic proportions and one in which Lee’s Army of 

Northern Virginia “was on the verge of being brutally and perhaps 

irretrievably broken in half.”53 

 The fury of Grant’s initial attack on the morning of May 12 

was unstoppable and spelled doom for the Southern cause. The initial 

impact of it swept up thousands of rebel prisoners and decimated a 

Confederate 5,000-man division to a mere two brigades’ worth of 

survivors.54 Screaming at the top of their lungs, shooting, and swinging 

their muskets like clubs, the fighting was savage and intimate in the 
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close quarters of the Mule Shoe. Terror was palpable and those who 

survived that first wave ran for the rear. Hancock’s attack ripped open 

the salient and gained control of a half-mile wide section, but the 

momentum could only hold for so long as more and more troops 

poured into the narrow opening.55 Still, the only thing holding together 

the two wings of Lee’s army was a single, slim reserve division under 

General Gordon. Lee galloped to Gordon and trotted alongside his men 

as they moved toward the breakthrough at the double quick. It was 

apparent to Gordon as Lee guided them toward the breach that he 

intended to accompany the counterattack. For the second time in less 

than a week, Lee put himself in mortal peril to help turn the tide of 

battle and avert potential disaster. Once again, his junior officer and the 

soldiers themselves pleaded with Lee to return to the rear and safety. 

This does not support a narrative of a winning general, as most Lost 

Cause and Lee apologists portray. 

 While Lee frantically shifted units to retake the salient and 

push back the Federals, Hancock’s forces were succumbing to their 
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own success. More than 20,000 soldiers became bottlenecked into the 

narrow opening and “all semblance of organization was lost.”56 This 

allowed Lee and his officers the critical time to mount a counterattack 

to stave off being broken in two by Grant’s forces. With Burnside’s IX 

Corps pitching into the fray on the eastern side of the Mule Shoe 

salient, the fighting seesawed back and forth on either side of the Mule 

Shoe. Lee directed all available units to counterattack, which pushed 

the Federals back to the outer edges of the breastworks. The carnage 

was most pronounced at a point of the salient where it bent southward 

from the western edge, a place where mere inches separated two 

desperate enemies: The Bloody Angle. The savagery of the fighting 

here was unequalled, according to the soldiers who survived the 

cauldron of death. A Union officer later wrote down the memories of 

“bloodshed surpassing all former experiences, a desperation in the 

struggle never before witnessed, of mad rushes … of guns raised in the 

air with the butts up and fired over log walls, of our flags in shreds.”57  
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 By late morning on May 12, Lee knew he could not hold the 

Mule Shoe line against the repeated onslaughts of Grant’s forces. He 

ordered new entrenchments to be dug along the base of the Mule Shoe 

bulge, a far stronger and shorter line of operations that would pull back 

his shattered forces from within the salient. The new defenses were not 

complete until late evening, so Lee’s troops were forced to hold their 

fragile position until they could withdraw quietly in the early morning 

hours of May 13. Until then, May 12 was spent in a rainy hell of raging 

and murderous punches between the armies of Lee and Grant. At the 

Bloody Angle, fighting eventually reached a stalemate by 2:00 p.m., 

with soldiers huddling on either side of earthen and wood defenses, 

occasionally popping up to take a shot or plunge a bayonet through the 

twisted branches. The men contesting the Bloody Angle endured 

sustained combat at short range for almost 20 hours.58 The soldiers on 

both sides were exhausted and traumatized by the battle’s savagery and 

further assaults along the line became futile. Lee pulled his troops back 
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successfully to his new works under cover of darkness. Thus, the Battle 

of Spotsylvania ended.  

              While the Army of Northern Virginia had “managed to yet 

again survive another crisis, it had taken a severe beating.”59 Almost an 

entire division had been wiped out in the Union attack on May 12. This 

was the old “Stonewall Division” commanded by Gen. Edward 

Johnson, which began the Overland Campaign with 6,000 men and a 

full roster of officers. After the battle, only 1,500 men were left.60 The 

casualties sustained in this ill-advised defense of the Mule Shoe 

darkened the already gloomy prospects of the Army of Northern 

Virginia. Lee’s judgment to maintain that irregular and precarious line 

for any amount of time — based on the assurances of a subordinate 

officer — is not easily explained away.  

 The Battles of the Wilderness and Spotsylvania Court House 

possessed an outsized influence on the future of Lee’s war fighting 

capabilities. Between May 7 and12 alone, Lee lost roughly 23,000 men, 
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which “amounted to a third of his combat force, a level of attrition 

slightly more than Grant’s.”61 As Gordon Rhea points out, while 

Grant’s losses in absolute numbers were higher, the percentage of 

troops lost by Lee was higher proportionate to the size of his army at 

the beginning of the Overland Campaign.62 With the Confederacy 

being squeezed in every direction in May 1864 — by Gen. William 

Sherman marching through Georgia and Gen. Benjamin Butler moving 

up the James River to threaten Richmond from the east—

reinforcements for Lee were scarce to none. From this point on in 

Grant’s Overland Campaign, Lee maneuvered strictly to block any 

flanking maneuver Grant employed. Having tried and failed to regain 

the initiative from Grant in the Wilderness and at Spotsylvania, Lee 

now resigned himself to defensive engagements only. The two armies 

continued their delicate dance with only minor engagements and, a 

“month after fighting ended at Spotsylvania, the armies settled into 
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siege lines at Richmond and Petersburg.”63 This spelled the end for Lee 

and the Southern cause, as Lee apprehended it early on when he told a 

fellow general at Spotsylvania, “this army cannot stand a siege … we 

must end this business on the battlefield, not in a fortified place.”64 

  But a fortified place is exactly where “this business” would 

end in April 1865, when Grant finally broke through Lee’s Petersburg 

defenses and swallowed up what was left of the vaunted Army of 

Northern Virginia. It had taken Ulysses S. Grant only 11 months to 

compel Lee to surrender the Army of Northern Virginia and effectively 

end the war. Grant succeeded where several other Union generals 

before him failed — vanquishing Robert E. Lee and his legendary 

army. The price the North paid for this was extremely dear indeed, with 

casualties on a scale that appalled and horrified the nation. After the 

war, the Lost Cause apologists would seize on this attrition and 

denigrate Grant unfairly as a commander with no appreciation for 
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human life, labeling him as a “butcher” whilst simultaneously elevating 

Lee for his defensive tactics after the Wilderness. Both portraits are 

false in different degrees and aspects, as many historical legends tend 

to be.  

               According to Union Lt. Col. Horace Porter, an officer on 

Grant’s staff, Grant was “assigned one of the most appalling tasks ever 

entrusted to a commander.”65 This task was the destruction of Lee and 

his army, a task no other Union commander had yet succeeded in 

accomplishing. The moniker of “butcher” was unfair in light of Union 

strategic war aims, Porter late wrote. By all rights: 

Grant could have effectually stopped the carnage at 

any time by withholding from battle. He could have 

avoided all bloodshed by remaining north of the 

Rapidan, entrenching, and not moving against his 

enemy: but he was not placed in command of the 

armies for that purpose. It had been demonstrated by 

more than three years of campaigning that peace could 

be secured only by whipping and destroying the 

enemy … When Lee stopped fighting the cause of 

secession was lost.66 
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By the same token, if Grant did not fight, the cause of the Union was 

lost. War meant fighting and fighting meant killing. To assume that Lee 

had some higher alter-purpose when he threw his armies, time and 

again, at the Federal enemy is to deny reality. Grant sustained high 

casualties against Lee, but he inflicted far more damage than he took. 

He also took the Army of the Potomac, an army badly in need of 

direction and confidence, and imbued it with a hard-fought belief in 

itself; during the harrowing days of battle in the Wilderness and 

Spotsylvania and beyond, Grant’s “imperturbability was the stability of 

his army; his fearless decisions were its motive force.”67   

  The Lost Cause defenders still believe in Lee’s infallibility 

and superiority. But Lee’s performance during the Overland Campaign 

— particularly in the battles of the Wilderness and Spotsylvania — 

were ultimately devastating to the Confederacy. In the Wilderness, Lee 

was in no position to precipitate a general engagement with Grant’s 

superior forces, yet he did so in a piecemeal fashion with forces too 

scattered to provide immediate support to other units. The result of this 

 
67 Fuller,  Grant & Lee, 91. 
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need to maintain the offensive initiative cost Lee nearly 11,000 

casualties in this first battle of the Overland Campaign alone. These 

were numbers he could not and did not replace.  

           Also contrary to popular apologists, Lee did not predict Grant 

was moving to Spotsylvania after the furnace of the Wilderness. The 

written account reveals his uncertainty, since he only ordered one corps 

to the vicinity; even in this, luck played a hand. Due to the smell and 

smoke in the Wilderness, General Anderson decided to skip 

bivouacking his corps near the battlefield and keep marching, thereby 

beating Grant’s troops to the crossroads by mere minutes. Lee’s next 

tactical errors were to diffidently accept the placement of his inferior 

forces into an exposed and irregular position, aka the Mule Shoe, and 

then withdraw artillery from the salient after misreading Grant’s 

intentions (again).68 Neither of these mistakes were corrected until 

Grant’s assault on May 12 was already well underway. By this time, 

Lee had lost thousands in dead, wounded, and captured. In the days and 

weeks after May 12, the Union army then “compelled Lee to retreat to 

 
68 Rhea, The Battles for Spotsylvania Court House, 321. 
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a nearly besieged position at Richmond and Petersburg, a retreat that 

Lee had previously warned would be the death-knell of his own 

army.”69 

               Lee was not the infallible general of the Lost Cause, who lost 

only because of the North’s overwhelming numbers and resources. Lee 

was prone to his own faults and weaknesses, which revealed 

themselves over and over again throughout the war, but especially 

during the early battles of the Overland Campaign. A reliance on 

offense, intuition unsupported by evidence, and a repeated misreading 

of Grant’s intentions, all failed Lee when he needed them to be right. 

As historian Edward Bonekemper III summarized it recently, “Lee 

actually is one of the most overrated generals in military history thanks 

primarily to the power of the Myth of the Lost Cause, which went 

unchallenged all too long.”70 Lee’s defenders have long tried to shine 

an almost unearthly light upon his achievements through a dishonest 

 
69 Edward H. Bonekemper, The Myth of the Lost Cause: Why the South Fought 

the Civil War and Why the North Won (Washington, D.C.: Regnery History, 

2015), 205. 

70 Ibid., 141. 



 
 
 
 

 211 

denigration of the man who outgeneraled and conquered him. Upon 

closer inspection of the record, however, Grant seems to shine more 

like the sun, from which Lee’s moonlight glows softly.   
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BECOMING GERMAN: EXPLORING RACISM, 
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OF A TURKISH-GERMAN IDENTITY BETWEEN 1945 AND 

2000 
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 Engraved across the Reichstag is the phrase “Dem Deutschen 

Volk,” which translates to “to the German nation”, or “to the German 

people.”1 This iconic phrase evokes a sense of unity among Germans, 

which raises an essential question that has only intensified since World 

War II: who counts as German? How do ideas surrounding German 

group membership impact immigrants in the postwar period?2 The 

inscription also posits a link between the German government and the 

German people, however amorphous a category, and a promise of 

openness and transparency between the two, which was asserted by the 

construction of the glass dome. A physical manifestation of a renewed 

 
1 “Reichstag,” Berlin.de, accessed May 1, 2019, 

https://www.berlin.de/en/attractions-and-sights/3560965-3104052-

reichstag.en.html#slide1.  

2 William A. Barbieri, Ethics of Citizenship: Immigration and Group Rights in 

Germany (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1998), 8. 

https://www.berlin.de/en/attractions-and-sights/3560965-3104052-reichstag.en.html#slide1
https://www.berlin.de/en/attractions-and-sights/3560965-3104052-reichstag.en.html#slide1
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commitment to government transparency, this glass cupola allows the 

German people to literally keep a careful eye on their political leaders. 

Historically informed, idealistic in conception, and futuristic in 

construction, the glass dome provides intellectual space for the German 

people to reconcile their own history and contemplate what belonging 

and identity may look like in Germany in the future.  

This analysis seeks to understand belonging, immigration, and 

integration in postwar West Germany from a racial perspective by 

examining how multiple generations of Turkish immigrants were 

perceived by the majority of white Germans. Some scholars argue that 

a unified, national German consciousness emerged from the war. 

However, Germany only became a unified country 74 years prior, and 

so there is a certain implicit shallowness and instability associated with 

German national identity, an identity partly rooted in color rather than 

heritage. Moreover, the inclusion narrative is complicated by how 

white German nationals treated immigrants who were often not 

considered to be German for generations, if ever. This narrative might 

suggest that Turkish immigrants were tacitly accepted in West 
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Germany because of their ability to physically rebuild the nation and 

their potential to culturally contribute—and assimilate. However, 

despite the appearance of a unified front, racial and national divisions 

percolated quietly beneath the West German surface. Turkish guest 

workers and other immigrants migrated to Germany after the war in the 

hope of becoming German, but “becoming German” may be impossible 

if the phrase is simply an acceptable euphemism for “becoming white.” 

Here, I attempt to understand the contemporaneous views of race and 

othering from the Turkish-German perspective through Turkish-

German literature and essays, because these writings directly and 

indirectly address the foggy definition of the essence of 

“Germanness.”3 

After the fall of the Nazi regime, white Germans became 

hesitant to talk about race, arguably as a result of the racial violence 

that culturally and physically destroyed the nation.4 This taboo persists 

 
3 Tom Cheesman, Novels of Turkish-German Settlement (Rochester, N.Y.: 

Camden House, 2007), 12.  

4 Rainier Münz and Ralf Ulrich, “Immigration and Citizenship in Germany,” 

German Politics & Society 17, no. 4 (53) (1999), 1.  
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into the twenty-first century, which means that race is often a topic 

avoided even in academic literature. This makes it difficult to 

understand how white Germans, who do not self-identify as such, 

understand themselves and other racial groups of Germans in relation. 

The unique cultural and political milieu following World War II 

contributed to a German culture that tacitly accepted Turkish 

immigration because Turkish guest workers and others of non-refugee 

status could help rebuild West Germany. However, I argue that white 

Germans hesitated to understand cultural assimilation in explicitly 

racial terms and instead found other mechanisms by which to “other” 

Turkish immigrants, making the designation of Turkish-German 

similarly problematic to German-Jewish in the postwar context. 

*** 

Here I must make a necessary pedagogical note about the 

limits of my independent primary source work: I do not read German. 

This language barrier has limited my ability to access primary sources 

and forced me to rely more heavily on secondary scholarship. The 

majority of existing scholarship from the late 1980s to present largely 
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analyzes Turkish immigration to West Germany solely in terms of 

citizenship or social history.5 The exception is the work of Rita Chin, 

who provides foundational context surrounding the perception of 

Turkish guest workers in racial terms in her book The Guest Worker 

Question in Postwar Germany. Rather than simply outlining the social 

history of Turkish immigration, I seek to contribute to existing 

scholarship to better understand how white Germans thought about 

Turkish immigrants to West Germany in racial terms, which I argue is 

informed by post-war discomfort and broad-based, national trauma 

surrounding racial and religious differences. Moreover, I argue these 

axes of difference impact views surrounding immigration and 

integration. Grounded partially in the scholarship of Etienne Balibar 

and William Barbieri, I lean into the discomfort associated with talking 

about race in a postwar German context in order to better understand 

the impacts of immigration and integration of Turkish-Germans 

through the discipline of intellectual history. 

*** 

 
5 Ibid., 3. 
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The most immediately relevant historical context for 

understanding race and belonging in relation Turkish immigration to 

Germany between 1970 and 2000 is how white Germans understood 

race under the Nazi regime in relation to German-Jews. The hyper-

nationalism manufactured by the Nazi regime created a political 

climate that demonized and ostracized German-Jews which ultimately 

led them to become the target of genocide. Balibar argues that, in the 

case of anti-Semitism in Nazi Germany, nationalism was the 

“determining cause of [racism’s] production.”6 The racially motivated, 

systematic genocide of German-Jews during the war informed the 

aforementioned well-intended yet questionably-curated post-racial 

construction after the war, which sought to numb the realities of past 

racial conditions in Germany.7 

 The cynical view that white Germans’ hesitance to talk about 

race is partly to uphold whiteness is evident in the secondary literature. 

 
6 Etienne Balibar and Immanuel Maurice Wallerstein, Race, Nation, Class 

(London: Verso, 1991), 37. 

7 Birgit Tautz, Colors 1800, 1900, 2000: Signs of Ethnic Difference 

(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2004), 213. 
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However, another interpretation is that this unwillingness is a response 

to war trauma experienced by white Germans unsympathetic to the 

Nazi regime. The trauma German-Jews experienced in the Holocaust 

cannot be overstated; however, in this instance, I am referring to the 

war trauma white Germans faced to partially explain why they scarcely 

talk about race. This avoidance tactic was deployed to dodge potential 

racism or negative racial discourse at all costs; however, this may 

preserve the privileged category of whiteness, which has long been 

inextricably linked with Germanness.8 Moreover, the term “race” 

(Rasse) became problematic after the war because of its explicit 

association with the Nazi regime and genocide. This reality reinforces 

why this topic, or even talking about race generally, is avoided.9 

Defining terms like “German” and “Turkish-German” is 

inherently precarious; the purpose of this analysis is to better 

understand who qualifies as German and which ethnic groups, like 

Turkish-Germans, acquire the othering hyphen. Additionally, 

 
8 Ibid., 214, 234. 

9 Rita C-K Chin, The Guest Worker Question in Postwar Germany (Cambridge, 

U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 15. 
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citizenship in Germany operates differently from citizenship in the 

United States; birth on German soil is not a sufficient condition for 

German citizenship. Furthermore, the vast displacement of Germans 

during World War II further complicates the matter.10 From an 

intellectual history perspective, the ethics of German citizenship must 

be considered. White Germans who were not displaced from Germany 

and Turkish-Germans can certainly be citizens now, but this alone is 

not a sufficient categorization to merit belonging to broader (that is, 

white) German society. In the majority of secondary literature written 

by white German authors, the category of “white German” is referred 

to as “ethnic-German.” This language reinforces the widespread 

uneasiness that surrounds talking about race in white German culture. 

However, for the sake of clarity and consistency, I refer to this group as 

“white Germans” throughout this analysis, particularly because the 

term “ethnic-Germans” implies an ancient, unified ethnic background 

of all white Germans. Such a homogeneous ethnic background is 

unlikely to exist considering that the country was only unified in 1871.  

 
10 Münz and Ulrich, “Immigration and Citizenship in Germany,” 6. 
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“German-Jews” is a likewise fragile sociological category; 

although this group continues to be redefined and welcomed back into 

German society after the Holocaust, German-Jewish is still a distinct 

identity within German culture. As scholars Leslie Adelson and Frank 

Stern describe it, Jewish people in postwar Germany were 

“monumentalized” in such a way that their racial identity was erased in 

an attempt to prevent more harm to German-Jews.11 This well-

intentioned behavioral overcorrection towards Jewish people 

contributed to racial discussions as taboo in white German culture. 

Idealizing certain minority groups after the war — namely, Jewish 

people — but not others, suggests that racism itself was not be 

combatted, but rather that corrective measures were limited only Jewish 

people who were victims of genocide in recent memory. On top of the 

well-entrenched notion that race is a taboo topic, this exalted separation 

“essentializes Germanness” and in so doing inadvertently reinforces 

Jewish exoticism, even if in a supposedly positive light.12 

 
11 Leslie A. Adelson, Making Bodies, Making History: Feminism and German 

Identity (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1993), 90. 

12 Ibid. 
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 “Essentializing Germanness” is another way to express the 

idea that Germans are white, non-Jewish, and non-immigrant. Turkish-

Germans are likewise exoticized. In some secondary scholarship, 

German-Jews and Turkish-Germans are placed on a comparable 

intellectual plane. During the war, some Turkish-Germans “looked 

Jewish” and therefore were persecuted until they could prove 

themselves to only be Turkish.13 This colorism and othering was—and 

continues to be—pervasive for German-Jews and Turkish-Germans, 

which makes integration of Turkish immigrants who physically appear 

darker than the majority of white Germans more difficult. 

Secondary literature from the 1990s to present links these 

groups under the framework of the Turkish-German-Jewish triangle. 

This model seeks to disturb the idea that Turkish-Germans and 

German-Jews are necessarily aligned but upholds the notion that their 

experiences as minority groups navigating racism, integration, and 

 
13 Marc David Baer, “Mistaken for Jews: Turkish PhD Students in Nazi 

Germany,” German Studies Review 41, no. 1 (2018): 19, 

doi:10.1353/gsr.2018.0001. 
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citizenship in postwar Germany are related though not equivalent. 

Zafer Şenocak, a Turkish-German novelist who considers himself to be 

more Turkish than German, controversially ponders if Turks are the 

“new Jews” in mainstream, white German society after the war.14 To be 

sure, both groups share experiences of colorism, ethnic difference, and 

religious difference  in the German context and through these 

differences are othered.15 However, there is a crucial inversion of note: 

Turkish-Germans were treated comparatively well during the war, but 

were ostracized after the war, while German-Jews experienced 

opposite—and far more inhumane and deadly—treatment.  

Under the category of Turkish-Germans, who were first 

simply referred to as Turkish immigrants, are foreign migrant laborers 

called guest workers (Gastarbeiter), foreign immigrants (Auslander) 

and second-generation naturalized citizens.16 More broadly, there were 

three categories of immigrants after World War II, and more 

 
14 Nick Block, “A Berlin Republic Convivencia?: Ethnic Tensions in the 

Turkish- German-Jewish Triangle,” German Studies Review 40, no. 2 (2017): 

353. 

15 Ibid., 356. 

16 Chin, The Guest Worker Question in Postwar Germany, 14. 



 
 
 
 

 226 

“desirable” immigrant groups—namely, white immigrants who were 

not asylum seekers. In the twenty-first century, four groups of Germans 

can be distinguished: children of parents belonging to the German 

Reich or the Federal Republic of Germany, German citizens who were 

displaced but returned between 1950-1992 (Aussiedler), refugees who 

have become German citizens by nature of the constitution, and 

immigrants who have become naturalized over the past thirty years.17  

French philosopher Etienne Balibar coined the idea of Anglo-

Saxon societies plagued by “racism without races.”18 This 

contemporary conception of racism in primarily white nations is not 

based on biological difference—since there is comparatively little—but 

rather on cultural difference. Such cultural difference is perceived to be 

so vast that the “minority” culture is unable to be reconciled with 

whatever is identified as the “mainstream” culture.19 A central pillar of 

passively preserving whiteness in the German context is not directly 

 
17 Münz and Ulrich, “Immigration and Citizenship in Germany,” 10. 

18 Balibar and Wallerstein, Race, Nation, Class, 21. 

19 Ibid. 
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speaking about race in order to preserve existing hierarchies.20 In 

countries like Germany where race is rarely discussed by the white 

majority, it is still possible to be deeply racist as a result of an 

unwillingness to address racial issues, thus rendering these issues 

undervalued. Regardless of intent, this falsely curated post-racial 

construction allows for whiteness to be unexamined and permits other 

racial inequalities to exist.21 New minorities emerge based not 

necessarily on race, but rather on characteristics like immigration status 

or class, particularly for migrant guest workers from the Mediterranean 

or Middle East.22   

Balibar’s scholarship relies partially on neo-racism, or a new 

racism rooted in cultural factors that can make it nearly impossible for 

different ethnic or racial groups to live harmoniously in one nation.23 

Neo-racism is frequently grounded in inter-societal intolerance, which 

takes the form of “othering” immigrants. Under Balibar’s construction, 

 
20 Tautz, Colors 1800, 1900, 2000, 208. 

21 Ibid. 

22 Münz and Ulrich, “Immigration and Citizenship in Germany,” 2. 

23 Balibar and Wallerstein, Race, Nation, Class, 17. 
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even once immigrants assimilate, there is an emphasis on protecting 

“our” (in this case, German) identity “from all forms of mixing, 

interbreeding, or invasion” with the new other.24 This is where the 

“new” part of the term neo-racism emerges, wherein a hegemonic class 

of white Germans must navigate how to understand immigrants in 

racial terms.25 

 Theories surrounding immigrant collectives are particularly 

relevant here, as immigrant groups replace strictly racial groups under 

Balibar’s framework of neo-racism.26 In his book Ethics of Citizenship: 

Immigration and Group Rights in Germany, William Barbieri asserts 

that postwar Germany is the ideal case study to illustrate citizenship 

ethics, which relates closely to Balibar’s categorization of immigrant 

groups under the idea of neo-racism. Questions of “official 

membership” in a society may appear clear cut: those who are citizens 

of that society are official members, those who are not citizens are not 

 
24 Ibid. 

25 Ibid., 20. 

26 Ibid. 
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official members.27 However, this delineation is blurry in the German 

contexts as a result of the racial identities of both citizens and non-

citizens as well as neo-racism that proliferates once second- and third-

generation Turkish-Germans - some of whom are biracial - begin to 

physically look nearly indistinguishable from non-white and white 

Germans alike. The boundary of the color line here eventually 

disappears, which counterintuitively necessitates identifying and 

stigmatizing collectivist groups like Turkish-Germans on the basis of 

ethnicity or other identifiable traits other than color.28 This intersection 

of Balibar and Barbieri’s scholarship helps to construct a potential 

understanding of what it means to be German or what it means to be a 

cohesive volk. 

During World War II, the German wartime regime economy 

relied on foreign labor.29 Likewise, migration was foundational to the 

 
27 William A. Barbieri, Ethics of Citizenship: Immigration and Group Rights in 

Germany (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1998), x. 

28 Balibar and Wallerstein, Race, Nation, Class, 60. 

29 Münz and Ulrich, “Immigration and Citizenship in Germany,” 16. 
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creation of the postwar “economic miracle” that defined the 1950s.30 

Labor economics partially justified accepting Turkish guest workers, 

along with immigrants from Italy, Spain, Greece, Morocco, Portugal, 

Tunisia, and Yugoslavia to West Germany by the 1970s.31 This 

provides spaces for a pragmatic interpretation of limited integration of 

Turkish guest workers. Moreover, this suggests a material and 

utilitarian understanding of race: if Turkish immigrants were in fact a 

necessary component of rebuilding the nation, then it is in the nation’s 

best economic interest to tacitly accept these immigrants. Although 

idealistic, the term “rebuild” may refer to how immigrants could 

physically recreate or recover German culture or could even be 

interpreted as a component of an emotional recovery of a nation deeply 

shaken by war and division. Relatedly, it is possible that white 

Germans allowed immigrants to enter the country to correct past 

societal misdeeds in regard to race; however, there is not sufficient 

evidence for this correction narrative. There is, however, evidence to 

 
30 Lauren Stokes, “The Permanent Refugee Crisis in the Federal Republic of 

Germany, 1949-,” Central European History 52, no. 1 (2019): 19. 

31 Münz and Ulrich, “Immigration and Citizenship in Germany,” 17. 
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suggest that labor needs prompted immigration to be an acceptable 

economic reality.  

This is not to say the correction narrative should be entirely 

discounted;32 however, the ways in which Turkish guest workers were 

perceived—and accordingly treated—in Germany, combined with the 

necessity for a larger labor force, complicates the idealistic notion that 

white Germans were suddenly ready to embrace multiculturalism.33 By 

the 1960s, guest workers became a well-defined ethnocultural and 

class-based minority group in Germany.34 Within this broader group 

were Turkish guest workers who greatly contributed to continuous 

German prosperity by working in coal mines, steel mills, and 

factories.35 In 1961, Germany began formally recruiting workers from 

Turkey through temporary, bilateral labor agreements.36 These 

agreements were short term economic documents to ensure that the 

 
32 Tautz, Colors 1800, 1900, 2000, 214. 

33 Chin, The Guest Worker Question in Postwar Germany, 29. 

34 Barbieri, Ethics of Citizenship, 27. 

35 Patricia Ehrkamp and Helga Leitner, “Beyond National Citizenship: Turkish 

Immigrants and the (RE)Construction of Citizenship in Germany,” Urban 

Geography 24, no. 2 (2003): 136. 

36 Ehrkamp and Leitner, “Beyond National Citizenship,” 127.  
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German labor market was sustainable, which meant that these workers 

did not qualify for German citizenship.37 In fact, there was no formal 

path to citizenship for guest workers or their descendants until 2000.38 

The citizenship question regarding guest workers was a hot-button 

political issue from the mid-1970s to 2000, which underscores enduring 

concerns about citizenship, identity, and belonging in postwar 

Germany.39 As a subset of foreign immigrants, Turkish guest workers 

became, functionally, their own racial category under Balibar’s 

framework of neo-racism.40 Despite this limited, temporary 

understanding of immigration within this specific timeframe, 

eventually, immigration to Germany from Turkey, Greece, and 

Yugoslavia morphed into an informal and less strictly economically-

informed institution.41  

With more immigration that was not based on transnational 

labor agreements came more challenges in determining which Turkish 

 
37 Ibid., 128. 

38 Chin, The Guest Worker Question in Postwar Germany, 23.  

39 Ibid., 97. 

40 Ibid., 16 

41 Barbieri, Ethics of Citizenship, 28. 
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immigrants ought to “earn” German membership (or at least, residency) 

even if they had not necessarily proved themselves to be valuable 

economic assets. What it means to become German, in this case, is less 

clear because materiality and productivity are no longer appropriate 

benchmarks. This reality renders the citizenship status and 

“Germanness” of these immigrants and their families uncertain. The 

deciding factor may be the degree to which Turkish immigrants 

integrate—or perhaps be forced to assimilate—into mainstream white 

German culture as well as the willingness of Germany to view itself as 

a nation of immigrants or a nation of Germans and foreign guest 

workers.42 Challenges of integration result from colorism and religious 

difference.43 Although Turkish teahouses, shops, and cultural 

institutions, and Islamic places of worship are commonplace 

throughout Germany, this merely indicates Turkish participation in the 

German state, rather than necessarily suggesting Turkish integration, 

assimilation, or acceptance.44 

 
42 Ibid., 47. 

43 Chin, The Guest Worker Question in Postwar Germany, 16. 

44 Ehrkamp and Leitner, “Beyond National Citizenship,” 128. 
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Turkish immigrants were the largest naturalized group of 

foreigners in Germany by 1996. They accounted for 28 percent of all 

foreigners living in Germany at the time, but were 54 percent of 

naturalized foreigners, despite the fact that the term “guest worker” has 

transitory connotations rooted in conceptions of difference and 

colorism.45 Put differently, the word “guest” in this context suggests 

that these Turkish laborers would not be permanent residents. Even 

though Turkish immigrants made up the largest group of naturalized 

foreigners, they were just that—foreigners. These immigrants were not 

members of the ethnocultural German nation, but rather darker 

counterparts who were formally recognized as part of the state 

society.46 By the 1980s and 1990s, many Turkish-German immigrants 

transitioned from working in factories and mills to owning their own 

businesses.47 This complicates the status of guest workers and their 

 
45 Münz and Ulrich, “Immigration and Citizenship in Germany,” 12; Chin, The 

Guest Worker Question in Postwar Germany, 16. 

46 Barbieri, Ethics of Citizenship, 9. 

47 Sarah Thomsen Vierra, Turkish-Germans in the Federal Republic of 

Germany: Immigration, Space, and Belonging, 1961-1990 (Cambridge, U.K.: 

Cambridge University Press, 2018), 54. 
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descendants once they are not simply instruments of the German labor 

force. Until paths to citizenship emerged in 2000, these Turkish-

Germans remained in an uncomfortable limbo: they were still othered 

by white German society, but were no longer just guest workers in 

Germany. This liminality is particularly evident for second- and third-

generation Turkish artists and intellectuals, specifically filmmakers and 

authors who continually shape national German culture. For example, 

many second- and third generation Turkish-German filmmakers 

brought international attention to German national cinema, despite 

facing exclusion from white German culture.48 

An awareness of this othering and liminality is also pervasive 

in Turkish-German essays and short stories. Tom Cheesman describes 

Turkish-German literature as influenced by the internal globalization of 

Germany by Turkish immigrants, among others.49 Cheesman 

establishes that existing as a Turkish person in Germany contributes to 

 
48 Ayça Tunç Cox, “Three Generations of Turkish Filmmakers in Germany: 

Three Different Narratives,” Turkish Studies 12, no. 1 (2011): 115. 

49 Cheesman, Novels of Turkish-German Settlement, 12. 
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changing conceptions of “Germanness.”50 Zafer Şenocak, who 

immigrated as a child to West Germany in 1970,  is a Turkish-German 

author who began publishing migration narratives and essays in the late 

1980s. In his collection of essays titled Atlas of a Tropical Germany, 

Şenocak provides the perspective of a Turkish-German living in 

Germany during the 1990s. Şenocak’s preface of the collection, 

translated in English, is titled “To My Readers in the United States.” In 

it, he argues that multiculturalism is an essential part of immigration-

based countries like the United Kingdom and the United States; 

however, in his experience living there, he saw that Germany is no such 

place.51 As I conjectured from secondary scholarship, Şenocak also 

seeks to understand how to reconcile the well-entrenched notion of a 

white German volk and the realities of an increasingly multiethnic 

society.52 

 
50 Ibid. 

51 Zafer Şenocak, Atlas of a Tropical Germany: Essays on Politics and Culture, 

1990-1998, trans. Leslie Adelson (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

2000), xxxix. 

52 Ibid. 
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 Şenocak’s work is a small window into how non-white 

Germans talked about race in the 1990s. In his essay “Germany—

Home for Turks? A Plea for Overcoming the Crisis Between Orient and 

Occident,” Şenocak writes passionately about the pressures of 

integration. He cites that, by integration, white Germans expect 

“absolute assimilation, the disappearance of Anatolian faces behind 

German masks.”53 Although he does not specifically talk about race or 

color here, his clear delineations of ethnicity in terms of the genuine 

and false faces of Turkish-Germans is far more explicit than a plurality 

of white Germans writing on the subject. The idea of physically hiding 

a Turkish identity behind a German mask suggests the imperfections 

and oppressive nature of assimilation. Şenocak goes on to say that, 

when he was writing in 1991, he witnessed that even those who “wore 

a German mask” were not given the same citizenship privileges as their 

white counterparts in 1991.54 

 
53 Şenocak, Atlas of a Tropical Germany, 2.  

54 Ibid.  
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 In a narrative essay written in 1992 titled “Dialogue about the 

Third Language: Germans, Turks and Their Future,” Şenocak writes 

about an encounter he had with a Turkish girl in Istanbul. She pointedly 

asked him if he was a German or a Turk.55 Şenocak explained that he 

lived in Germany but was “very happy not to be a German.”56 Within 

the narrative, he was puzzled when the girl questioned him about his 

homeland, his identity as a Turkish-German, and whether he “sides” 

with the Turkish or with the Germans in times of distress.57 Hesitant to 

take sides, Şenocak admitted that Turkish-Germans were “building 

islands” for themselves in Germany; he too was inclined to turn inward 

and had recently begun seeing a Turkish dentist.58 This exchange 

illuminates the ways in which Turkish-Germans must navigate 

nebulous group membership and as a result of their identities, exist in a 

liminal space in society in which they are not white Germans but not 

only Turkish, either. Moreover, the self-segregation described in this 

 
55 Ibid., 32. 

56 Ibid., 33. 

57 Ibid., 34. 

58 Ibid. 
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encounter refers back to Şenocak’s preface: Germany is not (yet) a 

multicultural society. 

Within a larger anthology compiled in the 1990s titled Fringe 

Voices, a Turkish-German author who goes simply by Ayse offers a 

glimpse of how she perceives herself as second-generation, young girl 

in Berlin through her short stories. In “My Two Faces,” Ayse writes 

about how at home she is definitively a Turk, but at school, she is a 

German.59 Similarly to Şenocak, she feels like she has “two faces,” but 

unlike Şenocak, as a second-generation Turkish-German, she 

understands her German face to be more authentic than her Turkish 

face.60 She speaks well of her white German classmates, who accept 

her, and speaks contrarily of her darker Turkish family who assumes 

that her classmates are prejudiced. 61 Again, Ayse contributes to the 

notion that Turkish-Germans are neither entirely Turkish nor entirely 

 
59 Antje Harnisch, Anne Marie Stokes, and Friedemann Weidauer, Fringe 

Voices: An Anthology of Minority Writing in the Federal Republic of Germany 

(Oxford, U.K.: Berg Publishers, 1999), 238. 

60 Ibid. 

61 Ibid., 239 
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German. However, she provides a unique perspective about how she 

holds two distinct identities: one at home and one at school.  

However, in another short story titled “Putting Obstructions in 

Young Turks’ Way,’’ Ayse writes about other young white Germans 

who did not treat her so well. She acknowledges that “there are 

Germans who reject us Turks from the outset,” and so it is reasonable 

to her that some other Turkish-German girls she knows, whom she 

refers to simply as “Turkish girls,” separate themselves from 

Germans.62 More notably, she writes that the “German state doesn’t 

exactly help to remove people’s fears of one another.”63 This sentence 

is seemingly out of place; in a short story, there are usually not such 

blatant critiques of the way in which a government addresses race 

relations and ethnic tensions. Granted, this statement leads into a short 

narrative about the lack of Turkish and German integration in schools 

based on religious difference and language barriers for which Ayse 

suggests solutions, but such an upfront critique of race relations is 

 
62 Ibid., 243. 

63 Ibid. 
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significant. In short, although these literary primary sources alone are 

not enough to hypothesize how the majority of non-white Germans 

talked about race, these essays and short stories reveal the experiences 

of some Turkish-German creatives. Moreover, they confirm that non-

white Germans are willing to talk about race, unlike their white-

German counterparts. 

In summary, specific racial contexts from World War II 

impacted how white Germans interacted with Turkish immigrants 

between 1945 and 2000. In one view, white Germans viewed Turkish 

guest workers as foreign, exotic, and temporary economic tools 

necessary to bolster the German labor force after the war. Under this 

construction which understands Turkish guest workers as instruments, 

these guest workers were so innately different from white Germans that 

they were assumed to be unable to assimilate, even if they do integrate. 

As a result, Turkish-Germans continue to be plagued with the othering 

hyphen, regardless of if they are first, second, or third generation. 

Moreover, Turkish-Germans are decidedly their own class, as Etienne 

Balibar’s framework of neo-racism suggests. In other words, the neo-
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racism Turkish immigrants experienced is a blatant form of xenophobia 

suffered by many minority groups in Germany after the war, with one 

notable exception: Jewish people. German-Jews were treated better in 

postwar Germany, but this treatment did not extend to other minority 

groups, which may suggest that white German culture had not yet fully 

internalized the dangers of hyper-nationalism. Combined with primary 

accounts from Şenocak and Ayse, this may partly limit the utility of the 

Turkish-German-Jewish triangle as an intellectual framework.  

A more optimistic view suggested by Birgit Tautz is that white 

Germans, saddled with guilt about the Holocaust, are more willing to 

accept immigrants than other European nations. While this interpretation 

is plausible, the economic arguments that explain the influx of Turkish 

guest workers to Germany are more well-founded - after all, there is 

documentation of bilateral labor agreements and debates surrounding the 

Turkish-German citizenship question, but less concrete documentation 

of what I call the “correction narrative”. Although Turkish guest workers 

and their families were eventually granted a pathway to citizenship, this 

was not an option for Turkish-Germans until 2000. By denying them 
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citizenship for decades, white German political parties—and by 

extension, their constituents—signaled to Turkish-Germans that they not 

only did not, but that they should not, belong. Hesitance to address the 

citizenship issue raises more questions than it answers surrounding 

globalization and post-national citizenship. Like Şenocak suggests, 

Germany is not yet a multicultural nation state, and in order to become 

one, some scholars suggest that German citizenship should no longer be 

based on bloodline, which would require a reexamination of identity and 

belonging in Germany.64  

Who comprises the German volk? The answer is ever-

evolving as people in Germany, with hyphenated identities (like 

Turkish-German) or and non-hyphenated identities alike continue to 

live and work there. It remains difficult to officially gain German 

citizenship, especially for non-white immigrants who have been 

 
64 Ibid., 11. 
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historically viewed as guests. However, 

second- and third-generation immigrants 

have planted roots in Germany, and it is 

the only country many of them have ever 

known. These immigrants must decide if 

they want to be isolated on culturally 

Turkish islands within Germany like 

Şenocak, or if they want to be like this 

Turkish-German man who proudly 

asserted in 1989 that “we (Turkish-

Germans), are the people, too.”65   
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Introduction 

 The ideological rivalry between anarchists and Marxists is 

longstanding and well-documented, first emerging in the hostile 

debates held in the First International and continuing in contemporary 

radical movements. However, as both Marxism and anarchism are 

philosophies which are intimately concerned with the practical 

application of their respective principles, any meaningful discussion 

about their differences must consider not only their theoretical 

discrepancies but also how their divergent worldviews have manifested 

in the context of real sociopolitical struggles. Thus the primary goal of 

this paper is to assess how doctrinal and organizational disputes 

between anarchists and Marxists prevented a unified radical coalition 

from forming in Paterson, New Jersey at the turn of the twentieth 
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century, and, more specifically, to what extent their feud precluded a 

workers’ victory in the 1913 silk strike. 

 While this paper is in some ways a case study of Paterson, my 

aim is also to trace more generally the history of the rivalry between 

anarchists and Marxists as it manifested in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. Thus, while there is no shortage of polemics, 

speeches, and correspondence reflecting the bitter feud between the two 

radical factions, and while there are several detailed accounts of the 

Paterson strike, I analyze Paterson’s militant labor movement 

specifically from the perspective of this broader history of conflict 

between anarchists and Marxists. Additionally, this paper challenges 

the narrative that leftist organizers, particularly anarchists, were prone 

to failure due either to incompetence or being “out of touch” with the 

American working class. As shown below, in the early twentieth 

century radical unionism was prevalent throughout America’s working 

class—especially among its immigrant population—and the ultimate 

defeat of Paterson’s militant laborers was not inevitable, but rather 

owed to a variety of factors including government repression as well as 
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divergent priorities among Paterson’s radical factions. This paper will 

focus on the latter in an effort to demonstrate how theoretical disputes 

among radicals translated into practice, and how these disputes stymied 

collective organizing initiatives. In the case of Paterson, the anarchists 

who provided much of the organizational structure for the 1913 strike 

imbued it with a distinctly revolutionary character; for socialist party 

leaders striving for influence in mainstream politics, the commitment 

by the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) to the general strike was 

not seen as an economically or politically viable strategy. In other 

words, divergent political priorities translated to different levels of 

commitment to the professed goals of the strike, which eventually 

eroded the pan-left coalition that was needed to defeat the textile 

bosses. In the immediate aftermath of the strike, leaders from both the 

revolutionary and reformist factions instigated a vitriolic rivalry which 

precluded future collaboration. 

 To understand the silk strike of 1913 and both anarchists’ and 

socialists’ role in it, one must first understand the character of 

Paterson’s labor movement as it developed through the preceding 
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decades. With a geographic location that afforded the city vital natural 

resources, and also situated it at the nexus of several important raw 

goods markets, Paterson rode the tide generated by its burgeoning silk 

industry to become a northeast industrial powerhouse by the late 

nineteenth century.1  At the turn of the century, Paterson was America’s 

largest producer of silk, its economic engine being a majority foreign-

born workforce.2 Although the American anarchist movement 

developed on its own terms, it was precisely the immigrant status of 

many of these workers—and their consequent exclusion from electoral 

politics—which allowed radicalism to take root in their communities.3 

Indeed, Paterson’s integral position in the transnational anarchist 

movement was such that between 1895 and 1902 “virtually every 

leading figure of the Italian anarchist movement either visited or moved 

 
1 Richard D. Margrave, “The Role of the Paterson, N.J. Silk Industry in the 

19th-Century Atlantic Economy,” Northeast Historical Archaeology 4 (1975): 

54. 

2 Kenyon Zimmer, Immigrants Against the State: Yiddish and Italian 

Anarchism in America (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2015), 50.  

3 Ibid., 52-54. 
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to Paterson.”4 The nature of the 1913 struggle is thus inseparable from 

the longstanding tradition of anarchist organizing in the city. 

 The Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) is another 

essential component of this paper’s historical framework. Founded in 

Chicago in 1905, the revolutionary syndicalist union was not only 

instrumental in agitating labor actions throughout the country, but their 

annual conventions also served as an ideological battleground between 

various leftist factions. While the organization’s platform was initially 

a compromise between electoral socialists and “revolutionists” who 

rejected political action,5 the peace did not last. Following the ejection 

of Socialist Labor Party (SLP) leader Daniel De Leon at the IWW’s 

fourth annual convention, De Leon and his followers established the 

“Detroit IWW,” creating confusion and damaging the credibility of the 

bona fide organization. The struggles surrounding Local 152, 

Paterson’s IWW union, were a microcosm of the ideological battles 

 
4 Ibid., 54. 

5 Melvyn Dubofsky, We Shall Be All: A History of the Industrial Workers of the 

World (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1969), 83-86. 
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being waged on the national scale. Indeed, the split within the IWW 

over the question of “political action” directly instigated the conflict 

between “anti-political” anarchists and socialist politicians, both of 

which vied for the support of Paterson’s restless working class. 

Although its ideological and structural development was considerably 

influenced by anarchistic thinkers and principles, and its philosophy of 

revolutionary syndicalism emerged from the anti-authoritarian wing of 

the labor movement, the IWW was by no means an anarchist 

organization. Anarchists, however, were the ones to found Local 152 

and shape it according to their ultra-democratic worldview.6 Therefore, 

the conflict between the IWW and Paterson’s socialist parties can be 

analyzed as an iteration of the long-standing rivalry between anarchism 

and Marxism. The 1913 silk strike exposed the limits of the tenuous 

alliance between the IWW—which in Paterson was definitively aligned 

 
6 Zimmer, Immigrants Against the State, 79. 
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with the anarchists—and reformist socialist elements of the labor 

movement.7 

 This paper is divided into three sections. The first section 

outlines theoretical differences between anarchism and Marxism as 

they pertain to each camp’s respective organizational and political 

strategies. I anchor this theoretical discussion in the history of the 

International Workingmen’s Association (IWA), as there is notable 

continuity between the debates which took place first in the IWA and 

later in the IWW. The second section of the paper provides historical 

context for the 1913 strike by tracing the history of Paterson’s militant 

labor movement, highlighting the critical role of anarchist organizers as 

well as that of socialist groups such as the SLP. The final section of the 

paper will analyze the 1913 strike itself. Part of this work will be to 

assess the ways in which the events of the dramatic conflict can be 

viewed in continuity with preceding ideological and organizational 

 
7 Anne Huber Tripp, The I.W.W. and the Paterson Silk Strike of 1913 (Urbana: 

University of Illinois Press, 1987), xii. 
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conflicts as they played out in the First International, the IWW, and 

Paterson’s labor movement. 

 

“Authoritarians” and “Anti-Authoritarians” in the International 

 On September 28, 1964, approximately 2,000 workers from 

across Europe gathered at St. Martin’s Hall in London to witness the 

inauguration of the International Workingmen’s Association (IWA). 

The IWA, also commonly referred to as the First International, was not 

initially conceived as a revolutionary body, but rather as the foundation 

of a transnational support network of and for workers across the 

continent.8 Nevertheless, the organization quickly came to be seen by 

its more ideologically-driven members as a potential vehicle to 

disseminate their respective doctrines to an unprecedentedly large 

working class audience, with some aspiring to reform the organization 

to reflect their own political views. The most famous example of the 

 
8 Robert Graham, “Introduction,” in We Do Not Fear Anarchy—We Invoke It: 

The First International and the Origins of the Anarchist Movement (AK Press, 

2015). 
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IWA’s contentious internal dynamics is the rivalry between Karl Marx 

and Mikhail Bakunin. While their conflicts were partly shaped by 

personal and national prejudices, more relevant are the theoretical 

differences which were revealed in the course of their dispute. 9 

Primarily centered on the “political question,” these theoretical 

disagreements translated into a struggle to determine the organizational 

character of the IWA and fostered a culture of antagonism between 

anarchists and their “state socialist” opponents. Indeed, the rivalry 

between Marx and Bakunin undoubtedly compromised the viability of 

the First International, and ultimately initiated a legacy of conflict and 

mistrust between Marxists and anarchists which continued to hamper 

pan-left organizational efforts well into the twentieth century. 

 Marx, although initially a reluctant participant in the IWA, 

was commissioned by its delegates to prepare both the inaugural 

address and the provisional rules.10 He used what influence he had to 

 
9 Jean-Christophe Angaut, “The Marx-Bakunin Conflict at the International: A 

Clash of Political Practices,” Actuel Marx 1, no. 41 (2007): 1. 

10 Alvin W. Gouldner, “Marx’s Last Battle: Bakunin and the First 

International,” Theory and Society 11, no. 6 (November 1982): 854. 
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position himself as the predominant intellectual within the IWA and 

promote his own vision of a party-centric international workers’ 

movement. For example, in the “Inaugural Address,” Marx took the 

opportunity to praise “co-operative labor”—a reference to the mutualist 

school of his anti-authoritarian rival Pierre-Joseph Proudhon—but 

swiftly rescinds his enthusiasm in favor of political realism; he wrote: 

[T]he experience of 1848 to 1864 has proved that . . . 

excellent in principle and however useful in practice, 

co-operative labor, if kept within the narrow circle of 

the casual efforts of private workmen, will never be 

able to arrest the growth in geometrical progression of 

monopoly, to free the masses, nor even to perceptibly 

lighten the burden of their miseries. . . . To conquer 

political power has, therefore, become the great duty 

of the working classes.11 

While in writing the Inaugural Address and Provisional Rules he 

refrained from privileging members in agreement with similar political 

tendencies, Marx’s correspondence with Friedrich Engels reveals that 

he indeed believed the International to be more or less under their 

 
11 Karl Marx, “Inaugural Address of the International Working Men’s 

Association,” in Inaugural Address and Provisional Rules of the International 

Working Men’s Association (Original pamphlet, London, October 27, 1864), 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1864/10/27.htm.  

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1864/10/27.htm
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control.12 Thus Marx’s early attempts to orient the IWA decisively 

towards electoral political action, as well as his efforts to exclude 

“competing intellectuals” from the ranks of the organization,13 set the 

stage for conflict well before Bakunin joined in June 1868.14 

 As Bakunin gained influence in the International—in part due 

to the popularity of the International Alliance for Social Democracy’s 

platform, a federation which he founded and had also joined the 

IWA—Marx moved to settle the question of political action and 

thereby formally halt the anti-authoritarian advance throughout the 

organization.15 This “political question” in the context of the IWA was 

that of whether working class political action would be subordinated to 

a workers’ political party—the position endorsed by most Germans, the 

English, and certainly Marx—or, as Bakunin and his anti-authoritarian 

cohorts advocated, the workers’ movement would constitute a joint 

 
12 Gouldner, “Marx’s Last Battle,” 854. 

13 Ibid., 856. 

14 Graham, “The Founding of the International,” in We Do Not Fear Anarchy, 

57-80. 

15 Angaut, “The Marx-Bakunin Conflict,” 5. 
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struggle, including those who either participated in or abstained from 

electoral politics, against both the state and capitalism.16 Both sides 

wanted their position reflected in, and thereby legitimized by, the 

official program of the International. 

 There were many commonalities between Marx and Bakunin’s 

philosophies. To start, both passionately abhorred capitalist 

exploitation, and both believed that in order to end it, a massive popular 

workers’ movement was needed to instigate a global social revolution. 

However, questions about the role of the state in that revolution—the 

crux of the “political question” mentioned above—threw their 

differences into sharp relief. For Marx, proletarian control of the state 

was a necessary stage in the societal transition to socialism; in one of 

his more controversial statements, found in his Critique of the Gotha 

Program, Marx writes that “between capitalist and communist society 

lies the period of the revolutionary transformation of the one into the 

other. There corresponds to this also a political transition period in 

 
16 Ibid., 7. 
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which the state can be nothing but the revolutionary dictatorship of the 

proletariat.”17 Further, if the bourgeoisie uses the state to maintain its 

social and economic dominance, then it follows that proletarian seizure 

of the state is one of the essential steps in dismantling capitalist rule. 

For these reasons, Marx saw it as imperative that the IWA adopt a 

position that encouraged and prioritized workers’ control of the state 

via national political parties. 

 Bakunin, on the other hand, rejected Marx’s emphasis on 

electoral politics, arguing that one of the strengths of the International 

was precisely that it did not require its members to conform to any 

particular political or religious view; rather, the only essential criteria 

for joining was the “subordination” of such convictions to universal 

working class solidarity.18 He further argued that the omission of all 

“political tendencies” from the program of the IWA was a tacit 

 
17 Karl Marx, “Critique of the Gotha Program,” in The Marx-Engels Reader, 

ed. Robert C. Tucker (New York: Norton, 1978), 538. 

18 Mikhail Bakunin, “The Policy of the International,” in The Basic Bakunin: 

Writings 1869-1871, ed. Robert M. Cutler (New York: Prometheus Books, 

1992), 98. 
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admission by its founders that the inherently reactionary character of 

“bourgeois politics” was antithetical to the interests of workers.19 While 

elsewhere Bakunin wrote extensively of his disdain for the state, he 

believed these principles could be deduced from the program of the 

IWA itself and argued such in a series of articles in 1869. In addition, 

although these principles aligned with his own views, Bakunin also did 

not insist that new members adopt the same “anti-political” attitudes, 

believing such demands for ideological purity would provoke and/or 

alienate the political and cultural identities of various workers as well 

as compromise the autonomy of individual federations within the 

IWA.20 

 This ideological feud came to a head at the London 

Conference of September 1871, marking the beginning of “open 

hostilities” between Marx and Bakunin.21 At the gathering,  which 

 
19 Ibid., 99-100. 

20 Angaut, “The Marx-Bakunin Conflict,” 15. 

21 Ibid., 6. 
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Marx and Engels organized as a “private” conference,22 Marx advanced 

a resolution affirming the explicitly political mission of the IWA. He 

harkened back to the organization’s “Inaugural Address,” in which he 

declared that the conquest of political power took priority for the 

workers’ movement, and specifically that the “workingmen’s party” 

was to be the primary vehicle of this conquest.23 Despite the protests of 

Bakunin and his numerous allies, the resolution was solidified a year 

later at the Hague Congress—amid abnormal voting procedures24—as 

an amendment to the IWA’s Rules; article 7a of the modified charter 

thereafter read, “in its struggle against the united power of the 

propertied classes, the proletariat can only act as a class if it constitutes 

itself as a political party . . . .”25 At the same Congress, Bakunin and 

several other anti-authoritarians were expelled from the IWA on bogus 

charges of fraud and conspiracy; the General Council was also 

 
22 Graham, “Very Real Splits in the International,” in We Do Not Fear 

Anarchy, 167-196. 

23 Marx, “Inaugural Address of the International Working Men’s Association.” 

24 Graham, “Very Real Splits in the International.”  

25 Angaut, “The Marx-Bakunin Conflict,” n. 14. 
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transferred to New York City, “to the shock and dismay” of many of 

Marx’s allies.26 Marx and Engels had thus achieved decisive influence 

in the International and in many ways secured it as a vessel for their 

own ideological ends, but not without alienating their opponents and 

allies alike, politically and geographically. 

 In the short life of the International Workingmen’s 

Association, latent tensions between its Marxist and anarchist currents 

were laid bare and rapidly stretched to the breaking point; the bitter 

rivalry which tore apart pan-left congress would not be soon forgotten 

by either camp. As we will see below, the turbulent dynamics of the 

IWA—particularly the recurrent question of political action—

foreshadowed the disputes that would render an irreconcilable divide in 

the Industrial Workers of the World. 

Anarchism, Socialism, and the Labor Movement in Paterson, New 

Jersey 

 
26 Graham, “Very Real Splits in the International.”  
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 Located less than twenty miles northwest of the IWA’s new 

headquarters, the burgeoning industrial city of Paterson, New Jersey 

came to be one of the most important sites of anarchist activity in the 

world. By the early twentieth century, thousands of Paterson’s Italian 

immigrants had embraced anarchism, which for them was a response to 

the economic exploitation and ethnic discrimination they faced daily in 

the city’s textile mills. This working-class movement supported the 

activities of anarchist organizers, as well as some of the most 

prominent intellectuals in the Italian anarchist movement. With the 

formation of IWW Silk Workers’ Union Local 152 in March 1906, 

anarchists emerged at the forefront of Paterson’s militant labor 

movement. Yet anarchists faced formidable competition from reformist 

socialist elements in the IWW, as well as from socialist political parties 

in Paterson. Thus despite anarchists’ crucial role in the development of 

Paterson’s labor movement, ideological factionalism, in addition to the 

chronic problem of government repression, worked to subdue their 

influence in the city. 
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 Economic and political developments in Europe largely help 

to explain the rise of the Paterson silk industry, and in turn its anarchist 

movement. Beginning in the 1860s, mechanization led to widespread 

unemployment among European silk workers, leading entrepreneurs to 

graft the industry into the United States and thus capitalize on the 

surplus supply of labor which followed them across the Atlantic.27 

Paterson’s proximity to New York City, as well as the favorable water 

composition of the Passaic River, made it an ideal site for investment.28 

A large number of the silk workers who immigrated to Paterson in the 

1870s and 1880s were Italians who brought with them a long-standing 

tradition of labor militancy;29 their predisposition towards working 

class radicalism converged with several other factors to produce 

Paterson’s anarchist movement. These immigrants’ embrace of 

anarchism was not inevitable; indeed, the majority of them came from 
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the northern regions of Lombardy and Piedmont—especially the 

Piedmontese town of Biella—where the labor movement was primarily 

influenced by Mazzinian republicanism.30 However, a wave of 

government repression prompted a number of prominent Italian 

anarchists to emigrate to the United States in the 1880s, where they 

formed organizations and began circulating periodicals.31 The message 

of these veteran anarchists resonated with Paterson’s Italian 

immigrants, who daily faced squalid working conditions as well as 

ethnic discrimination. By the 1890s, those veterans joined with 

discontented workers to form a series of short-lived groups, finally 

establishing the more durable Right to Existence Group (Gruppo Diritto 

all’Esistenza) in 1895.32 

 The Right to Existence Group played the lead role in 

embedding anarchist ideology within Paterson’s Italian community. 

Founded by a cohort of Biellese weavers, the Group grew to host over 
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one hundred dedicated members by the year 1900 as well as hundreds 

of workers who offered varying levels of support.33 One of the most 

notable aspects of the Group’s legacy was its crucial role in 

disseminating anarchist literature, initially via its organ La Questione 

Sociale (The Social Question). Launched on July 15, 1895, QS fulfilled 

a “fundamental role” in the transnational Italian anarchist movement 

after new censorship laws barred the publication of anarchist 

periodicals in Italy. Thus, along with La Questione Sociale of Buenos 

Aires and L’Avvenire of São Paolo, the Paterson newspaper became 

one of the three remaining Italian anarchist periodicals in the world.34 

In Paterson, the paper helped establish a sense of common identity 

among the fragmented immigrant population by virtue of being printed 

in vernacular Italian; as such, it was inclusive to the city’s entire Italian 
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community and its circulation initially enjoyed rapid expansion.35 

Already sustaining itself by the end of its first year, QS’s success also 

allowed the Right to Existence Group to accrue valuable credentials in 

the radical community and work with some of the leading figures of the 

Italian anarchist movement. For example, in late 1895 the famous 

anarchist lawyer Pietro Gori embarked on an extensive speaking tour of 

the United States which was sponsored by the Group; he held over 250 

meetings in communities of newly-arrived Italian immigrants, many of 

which were hitherto unexposed to anarchist propaganda.36 Following 

Gori’s return, the editorship of QS changed half a dozen times before 

falling on one of the most prominent Italian anarchists of the day, 

Errico Malatesta.37 

 Malatesta’s transitory leadership helps to explain the distinctly 

working-class character of Patersonian anarchism, though his influence 

was limited by the particular history of Paterson’s labor movement. 
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Belonging to the organizzatori wing of Italian anarchists, Malatesta 

encouraged participation in non-hierarchical organizations as a 

necessary component of revolutionary praxis.38 Accordingly, he used 

his editorship of QS to advocate for anarchists’ involvement in the 

labor movement, with the caveat that anarchist principles should not be 

overshadowed by unionism’s singular focus on economic exploitation. 

Indeed, Malatesta was careful to distinguish his brand of “anarcho-

socialism” from syndicalism, which championed labor unions as the 

primary vehicle of social revolution; in response to the French 

syndicalist Pierre Monatte, he wrote: 

I favour the most active participation in the working-

class movement. . . . But in no way should that 

participation be considered as tantamount to a 

renunciation of our most cherished ideas. The 

working-class movement . . . is no more than a 

means—though doubtless it is the best of all means 

available to us. But I refuse to take that means as an 

end, and in the same way I would not want us to lose 

sight of the totality of anarchist conceptions, or . . . our 

other means of propaganda and agitation.39 
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Yet by the time Malatesta arrived in Paterson, the city’s anarchist 

community had established a firm tradition of labor organizing in 

which unions played a central role. Indeed, in organizing a multitude of 

strikes throughout the 1890s, anarchists showed they were not averse to 

forming formal unions of their own, e.g., the short-lived but 

consequential Lega di Resistenza fra i Tessitori Italiani (League of 

Resistance of Italian Weavers).40 As early as 1892, these strikes had 

also inspired cooperation between anarchists and Marxist organizations 

such as the Socialist Labor Party.41 If Paterson’s anarchists concurred 

with Malatesta that collective action was necessary to affect 

revolutionary change, they did not necessarily share his anxieties about 

anarchist principles potentially being eclipsed by those of unionism. 

Thus as revolutionary unions and the tool of the general strike became 

increasingly central to their struggles in the textile mills, many of 
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Paterson’s anarchists came to embrace a radical philosophy more akin 

to anarcho-syndicalism.42 

 In the first decade of the twentieth century, anarchists’ 

influence and organizational capacity in Paterson waxed and waned 

dramatically. Following a violent strike by textile workers in 1902—

over which the anarchist Luigi Galleani assumed leadership—their 

reputation suffered badly. In chronicling the events of June 18, the New 

York Times reported that “the Anarchists had urged” the striking silk 

dyers “on to madness,” blaming the radicals for nearly a dozen 

casualties.43 The failure of the 1902 strike thus damaged anarchists’ 

credibility within and without the labor movement. Yet La Questione 

Sociale remained active in the following years, and under the editorship 

of Catalan intellectual Pedro Esteve, the paper embraced syndicalist 

principles; anarchists also continued to participate in over a dozen silk 

worker strikes in 1903 and 1904 through the newly formed Unione fra 
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Tessitori e Tessitrici di Lingua Italiana (Union of Italian-Speaking 

Male and Female Weavers).44 

 Anarchist leadership in the labor movement was revitalized in 

1906 when they elected to incorporate their weavers’ Union into the 

Industrial Workers of the World. Ludovico Caminita, an anarchist 

writer who had migrated from Sicily in 1902, became one of the 

IWW’s most active Italian organizers; he used his post as editor of La 

Questione Sociale to closely align Paterson’s anarchist movement with 

the revolutionary union.45 Over the course of about a year and a half, 

Silk Workers’ Union Local 152 grew to more than 2,000 members 

while the IWW overall had more than 3,500 members in Paterson.46 In 

addition to its size, Local 152 was also a multi-ethnic alliance, and 

included members of the small syndicalist group Federazione Socialista 

Italiana (Italian Socialist Federation) as well as SLP partisans. Even 
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amid such ethnic and political diversity, Italian silk workers “who 

looked to the anarchists for direction” were the majority.47 

 Just two years after the founding of Local 152, however, 

internal divisions within the IWW had tragic consequences for 

Paterson’s radical community. Just as it had been in the First 

International, the question of political action was a subject of intense 

debate in the IWW’s initial years. More specifically, anti-authoritarian 

delegates argued that the “political clause” should be removed from the 

preamble of the IWW’s constitution so as not to obscure the 

revolutionary principles and goals of the organization.48 This effort was 

largely in response to Daniel De Leon, who allegedly aimed to place 

the IWW “under the tutelage of the SLP.”49 As these debates raged 
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48 The original preamble read, “[T]here can be no peace so long as hunger and 

want are found among millions of working people and the few, who make up 

the employing class, have all the good things of life. Between these two classes 

a struggle must go on until all the toilers come together on the political, as well 

as on the industrial field . . . without affiliation with any political party.” 

Emphasis added. Caminita was among the delegates who insisted that any 

endorsement of action on the “political field” be removed; Zimmer, Immigrants 

Against the State, 81. 

49 Dubofsky, We Shall Be All, 82. 



 
 
 
 

 273 

within the union, many radicals undoubtedly had the precedent of the 

First International in mind. For example in 1907, Cronaca Sovversiva 

(Subversive Chronicle), an Italian anarchist newspaper based in Barre, 

Vermont, published an article recounting the “intrigues” of the Marxist 

delegates who expelled Mikhail Bakunin from the IWA.50 Attempts 

such as this to put the conflicts within the IWW in continuity with the 

bitter feud that tore apart the IWA prove that bad blood remained 

between anarchists and Marxists in the twentieth century. 

 At the IWW’s fourth convention on September 24, 1908, the 

dispute resulted in a vote to expel De Leon from the organization, and 

another—by a smaller margin—to delete the political clause.51 

Although, lest this action be mistaken for an outright anarchist 

repudiation of electoral politics, the delegation voted three days later to 

reject alliances with political parties as well as “anti-political sects.”52 

Indeed, the IWW adopted a position remarkably similar to the one 
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Bakunin had advocated for in the IWA by opting for political neutrality 

rather than an explicitly anti-political stance. Regardless, De Leon and 

his followers responded by forming the “Detroit IWW,” which they 

maintained was the authentic organization. Attempting to incorporate 

Local 152 into the new organization, the socialists instigated a 

contentious legal battle for possession of the union’s documents, which 

Paterson police maintained custody of until 1910. By the end of the 

dispute, membership of each organization in Paterson had fallen below 

three hundred, directly undoing much of the anarchists’ efforts to build 

a revolutionary coalition.53 

 In addition to their struggle against the recalcitrant De 

Leonites, Paterson’s anarchist community was in the midst of a wave of 

government repression inspired by a series of violent crimes falsely 

attributed to anarchists. In July of 1907, Caminita was arrested under 

the faulty pretense of his involvement with the mail bombing of a 

Paterson judge; he fled Paterson the next year.54 Worse, in 1908, 
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Paterson’s mayor cooperated with President Theodore Roosevelt to 

have La Questione Sociale barred from circulation on the grounds that 

it advocated “murder by dynamite, the murder of enlisted men of the 

United States Army, the officers of the police force, and the burning of 

houses of private citizens.”55 Though the anarchists would regroup 

before the climax of 1913, the struggle against the Detroit IWW in 

combination with the government’s punitive campaign severely limited 

their influence in the interim.  

 

The Silk Strike of 1913 

By the beginning of 1913, tensions in Paterson’s silk industry 

had come to a bulbous head. What began as a walkout by several 

hundred weavers quickly grew into a general strike involving more 

than 25,000 workers representing about three hundred shops throughout 

Paterson. The original objective of the strike was to prevent the 

implementation of a multi-loom system, which would inevitably drive 
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down wages and increase unemployment; as the body of strikers 

rapidly expanded, workers added more demands including an eight-

hour day for all silk workers, a weekly minimum wage for dyers’ 

helpers as well as general wage increases, and ending discrimination 

based on union activity.56 Local 152, the nucleus of which was 

Paterson’s anarchist community, played the lead role in organizing the 

strikers. In July, the general strike was broken in favor of shop-by-shop 

settlements, leading the IWW and SPA to engage in a prolonged, 

highly publicized feud. Though the efforts of Paterson’s anarchists are 

often overlooked in historical accounts of the 1913 strike, they played 

an essential role in giving the strike its revolutionary character as well 

as crafting its democratic structure through their work in Local 152. 

In the years leading up to the strike, even amid an anti-

anarchist panic and stiff competition from the Detroit IWW, anarchists 

continued to participate in Paterson’s labor movement via Local 152 as 

well as through their own groups. Almost immediately following the 
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prohibition of La Questione Sociale, the Right to Existence Group 

renamed itself L’Era Nuova Group and launched an eponymous 

newspaper; like its predecessor, L’Era Nuova (The New Era) served as 

the unofficial organ of the local IWW.57 Over the next few years, the 

Chicago and Detroit IWWs continued their struggle for hegemony in 

Paterson. After leading several unsuccessful silk workers’ strikes, the 

SLP front’s influence diminished while Local 152 steadily regained 

momentum and membership.58 Indeed, the Socialist Party of America 

(SPA)—which itself began as a recalcitrant faction of the Socialist 

Labor Party—came to displace De Leon’s influence among Paterson’s 

socialists. When weavers at Paterson’s Doherty Mill launched what 

would become the largest general strike in the city’s history, however, 

they looked to Local 152 for leadership. 

The 1913 strike was originally a project of Local 152, which 

anarchists had a key role in organizing. In November 1912, Local 152 

and L’Era Nuova Group cooperated to establish the Eight-Hour League 
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in an effort to recruit silk workers throughout the city; the League’s 

objective was to prepare for a general strike whose central demand 

would be the codification of an eight-hour work day across the Paterson 

silk industry. The League quickly gained momentum and eventually 

earned the SPA’s endorsement, bolstering Local 152’s legitimacy.59 

However, in January 1913, after eight hundred weavers walked out of 

the Doherty Mill in protest of the plant’s multiple-loom system, Local 

152 likewise made reversing the four-loom system its priority.60 By the 

end of January, these Doherty weavers had taking their protest to other 

mills in the city and were calling on those plants’ workers to join them; 

the IWW followed their cue, and on February 18 voted to approve a 

general strike of all Paterson silk workers.61 By this time, several of the 

IWW’s most prominent leaders were in Paterson, including Elizabeth 

Gurley Flynn, Carlo Tresca, and Patrick Quinlan, with William “Big 
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Bill” Haywood arriving shortly after the official announcement of the 

strike. 

The IWW was not an anarchist organization per se, yet Local 

152’s democratic structure was certainly a product of Paterson’s 

longstanding tradition of anarchist organizing and indicative of 

revolutionary syndicalist structures in general. One example of this as it 

manifested in the 1913 strike was the Central Strike Committee 

organized by Local 152. The Committee consisted of two delegates 

from each factory (about half of them members of the IWW), with all 

proposals and decisions being subject to the approval of the rank-and-

file strikers.62 Leading figures in the strike acknowledged the 

anarchists’ contribution to the IWW’s success in Paterson; when 

Haywood arrived in Paterson, he observed that the core of Local 152 

was composed of “seasoned veterans,” including many of the local’s 

founding members—nearly all of which had been anarchists.63 

Likewise, Margaret Sanger, a feminist activist who was visiting from 
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New York, reported that “it is true that the Italian anarchists had been 

working among the silk workers for years . . . and when the strike was 

called this small minority formed the backbone of the strike, which 

gave to it most of its revolutionary momentum.”64 Paterson’s anarchists 

indeed had played an essential role in building the foundation of the 

strike through their work with Local 152, which, two weeks after the 

strike began, had grown from just nine hundred members to more than 

ten thousand.65 

Though overlooked by most historians of the strike, the 

anarchists’ efforts did not go entirely unnoticed by their 

contemporaries; both the IWW’s supporters and detractors seemed to 

associate the revolutionary union with anarchist principles. According 

to Sanger, for example, the IWW was not “merely a labor organization 

aiming only at a fatter pay envelope and a shorter working day . . . it is 
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an effort to create a new society based on their industry alone, where 

state or government control shall not exist, but instead a voluntary co-

operation of industrial unions . . . .”66 Despite their efforts to remain 

officially politically neutral, many observers nonetheless perceived the 

IWW to be an anarcho-syndicalist organization which—especially after 

the repudiation of De Leon and the SLP—did not have a place for 

political parties. As such, the union was subject to many of the same 

criticisms traditionally reserved for anarchists. For example, in April 

1913 a visiting organizer with the American Federation of Labor (AFL) 

declared “there is no settling a strike with an organization that says 

there is no God and no church.” She continued her tirade against the 

IWW: “Do not believe that your only way of emancipation is by tearing 

down all American institutions … Our organization frowns on violence 

and draws no line on religion and is one of which no honest man needs 

be ashamed.”67 Her characterization of the IWW as a group of violent, 
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atheistic nihilists is indeed reminiscent of the anti-anarchist panic of the 

previous decade. 

Yet conservative unionists were not the only ones to rebuke 

the IWW on the basis of patriotism; earlier that month, the SPA had 

issued a statement rejecting the “inflammatory” remarks of a visiting 

speaker Frederick S. Boyd. At a strike meeting the previous day, Boyd 

delivered a vitriolic speech in which he advocated for sabotage by the 

silk workers, as well as offered an analysis of the American flag as a 

symbol of police brutality and worker exploitation.68 While some IWW 

leaders also expressed reservations about Boyd’s speech, their concern 

was more to do with the Englishman’s remarks being interpreted as 

calls for violence.69 Thus it is of interest that the Socialists emphasized 

that they “have no fight with the flag,” despite the revolutionary 

doctrine supposedly undergirding their politics.70 Indeed, although the 

SPA had hitherto offered crucial support to the strikers—even 
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protesting in defense of IWW leaders who were arrested early in the 

strike—the alliance between the two groups was strained by the Boyd 

incident. The SLP’s need to appeal to voters—who were apparently 

sensitive to the IWW’s unpatriotic attitude—drove them to temporarily 

dissociate from the union and withdraw from high-profile activity in 

Paterson until May.71 

Despite these publicized disputes, there were many examples 

of cooperation between the revolutionary and reformist elements of the 

strikers. After incidents such as the Boyd controversy led to increased 

repression by Paterson authorities, the Socialist mayor of neighboring 

Haledon, William Brueckman, invited the strikers to assemble in his 

town.72 Beginning in April, thousands of strikers met weekly at the 

home of Pietro and Maria Botto, where they heard speeches from the 

IWW leaders as well as Socialist icons like Upton Sinclair; many 

visitors described the Haledon gatherings as shining examples of 
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working class solidarity.73 In late May, the SPA returned to support 

strikers on the legal and political fronts; Wilson B. Killingbeck, 

secretary of the New Jersey Socialist party, led a campaign affirming 

the strikers’ rights to free speech and assembly. By the first week of 

June, the IWW and SPA had resumed holding joint meetings.74 

This unity was not to last, however; immediately after the 

general strike came to an effective end, IWW and SPA adherents used 

their platforms to engage in a bitter and highly publicized feud. Though 

the workers entered June with optimism, the Paterson Strike Pageant 

held at Madison Square Garden—a re-enactment of the strike by the 

silk workers themselves—had failed to deliver much-needed financial 

relief.75 By early July, “hundreds of the strikers were in jail, children 

were starving and general ruin threatened the city of Paterson.”76 When 

on July 18 the first groups of workers broke the general strike by 
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agreeing to negotiate with individual shop owners, the SPA strongly 

supported these partitioned settlements.77 Indeed, the first segment of 

the workforce to break were the English-speaking ribbon weavers, who 

had always been resistant to the organizing efforts of anarchists and the 

IWW.78 One week later, Socialists began editorializing about the 

reasons for the strike’s failure, many of them harshly critical of the 

IWW. Jacob Panken, an immigrant lawyer and labor organizer, accused 

the Wobblies of a performative nihilism; in his view, they had 

eschewed a realistic set of demands for the sake of putting the 

revolutionary tactics of “direct action” on dramatic display.79 Other 

Socialists, including Brueckman, chided the IWW for undervaluing the 

SPA’s efforts during the strike.80 IWW adherents responded in kind, 

defending their tactics as well as questioning the motives of the 

Socialists. In a lengthy rebuttal to various criticisms of the IWW 

leadership, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn accused the SPA of sabotaging the 
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strike in order to discredit its revolutionary tactics. Of Louis Magnet, a 

strike leader among the ribbon-weavers, Flynn said: 

His desire was to wipe the strike off the slate in order 

to leave the stage free for a political campaign. . . . This 

man and the element that were behind him, the 

socialist element, were willing to sacrifice, to betray a 

strike in order to make an argument . . . ‘Industrial 

action has failed. Now try political action.’ . . . 

Industrial action failed, all right. But they forgot to say 

that they contributed more than any other element in 

the strike committee to the failure of the strike.81 

 

Other IWW adherents charged the Socialists with intentionally 

sabotaging the strike for the benefit of the more conservative AFL.82 

For months after the strike had ended (though the IWW never officially 

conceded defeat) vitriolic editorials emanated from both sides, sourly 

ending the period of collaboration between the IWW and SPA. 

 Yet there is evidence to suggest that this hostility was not 

necessarily embraced by the rank-and-file of each camp. According to 

Patrick Quinlan, an IWW leader in the strike as well as SPA member, 
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the Socialist mayoral candidate won 5,155 votes in Paterson’s 1913 

municipal elections—a 3,500 vote increase from the last election. 

Quinlan argued that the SPA’s good showing in Paterson and its total 

victory in Haledon—the borough “was captured completely by the 

Socialists”—were both dependent on the support of the cities’ silk 

workers, most of whom were associated with the IWW.83 Partisan as he 

was, he did not interpret the elections as a universal embrace of the 

SPA by those workers. Instead, their willingness to show support for 

the party, despite its tempestuous relationship with the IWW, reflected 

the “lesson of class solidarity” they had learned during the strike.84 It is 

questionable whether the anarchists behind Local 152 had encouraged 

their adherents to support the SPA in the 1913 election; though 

Quinlan’s account does seem to demonstrate a disconnect between 

these rank-and-file workers and their leaders when it came to inter-

organizational disputes. Indeed, had the leaders of either the IWW or 

SPA refrained from the acrimonious debates following the strike, 
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perhaps Paterson would not have marked the end of their collaborative 

relationship. 

 

Conclusion 

 The debate over political action, along with the questions of its 

practical and moral implications, have long plagued efforts to create 

pan-left coalitions. The tumultuous manifestation of this debate in the 

First International seems to have set an insuperable precedent of 

hostility between Marxists and anarchists, seemingly precluding the 

possibility of collaborative action between these two groups. Yet in the 

decades following the Marx-Bakunin controversy, there were numerous 

examples of cooperation between libertarian radicals and members of 

socialist political parties. Indeed, Paterson saw more than a decade of 

solidarity between its anarchist and socialist communities until the 

IWW’s fateful convention in 1908. When the city’s militant labor 

movement reached its apex in 1913, the same ideological conflicts 

which had hitherto undermined many leftist alliances again resurfaced, 

with the leaders of both the “revolutionist” and reformist camps being 
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all too eager to lambast their theoretical adversaries in the aftermath of 

the tragic strike. As in the First International, and in the IWW less than 

a decade earlier, the rhetoric employed by the leaders of each radical 

faction served to exacerbate practical and structural conflicts to the 

point that their disputes appeared intractable, and cooperation became 

impossible.  
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THE HISTORY AND LASTING INFLUENCE OF THE 

NUREMBERG TRIALS 

 

 MATTHEW STROTHER 

 COLLEGE OF WILLIAM & MARY 

 

 
On July 26, 1946, Justice Robert H. Jackson delivered his 

closing statement for the American prosecution at Nuremberg. Nearly 

five months of trial and many more of planning had led to this final 

moment for Jackson to address the tribunal. What resulted was a 

message three times shorter than those of his fellow prosecutors.1 This 

comparatively short-winded summation of the American count of 

conspiracy was of no surprise to those closely associated with the trial, 

including Telford Taylor, the key source for my research and a valued 

member of the American Prosecution. Jackson had spent most of his 

efforts maintaining the leading American conceptions of international 

law while appeasing the other major powers that comprised the 

International Military Tribunal.  

 
1 Telford Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials: A Personal Memoir 

(New York: Knopf, 1992), 494. 
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 While the question of whether to try the major German war 

criminals seems obvious now, it was the source of serious contention as 

World War II came to a close. Questions about the precedent of an 

international trial and whether to deal with the Nazi elite politically 

were rampant as prospects for an Allied victory improved. This paper 

will highlight the historical and legal precedent which was used to 

justify the Nuremberg Trials; how an International Tribunal came to be; 

the complications associated with the trials; and if the “Nuremberg 

Legacy” remains a positive or negative one.  

 General principles for the “laws of war” reached an 

international audience at The Hague in 1899 and again in 1907 when a 

“Convention with Respect to the Laws and Customs of War on Land” 

was signed by the United States and all the major European powers.2 

While many of the principles of conduct were incorporated into the 

military laws of the major powers, the means of enforcement and the 

punishments for violations were never specified. As such, these 

 
2 Ibid., 10. 
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conventions failed to impose limitations on the “sovereign right to 

make war.”3 While the legal significance of these conventions was 

minimal, the effect which they had on public concern for war crimes 

was palpable and would be expanded as a result of the events 

surrounding World War I.  

 Although public concern for war crimes was expanding, the 

action taken against Kaiser Wilhelm II in the aftermath of World War I 

did not reflect it. The issue of war crimes was the first topic on the 

agenda at the Paris Peace Conference, and a commission was 

established to report back on the matter. United States Secretary of 

State Robert Lansing, whose views on war crimes were “fiercely 

conservative,” was elected chairman of this commission.4 In a report 

which bears resemblance to much of what was discussed around 

Nuremberg, the commission found that the Central Powers involved 

had launched a “war of aggression” in violation of several treaties. 

Under existing international law, the criminality of aggressive war had 

 
3 Ibid., 11. 

4 Ibid., 1. 
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not yet been established; however, the commission deemed such 

conduct sufficient to be condemned, as to be made an offense for the 

future. In addition, the commission recommended the trial of the Kaiser 

before an international tribunal; however, Secretary of State Lansing 

had expressed the fear of “victors’ justice,” and President Wilson 

requested a report rejecting the formation of a tribunal and opposing the 

trial of the Kaiser.5 Prime Minister Lloyd George of Great Britain, 

however, made it clear that he refused to sign any treaty which failed to 

punish the Kaiser. The compromise which resulted changed the charge 

from “responsibility for war crimes” to “a supreme offence against 

international morality and the sanctity of treaties.” Although neither 

charge had any roots in international legal doctrine, the changes which 

Wilson and Lansing had advocated for made the Dutch even less likely 

to make the Kaiser available for trial. As such, no trial of the Kaiser 

took place and the hopes of the European powers “to use the victorious 

peace as an occasion for confirming and expanding the international 

 
5 Ibid., 15. 
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law of war foundered on the rocks of American opposition.”6 Fear of 

“victors’ justice” had effectively stagnated legal progress.  

 While war crimes were largely left unpunished and few 

provisions were created for them in the Versailles Treaty, World War I 

stimulated public demand for measures to prevent such slaughter and 

destruction from occurring again. In response, public attitudes toward 

the laws of war led to a series of international commitments in the late 

1920s. The first of these commitments was made by Aristide Briand 

and Gustav Stresemann, the foreign ministers of France and Germany, 

respectively. Briand and the French ended their occupation of the Ruhr 

while Stresemann and Germany resumed with their reparations 

payments as prescribed by the Treaty of Versailles. As a result, 

Germany was admitted into the League of Nations in 1926 and the two 

men shared the Nobel Peace Prize.7  

 Briand would continue to build on the pacifist platform and in 

1928, he and United States Secretary of State, Frank B. Kellogg, would 

 
6 Ibid., 16. 

7 Ibid., 19. 
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propose the Treaty for the Renunciation of War as an Instrument of 

National Policy. Known also as the Kellogg-Briand Pact, the treaty was 

signed and accepted by forty-four nations, excluding the Soviet Union. 

While the treaty was an impressive commitment, its provisions did 

little to contribute to the generally accepted laws of war. Nevertheless, 

attitudes toward these laws had undergone a “sea change,” as the public 

united behind the treaties.8 

 Professor Sheldon Glueck dedicated a chapter of The 

Nuremberg Trial and Aggressive War to the Kellogg-Briand Pact, in 

which he used the opinion of Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson as his 

guide. Stimson suggested that while the pact did not rest upon the use 

of force by any signatory in the case that the pact is violated, it did “rest 

upon the sanction of public opinion, which can be made one of the 

most potent sanctions of the world.”9 Stimson’s statement was made in 

an attempt to quell some of the confusion surrounding the pact and the 

 
8 Ibid., 20.      

9 Sheldon Glueck, The Nuremberg Trial and Aggressive War (New York:  A.A. 

Knopf, 1946) 18. 
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criminality of aggressive war for the purpose of making a trial after 

World War II seem valid. While such an attempt is respectable, there 

were still a number of questions that needed to be answered, such as the 

question of whether Germany could be held in violation of a treaty that 

it had renounced. While definite answers during this period were hard 

to come by, it is clear that “a kind of normative consensus against the 

waging of aggressive war was arising in the early part of the twentieth 

century.”10  

 Such a “consensus” provides some explanation for the 

explosion of war crimes trials after World War II; however, what most 

necessitated the need for justice was the “perceived evil of Nazism.”11 

Public opinion following World War II was much different than what 

followed World War I. Regardless of whether the Nazi elite were to be 

given the right to trial or not, their actions would not go unpunished.  

 
10 Larry May, Aggression and Crimes against Peace (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2008), 147. 

11 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 21. 
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 On January 13, 1942, prospects for the unconditional 

surrender of the German army seemed unlikely and the establishment 

of a commission for the punishment of war crimes would certainly have 

seemed premature. Such was the case of the Inter-Allied Commission 

composed of the nine governments-in-exile meeting at St. James’s 

Palace in London. This commission soon proposed the Declaration of 

St. James which was signed in January and submitted to the big three—

Winston Churchill, Franklin Roosevelt, and Josef Stalin—in July. 

While what they produced in this declaration did little to affect the 

mindset of the Nazi leaders, it was the first request for the major Allied 

powers to punish war crimes through the “channel of organized 

justice.”12  

 Churchill and Roosevelt announced their support for the 

proposal while Stalin added that such a trial needed to take place in 

front of a special international tribunal. Conversations advanced and on 

October 7, 1942 the United Nations Commission for the Investigation 

 
12 Ibid., 25. 
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of War Crimes (United Nations War Crimes Commission, or UNWCC) 

was proposed by both Roosevelt and British Lord Chancellor Sir John 

Simon.13 Although the establishment of this commission was 

impressive, its success was highly questionable. The retirement of Cecil 

Hurst and the rise of Herbert Pell, a New York lawman and friend of 

Roosevelt, to the position of chairman to the UNWCC led to some 

tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union. Russian 

jurists, most notably A.N. Trainin, viewed Pell’s ascension as a signal 

of the commission becoming more sympathetic to dealing with war 

criminals politically, rather than through summary justice.14 The Soviet 

Union would never join the commission. Their distrust of the other 

major powers would be given credence in the years following.  

 On November 1, 1943, Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin 

released a declaration on war crimes at the Moscow Conference. The 

concluding paragraph of this declaration was written by Churchill and 

 
13 Ibid., 26. 

14 Charles Prince, “UGOLOVNAYA OTVETSTVENNOST GITLEROVTZEV 

(Criminal Responsibility of the Hitlerites) (Book Review),” American Bar 

Association Journal 31, no. 7 (1945): 366-68. 
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requested that the war criminals be “punished by a joint decision of the 

Governments of the allies.”15 Such a statement weakened the UNWCC 

and lent itself to the interpretation that the German major war criminals 

should be dealt with by a political decision. This sympathy toward 

political methods of punishing the major war criminals was exactly 

what Trainin had feared. However, there was still much time between 

the release of this statement and the end of the war. As prospects for 

victory improved, so too did the amount of attention which Britain and 

the United States could spend on developing their plan for punishing 

war criminals. 

 Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy as Nazi Party leader, created a 

sensation when he made his mysterious flight to England in 1941.16 In 

response, Ivan Maisky, the Soviet Ambassador to Britain, suggested 

that an international tribunal be established for major war criminals 

despite Hess being the only such person in custody. Eden, then Foreign 

Secretary of Britain, responded that the principal Nazi leaders’ “guilt 

 
15 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 29.     

16 G.M. Gilbert. Nuremberg Diary (New York: Farrar, Straus, 1947), 10.  
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was so black” that it was “beyond the scope of any judicial process.” 

Eden was not alone, however, as both Churchill and Lord Simon 

supported this view and held that an international tribunal was 

unnecessary and should be avoided. While they insisted that the major 

war criminals be dealt with politically, they viewed national tribunals 

for the lesser individuals accused of breaking the laws of war as 

entirely proper.17 This view was especially prevalent in the 

impassioned Lord Simon, whose view would eventually transform into  

his namesake summary execution plan.  

 Lord Simon used the legal precedent of outlawry in order to 

produce this execution plan. In his paper “Outlawry and Hitler and 

Company,” released November 10, 1943, Simon based his argument on 

medieval legal practices in which an “outlaw” could be legally put to 

death by anyone who caught him.18 Similarly, Churchill resorted to 

ancient concepts of “outlawry” to “avoid the tangles of legal 

 
17 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 29.  

18 Lord Simon, “War Criminals – Various” (Prime Minister’s Papers, London, 

1943), 4/100/13. 
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procedure.”19 Recall the mishandling of the Kaiser at the end of the 

First World War. It was the priority of British political leaders to avoid 

such an embarrassment from ever happening again. As such, any idea 

of judicial proceedings against Axis Leaders was abandoned by the 

British from the outset.20  

 While Richard Overy’s discussion on “outlawry” is important 

for its look at the precedent for the British Summary Execution Plan, it 

can be a little misleading. It is important to remember that the British 

position toward lesser war criminals was much less severe. Churchill 

was quick to remind those around him of this. At a dinner hosted by 

Stalin in November 1943, a bizarre confrontation between Churchill 

and Stalin brought up the issue of mass execution. Stalin had teased 

Churchill for his “affection for the Germans” and declared that if he 

had the chance, he would “liquidate” up to 50,000 of the German 

General Staff. While it was clear that Stalin was “joking,” Churchill 

 
19 Winston Churchill, “Treatment of Major War Criminals” (Prime Minister’s 

Papers, London, 1943), 4/100/10. 

20 R.J. Overy, Interrogations: The Nazi Elite in Allied Hands, 1945 (New York: 

Viking, 2001), 7.     
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took it seriously and angrily declared that neither he nor the British 

public would tolerate such a mass execution of these lesser criminals.21 

However, both Churchill and the British public would evidently 

tolerate the mass execution of the German high criminals. The resulting 

plan created by Lord Simon called for the creation of a list of war 

criminals who, upon proof of identification, would be executed.22 

Meanwhile, the United States remained without a dominant 

opinion on how war crimes were to be punished at the war’s 

conclusion. The UNWCC had discussed such legal issues as the 

criminality of aggressive war and crimes against humanity, however, 

they were decidedly split and did little to shape what would eventually 

be discussed at Nuremberg.23 On the other hand, the role of Secretary 

of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau suggested that the United States 

preferred the basis of a political decision over the use of an 

international tribunal in summer of 1944. Considering this, it is no 

 
21 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 30. 

22 Ibid. 

23 Ibid., 28. 
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surprise that at Quebec on September 15, 1944, Roosevelt, 

accompanied by Morgenthau, approved to send Marshal Stalin Lord 

Simon’s plan for war criminals, and “to concert with him a list of 

names.”24 Also approved at Quebec was the infamous Morgenthau Plan 

which sought to make Germany into a country “primarily agricultural 

and pastoral.”25 In the coming months, both plans died hard.  

Public reaction to the Morgenthau plan was sharply adverse. 

As a result, war crimes policy formation proceeded with no significant 

participation from Morgenthau and his staff.26 Meanwhile, Churchill 

met Stalin on October 22, 1944. Churchill wrote to Roosevelt that 

“Uncle Joe” had taken the “unexpectedly ultrarespective line” that no 

executions could take place if there were no trials.27 While Stalin’s 

response had surprised Churchill, it was consistent with Soviet practice 

during the terror of the 1930s, in which the victims were afforded due 

 
24 Ibid., 31. 

25 Ibid. 

26 Ibid., 34. 

27 Ibid., 31. 
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process of law before execution or a “spell in the camps.”28 Soviet 

conceptions of due process of law during this period, however, did not 

match that of the Anglo-American system. Instead, show trials were the 

preferred manner of dealing with those whom the Soviets deemed 

guilty.  

Moving forward, the void left by Morgenthau’s diminishing 

position was filled by Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson and the war 

department. In the following months, Stimson took steps to foreclose 

the British Summary Execution Plan. However, as American political 

leaders became sympathetic to the possibility for trials by an 

international tribunal, British leaders remained strongly adverse. In 

April 1945, Roosevelt sent Judge Samuel Rosenman to London to see 

if their views had changed since meeting with Stalin. On April 12, Lord 

Simon and the British War Cabinet concluded that a trial for the 

principal Nazi Leaders was out of the question.29 That same day, 

 
28 Overy, Interrogations, 8. 

29 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 32. 
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President Roosevelt died and Rosenman returned at once to 

Washington.  

Negotiations on how to handle the war criminals were moved 

to the United Nations Conference on International Organizations at San 

Francisco in May 1945. President Harry Truman succeeded Roosevelt 

as president and was openly against summary execution.30 On May 3, 

1945, the British War Cabinet would eventually capitulate. While 

ruling that it “still sees objections to having formal state trials for the 

most notorious war criminals,” if the cabinet’s allies remain convinced 

that such trials are necessary then they are willing to accept “their 

views on this principle.”31 

As the Treasury Department faltered, the War Department 

placed responsibility for war crimes and planning on the Office of the 

Judge Advocate General (JAG). However, the source of the proposals 

which would become the “Nuremberg Ideas” were found elsewhere in 

 
30 Ibid., 34. 

31 Ibid., 33. 
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the department.32 Colonel Murray Bernays, a member of the personnel 

Branch of the Army General Staff and a successful New York lawyer 

in peacetime, was concerned with finding a legal basis for punishing 

the prewar German atrocities which the State Department viewed as 

being outside the scope of the “laws of war,” and developing a 

procedure for dealing with the hundreds of thousands of members of 

the SS and other such Nazi organizations involved.33 

In a September 15, 1944, memo, Bernays provided a solution 

to these lingering questions. To combat the first problem, Bernays 

resorted to the Anglo-American law of criminal conspiracy. He 

reasoned that if members of Nazi organizations agreed amongst 

themselves prior to the war to commit violations against the laws of 

war, such conduct would be punishable as a part of the conspiracy to 

commit wartime atrocities. As for the second problem, Bernays argued 

that once an organization was convicted on the charge of conspiracy, 

 
32 Ibid., 35. 

33 Ibid. 
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all its members could be charged on proof of insurance alone.34 While 

the practicality of these solutions seemed undeniable, some moral 

questions arose. There was some confusion as to how concepts of 

conspiracy which was weakly grounded in Anglo-American legal 

systems would be accepted by the other major powers. Also, was his 

solution to the second problem not just an inverted British summary 

plan? Regardless, Bernays’ proposal had picked up quite a bit of steam 

after its release, and eventually Stimson would approve and pass it 

along to the State and Navy Departments for a complete investigation.35 

As October moved along, Stimson viewed the concept of 

conspiracy more and more as the proper course in trying the Nazi 

leaders.36 Other members of the War Department attempted to relay 

some of their personal ideas to Stimson. Colonel William Chanler, 

Deputy Director of Military Government, brought forward the idea for 

a war crimes trial for Italian leader Benito Mussolini which drew upon 

 
34 Ibid., 36. 

35 Ibid. 

36 Henry L. Stimson and McGeorge Bundy, On Active Service in Peace and 

War (New York: Harper, 1948), 586. 
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an indictment with the charge of engaging in “unlawful warfare against 

peaceful actions.” While Stimson viewed Chanler’s proposal as beyond 

current international legal thought, he became increasingly convinced 

of the great moral and political importance of establishing the 

criminality of aggressive war under international law.37  

With the British War Cabinet’s capitulation, the surrender of 

Nazi Germany, and the efforts of the U.S. War Department in mind, the 

establishment of an international tribunal seemed inevitable. On May 2, 

1945, President Truman released the following executive order: 

At my request, Mr. Justice Robert H. Jackson, in 

addition to his duties as Justice of the Supreme Court, 

has accepted designation as Chief of Counsel for the 

United States in preparing and prosecuting charges of 

atrocities and war crimes against such of the leaders of 

the European Axis powers, and their principal agents 

and accessories, as the United States may agree with 

any of the United Nations to bring to trial before an 

international military tribunal.38  

      

 
37 Ibid., 37. 

38 Harry Truman “President Harry S. Truman’s Public Papers (1945-1953),” 

Harry S. Truman Presidential Library & Museum, National Archives, May 2 

1945, https://www.trumanlibrary.org/publicpapers/index.php?pid=29. 

https://www.trumanlibrary.org/publicpapers/index.php?pid=29
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With this executive order, the “channel of organized justice” won out, 

and the United States announced its desire for a united trial amongst the 

Allied Powers. 

 Justice Robert H. Jackson was an interesting candidate to lead 

the United States into the formation of the International Military 

Tribunal. He had a rural upbringing in western New York and did not 

attend college. As such, he was one of the last nationally prominent 

lawyers to gain admission to the bar via apprenticeship. Jackson soon 

established himself as an able lawyer and due to his Democratic Party 

Preference, had ascended through the ranks from Attorney General to 

Associate Justice of the United States Supreme Court in July 1941.39 

Aside from his talent in the courtroom, what got Jackson this new 

position was his experience and interest in the international law. In an 

address to the Inter-American Bar Association at Havana in March 

1941, he declared that “aggressive wars are civil wars against the 

international community” and that under the Kellogg-Briand Pact, the 

 
39 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials,  43. 
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Axis powers were violating their obligations. As a result, Neutrals were 

justified in providing aid for their victims.40 Secretary of War Stimson 

shared similar views on aggressive war and would declare that 

Nuremberg’s attempt to make aggressive war a punishable crime was 

its greatest glory.41 Nevertheless, such an inclusion proved to produce 

more problems than solutions for the advancement of the international 

law.  

 Justice Jackson was confident about establishing an 

international tribunal. He, unlike some of those around him, did not see 

the problem of jurisdiction nor the problem of finding recognized law 

to determine the war criminals’ guilt as being insurmountable. Instead, 

he looked forward to the challenge, citing that “courts try cases, but 

cases also try courts.”42  

 Justice Jackson’s first order of business was to assemble his 

staff. First up, Sydney Alderman, a lawman who had impressed 

 
40 Ibid., 44 

41 Stimson and Bundy, On Active Service, 588. 

42 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 45.     
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Jackson with his arguments brought to the Supreme Court. Jackson was 

to bring him on as his “first assistant.” Next were Major General 

William J. Donovan, Colonel John Amen, and General Francis Shea. 

At the request of Stimson, Colonel Bernays was reluctantly added.43 

After the formation of his staff, Jackson focused on collecting evidence 

which could be used on trial. He began this pursuit by electing Colonel 

Amen to the position of head of the Interrogations Division. Jackson 

then instructed the war department to deny suspected war criminals the 

normal privileges accorded to prisoners of war, and to keep them under 

‘stern control,’ ready for interrogation.44 While interrogations began, 

problems at fulfilling the evidentiary aims of Jackson were starting to 

mount.  

 To combat this problem Telford Taylor suggested that the bulk 

of Jackson’s staff should be moved to Europe for evidence gathering.45 

Once in Europe, Jackson met with the British War Crimes Executive 

 
43 Ibid., 46.     

44 Overy, Interrogations, 60. 

45 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 52. 



 
 
 
 

 315 

(BWCE) whose ideas suggested that Britain was still stuck on a 

political decision. While Jackson was disappointed with the BWCE, the 

British accepted his plan to seek judgments against the Nazi 

organizations, and it was agreed that the French and the Russians 

should be invited to London to discuss a protocol for trial.46 

 After returning to Washington, Jackson released his report to 

President Truman on June 6, 1945.47 As for the responsibility of the 

United States given its custody of many Nazi leaders, he reasoned that 

to free or punish them without trial would “mock the dead and make 

cynics of the living.”48 Trials would be necessary in order to “establish 

incredible events by credible evidence.” Through credible evidence the 

charges of “violations of International Law,” “atrocities and 

persecutions on racial and religious grounds,” and “wars of aggression” 

 
46 Ibid., 53.  

47  Taylor writes that it was released on the 7th, however, the official release 

Department of State Publication sets the date as June 6, 1945. 

48 Robert H. Jackson, Report of Robert H. Jackson, United States 

Representative to the International Conference on Military Trials London, 

1945, U.S. Dept. of State. Publication; 3080, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. 

Print. Off., 1949, 46. 
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would be made against them.49 After Jackson appealed to the logic of a 

trial, he moved to discuss the ethos of such a trial. Jackson’s appeal was 

as follows:  

Any legal position asserted on behalf of the United 

States will have considerable significance in the future 

evolution of International Law. In untroubled times 

progress toward an effective rule of law in the 

international community is slow indeed. Inertia rests 

more heavily upon the society of nations than upon 

any other society. Now we stand at one of those rare 

moments when the thought and institutions and habits 

of the world have been shaken by the impact of the 

world war on the lives of countless millions. Such 

occasions rarely come and quickly pass. We are put 

under a heavy responsibility to see that our behavior 

during this unsettled period will direct the world’s 

thought toward a firmer enforcement of the laws of 

international conduct, so as to make war less attractive 

to those who have governments and the destinies of 

people in their power.50 

 

Public reaction to this report was profound. Discussions on Jackson’s 

inclusion of the charge of aggressive war were not lacking; however, 

the overwhelming impression that the report made was positive. It was 

 
49 Ibid., 50.  

50 Ibid., 55. 
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an eloquent and moving state paper that quieted many of the dissenting 

voices.51 While this report proved a success for Jackson, the next phase 

was significantly more challenging.  

 On June 18, Jackson and his staff moved to work in London. 

Jackson, Donovan, Shea and Alderman stayed at the prestigious 

Claridge’s Hotel while the others resided much less fashionably. 

Bernays was upset about such accommodations which did not help with 

an already growing bitterness.52 Telford Taylor, whom I mentioned 

earlier, wrote of Bernays: “His initial contributions to the Nuremberg 

Enterprise were unique and substantial, but his talents were conceptual 

rather than operational, and after the general shape of the project was 

established, he was edged out of leadership by stronger and more 

versatile men.”53 While Bernays was left behind by his colleagues, his 

initial proposal serves as a good measure for what was accomplished by 

the four-power conference at London.  

 
51 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 55.     

52 Ibid., 56. 

53 Ibid., 48. 
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 In the preface to his “Report on the International Conference 

on Military Trials in London,” Jackson lamented that “the four nations 

whose delegates sat down in London to reconcile their conflicting 

views represented the maximum divergence in legal concepts and 

traditions likely to be found among occidental nations.”54 Evidence for 

such a statement can be found in nearly every stage of the conference; 

firstly, in the Soviet proposal to delete all the provisions for the trial of 

the Nazi organizations because they had already been dissolved by the 

occupying governments. In the background of such a statement was the 

belief that the war criminals had already been convicted under the 

Moscow and Crimea Declarations. Jackson, who had already been 

swayed to distrust the Russians, responded sharply to the Soviet 

position and suggested that separate national trials were perhaps the 

best way to reconcile their fundamental differences.55 While this might 

have been true, the Russians were quick to point out that this was in 

direct opposition to the Moscow Declaration which held that the 

 
54 Jackson, Report of Robert H. Jackson, V.     

55 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 58.     
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punishment of the major war criminals was to be a common task of the 

United Nations.  

 As much as Jackson wished to exclude the Russians from his 

vision of an international trial, their views were not that much different 

from his own. Russian conceptions of the crime of aggressive war in 

the early 1930s strongly critiqued international law for its failure to 

“play a role in the struggle of warlike aggression.”56 However, if 

Russian legalists like Trainin really held such strong beliefs on the 

criminality of aggressive war, why had the Soviet Union instigated the 

Winter War from 1939-1940? Regardless, Stalin’s rejection of the 

summary execution plan and subsequent recommendation for an 

international military tribunal were vital for changing American 

sympathies toward a trial. Jackson had no choice but to include the 

Russians going forward.  

 
56 Michelle Jean Penn, “The Extermination of Peaceful Soviet Citizens: Aron 

Trainin and International Law” (PhD diss., University of Colorado, Boulder, 

2017), 75. 
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 While discussions remained tense between the Americans and 

the Russians, the more pressing question was how the Anglo-American 

legal system could be “married” to the legal systems of the French, 

German, and Russians. The Common-Law, or adversarial, legal system 

in Anglo-American countries did not require evidence to be attached to 

the indictment and as a result the witnesses “must confront the element 

of surprise.” On the other hand, the Continental, or inquisitorial, legal 

system in France and the Soviet Union required that the defendants 

have access to all information which could be brought against them and 

could not be used as witnesses.57 While such differences provided a 

“fundamental cleavage” between the two sides, they were overcome 

over the course of the London Conference.58  

 On August 8, 1945 the London Charter, or Agreement, was 

signed by the representatives from the four nations present at the 

conference. To compromise between the different systems of procedure 

explained above, the charter required that the indictment include the 

 
57 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 63. 

58 Jackson, Report of Robert H. Jackson, VI. 
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particulars of the charges against the defendants with some, but not all, 

evidence attached. In addition, defendants could testify as witnesses on 

their own behalf, but contrary to Anglo-American practice, could make 

an unsworn statement at the end of the trial.59 The result of these 

compromises was a functional “marriage” of the two vastly different 

legal systems.  

 Disagreements between the powers would not end here, 

however, as both the French and the Russians defended against the 

inclusion of the criminality of aggressive war in the trial. As mentioned 

above, the Winter War and their “carving up of Poland” weighed heavy 

on the minds of the Russian representatives, fearing that a universal 

definition of a war of aggression would include their actions.60 The 

French, on the other hand, took a more logical view, contending that 

the Americans had negated any legal basis for imposing criminal 

responsibility on any state for launching aggressive war at the end of 

World War I. To decide against this precedent would be “ex post facto” 

 
59 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 64. 

60 Ibid., 66. 
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and would be “shocking.”61 Jackson refused to let his most fundamental 

goal for the trial “founder on the rocks” of French and Russian 

opposition. The solution was the inclusion of the jurisdiction of the 

“European Axis Powers” in the aggressive war charge. While this 

solution was necessary to keep the charge of aggressive war in the trial, 

it was fatal to the purpose of Stimson and others who hoped to establish 

the criminality of aggressive war under universally applicable 

international law.62 

 In addition to some changes in the charges against aggressive 

war, many of Bernays’ fundamental ideas would also be heavily 

scrutinized. As for the organizational guilt idea, it was overlooked as a 

result of the practical and moral obstacles which it created. To say that 

every member within a Nazi organization was just as guilty as anyone 

else was dismissed by the charter. On the other hand, Bernays’ proposal 

for the charge of conspiracy was included, however, it was not used in 

 
61 Ibid. 

62 Ibid., 76. 
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order to bring prewar atrocities into the scope of the trial.63 Instead, it 

was used to outline a “common plan” which linked the Nazi leaders as 

responsible for “all acts performed by any persons in execution of such 

plan.”64 

 While disagreements plagued the London Conference, some 

points of discussion passed relatively smoothly. Nuremberg was first 

mentioned as an appropriate location for a trial from a security point of 

view by American Army authorities early on in the conference.65 While 

Nuremberg would serve as another way for the Americans to ensure the 

trial ran smoothly, it was also historically significant: “Symbolically, 

the city was quite appropriate for a trial of the Nazi leaders, as it was 

here that the Nazi Party had staged its annual mass demonstrations and 

where the anti-Semitic Nuremberg Laws had been decreed in 1935.”66 

 
63 Ibid. 

64 Office of United States Chief of Counsel for Prosecution of Axis Criminality, 

“Nazi Conspiracy and Aggression” (GPO, Washington, 1947), 5. 

65 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 60. 

66 Ibid., 61.     
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While much was decided in the London Charter, the list of 

defendants as well as the indictment had yet to be written. Under the 

conditions of the charter, the list of the defendants was to be produced 

before a September 1 deadline. The British had already created a list of 

leading Nazis in their summary execution plan so an initial list of about 

ten individuals was proposed. The American justices wished to amplify 

the list to get more of a representation from the Nazi organizations, so a 

second proposal included twenty-four names and was released to the 

public on August 29, 1945. The list which made its way into 

Nuremberg included the following individuals: Hermann Goering,  

Rudolf Hess, Joachim von Ribbentrop, Robert Ley, Alfred Rosenberg, 

Hans Frank, Ernst Kaltenbrunner, Wilhelm Frick, Julius Streicher, 

Wilhelm Keitel, Walther Funk, Hjalmar Schacht, Gustav Krupp, Erich 

Raeder, Karl Doenitz, Baldur von Schirach, Fritz Sauckel, Albert 

Speer, Martin Bormann, Franz von Papen, Alfred Jodl, Konstantin von 

Neurath, Arthur Seyss-Inquart, and Hans Fritzsche.67 

 
67 Taylor, The Anatomy of the Nuremberg Trials, 85-90. 
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 As for the indictment, Justice Jackson elected to produce the 

four counts by committee. Committee 1, the British, drafted the count 

of “crimes against peace,” which included aggressive war. Committees 

2 and 3, the Russians and the French, drafted the counts of “crimes 

against humanity” and general war crimes in Eastern and Northern 

Europe respectively. Committee 4, the United States, drafted count 

four, the common plan and conspiracy. Such a responsibility is what 

Justice Jackson viewed as the most important.68 

 On Wednesday, November 21, 1945, Justice Jackson 

addressed the tribunal for the first time:  

Never before in legal history has an effort been made 

to bring within the scope of a single litigation the 

developments of a decade, covering a whole continent, 

and involving a score of nations, countless individuals, 

and innumerable events. Despite the magnitude of the 

task, the world has demanded immediate action.69  

 
68 Ibid., 79-80. 

69 Trial of German Major War Criminals: Proceedings of the International 

Military Tribunal Sitting at Nuremberg Germany. London, Pub. under the 

authority of H.M. Attorney-general by H.M. Stationery Office, 50. 
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The “magnitude of the task” required 216 days of actual trial 

to produce the judgements for the defendants, resulting in death 

sentences for twelve, imprisonment for seven, and acquittal for three.70 

While acquittal was surprising, the three acquitted defendants could not 

enjoy their freedom. For three days and nights they remained in 

Nuremberg, afraid to face their own people. Hans Frank, Hitler’s 

lawyer, responded to their situation in a hysterical manner: “Hahaha!- 

They thought they were free!- Don’t they know, there is no freedom 

from Hitlerism! Only we [those sentenced to death] are free of it!”71 

 Jackson’s July 26th “overdrawn and crude” closing statement 

was not received well by the defendants. Von Papen claimed, “That 

was more the speech of a demagogue than of a leading representative 

of American jurisprudence! ...What have we been sitting here for eight 

months for?”72  

 
70 Telford Taylor, “The Nuremberg Trials,” Columbia Law Review 55, no. 4 

(1955): 510.     

71 Gilbert, Nuremberg Diary, 434. 

72 Ibid., 417-8. 
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What had the defendants been sitting at Nuremberg for eight 

months for? To Jackson, Nuremberg was necessary to “make war less 

attractive.” In order to do so, he refused to allow for the criminality of 

aggressive war to escape inclusion in the indictment. While his intent 

was highly admirable, the results have cast some confusion over the 

trial. The primary purpose of the International Military Tribunal’s 

proceedings was to prosecute Nazi leaders for crimes against peace and 

aggressive war; however, no such trials for these charges have occurred 

since. Contemporary legal scholar Larry May points to the inability of 

Nuremberg to define what “aggression” means as the reason for the 

lack of future trials.73  

Another problem which May highlights is that of the 

conspiracy charge. He suggests that the reason such a charge came to 

be was due to the difficulty of showing that the major war criminals did 

the planning, when the man who very clearly did, Adolf Hitler, was 

dead.74 The inclusion of the conspiracy charge was something that was 

 
73 May, Aggression and Crimes against Peace, 147. 
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questioned from the outset of the trial and eventually, Jackson would 

question the charge himself. In the case of Kruelwitch v. United States 

on January 15, 1949, Jackson ruled against conspiracy, referring to it as 

an “elastic, sprawling and pervasive offense.”75 It is clear that Jackson 

had put some of his personal legal beliefs aside for the sake of the trial. 

In addition, the compromises which he made did not match some of the 

ideas of those that launched the project for an international trial in 

1944. If so much had to be compromised to achieve a functioning 

international trial, was it really the best option? 

Rebecca West, a New York Times correspondent in attendance 

at the trials, described the situation facing those at Nuremberg: “All 

these people wanted to leave Nuremberg as urgently as a dental patient 

enduring the drill wants to up and leave the chair; and they would have 

had as much difficulty as the dental patient in explaining the cause of 

that urgency.”76 Such a paradox was why dealing with major Nazi war 

 
75 Krulewitch v. United States, 336 U.S. 440 (1949). 

76 Rebecca West, A Train of Powder (New York: Viking Press, 1955), 7.      
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criminals politically was not an option. A “summary execution” would 

be over in a day and would not allow these men the right to speak for 

themselves. While this is precisely what Churchill and Lord Simon 

were after, the benefits of allowing these men to speak became clear at 

Nuremberg. Eight months of trial brought forward inescapable 

evidence on the atrocities committed under Nazi Germany. While it is 

unclear if what was disclosed at Nuremberg would have made it to the 

press had the trials never occurred, it is certain that that the infamy 

which has become associated with the names Goering, Hess, and 

Ribbentrop would not have been formed. While the “Nuremberg 

Legacy” may not be a positive one in the realm of International Law, 

its contribution to the ways in which history has viewed Nazi Germany 

more than justifies its existence.  
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