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Electoral College, Change, and Public Debate: 19 th  Century 

and Modern Era 

Kevin Arnel 

 

The Electoral College is a key institution in the American political 
environment as it is responsible for the electing of the president. The rules that 
govern the electoral college are in two documents: The United States 
Constitution and The Twelfth Amendment. These two pieces of legislation 
outline its operation and the safeguards if the college is unable to choose a 
clear majority. Within the first ten national elections for the American 
executive, these safeguards were required; once in 1800 and once in 1824; 
both of which had a large impact on the political environment in the United 
States. But in more modern times, new challenges involving the electoral 
college have arisen when the popular vote and the electoral vote are split. In 
the past five elections, two have encountered this problem: 2000 and 2016.  

1

These cases have brought about much discussion on the topic of electoral 
reform. This recent discussion inspired the research question to this paper: 
when did the the discourse towards Electoral College and reform measures 
change and how has this discourse continued in modern times? To accomplish 
this task, periodicals were used as they were the main mode of passing ideas, 
and information in this pre-technology era. Through the use of periodicals, it 
can be deduced that the Electoral College, in the public eye, has not been seen 
as performing its job as written out by the Constitution and Twelfth 

1  Lempert, “The Pros and Cons of the Electoral College System,” 18; In these two elections the 
popular vote chose the Democratic candidate but the electoral vote chose the Republican 
candidate, causing upheaval and public debate. 
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Amendment since the years following the Civil War. This is similar to debates 
in the media today. To understand the importance of this debate, attention must 
be paid to the Constitution, Federalist Papers, and Twelfth Amendment to 
understand the context in which the Electoral College was created. After this 
examination, the public debate in newspapers following the Civil War must be 
analyzed. 

Legislation and Reasoning: The Constitution, Federalist Papers, and Twelfth 
Amendment 

Article II, Section 1 of the United States Constitution is the first 
legislation which describes the process in which the executive is elected.  It 
outlines the Electoral College and explains the process for the electors voting 
themselves. In short, Article II, Section 1 dictates that states will choose a 
number of electors equal to the number of seats they have in the House of 
Representatives and the Senate; the persons chosen are not to be anyone who 
holds governmental power. These electors are to meet in their respective state 
and vote for two candidates. After voting, their votes are sent to the President 
of the Senate to be opened in front of both the House of Representatives and 
the Senate, where the votes are counted. If there is a person with a majority 
then they are elected as President with second place winner are Vice-President. 
If there is no candidate with a majority then it goes to the House of 
Representatives to choose the President by ballot, from a list of the top five 
candidates. If this process is inconclusive, then it goes to the Senate to choose 
the President.  

2

The Constitution was created during the Philadelphia Constitutional 
Convention in 1787. The thought of the Electoral College received much 
debate. There were alternative proposed ideas including the Virginia Plan 
which stated that the executive be elected by Congress serving one term for 
seven years  . The Virginia Plan called for an executive, two houses for 

3

legislature and a judiciary. The New Jersey Plan, the plan proposed in 
response to the Virginia Plan, was a very complex plan which focused around 

2  The Constitution of the United States; my explanation is paraphrased from the original United 
States Constitution. The Constitution itself goes into more depth regarding the methods by 
which the House of Representatives and the Senate choose the President. I did not feel the need 
to explain this, as the Twelfth Amendment outlines the stipulations of the House and Senate.  
3  Rakove, “Presidential Selection: Electoral Fallacies,” 28. 
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an executive voted on by Congress, with the majority of the power focused 
around Congress. As John D. Feerick, a constitutional lawyer and an electoral 
college reform expert, explains, “The executive was to be ineligible for a 
second term and removable by Congress on application of a majority of the 
executives of the several states.”   Both ideas were faulty as they pitted small 

4

states against large states with the Virginia Plan, favouring populous states and 
the New Jersey plan, favouring less populous states. As Rakove states “The 
large states gained the advantage in promoting candidates (although the small 
states already enjoyed their senatorial bump); the small states, the same 
principle of equality they enjoyed in the Senate whenever the electors failed to 
produce a majority; and southern states could count their slaves in the 
allocation of electors because of the three-fifths rule.”   This created the 

5

opportunity for the Connecticut Compromise   which included a concession for 
6

a bicameral system where the House is population proportionate and the 
Senate is equal in representation for all states. Much debate ensued but, the 
matter of the political institutions was reasonably settled on July 16.  

7

Following the development of the major political institutions, debate ensued 
regarding the election of the president. Governor Morris, James Wilson and 
James Madison all proposed the popular vote by means of electing the 
President. Rufus King proposed the concept of election by electors elected by 
people whereas, Oliver Ellsworth and William Paterson proposed the concept 
of election by electors voted by Congress.   More debate ensued from July to 

8

late August where electoral plans were introduced then rejected until August 
31 when a committee of eleven members met to discuss the electoral issue.  

9

This committee met until September 4, then the committee proposed the 
concept of the Electoral College similar to the one eventually instituted in the 

4  Feerick,   “The Electoral College: Why It Was Created,” 250.  
5  Rakove, “Presidential Selection,” 29; Hendrickson too agrees with Rakove’s assertion, stating 
that “The Connecticut Compromise solved the problem of representation by providing that the 
House of Representatives be based upon population (favoring the large States) and the Senate 
would have equal representation, with each State getting two Senators (favoring the small 
States).”  Hendrickson, “The Pros and Cons of the Electoral College System,” 28. 
6  Also referred to as the Great Compromise of 1787. 
7  Feerick, “The Electoral College,” 251. 
8  Ibid. 
9  Ibid.,  252. 
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Constitution. After three days of rigorous debate, small amendments were 
made then it was commissioned to the states to ratify.  

10

The Federalist Papers, written primarily by James Madison and 
Alexander Hamilton, allow for a window into the debate and rationale behind 
the reasons for the Constitution as it is written.   Federalist Papers numbers 10 

11

and 68 are the most relevant papers to the Electoral College with 68 directly 
explaining the reasoning behind the Electoral College. The Electoral College 
as explained by Alexander Hamilton in Paper 68, was created for two primary 
reasons.   First, “[a] small number of persons, selected by their fellow-citizens 

12

from the general mass, will be most likely to possess the information and 
discernment requisite to such complicated investigations.”   This means that 

13

the electoral body was seen to have more knowledge and be more apt to 
learning about political issues, making them more qualified to handle such an 
important decision of choosing the leader of their country. By having the 
people choose the electors themselves, the people had a voice in the matter 
just not final say. In addition, the other reason was that “. . . the electors, 
chosen in each State, are to assemble and vote in the State in which they are 
chosen, this detached and divided situation will expose them much less to 
heats and ferments, which might be communicated from them to the people, 
than if they were all to be convened at one time, in one place.”   The concept 

14

derived from the notion of Electors meeting in their own state surrounded 
around the concept of corruption. By having the Electors meet in their 
respective states, it would limit the problem of electors conspiring with 
members of other states. This assertion is agreed to by Turner who states 
“[voting] separately in their states, the electors were protected from pressures 
that might be exerted if they were all to be convened at one time, in one 
place.”   This fear of corruption was rampant in the minds of the Framers. As 

15

Turner suggests, “[party], faction, organized intrigue, agglomerations of 

10  Feerick, “The Electoral College,” 253. 
11  The Federalist Papers are one way of seeing the reasoning for the electoral college. The 
transcripts from the debate from the Constitutional Convention itself are available, but I could 
not give the readings the respect they deserve due to time constraints. 
12  A simplification; there are other reasons presented but two larger concepts. 
13  Hamilton, “Federalist Paper #68,” 189. 
14  Ibid.,  190. 
15 Turner, “The Twelfth Amendment and the First American Party System,” 225. 
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political power - these above all were the evils from which the delegates 
sought to preserve presidential elections.”  

James Madison’s “Federalist Paper #10” describes this fear of 
factionalism and corruption. Madison describes a faction to be a majority or 
minority “who are united and actuated by some common impulse of passion, 
or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and 
aggregate interests of the community.”   Madison continues to explain that to 

16

stop factions the government can either take away their rights or the 
government can empower everyone.   He also describes how majority rule in 

17

government is key, as different opinions have divided people into parties and 
sects. According to majority rule, if the faction is a minority, then it will be 
overpowered; if the faction is a majority, then it will be able to overpower.  

18

Majority rule would eliminate corruption, as explained in Hamilton’s essay 
and through the Electoral College. A dangerous faction would not be able to 
succeed, as education and information would stop the electors from being 
overwhelmed by their emotions and whims. The Electoral College was 
designed on Republican values in order to eliminate the potential for 
illegitimate faction; if a faction has legitimate values, it will gain the support 
of the populace, which will generally vote for electors who seem wise enough 
to see the legitimacy of the faction’s rationale.  

19

The Twelfth Amendment is the other legislation which plays a serious 
role in the election of the President through the Electoral College. The 
document revises Article II, Section 1, Clause 3 of the United States 
Constitution. The changes proposed by the Twelfth Amendment are numerous. 
The first change the amendment declared is that the voting by the Electors for 
President and Vice-President will not be separate but rather on one ballot.  

20

The second change is that in the event of no majority, the House of 
Representatives will create a three-candidate list consisting of the top three 

16  Madison, “Federalist Paper #10,” 50. 
17Ibid . 
18  Ibid.,  52 . 
19 From my understanding, the Electoral College was created in the Constitution to be, like the 
Canadian Senate, a chamber of sober second thought, a place to eliminate harmful ideals in 
order to maintain the legitimacy of government. The Senate is meant to be run by wise people, 
just as the Electoral College is to have special knowledge, making it more of a legitimate body.  
20 Twelfth Amendment 
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Presidential candidates.   The third major change was the to this process 
21

presented regarding the Vice-President. Specifically, this Amendment states 
that in the case that the Vice-President candidate receives the votes for 
Vice-President, then they are deemed Vice-President and if no majority is 
reached after the rounds of Presidential voting by the House and Senate (in the 
case of no majority from the electors) then the Vice-President is to become 
President.   This differs from the Constitution insofar as the Vice-President is 

22

no longer the Presidential candidate who received the second most electoral 
college vote, they must run separately as Vice-President; a more friendly 
approach to the rise in party politics emerging in the late 1790s. The changes 
from the Constitution are: the electors voted for President and Vice-President 
separately, the House of Representatives make a five-member list, and there is 
very little mention of the Vice-President.  23

Context for Creation of Legislation and Future Debate 

The Twelfth Amendment was created in a time where the 
Constitution’s outline of the Electoral College had not worked in the way in 
which the Framers had envisioned. The major concern in which the 
Amendment addressed was the emergence of political parties in the 1796 
election between Thomas Jefferson, and John Adams; and 1800 election 
between Jefferson and Adams. As Rakove states, “[for] all practical purposes, 
the electoral scheme of 1787 was obsolete in 1800. The rapid evolution of 
political parties during the 1790s had already falsified essential concerns of 
1787.”   In 1796, the Electoral College eliminated Adams’ running mate 

24

Thomas Pickney due to political maneuvering by Alexander Hamilton and as a 
result, Jefferson became Adams’ Vice-President, even though Adams was a 
Federalist and Jefferson was a Democratic-Republican. In 1800, Adams and 
Jefferson both challenged each other again but, tied. As the Constitution states, 

21  Ibid. 
22  Ibid. 
23 Constitution; the only mention of the Vice-President is in the last two lines of the United 
States Constitution Article II, Section 1, Clause Three: “In every Case, after the Choice of the 
President, the Person having the greatest Number of Votes of the Electors shall be the Vice 
President. But if there should remain two or more who have equal Votes, the Senate shall chuse 
from them by Ballot the Vice President.” (Constitution). The Constitution does not recognize 
anything about the Vice-President becoming President if there is no decision after the House 
and Senate.  
24  Rakove, “Presidential Selection,” 26.  
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the decision went to the House of Representatives where they elected 
Jefferson and his running mate Aaron Burr as President and Vice-President. 
Jack Rakove, an American historian and professor at Stanford University, 
explains with much zealous that in the 1800 election “the electoral college that 
produced the tie between Jefferson and his nominal running mate, Aaron Burr, 
which in turn threw the election into the lame-duck House of Representatives, 
where Federalists held the balance of power, and that eventually led to the 
adoption of the Twelfth Amendment requiring electors to ballot separately for 
president and vice president.”   The stalemate in which one election awarded 

25

two competing parties the Presidency and Vice-Presidency, and the need to 
utilize the House of Representatives showed a flawed system which needed 
revision, creating the context for the adoption of the Twelfth Amendment.   

26

On two more occasions in the 19 th  century, the Electoral College and 
its procedures were challenged. In 1824, John Quincy Adams and Andrew 
Jackson were the top contenders in a four-man race but, the Electoral College 
could not find a majority.   As the editor of  Presidential Studies Quarterly , 

27

Gordon Hoxie, explains “only one more time, in 1824, did the House have to 
decide. There John Adams’ son, John Quincy Adams was chosen over 
Andrew Jackson and William H. Crawford, when the fourth candidate, Henry 
Clay threw his support to Adams” even though the Andrew Jackson had 43% 
of the electoral votes compared to Adam’s 30%.   The other case was in 1876 

28

between Rutherford B. Hayes and Samuel J. Tilden. As King explains “[the] 
day after the vote, Republican functionaries telegraphed party leaders in the 
states with uncertain returns, informing them that Rutherford B. Hayes could 
still be elected over Samuel Tilden by one electoral vote, but only if ‘you hold 

25  Ibid.,  31. 
26  See Rakove, “Presidential Selection,” 30-31, which suggests that an important reason behind 
the 1796 election results which cannot be overlooked is Alexander Hamilton’s involvement in 
campaigning for Pinckney to overthrow Adams. This caused “New England Federalists 
[smelling] a rat . . . . [causing] [eighteen] New England electors [to vote] for Adams but not 
Pinckney, . . . enabling Thomas Jefferson to take second place” This act would still have set up 
context for the Twelfth Amendment by having both the President and Vice-President on the 
same ballot in hopes for an Adams-Jefferson situation to not happen again. 
27  McCutcheon, “War of 1812 to 1824- Era of Good Feelings”; It could be considered a 
five-man race if one would be inclined to include John C. Calhoun who withdrew before the 
election. 
28  Hoxie, “Alexander Hamilton and the Electoral System Revisited,” 719; McCutcheon, “War of 
1812 to 1824- Era of Good Feelings.” 
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your State.’ In Florida, South Carolina, and Louisiana, Republican-appointed 
election boards overturned the popular vote and declared Hayes the winner.”  

29

The 1876 election and previous years, during the time of Reconstruction, 
began a whirlwind of public discourse questioning the legitimacy and need for 
the Electoral College.  

Periodicals as a Window into the Past 

Through the use of periodicals, historians are able to look on the 
perception of some members of the public and the discourse which took place 
in a certain time period.   In this instance, reviewing periodicals from the 

30

1820s, the 1850s, and the late 1870s and early 1880s, shows that public debate 
towards the Electoral College changed over time. In the 1820s, the periodicals 
were expository. They gave context and knowledge on issues surrounding 
local legislation, state legislation, federal legislation, and international 
relations. On the topic of the Electoral College, periodicals passed on 
information regarding its operation and update the public on Electors and their 
votes. On May 19, 1824, John Dickinson wrote for the  National Journal  a 
piece in which attempted to articulate the ongoing forum of the upcoming 
1824 election.   Dickinson maps out the strategy for Mr. Crawford, a 

31

Presidential candidate, offering his input on how to best elect him as 
President: “the fact is that Mr. Crawford can only rely with confidence on the 
support of four states – Georgia, North Carolina, Virginia, and Delaware.”  

32

Through an analysis of Dickinson’s writing, it can be deduced that there is 
very little bias in his suggestions; he remains reasonably objective through the 
talk of political strategy and probability. In summary, Dickinson offers his 
views on political strategy but, only in the sense of providing knowledge for 
his reading block. This sense of education continues to other pieces of 

29  King, “A Most Corrupt Election: Louisiana in 1876,” 123.  
30  Other sources useful in reviewing public discourse would be books and articles from the 
period. However, due to time and resource constraints, I was unable to commit to the depth of 
analysis which those sources deserve and require. There is very little research on periodicals in 
19th-century United States. The arguments and conclusions I deduced from the periodicals I 
was able to review may be flawed as, I was only privy to a small portion. Further analysis of 
periodicals would be beneficial to a more thorough view of the perceptions of the Electoral 
College in the eyes of the American public during these times. 
31  Dickinson, “Impartial View of the Presidential Question.--To the Editor of the Baltimore 
Patriot.” 
32  Ibid. 
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literature of the time. On December 13, 1823,  Niles’ Weekly Register  which 
explains the process of the election of the President through the system of the 
Electoral College. The article explained the working of the Constitution and 
Twelfth Amendment in a condensed version which was published for  The 
National Calendar, and Annals of the United States.   Results of the Electoral 

33

College was also a vehicle in which periodicals were used as shown by the 
Register of Pennsylvania  on December 13, 1828 in which Har Rep explains 
the results of the 1828 election.   The article notes that the Electors met and 

34

voted Jackson in as President, with J.C. Calhoun as Vice President. This 
demonstrates that the primary purpose of periodicals was to relay information, 
rather than opinion, about the Electoral College. 

In the 1850s and especially in the post Civil War era, the use of 
periodicals changed from relaying information to being utilized as a forum for 
public debate surrounding the Electoral College.   The first instance was in a 

35

publication of  The Regenerator  entitled “Let us Elect the Next President by 
the People” published in March 1, 1851. The article is written in response to a 
N. Y. Tribune  publication which called for a hybrid Electoral College system in 
which educated people could be Electors nominated by each party of each 
state and prior to the election, have this educated elector choose his 
Presidential and Vice-Presidential candidate of choice according to their party.

  The writer of  The Regenerator  opposes this idea and instead proposes 
36

popular, direct voting instead, silencing the argument of the  N. Y. Tribune 
publisher who states that slave states will never agree to such a piece of 
legislation by giving an argument as to that popular vote is in the best interest 
of the slave holder.   

37

Following the Civil War in the 1870s, the theory of popular vote 
began to emerge as a viable option to replace the Electoral College. Samuel T. 
Spear wrote on March 17, 1877 in  The Independent  a piece titled “The 

33  Niles’ Weekly Register, “Election of President.” 
34 Har. Rep. “Electoral College.” 
35  Some periodicals like the  New York Times  continued to use the paper as a way of 
disseminating information, as in the 1820s. An example would be an edition of the New York 
Times entitled “The Electoral College” dated September 8, 1876 which reads the Electoral 
College members by state available for the Tilden-Hayes election. (New York Times. “The 
Electoral College”) 
36 Regenerator, “Let Us Elect the Next President by the People!” 
37  Ibid. 
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Secondary Electoral College.” In this article Spear covers the problems which 
occurred in the 1800 and 1824 presidential elections in which the House of 
Representatives chose the President, describing the House’s involvement in 
choosing the President as not the people of the United States deciding their 
leader making it reasonably undemocratic.   He outlines many objections to 

38

the involvement of the House in elections, including that “the system furnishes 
an opportunity and temptation . . . for bribing and corrupting the members of 
the House of Representatives” stating that these objections that Spear lays out 
occurred in elections which were inconclusive by the Electoral College and 
proceeded to the House for selection of the President and Vice-President as is 
required for due process in the 12th Amendment. Spear outlines another 
objection to the Electoral College surrounding the process when the vote goes 
to the House of Representatives.   He states that by having each state have 

39

only one vote, it does not give “reference to population as the basis of political 
power,” giving the example of New York having five million people as its 
population and having one vote compared to Delaware having only two 
hundred thousand people and having the same one vote.   Instead, Spear offers 

40

up the concept of direct vote by the people explaining “[the] electors are 
simply machines by the people to express their will, and not their own will; 
and, if the people are competent to choose electors for this [purpose], they are 
just as competent to vote directly for the President and Vice President.”   A 

41

piece by  Harper’s Weekly  published on February 15, 1873, agrees with Spear’s 
assertion. The piece states that the current Electoral College has failed in its 
purpose; “the Constitution did not provide a democracy but a for a republic, 
and did not mean that the majority have all the power.” However, the author 
later writes that that amendments were made to fill in the spots where the 
Founding Fathers failed to successfully put theory into practice.   The writer 

42

asserts that “the election of President by the . . . majority of the people would 
undoubtedly satisfy the national sense of prosperity and justice” which he 
states the current Electoral College system lacks.   

43

38 Spear, “The Secondary Electoral College.” 
39  Ibid. 
40 Spear, “The Secondary Electoral College”; in 1877 context, of course. 
41  Ibid. 
42 Harper’s Weekly, “The Electoral College.” 
43 Harper’s Weekly, “The Electoral College.” 
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William Purcell explains this same phenomenon of the failings of the 
Electoral College system in his article for  The North American Review  in 
February of 1885. He begins by explaining to the reader the cases in which the 
system has failed: 1800 and 1824, writing that “the conditions that existed in 
1787 and caused the Constitutional Convention to reason and make provision 
as it did, have changed.”   He makes the claim that with the popularity of print 

44

media, candidates could be known more widely and quickly than ever before, 
negating the need for wiser, more knowledgeable Electors to replace the 
people.   Purcell suggests that the Electoral College is now hazardous to the 

45

democracy of the United States, referencing a report which, during the last 
previous election of 1884, had to “duplicate copies of the Electoral certificates 
. . . to be send to the Speaker of the House of Representatives . . . as a check 
on possible irregularities.”   He continues to state that there are no 

46

qualifications to becoming an Elector and expresses that this is, as he states, 
“an anti-democratic provision” which involves people secretly acting on their 
private interest.   Purcell concludes by suggesting that there is truly no need for 
these mechanisms, and that the vote should rather be given to the people in the 
form of direct vote.  

47

Discourse has continued into modern-era academia surrounding the 
failings of the Electoral College. As Purcell addressed in his article, Rakove 
and Lempert both disagree with the need for Electors based upon the notion in 
the Constitution that the chosen Electors were deemed more educated 
individuals. Rakove addresses the notion of Elector qualification by stating 
that “Presidential electors are not more qualified than other citizens to 
determine who should head the government.”   Lempert concurs by stating 

48

“almost no one today can identify the electors whom they are in fact voting 
for, and the electors do not deliberate nor need they possess special 
information.”   These two arguments are similar to the statements made by 

49

Purcell.  

44  Ibid. 
45  Ibid. 
46  Ibid. 
47 Purcell, “Article 1 -- No Title.” 
48 Rakove and Lempert, “The Pros and Cons of the Electoral College System,” 27. 
49  Ibid.,  20. 
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Similar discussions exist on the topic of the creation of the Electoral 
College in the Constitution. “Federalist Paper #39” addresses the intention that 
the Framers sought to create a republic, not a democracy.   This idea is both 

50

supported and challenged in the periodicals and modern-day literature. As 
stated previous,  Harper’s Weekly  published stating that the Framers meant to 
build a republic rather than a democracy. This notion is accepted by John 
Hendrickson, a Research Analyst at the Public Interest Institute, who states 
that “if the Founders had wished to create a pure democracy, they would have 
done so.”    Harper Weekly  concurs with this assertion, stating that the 

51

principle reasons for constitutional amendments are to change the Constitution 
in time where this legislation does not work with societal views of justice.  

52

This viewpoint contradicts the premise of Hendricks’ argument that the 
Framers sought a republic not a democracy, and today’s society should see the 
wisdom of that and resist the concept of changing the electoral college system.

  
53

This conversation has continued to present times; primarily, the 
concept of popular vote as an superior alternative to the Electoral College. Just 
as stated by Purcell,  Harper’s Weekly , and Spear, popular vote could replace 
the Electoral College system model; the only difference is the context of 
recent times. Boxer, Rakove, and Goldstein agree to the notion of an 
ineffective Electoral College, and that popular vote would allow for a more 
effective form of election. Boxer suggests that the Electoral College allows for 
the possibility of the winner receiving non-majority of the popular vote but 
win by the Electoral vote   which occurred in 2016 and 2000. Boxer continues 

54

to assert that “voting is the cornerstone of democracy . . .yet we have a system 
where the winner can lose”.   Boxer believes that the system should be one in 

55

which “every vote matters and every vote counts” which is a major failing of 
the Electoral College due to disproportionate representation at the Elector 

50  Madison, “Federalist Paper #39,” 80. 
51 Hendrickson, “The Pros and Cons of the Electoral College System,” 30. 
52 Harper’s Weekly, “The Electoral College.” 
53 Hendrickson, “The Pros and Cons of the Electoral College System,” 30. 
54 Boxer, “The Pros and Cons of the Electoral College System,” 19. 
55  Ibid.,  23. 
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level.   Goldstein asserts the same opinion by confronting the fact that the 
56

Elector to citizen ratio is unequal from state to state. Goldstein states: 

Critics also complain that the Electoral College system is 
undemocratic in a second respect-it weighs the votes of some 
Americans more than those of others. Since each state, regardless of 
population, has at least three electoral votes (two for its Senate seats 
and at least one for each representative), the smallest states have a 
higher ratio of electors to population than do larger states.  

57

Rakove also agrees to this notion by stating that the popular vote model in 
which “our votes would count the same wherever they were cast.”   The idea 

58

of the popular vote as a healthy alternative to the Electoral College has 
occurred since Reconstruction period.  

 

As can be seen through the use of periodicals, conclusions can be 
made that in the eyes of the public, the Electoral College require amendment 
and change if not abolishment, since the years following the Civil War. The 
reasons and theory under which it was created, as explained in the 
Constitution, Federalist Papers, and Twelfth Amendment, have failed in 
practice, which can be seen in the 1800, 1824, 1876, 2000, and 2016 elections. 
The existence of public debate on the issue of the Electoral College has not 
changed. New situations have arisen like the concept of the ‘swing state’ in 
modern-times but, the issue remains the same: The Electoral College. Since 
the 1850s, there have been calls for reform, with the concept of the popular 
vote made prominent in the 1870s and 1880s. This discourse has not changed, 
the most popular alternative for change is still currently the popular vote.  

56  Ibid. ; Boxer exemplifies the modern-day phenomenon of the ‘swing state’ as an 
example of this unproportionate representation which favours those states more rather 
than the little states like Rhode Island due to the ‘winner-take-all’ model that the 
Electoral College model exemplifies.  
57 Goldstein, “Electoral College,” 35. This assumption is similar the opinion that Spear 
brings up in his article referring to unproportionate representation to choose the 
President if the decision must go to the House of Representatives. 
58 Rakove, “The Pros and Cons,” 29. Rakove is also alluding to the concept of the 
modern-day problem of the ‘swing state.’ 
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Fear of Orientalization: Canada's Negotiated Foreign Policy 
with Japan 1885 - 1908 

Alexandria Ball 

 

In the late 1860's two political entities experienced dramatic 
governmental changes. Canada became a country through Confederation in 
1867, and Japan entered the Meiji Era through imperial restoration in 1868. 
Due to Japan's previous isolationism and Canada's young age, the two nations 
knew very little about one another. However, throughout the following 
decades, as both nations became more involved in international affairs, the 
two became linked through treaties and immigration. For colonial Canada, this 
meant following Britain's example in foreign policy. To that end, this paper 
explores these British policies’ effects on Canadian immigration, and in 
particular, how Britain’s positive affiliation with Japan became a point of 
contention for the Canadian government.  

Throughout this paper, it will be argued that, due to Canada’s colonial 
obligation to adhere to British foreign policy, the Canadian government 
attempted to maintain a cordial relationship with Japan – especially with 
regard to immigration – but in so doing, inflamed the Canadian public and at 
times, the Japanese government. This led to significant discord with Japan 
which would not be fully mended until after World War II. To highlight this 
discord, this paper will examine the British foreign policies that encouraged 
immigration strife in Canada, the negative reactions that erupted (primarily in 
British Columbia), and how the Canadian government attempted to appease 
both its citizens and an increasingly powerful Japan. Though this paper only 
examines the period to 1908, it will lay the foundation for answering why 
Canadian and Japanese relations would remain rocky until after World War II.  

Klaus H. Pringsheim’s  Neighbours Across the Pacific: 
Canadian-Japanese Relations 1870-1982  provided a solid foundation upon 
which this paper is able to build. Pringsheim discusses the first Sino-Japanese 
war and later the Russo-Japanese war, proposing that the economic struggle 
that arose shortly after these conflicts was the cause for surges of Japanese 
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immigrants to Canada.   Though his discussion on immigration until World 
59

War I is brief, he highlights many key points which will be expanded upon in 
this paper. Patricia Roy’s  A White Man's Province:   British Columbia 
Politicians and Chinese and Japanese Immigrants, 1858-1914  written, on the 
other hand, is the definitive life of the subject. Roy goes into comprehensive 
detail throughout her book on both Japanese and Chinese immigration to 
Canada and its effects on British Columbia. She makes it clear that British 
Columbia used Asians as “scapegoats in the conflict between capital and 
labour” which led to anti-Asian sentiment and the promotion of a “White 
Man's Province.”   These books led to several primary sources, many of which 

60

were used to explore the evolution of Canada's immigration policy. Thus, by 
using a combination of primary sources regarding labour and legislation, as 
well as certain secondary sources, such as the books mentioned above, this 
paper aims to demonstrate part of the struggle Canada faced over the course of 
its maturation.  

 

The Origins of Japanese Immigration to Canada 

By the time a noticeable number of Japanese immigrants began 
entering Canada, Canadians had already become wary of Asian immigrants 
due to the wave of Chinese immigrants that entered Canada during the gold 
rush in 1858. The Chinese became known as 'sojourners' because they 
provided cheap labour, were financially conservative and put their investments 
in China rather than the local economy.    This created a stigma towards Asian 

61

immigrants with which the Japanese had to cope. 

With the end of the Tokugawa regime in 1868, Japan was not only 
faced with tough social and economic conditions, but also with the end of its 
policy of seclusion. This meant that Japanese citizens could immigrate to 
foreign countries, seeing these countries as more viable markets in which to 

59  Klaus H. Pringsheim,  Neighbours Across the Pacific: Canadian-Japanese Relations, 
1870-1982  (Oakville, ON: Mosaic Press, 1983), 4-5. 
60  Patricia Roy,  A White Man's Province: British Columbia Politicians and Chinese and 
Japanese Immigrants, 1858-1914  (Vancouver, BC: University of British Columbia Press, 1989), 
267-268. 
61 John Schultz and Kimitada Miwa, ed.,  Canada and Japan in the Twentieth Century  (Toronto 
ON: Oxford University Press, 1991), 3. 
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make a fortune.   This resulted in increased immigration to the Americas, 
62

benefiting not only many immigrants, but also the Japanese government: it 
received access to newly opened sea channels which were used for shipping, 
thus giving Japan access to western resources and technology. Hence, 
similarly to the Chinese, and to other immigrants from various nations, the 
Japanese sought the riches displayed in Canadian immigration propaganda. 
Though this propaganda was initially intended to attract white European 
immigrants, the alluring abundance of natural resources located in western 
Canada, displayed on posters such as those in Jean Bruce's online exhibition 
The Last Best West , eventually found their way into the desires of the 
Japanese.  

63

For example, as displayed in Figure 1, issued by the Minister of 
Agriculture Sydney Fisher, Canada is depicted as having an abundance of food 
and farm land in need of working. Specific labour jobs are listed on the 
left-hand side of the poster, giving potential immigrants an idea of what they 
would be expected to do, while at the same time, the phrase "Homes for 
Millions" implies there is also readily available housing in Canada. Therefore, 
due to the economic and social distress the Tokugawa regime left in its wake, 
it is clear that financially promising posters, such as the one above, most 
probably lured many Japanese immigrants to Canada.  

Aside from these obvious economic benefits, there were also social 
benefits, such as the western way of life, that attracted immigrants to Canada. 
In 1873, Canadian Missionary work became one of the first links between 
Japan and Canada. Before diplomacy between the two countries truly began, 
missionaries were already laying the groundwork for friendly relations on a 
personal level with the Japanese and through their humanistic literature 
produced on the Japanese.   However, religion was not the only contribution 

64

that missionaries made to Japanese society: They also presented an 

62 Pringsheim,  Neighbours Across the Pacific , 2-4. 
63 Canadian Museum of History:  The   Last Best West: Advertising for Immigrants to Western 
Canada, 1870-1930 . 
http://www.historymuseum.ca/cmc/exhibitions/hist/advertis/ads1-01e.shtml#menu, Date 
Accessed: Nov. 26, 2017. 
64  Greg Donaghy and Patricia E. Roy, ed.,  Contradictory Impulses Canada and Japan in the 
Twentieth Century  (Vancouver BC: UBC Press, 2008), 12; Schultz and Miwa,  Canada and 
Japan , 45 . 
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understanding of western-style living which the Japanese would eventually 
seek for themselves in Canada. 

Given these prominent reasons to immigrate to Canada, Japanese 
immigration increased throughout the 1890's as seen by the estimate of 1,100 
Japanese in B.C. in 1896 rising to 4,597 Japanese in 1901.   At first, this may 

65

have been helpful for British Columbia, as it was experiencing a significant 
labour shortage at the time:  

We have an extensive province without a population. Shall it remain 
in its primeval state […], with its forests of wealth rotting, with its 
vast treasures of riches lying hid, with its pastoral lands arid wastes, 
with its waters stinking with fish undevoured?  

66

However, the steady increase of Japanese immigrants eventually generated 
new fears amongst Canadians, specifically within the working class of British 
Columbia. In fact, like the Chinese, the Japanese became seen as sojourners, 
largely due to their cheap labour and their apparent difficulty to integrate into 
Canadian society. Even more importantly, the industrious Japanese workers 
had become a legal threat to workers in British Columbia due to the 
Anglo-Japanese Treaty of Commerce and Navigation (discussed below), as 
they were now legally seen as Canadians' equals.   Thus, the Japanese put the 

67

stability of British Columbian workers in peril.  

Once this threat was acknowledged, the people of British Columbia, 
as well as its provincial government, worked tirelessly to halt the immigration 
of Japanese into British Columbia. This exclusion took various forms, one 
being government legislation. In 1885 a $50 head tax was placed on Chinese 
immigrants in order to reduce their numbers. By 1891, when the Japanese 
population had risen to a noticeable size, British Columbia’s Premier 
Theodore Davie attempted to have Japanese immigrants included in a 
legislation that was trying to raise the Chinese head tax.   Though this motion 

68

65  Ibid. , 4-5; Audrey Kobayashi and Peter Jackson, "Japanese Canadians and the Racialization 
of Labour in the British Columbia Sawmill Industry,"  BC Studies , no. 103 (1994): 41. 
66  Daily News-Advertiser,  12 February 1890, p. 3, in Robert A. J. McDonald, "Working Class 
Vancouver, 1886-1914: Urbanism and Class in British Columbia,"  BC Studies , no. 69/70 
(1986): 46.  
67 Pringsheim,  Neighbours Across the Pacific , 6.  
68  Roy,  A White Man's Province , 82. 
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failed, it was an early example of British Columbia's desire to stop Japanese 
immigration. This desire was only inflamed when the Canadian province was 
forced to invest in public works in order to create jobs during a severe bout of 
unemployment in the winter of 1892-93.  

69

Knowing about Canadians' discrimination towards Japanese and in 
order to protect Japanese citizens abroad, the Japanese Consulate was 
established in Vancouver on June 22 nd , 1889. This was the first Japanese 
government mission in Canada, and it was headed by Consul Fukashi 
Sugimura. With his knowledge as Consul, Sugimura contributed to a book on 
Canada titled  Kanada Fugen  published in May of 1893.   This book was to be 

70

a guide for prospective Japanese immigrants. In the book Sugimura explained 
that western Canada was underpopulated and in need of immigrants, but that 
the Canadian government was only seeking white European immigrants.   To 

71

combat this, Sugimura proposed a series of guidelines for immigrants to 
follow in order to avoid trouble and have a stable life in Canada. These 
included permanently settling in Canada, becoming Christian and having a 
high standard of living so as not to be compared to the frugal Chinese.   The 

72

need for these guidelines was justified a month after  Kanada Fugen  was 
published, when the  Vancouver Daily News-Advertiser  complained that Asian 
immigrants were unassimilable and not meeting the province's standards for 
civility.   Furthermore, the newspaper warned that if Japanese immigration 

73

was not checked, a large portion of British Columbia would turn into ‘Little 
China-Japan.’   

74

However, it is important to note that Japanese merchants and 
professionals were enthusiastically welcomed into Canada throughout this 
time period and that the problem lay primarily with competition between 
labourers such as those working in the mines, fisheries and on the railroad, a 
prominent example of this competition being the strong Japanese labour force 

69  Ibid. , 69. 
70  Pringsheim,  Neighbours Across the Pacific , 5.  
71  Ibid , 6. 
72  Ibid , 7. 
73  Vancouver   Daily News-Advertiser , 16 June 1893. Cited in John Schultz and Kimitada Miwa, 
ed.,  Canada and Japan in the Twentieth Century  (Toronto ON: Oxford University Press, 1991), 
3-4. 
74  Ibid .  
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that appeared on the Fraser River in 1890. By 1893, Japanese fishermen held 
20% of the fishing licenses for the Fraser River.   This was a significant sum, 

75

and one which would only grow as the years continued. 

Trying to Appease Britain, British Columbians and the Japanese 

With all of this in mind, it is of no surprise that the Anglo-Japanese 
Treaty of Commerce and Navigation of 1894 placed Canada in a difficult 
position between following Britain's example in foreign policy, and between 
satisfying the growing discontent of British Columbians. The largest point of 
contention in the treaty was that it granted citizens of either country “full 
liberty to enter, travel or reside in any part of the dominions and possessions of 
the other contracting party.”   This would allow unlimited immigration of 

76

Japanese into Canada, one of British Columbia's largest fears. Thus, it can be 
presumed that this led to the disenfranchisement of Japanese men and women 
in British Columbia's Provincial Elections Act of 1895 where it was stated that 
“No Chinaman, Japanese or Indian shall have his name placed on the Register 
of Voters for any Electoral District, or be entitled to vote at any election.”  

77

While Article XIX of the Anglo-Japanese Treaty of Commerce and 
Navigation states that certain colonies – such as Canada – were exempt from 
the treaty, the same article also stated that these colonies could choose to join 
within two years of the treaty’s initial signing.   This led to significant 

78

pressure on Canada to adhere to the treaty. This can be seen in correspondence 
sent to the Marquis of Salisbury on April 11 th , 1896 from Sir E. Satow who 
was a British Envoy in Japan at the time. Though this correspondence was 
primarily for the purpose of revising sections of the treaty, at the end, Satow 
mentions the Minister of Foreign Affairs in Japan had been inquiring about 

75  Roy,  A White Man's Province , 83. 
76 Terry Watada, "The Japanese Exclusion," Library and Archives Canada internet document, 
Moving Here, Staying Here. The Canadian Immigrant Experience , Date accessed November 29, 
2017, https://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/immigrants/021017-2421-e.html#a. 
77 Provincial Elections Act of B.C., 1895, in 
http://www.crrf-fcrr.ca/en/site-content/396-japanese-redress/24033-from-racism-to-redress, 
Date accessed March 12, 2018. 
78  World Imaging, “Anglo Japanese Treaty of Commerce and Navigation 16 July 1894,” 
photograph, Japan Foreign Ministry Archives, 2009. 
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Canada and the Australian Colonies adhering to the treaty.   Though Satow 
79

blames the delay of their responses on the long transit that documents had to 
take to get to Canada and Australia, Satow implies that refusal from the 
colonies to sign the treaty may affect the duration of the treaty all together.  

80

Despite this, Wilfrid Laurier's government, coming to power three months 
later, decided not to fully adhere to the treaty, presumably in an attempt to 
carefully balance Canadian fears of unlimited immigration and good relations 
with Japan.  

When the Anglo-Japanese Treaty of Commerce came into full force in 
1899, Japanese immigration remained steady, below 300 immigrants entering 
Canada per month, until January of 1900.   By March this number had more 

81

than doubled, and between April and June, Canadian ports were hit with over 
7,000 Japanese immigrants.   This sparked a massive negative reaction in 

82

British Columbia which is seen in the May 3 rd  article entitled ‘Oriental 
Immigration’ in the  Victoria Daily Colonist : The article explains that the 
Colonist  had received many “strongly worded letters” about immigration and 
that the overall opinion of the public was that “steps must be taken to prevent 
the province being over-run by Japanese.”  The paper also mentions the 

83

failure of the provincial legislature to pass satisfactory restrictions on 
immigration, noting that previous attempts were eventually disallowed by the 
federal government on the grounds that they were unconstitutional or 
interfered with imperial policy.   This article shows that while the Canadian 

84

federal government had so far succeeded in following Britain's foreign policy, 
it had thus far failed in satisfying the citizens of British Columbia. Therefore, 
the outrage that was caused by the sudden increase of immigrants prompted 
Laurier to create a Federal Royal Commission in 1900 to investigate Chinese 
and Japanese immigration.  

79 Sir E. Satow to the Marquis of Salisbury, April 11, 1896, in  A   Preferred Policy: The 
Japanese Exclusion , ed. Terry Watada, pg. 7-8.  
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81  Canada, Privy Council Office, "Report of the Royal Commission on Chinese and Japanese 
Immigration," Monograph, (1902), 327. 
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83  Victoria Daily Colonist , 3 May 1900, "Oriental Immigration," pg. 4, 
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At the same time, Japan's Minister of Foreign Affairs heeded the 
advice of Consul Shimizu to limit emigration passports to below 500 a year, as 
well as ban the emigration of labourers in order to keep amiable relations with 
Canada.   Despite these measures being taken in order to limit Japanese 

85

immigration by both countries, British Columbia passed the Natal Act, 
effectively forcing immigrants to take a language test in a European language 
upon request.   Immigration officers could now use this to allow merchants 

86

and professionals to enter while restricting labourers. This came as an insult to 
the Japanese, and with the Japanese Consul quickly protesting, the federal 
government was forced to eventually disallow the act. This would not stop 
British Columbia from attempting to pass the act again, as they did so multiple 
times, each time, the act being disallowed. This continued to cause tension 
between federal and provincial government in Canada, while simultaneously 
aggravating Japan for many years.   

87

However, the Federal Royal Commission that was finally released in 
1902 justified the sudden panic of British Columbians and their desire for 
drastic measures. The report showed that between July of 1899 and June of 
1900, 10,302 Japanese passed through Canadian ports.   Though many of 

88

these Japanese were en route to the United States, the public that was ignorant 
of this fact at the time was shocked by the sheer visible increase in the number 
of Japanese. Though Japanese passports had an expiration date, and it was 
assumed that once these expired the Japanese would return to Japan, the 
census demonstrated that 4,759 Japanese were living in Canada and 4,578 of 
whom were residing in British Columbia.   Though this number may seem 

89

insignificant compared to British Columbia's population of 177,272 at the 
time, it becomes significant when the locations of the Japanese residences are 
considered.   The Japanese, as formerly stated, were hard workers, and so 

90

clustered in areas of industry that they could feasibly join. Returning to the 
example of the Fraser River, by 1901 the Japanese had acquired 40% of the 

85  J.B. Whitehead (Tokyo) to Marquis of Salisbury, 19 May 1900, NAC, Department of 
Immigration Records, file 9309, in Schultz and Miwa, ed.,  Canada and Japan in the Twentieth 
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available fishing licences.   The continuously large and growing Japanese 
91

presence in this area had upset the original order to the extent that Native 
Indian chiefs requested to speak with the royal commissioners. The chiefs 
explained that since the Japanese had arrived, the price of fish had plummeted, 
namely because the Japanese sold at drastically reduced prices, and that while 
both the Whites and Indians struggled to obtain licenses, the Japanese easily 
obtained them through their bosses.   These ‘bosses,’ who were in fact 

92

contractors that recruited immigrants and negotiated with companies on their 
behalf for a fee, largely contributed to the strong presence of Japanese in 
certain industries such as fishing. Both bosses and company employers were 
also partly to blame for the increase in Japanese immigrants, as they 
financially defrauded the immigrants to the extent that many Japanese could 
not afford to return home and so had to remain working in Canada.  

93

Therefore, Japan's restriction on immigration came as a happy gift to the 
Canadian government by easing its citizens’ fears, while helping maintain 
positive relations between countries. 

A Brief Rapprochement  

Thus, with the restriction in place, a calmer attitude towards the 
Japanese aided in the positive reception of the new Anglo-Japanese Alliance 
of 1902. This Alliance which mutually connected Britain and Japan against 
Russia, strengthened the ties of the two countries and consequently, Canada's 
ties with Japan. Aided by imperial sentiment felt among Canadians regarding 
the enemy Russia, the alliance was in fact highly praised in Canada, as 
demonstrated by the  Ottawa Evening Journal  stating it was "an extraordinary 
mark in history."   Interest in Japanese culture began to rise as Canadians 

94

desired to know more about their mysterious ally across the pacific. Even in 
British Columbia, anti-Japanese sentiment was low as the Japanese were 
looked upon as an elegant and refined people. This is demonstrated in 
Professor Kishimoto's explanation of the Japanese in an article titled 
“Japanese Characteristics,” published in  The Daily Colonist . Professor 

91  Ibid , 340. 
92  Privy Council Office, "Report of the Royal Commission," 344-347.  
93  Pringsheim,  Neighbours Across the Pacific , 9-10. 
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Kishimoto's overall argument was that the Japanese are an industrious people 
and in all manner of activities such as flower arranging, tea ceremony and 
porcelain, they reveal their characteristic love of beauty.   Of course, with the 

95

increased desire to learn about the culture, an increased desire to own a piece 
of that culture arose too. This was not problematic, as Canada and Japan had 
been growing as trading partners since the 1870's.   However, Canada 

96

imported much more than it exported and so it decided to see if a stable 
market could be established at the Japanese Exhibition in Osaka in 1903.  

The Minister of Agriculture, Sydney Fisher, personally attended the 
Canadian booth set up to attract potential buyers and was met with 
overwhelming success. Upon returning to Canada, he raved about the possible 
commercial prospects but warned that the Japanese were a proud people and 
so any anti-Japanese legislation should be avoided.   He was also reassured by 

97

the Japanese government that the restrictions on immigration would continue 
without issue.   In fact, between 1904 and 1905 Japan banned emigration in 

98

order to conscript soldiers for the Russo-Japanese War. Canada strongly 
supported the Japanese at this time, as seen by Ottawa receiving many 
applications by individuals to join the Japanese military, newspapers reporting 
daily on the wars’ events, and religious organizations praying for Japan's 
success.   The  Winnipeg Free Press  even went so far as to deem Japan's navy 

99

part of the British navy, since the Japanese ships were British built and the 
crew were British trained.   When the Japanese finally won in 1905, 

100

Vancouver's mayor joined two thousand Japanese immigrants in celebration of 
the victory.  Thus, due to the ebb in prominent anti-Japanese sentiment and 

101

growing trade with Japan, Canada finally decided to sign the Anglo-Japanese 
Treaty of Commerce and Navigation in 1906, having been allowed late 
participation by Japan. However, Japan only agreed to the treaty with the 
removal of the ban on labourers immigrating to Canada. Already benefiting 
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from Japan's restriction on immigration, and recently seeing Japan prove itself 
in war, Canada was in no position to refuse and so the treaty was made, further 
strengthening Canada and Japan's connection. 

The Return of Animosity in British Columbia   

Unfortunately, anti-Japanese sentiment still lingered, and with the 
outbreak of 'Yellow Peril' fear in the United States caused by the 
Russo-Japanese war, the sentiment in British Columbia was inflamed once 
more. By the provincial election in February of 1907, anti-Asian sentiment 
was once more a prominent issue. This issue was enlarged by the United 
States placing restrictions on immigration which immediately caused a sudden 
surge of Japanese immigrants into Canada. Throughout the first ten months of 
1907, the amount of new Japanese immigrants entering the country more than 
tripled.   However, despite the ever-growing anti-Japanese sentiment in 

102

British Columbia at this time, the rest of Canada still felt fairly positive 
towards Japan. Prince Sadanaru Fushimi, who was a cousin of the Japanese 
Emperor, had an official visit to Canada in June in order to visit all of 
Canada's major centres. Upon leaving, the Prince sent a letter to the Canadian 
Prime Minister thanking him for the courtesy and the good will towards Japan 
that he was shown.   

103

However, one month later, British Columbians were enraged by the 
arrival of the steamer  Kumeric  which carried approximately 1200 Japanese 
immigrants and accused Japan of breaking their promise of restriction.   This 

104

event, along with continuous rumours of impending immigrant ships, led 
British Columbia to create the Asiatic Exclusionary League on August 12th, 
1907. On August 20th, R.G. Macpherson, a member of parliament in 
Vancouver, wrote to Laurier on behalf of the League explaining the 
exclusionists fears of Asiatic takeover in British Columbia.   Laurier candidly 

105

replied on August 27 th , explaining that unlike other “classes of the yellow 
race,” the Japanese could not be subdued, as they had adopted European 
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civilization and proven their military might.   Laurier then continued by 
106

making an interesting point that friendly relations with Japan were not only 
done for the sake of imperial interests, but also for Canadian, and more 
specifically, British Columbia's interests, given that the province was the 
closest to Japan's navy.   Though according to the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, 

107

Canada profited from the protection of the Japanese Navy, this point made by 
Laurier shows that the Canadian Government was wary of Japanese expansion 
similar to the United States. Thus, the best course of action regarding Japan 
was continued positive diplomatic relations. He ends with the reassuring point 
that the Japanese workers were not bringing their families, and so Asiatic 
take-over was highly unlikely, and that if British Columbia wished to continue 
making profit through trade with Japan, then they would have to accept 
immigrant ships as well as trade ships.   

108

Though general positive sentiment may have been felt by the 
Canadian Federal Government and most Canadians outside of Canada’s 
westernmost province, negative sentiments only continued to fester in British 
Columbia until a rumoured report of a ship carrying thousands of Japanese led 
to the Vancouver Riot of September 7th, 1907. Though it started as a peaceful 
protest against Asian immigration, it quickly grew into an angry mob that tore 
through Chinatown and made its way into Little Tokyo. Once there, the mob 
was faced with Japanese resistance and was eventually dispersed by police. 
Despite this riot being no fault of the Japanese, the physical defence of their 
homes was painted in a negative and racist light in the  Vancouver Province 's 
report of the riot the following day.   The rest of Canada promptly condemned 

109

the British Columbian rioters, and Asians began strikes in protest of the riot.  

In great haste, Laurier created two Royal Commissions that were both 
headed by William Lyon Mackenzie King in order to maintain positive 
relations with Japan as well as to alleviate citizen's fears of Japanese 
immigration. One was for the purpose of calculating reimbursement for those 
who suffered losses during the riot, while the other looked into oriental 

106  Public Archives of Canada,  Laurier papers , pp. 127879-82, in Pringsheim,  Neighbours 
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immigration. Though the Japanese government was appalled at the actions of 
the rioters, it was soon satisfied with Laurier's quick action to apologize and 
compensate the Japanese immigrants. To further make amends, in 1908 
Laurier dispatched Rodolphe Lemieux, the Minister of Labour, to Japan in 
order to solve the pressing issue of immigration in British Columbia. 
However, King's commission soon discovered that the Japanese had in fact 
kept their promise of restricting immigration. Of the large amount of 
immigrants that arrived in British Columbia between January and October of 
1907, more than half had been admitted into the United States.   Of the 

110

amount that remained in Canada, the majority had come from Hawaii, and 
those that had come from Japan had been contracted by Canadian businesses.

  Therefore, with all Japanese immigrants accounted for, it was concluded 
111

that Japan had indeed kept its policy of restricted immigration.  

Despite the results of the report, an official agreement restricting 
emigration from Japan to Canada was created in 1908 called the Gentleman's 
Agreement. At the same time, an order-in-council was passed requiring all 
immigrants to travel to Canada directly from their country of origin in order to 
be admitted. This effectively halted passage through Hawaii. Unfortunately, 
the complexities of the Gentleman's Agreement were not entirely explained to 
the general public and misunderstandings arose regarding the correct number 
of immigrants allowed to enter per year.   Even Lemieux, who was the lead 

112

negotiator of the Gentlemen's Agreement, complained of the Japanese 
dishonouring the agreement.   This resulted in the continued mistrust of the 

113

Japanese government throughout British Columbia, even after these 
allegations were later proven to be wrong.   

114

Conclusions 

Though the Canadian government tried its best to follow British 
foreign policy by maintaining positive relations with Japan, while at the same 
time, trying to please its own citizens, it never fully succeeded in achieving 
either one of these goals. Though restriction on immigration was obtained and 
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reconfirmed multiple times, the provincial government in British Columbia 
continued attempting to pass anti-Japanese legislations, such as the failed 1908 
Natal Act revisions.   

115

Also, despite trying to maintain positive relations with Japan – an ally 
of Britain and the empire – an increasing dread of Japanese expansion had 
begun to seep into the thoughts of Canadians and their government since the 
Russo-Japanese War. This can be seen in a 1904 Chilliwack newspaper which 
stated, “Japan is a new unfathomed force with a future hard to read.”  

116

Though keeping good relations with Japan may have started as an imperial 
endeavour, as noted in Laurier's letter to Macpherson, it had become a 
necessary undertaking for Canada's own protection.  

Coming into World War I, Canadians were greatly appreciative of 
Japan protecting Canada's coast. However, fear of Japanese imperialist 
expansion through military means would only continue to grow throughout the 
war. This, combined with ceaseless immigration, even if it was restricted, 
continued to erode Canada's relationship with Japan. This weakening 
relationship based on the fear of orientalization led Canada to pursue the 
destruction of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance after World War I. Once this was 
achieved, Canada was no longer bound to Japan through Britain, but instead 
by its own agreements and trade. However, struggles regarding working 
immigrants, labour conditions, legislation and overall anti-Japanese sentiment 
continued to fester until Japan's attack on Pearl Harbour on December 7 th , 
1941, which forced Canada to declare war on Japan. Due to this, and the mass 
evacuation of Japanese Canadians that followed, Canada and Japan would not 
be able to begin a stable and fully independent relationship until after World 
War II.  
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La crise de la conscription pendant la Deuxième Guerre 
mondiale dans la presse acadienne et québécoise 

Stéphanie Bourque 

 

La crise de la conscription pendant la Première Guerre mondiale est un sujet 
qui fit couler beaucoup d’encre dans la presse canadienne-française. Plus de 
vingt-cinq ans plus tard, ce débat prendra à nouveau de l’importance avec le 
déclenchement de la Deuxième Guerre mondiale. À l’époque on considère le 
Canada français comme étant un bloc assez homogène dans sa contestation 
contre la conscription pour le service outre-mer. Pourtant, lorsque le sujet de la 
protestation des Canadiens français est traité, celle-ci fait très peu référence à 
l’opinion des Canadiens français hors Québec. Par exemple, le sujet a été très 
peu traité en Acadie. Dans ce contexte, la presse est un excellent outil qui peut 
permettre de découvrir plus d’informations sur l’opinion présente au sein de la 
population acadienne à l’époque. Cette analyse tentera donc d’établir jusqu’à 
quel point l’opposition à la conscription fit-elle présenter dans la presse 
acadienne comparer à la presse québécoise. En tenant compte de 
l’historiographie de ce sujet, il est très probable que le discours 
anticonscriptionniste prenne une place beaucoup plus centrale dans la presse 
québécoise qu’acadienne. Cette analyse tentera de confirmer cette hypothèse 
et de mettre en lumière les similarités et différences présentes entre le discours 
de la presse acadienne et de la presse québécoise. 

La méthodologie de cette recherche se divise en plusieurs étapes. 
Dans un premier temps, les journaux choisis pour ce travail furent 
l’hebdomadaire  La Voix d’Évangeline  qui, en 1944, reprendra le nom 
d’ Évangeline  et le quotidien  Le Devoir . La recherche dans les journaux a été 
faite en fonction de cinq évènements où le débat sur la conscription aurait pris 
une plus grande importance. Ces cinq évènements sont les élections 
provinciales au Nouveau-Brunswick et au Québec en 1939, l’élection fédérale 
du 26 mars 1940, le plébiscite sur la conscription du 27 avril 1942, les 
élections provinciales au Nouveau-Brunswick et au Québec d’août 1944 et 
l’annonce de la conscription pour le service outre-mer le 23 novembre 1944. Il 
est important de noter que le traitement des deux journaux ne fut pas 
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exactement le même à cause de leurs différences. Dans le cas du journal  La 
Voix d’Évangeline  et  L’Évangeline,  ceux-ci comprennent huit pages par 
édition. Les trois éditions avant et après chaque évènement furent feuilletées. 
Les éléments retenus furent les éditoriaux et les publicités qui traitaient de la 
question de la conscription. Les éditions du journal  La Voix d’Évangeline 
furent consulté sur Google News où l’on retrouve des copies numérisées. Dans 
le cas des éditions du journal  L’Évangeline,  ceux-ci furent consultés sur les 
microfilms dans la collection de Bibliothèque et archives Canada. Dans le cas 
du journal  Le Devoir,  la recherche fut faite à partir des éditoriaux retrouvés 
dans la monographie historique « Soyons nos maîtres : 60 éditoriaux pour 
comprendre  Le Devoir  sous Georges Pelletier (1932-1947) » de Pierre Anctil. 
Cette monographie comprend une mise en contexte pour chaque éditorial 
retenu. Dans certains cas exceptionnels, la méthodologie présentée ci-haut fut 
modifiée. Si des changements ont été effectués à la méthode de procédé, 
ceux-ci seront identifiés directement dans le texte. Ce travail débutera avec 
une introduction des deux journaux et continuera avec la chronologie des 
évènements tel qu’énoncés plus haut. 

Historique des journaux 

La Voix d’Évangeline  et  L’Évangeline  pour la période étudiée prend la 
forme d’un hebdomadaire basé à Moncton au Nouveau-Brunswick. Le journal 
L’Évangeline  fut publié pour la première fois en 1887 à partir de Digby en 
Nouvelle-Écosse sous la direction de Valentin Landry. Celui-ci déménage le 
journal à Moncton en 1905 pour être plus « au centre » de l’Acadie.   Le 

117

journal prend le nom de  La Voix d’Évangeline  afin de célébrer le cinquantième 
anniversaire du journal, pour essayer de « rajeunir son image » et essayer 
d’améliorer sa situation financière. En 1944, celui-ci sera vendu au Comité 
permanent de la bonne presse qui lui redonnera son nom original.   Ce journal 
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s’est toujours affirmé être un journal politiquement neutre servant aux intérêts 
de la population acadienne. Comme c’était le cas pour le reste des Canadiens 
français, la religion catholique prend une très grande importance dans les 
pages du journal.   Pour la période étudiée, on note trois principaux 

119

rédacteurs et éditorialistes soit Alfred Roy (1919-1943), Léandre LeGresley 

117  Jean Daigle (dir.),  L'Acadie des Maritimes : études thématiques des débuts à nos jours , 
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(1943-1945) et Émery LeBlanc (1943-1949).   Les éditoriaux ne sont pas 
120

signés avant que le journal reprenne le nom d’ Évangeline  en 1944. 

Le journal  Le Devoir  vu le jour en 1910 sous la direction d’Henri 
Bourassa. Ce journal canadien-français se présenta dès ses débuts comme 
protecteur et promoteur des valeurs de cette société. En 1932, Bourassa est 
contraint de quitter la direction du journal et Georges Pelletier devient son 
nouveau directeur. Celui-ci sera à la tête du  Devoir  pour toute la durée de la 
période étudiée dans ce travail.   Pour la période de septembre 1939 à janvier 

121

1947, on retrouve 57 éditoriaux ayant pour thème la conscription.   Pelletier 
122

reprend la même position que Bourassa avait pris pendant la Première Guerre 
mondiale contre la conscription obligatoire pour le service outre-mer.   Après 

123

la tenue du plébiscite de 1942, le débat de la conscription perd de son 
importance dans les éditoriaux du  Devoir , mais en 1944 ceux-ci refont surface. 
Les problèmes de santé de Pelletier à partir de 1943 vont limiter sa 
contribution éditoriale au journal, mais lors d’enjeu important comme 
l’élection provinciale d’août 1944 celui-ci en produira. Le journal passera à 
une autre direction après la mort de Pelletier en 1947.  

124

Les élections provinciales de 1939 

L’élection provinciale au Nouveau-Brunswick eut lieu le 20 novembre 
1939. Dans le journal  La Voix d’Évangeline , on mentionne à quelques reprises 
les élections et ses résultats sans que le sujet de la conscription ne soit abordé. 
On ne retrouve même pas de publicité pour les candidats de l’élection. Il 
semble donc avoir des enjeux beaucoup plus importants pour la population 
acadienne. Par exemple, l’éditorial dans l’édition qui suit directement les 
élections porte le titre : « Nous sommes insuffisamment représentés à 
Fredericton! » et qui demande pour une plus grande participation des Acadiens 
dans la politique provinciale afin de protéger ses droits.   Le fait que le sujet 

125
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de la conscription n’est pas abordé permet de déduire qu’au temps de 
l’élection provinciale du Nouveau-Brunswick, celui-ci n’était pas perçu 
comme une priorité pour les intérêts de la population acadienne. 

Dans le cas du journal  Le Devoir , on retrouve une situation 
complètement opposée. L’enjeu le plus important de cette élection est 
définitivement la conscription. Les éditoriaux du journal illustrent la manière 
dont cette question est intimement liée avec la politique provinciale et 
fédérale. Il faut comprendre le contexte de cette élection pour mieux 
comprendre la position du journal. Lors de la campagne, des ministres 
libéraux du cabinet fédéral de Mackenzie King menacent tous de démissionner 
si jamais le premier ministre actuel du Québec, Maurice Duplessis, remportait 
les élections. Comme il est mentionné à plusieurs reprises dans les éditoriaux 
avec « ce chantage à la démission », les ministres s’affirment être les seuls qui 
peuvent garantir que le gouvernement fédéral n’imposera pas la conscription.

  Le journal prend une position contre la conscription dans ces éditoriaux, 
126

mais celui-ci dénonce en même temps le fait que des ministres québécois 
fédéraux s’impliquent dans l’élection et essayent d’influencer le vote. Il y a 
donc une très grande différence entre la réaction du journal  La Voix 
d’Évangeline  et  Le Devoir . Le premier n’associe aucunement son élection 
provinciale avec l’enjeu de la conscription tandis que pour le deuxième cela en 
est son enjeu central. 

L’élection fédérale du 26 mars 1940 

Dans le cas de l’élection fédérale, il n’y a aucun éditorial qui traite de 
la conscription dans  La Voix d’Évangeline . Cependant, on retrouve des 
publicités pour le parti conservateur qui sont présentes dans les éditions du 
journal du 14 et 21 mars 1940  (voir annexe 1) . Ces affiches font la promotion 
du fait qu’il n’y aura pas de conscription si le parti conservateur est élu. On 
mentionne les noms du Dr Manion, le chef du Parti conservateur, et de W.E. 
McMonagle le candidat de ce parti pour la circonscription de Westmorland 
dans le sud-est du Nouveau-Brunswick. Ces publicités semblent indiquer une 
certaine opposition à la conscription de la population acadienne, car elles 
semblent vouloir capitaliser sur un sentiment anticonscriptionniste afin 
d’attirer plus d’électeurs. Le Parti libéral présente aussi des publicités, mais 

126 Georges Pelletier, « Voterons-nous pour Québec? Voterons-nous pour Ottawa »,  Le Devoir , 
vol. XXX, no° 248 (23 octobre 1939), p. 1. 
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celles-ci ne font jamais mention de la conscription. Elles ne font qu’attaquer 
Manion et le fait qu’il n’est pas aussi qualifié que King pour diriger le pays en 
temps de guerre.   Dans l’édition du 21 mars 1940, il y a une publicité 
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indiquant qu’au niveau local la question de la conscription prend de 
l’importance dans l’élection fédérale. On retrouve une affiche publiée par 
l’Exécutif de l’Association libérale de Moncton dénonçant le fait que le Dr 
Manion se dit opposé à la conscription. Ce groupe publie un extrait du livre du 
candidat fédéral publié en 1936 où il affirme que « La conscription des 
hommes était la seule méthode satisfaisante »   pendant la Première Guerre 
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mondiale  (voir annexe 2) . Cette publicité attaquant Manion tente d’illustrer 
que la population ne peut pas lui faire confiance lorsqu’il affirme que celui-ci 
est opposé à la conscription. Il serait très difficile de tenter d’évaluer si la 
position ambigüe du chef du Parti national conservateur eut un impact sur le 
vote des Acadiens en 1940. Toutefois, il est possible de constater que, même 
avec sa position contre la conscription, le candidat du parti pour la 
circonscription de Westmorland, W.E. McMonagle ne reçut que 38,44 % des 
votes.   On peut donc voir qu’avec l’élection fédérale la question de la 
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conscription fait son apparition dans le journal, mais uniquement sous la 
forme des publicités. On peut donc supposer qu’aux yeux du journal, la 
question de la conscription n’était pas un enjeu prioritaire pour l’élection 
fédérale, mais que, dans l’opinion publique, elle devenait de plus en plus 
débattue. 

Dans le cas du journal  Le Devoir , dans la monographie de Pierre 
Anctil, les éditoriaux retenus concernant la question de l’élection fédérale ne 
traitaient pas de la question de la conscription. Alors, la méthode de recherche 
fut d’aller directement chercher dans le journal sur le site web de Bibliothèque 
et Archives nationales du Québec. Les éditoriaux pour chaque jour de la 
semaine avant et après l’élection furent analysés et celui retenu date du 30 
mars 1940. Cet éditorial de Georges Pelletier nommé : « L’agonie d’un parti – 
L’avenir d’un autre : Propos sur l’élection du 26 mars », traite des résultats de 

127  « Voterais-je pour KING ou MANION »,  La Voix d’Évangeline , vol. XXX, no° 12 (21 mars 
1940), p. 5. 
128  « Le Dr Manion et la conscription »,  La Voix d’Évangeline , vol. XXX, no° 12 (21 mars 
1940), p. 8. 
129 « Historique des circonscriptions depuis 1867 », Bibliothèque du Parlement du Canada 
[https://bdp.parl.ca/About/Parliament/FederalRidingsHistory/hfer.asp?Language=F&Search=Cr
esdetail&Election=6627] (page consultée le 6 décembre). 
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l’élection et ce que ceux-ci représentent pour la question de la conscription. 
Par exemple, Pelletier mentionne le fait que pendant la campagne électorale le 
premier ministre n’a pas directement adressé les promesses qu’il faisait depuis 
septembre 1939 contre l’imposition de la conscription outre-mer, « M. King 
n’en a guère parlé pendant sa campagne de ces semaines-ci, ses lieutenants et 
ses candidats l’ont fait… »  . Cette affirmation va de pair avec la publicité du 
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Parti libéral dans le journal  La Voix d’Évangeline  du 21 mars 1940 qui ne fait 
aucune mention de la conscription.   De plus, cet éditorial apporte comme 
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argument que la réélection de King représente l’affirmation de la majorité des 
Canadiens contre la conscription, « Le scrutin du 26 a fait bloc contre le 
service obligatoire »  . Il y a aussi des références au fait que le résultat de 

132

l’élection est une preuve que la population ne fait pas confiance aux 
conservateurs à cause de leurs décisions pendant la Première Guerre mondiale. 
Il y a donc des réactions très différentes entre  Le Devoir  et la  Voix 
d’Évangeline . Comme ce fut le cas pour l’élection provinciale au Québec en 
1939, la question de la conscription est l’enjeu prioritaire.  

Le plébiscite sur la conscription du 27 avril 1942 

Comme mentionné plus haut, le journal  La Voix d’Évangeline  se 
présente comme politiquement neutre et c’est cette même position qui est 
présentée dans les éditoriaux au sujet du plébiscite. L’édition parut juste avant 
la tenue de celui-ci présente un éditorial complet sur le sujet. Dans cet éditorial 
portant le titre: « Le plébiscite de lundi prochain », le journal affirme rester 
neutre sur le sujet. Sa seule demande fit que la population participe au vote et 
« de voter consciencieusement ». Il présente aussi des arguments pour le côté 
du « oui » et du « non » tout en continuant d’affirmer la neutralité du journal 
face à la question.   L’éditorial de la semaine suivant le vote est très 
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intéressant et pourrait être considéré plus comme l’opinion d’une partie de la 
population. Celui-ci porte de titre « Le plébiscite » et explique les raisons pour 
lesquelles les Acadiens ont voté majoritairement pour le « non » lors du 

130 Georges Pelletier, « L’agonie d’un parti – L’avenir d’un autre : Propos sur l’élection du 26 
mars »,  Le Devoir , vol. XXXI, no° 75 (30 mars 1940), p. 1. 
131  « Voterais-je pour KING ou MANION »,  La Voix d’Évangeline , vol. XXX, no° 12 (21 mars 
1940), p. 5. 
132  Georges Pelletier, « L’agonie d’un parti – L’avenir d’un autre : Propos sur l’élection du 26 
mars »,  Le Devoir , vol. XXXI, no° 75 (30 mars 1940), p. 1. 
133  « Le plébiscite de lundi prochain »,  La Voix d’Évangeline , vol. XXXII, no° 16 (23 avril 
1942), p. 3 
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plébiscite. Il y a trois circonscriptions au Nouveau-Brunswick où le « non » 
fut majoritaire, Gloucester, Restigouche-Madawaska et Kent. Ce sont toutes 
des régions à majorité acadienne.   Les arguments avancés par l’éditorial sont 

134

que la population n’est pas opposée à la guerre et à même fournit plusieurs 
soldats aux troupes canadiennes, « Les Acadiens du Nouveau-Brunswick, par 
exemple, qui ont en majorité répondu « Non », n’en ont pas moins fourni à 
l’armée de terre un nombre imposant de volontaires… »  . L’argument avancé 
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par le journal pour expliquer la réponse des Canadiens français est le fait que 
ceux-ci n’ont pas été convaincus de la nécessité de la conscription. Comme 
l’exprime bien l’éditorial « Du jour au lendemain, en hauts lieux on a changé 
d’avis ou du moins on a changé de façon de parler. »   Le journal voit donc 
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l’incompréhension de la population face à la nécessité du service obligatoire 
pour outre-mer, surtout à cause du changement de discours du gouvernement, 
comme une raison qui explique la réponse du « non ». L’éditorial affirme aussi 
que cette réponse n’empêchera pas les Canadiens français surtout les Acadiens 
de participer à l’effort de guerre. Toutefois, il est possible de constater que les 
Acadiens ont voté en bloc pour le « non ». Ceux-ci, à l’époque, représentaient 
près de trente pour cent de la population de la province du 
Nouveau-Brunswick et les résultats du plébiscite démontrent que le « non » 
reçut trente pour cent des votes.   On retrouve aussi quelques publicités qui 
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présentent leurs arguments pour chaque côté du débat. Il y a deux publicités en 
particulier qui retiennent l’attention dans l’édition du 16 avril 1942 de  La Voix 
d’Évangeline . À la page 6, on retrouve le message du député fédéral du comté 
de Gloucester, l’Acadien C.-J. Veniot, qui encourage les Acadiens de son 
comté et tous ceux de la province à voter oui lors du plébiscite (voir annexe 
3). Son argument est que même si personnellement il est opposé à la 
conscription pour le service outre-mer le conflit demande un effort total. Il fait 
même référence que le « oui » doit gagner afin de pouvoir « infliger une 
défaite écrasante à l’ennemi, sauver notre pays et maintenir la civilisation 
chrétienne. »   Alors, une partie de la motivation vient de l’importance de la 

138

134  J.L. Granastein, « Le Québec et le plébiscite de 1942 sur la conscription »,  Revue d’histoire 
de l’Amérique française , vol. 27, no° 1 (juin 1973), p. 61. 
135  « Le plébiscite »,  La Voix d’Évangeline , vol. XXXII, no° 17 (30 avril 1942), p. 3. 
136  Ibid . 
137 Jacques Paul Couturier,  Un passé composé : le Canada de 1850 à nos jours , Moncton, Les 
Éditions d’Acadie, 2000, p. 257. 
138 C.-J. Veniot, « Aux électeurs de Gloucester, NB »,  La Voix d’Évangeline , vol. XXXII, no° 15 
(16 avril 1942), p. 6. 
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religion et de la conservation des valeurs chrétiennes. Cette publicité est la 
seule référence trouvée dans le journal d’un Acadien qui se prononce 
ouvertement pour le côté du « oui », donc il est possible de conclure que ce 
discours est plutôt unique. L’autre publicité se retrouve à la page 7 et est une 
version abrégée du manifeste de la Ligue pour la Défense du Canada.   Cette 
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organisation fut fondée afin de promouvoir le vote du « non » après l’annonce 
du plébiscite par King. D’après l’historien J.L Granastein la ligue avec ses 
efforts et sa propagande fut une des raisons que le « non » fut gagnant au 
Québec.   Avec les informations recueillies et le fait qu’on ne retrouve qu’une 
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seule publicité de ce groupe dans  La Voix d’Évangeline , il serait très difficile 
d’affirmer que le même phénomène se produit pour le vote de la population 
acadienne. Mais il ne faudrait pas tout de même nier le fait que la Ligue pour 
la Défense du Canada distribua leurs matériels de propagande au 
Nouveau-Brunswick et dans le nord de l’Ontario.   Le plébiscite crée donc la 
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nécessité pour le journal d’aborder la question de la conscription pourtant sans 
prendre de position sur la question. Cependant, des indices comme la réaction 
après le plébiscite et les publicités permettent de voir que cet enjeu était 
important pour la population acadienne et que la question de la conscription ne 
faisait pas toujours l’unanimité. 

Pour le journal  Le Devoir , dès l’annonce de la tenue du plébiscite, il y 
a un fort sentiment de trahison et les éditoriaux dénoncent les mensonges de 
Mackenzie King. Le premier ministre annonça le 22 janvier 1942, lors du 
Discours du Trône qui ouvrait la nouvelle session parlementaire, qu’il y aurait 
un plébiscite le 27 avril de cette même année.   Dès le 31 janvier 1942, on 
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retrouve comme éditorial « Au plébiscite, répondre : non » de la plume de 
Georges Pelletier, qui rapporte le danger du nouveau discours de Mackenzie 
King. Le premier point soulevé dans l’éditorial est le fait que pendant la 
Première Guerre mondiale le premier ministre Borden avait fait la promesse 
de ne pas imposer la conscription pour le service outre-mer, mais que celui-ci 
finit par l’imposer et eut des conséquences très graves. L’éditorial souligne, 
dans un premier temps, la similarité existante entre le discours que Borden 
avait pris à l’époque et celui du premier ministre actuel et tente de mettre les 

139 Ligue pour la Défense du Canada, « Manifeste de la "Ligue pour la Défense du Canada" », 
La Voix d’Évangeline , vol. XXXII, no° 15 (16 avril 1942), p. 7. 
140  J.L. Granastein, « Le Québec et le plébiscite », p. 44. 
141  Ibid ., p. 55. 
142 J.L. Granastein, « Le Québec et le plébiscite », p. 48.  
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lecteurs en garde. Par exemple, l’éditorial fait l’argument qu’en ayant réélu 
King, qui pendant la campagne se prononçait contre la conscription, la 
population canadienne avait déjà exprimé le fait qu’elle était contre la 
conscription.   On retrouve aussi une partie du même discours retrouvé dans 
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l’éditorial « Le plébiscite » du 30 avril 1942 dans  La Voix d’Évangeline . Soit 
que le changement du discours de la part du gouvernement et le peu 
d’explication de sa part sur la nécessité d’avoir recours à la conscription 
motive la réponse du « non ». Par cet éditorial, on peut voir dès l’annonce du 
plébiscite que le journal prend position catégoriquement pour le côté du 
« non » et fait appel à différents facteurs comme la Première Guerre mondiale 
pour défendre son opinion. Il y a aussi un éditorial publié après le plébiscite 
qui comporte certaines similarités avec l’éditorial publié par  La Voix 
d’Évangeline  après le plébiscite. George Pelletier dans l’éditorial du 9 mai 
1942 intitulé « L’attitude du bloc français » tente d’offrir une explication du 
vote des Canadiens français lors du plébiscite. Les résultats démontrent très 
bien la réponse négative des Canadiens français : Le « non » remporte dans la 
province de Québec avec 72 % et il est estimé que les Canadiens français de 
cette province ont voté à 85 % pour le « non ».   Pelletier argumente que cette 
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position prise contre la conscription n’a rien à voir avec le fait d’être contre la 
guerre. Pour lui, le bloc français est « réaliste et raisonnable ». Il va continuer 
de coopérer et de contribuer à l’effort de guerre tant que le Canada ne 
s’implique pas au-delà de ses moyens. Il faut aussi noter que dans cet éditorial 
Pelletier défend les Canadiens français surtout ceux du Québec contre toutes 
les attaques faites contre eux. Ceux-ci sont accusés, entre autres, dans un 
premier temps d’être abstentionnistes, anti-britanniques et pro-allemands. La 
réponse de l’auteur est que les Canadiens français sont pro-canadiens et cela 
explique leur position.   Pour la question du plébiscite, il est possible de 
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relever quelques similitudes entre le discours de  La Voix d’Évangeline  et  Le 
Devoir  surtout avec la manière dont les deux ont produit un éditorial 
expliquant les raisons derrière la réponse du « non ». Dans l’ensemble, les 
deux journaux prennent des positions différentes étant donné qu’un reste 
neutre et l’autre est violemment opposé. 

143 Georges Pelletier, « Au plébiscite, répondre : non »,  Le Devoir , vol. XXXIII, no° 24 (31 
janvier 1942), p. 1. 
144  Pierre Anctil,  Soyons nos maîtres , p. 86. 
145  Georges Pelletier, « L’attitude du bloc français »,  Le Devoir , vol. XXXIII, no° 107 (9 mai 
1942), p. 1. 
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Les élections provinciales d’août 1944 

L’élection provinciale au Nouveau-Brunswick a eu lieu le 28 août 
1944. Il est important de noter qu’à la fin de 1943 le journal  La Voix 
d’Évangeline  reprend le nom de  L’Évangeline  et reste sous son format 
d’hebdomadaire. Le discours présenté dans les éditoriaux du journal avant et 
après l’élection ressemble dans certains aspects à celui retrouvé avant la tenue 
du plébiscite. Le journal se présente encore une fois comme étant 
politiquement neutre, « Notre journal est en dehors de toute influence 
politique; il tient à garder une indépendance complète pour mieux respecter 
l’opinion de chacun. »   De plus, comme ce fut le cas avec l’élection 
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provinciale de 1939 au Nouveau-Brunswick, il y a une grande importance 
mise sur les intérêts des Acadiens. On les encourage de voter pour les 
candidats qui « [lutteront] pour notre cause [et] pour nos droits »  . Le fait que 
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la question de la conscription n’a pas été mentionnée avant l’élection permet 
d’illustrer que cette question n’était pas perçue comme une priorité pour les 
intérêts de la population acadienne à ce moment. Mais cela n’empêche pas de 
voir que le débat sur la conscription, qui prenait de plus en plus d’importance 
dans la politique fédérale, aurait peut-être pu jouer un rôle dans le vote des 
Acadiens pendant l’élection provinciale d’après l’éditorialiste Léandre 
LeGresley. Dans l’éditorial « À propos des élections » du 31 août 1944, 
LeGresley donne les différentes raisons qui expliquent la victoire du Parti 
libéral qui dirige la province depuis 1935. L’argument avancé pour expliquer 
la défaite du Parti progressiste conservateur est : « Si le parti progressiste 
conservateur n’a pas reçu plus de support parmi les Acadiens, il faut sans 
doute rappeler l’attitude des chefs nationaux du parti qui se sont prononcés en 
faveur de la conscription et leurs critiques contre les allocations familiales».  

148

L’opposition de la population acadienne à la conscription est donc relevée 
dans cet éditorial et cette opposition prend même un poids politique dans la 
province mais n’est pas la seule raison qui explique la victoire du Parti libéral. 

L’élection provinciale au Québec a lieu le 8 août 1944. Après la place 
de premier plan que prit la question de la conscription lors de l’élection 
provinciale en 1939 et les développements depuis celle-ci, il n’est pas 

146 Léandre LeGresley, « Il faut aller voter »,  L’Évangeline , vol. I, no° 22 (3 août 1944), p. 3.  
147  Emery LeBlanc, « Allons voter »,  L’Évangeline , vol. I, no° 25 (24 août 1944), p. 3 .  
148 Léandre LeGresley, « À propos des élections »,  L’Évangeline , vol. I, no° 26 (31 août 1944), 
p. 3. 
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surprenant de voir que le sujet est encore une fois un enjeu central de la 
campagne.  Le Devoir , dans ses éditoriaux, met la population en garde contre le 
message que pourrait envoyer leur vote. Par exemple, dans l’éditorial du 22 
juillet 1944 « L’élection du 8 août prochain : Voterons-nous pour le 
gouvernement ou pour un autre parti? » Georges Pelletier affirme que la 
réélection du premier ministre Godbout serait un appui direct à Mackenzie 
King et sa politique, ce qui inclut la possibilité d’imposer la conscription pour 
le service outre-mer. De plus, Pelletier alerte les lecteurs de ne pas voter pour 
le candidat de l’Union nationale, l’ancien Premier ministre Duplessis. Pelletier 
critique le fait que ce dernier, pendant la campagne du plébiscite de 1942, ne 
se soit prononcé contre la conscription que très tardivement et avec peu de 
conviction. Il est donc possible de constater que le journal n’offre aucun appui 
aux candidats qui ne sont pas catégoriquement opposés à la conscription. 
Pelletier encourage plutôt les lecteurs à voter pour le Bloc populaire qui au 
niveau provincial est dirigé par Andrée Laurendeau.   L’appui au Bloc 
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populaire démontre encore une fois la position du  Devoir  face à la 
conscription.  On se rappellera que le parti du Bloc populaire fut fondé en 
1942 à cause de la crise de la conscription et pour lutter contre son imposition.

  Il y a une différence à noter entre le discours retrouvé dans les éditoriaux du 
150

Devoir  et de  L’Évangeline . Dans  Le Devoir  il est très clair que la question du 
service obligatoire pour outre-mer est l’élément qui a le plus d’influence sur le 
vote. Celui-ci doit être fait en fonction de la position des candidats face à la 
conscription. Par exemple, le Bloc populaire étant le parti le plus 
anticonscriptionniste explique l’appui de celui-ci par  Le Devoir . Dans le cas 
de  L’Évangeline,  la seule demande faite est de voter pour les personnes qui 
représenteront le mieux les intérêts de la population acadienne. Le fait que, sur 
la scène fédérale, les conservateurs sont associés au discours favorable à la 
conscription est un facteur qui aurait pu influencer le vote des Acadiens et 
ultimement influencer les résultats de l’élection provinciale. Toutefois, il est 
clair que celle-ci est une question beaucoup plus fondamentale sur la scène 
politique provinciale au Québec d’après le discours dans les éditoriaux du 
Devoir .  

149  Georges Pelletier, « L’élection du 8 août prochain : Voterons-nous pour le gouvernement ou 
pour un autre parti? »,  Le Devoir , vol. XXXV, no° 167 (22 juillet 1944), p. 1. 
150  Pierre Anctil,  Soyons nos maîtres , p. 401. 
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L’annonce de la conscription outre-mer le 23 novembre 1944
 

Dans  L’Évangeline , l’annonce du début de la conscription pour le 
service outre-mer ne passe pas inaperçue dans les éditoriaux. Le 23 novembre 
1944 commence l’application de la conscription pour le service outre-mer 
limité.   Avant l’annonce, il y a beaucoup de débats sur la conscription qui se 
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déroulent à Ottawa. Comme le rapporte l’éditorial du 16 novembre 1944 « 
Bravo, M. King! », le ministre de la Défense, M. Ralston, faisait pression sur 
Mackenzie King pour que celui-ci impose la conscription. King, cependant, 
décida de renvoyer Ralston et de le remplacer par le général McNaughton qui 
se prononçait contre la conscription.   LeGresley dans cet éditorial applaudit 
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la décision du premier ministre de ne pas s’être plié aux pressions de ceux qui 
voulaient la conscription. De plus, il y a une grande partie du texte qui met en 
valeur et défend l’efficacité du système de volontariat en place au Canada. Il y 
a aussi une mention que le système de volontariat produit beaucoup plus de 
recrus que pendant la Première Guerre mondiale ce qui devrait être la preuve 
que la conscription n’est pas nécessaire. Bien que LeGresley met toute sa 
confiance dans le système de volontariat, il est possible de constater que 
celui-ci n’apporte pas beaucoup de recrues des comtés à majorité acadienne. 
Dans l’édition du journal du 9 novembre 1944, on retrouve un tableau qui 
donne le pourcentage de la population masculine inscrite dans l’armée par 
comté dans la province  (voir annexe 4) . On remarque que les trois comtés 
ayant les taux les plus faibles d’hommes recrutés dans l’armée sont les mêmes 
qui avaient voté en majorité pour le « non » lors du plébiscite sur la 
conscription de 1942 (Gloucester, Restigouche-Madawaska et Kent).   Le 
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faible taux d’inscriptions de ces comtés acadiens pourrait être expliqué par 
l’importance de l’agriculture chez cette population. Par exemple dans un 
éditorial daté du 31 août 1944, soit après l’élection provinciale, LeGresley 
affirme que le gouvernement provincial devra tenir ses promesses en matière 
d’agriculture, car « L’Agriculture est un ministère qui intéresse 
particulièrement les Acadiens puisqu’ils forment une grande partie de la classe 

151  Jacques Paul Couturier,  Un passé composé,  p. 258. 
152  Léandre LeGresley, « Bravo M. King! »,  L’Évangeline , vol. I, no° 37 (16 novembre 1944), p. 
3. 
153  J.L. Granastein, « Le Québec et le plébiscite », p. 61. 
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agricole de la province »  . Cependant, dans l’éditorial du 30 novembre 1944 
154

le discours a complètement changé  (voir annexe 5) . Dans l’éditorial de 
Léandre LeGresley « Nous avons maintenant la conscription pour outre-mer » 
il est possible de constater le sentiment de déception envers le premier 
ministre du pays. Par exemple, à la toute fin de l’éditorial on retrouve la 
phrase : « Il faut se soumettre à la loi du pays, mais nous ne pouvons féliciter 
M. King qui a capitulé pour tenter de rester au pouvoir, pour faire plaisir aux 
impérialistes qui travaillent contre l’unité nationale. »   Pour l’éditorialiste, 
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l’annonce de King est une manifestation de sa faiblesse et que les impérialistes 
veulent se débarrasser du fait canadien-français dans le pays. Il y a aussi une 
incompréhension du fait que, quelques semaines précédant l’annonce de la 
conscription, le gouvernement fédéral continuait d’affirmer l’efficacité du 
système de volontariat. De plus, pour LeGresley, il ne faut pas oublier les 
Canadiens français qui doivent constamment se battre pour leurs droits au 
pays ce qui explique pourquoi certains ne veulent pas participer au conflit en 
Europe. L’éditorialiste affirme qu’aucun membre de ce groupe n’hésiterait à 
prendre les armes pour défendre le territoire canadien.    Un autre élément 

156

intéressant retrouvé dans l’éditorial est la citation de Lord Tweedsmuir qui se 
retrouve à partir de janvier 1941 sur la première page du journal  Le Devoir 
(voir annexe 6) . Cette citation est utilisée par  Le Devoir , et dans ce cas par 
LeGresley, pour expliquer le fait que le Canada a comme premier devoir de 
servir ses propres intérêts et non ceux des autres pays. Cette citation est 
exploitée comme un argument contre la conscription pendant la guerre. On 
peut donc voir dans ces deux éditoriaux de  L’Évangeline  une prise de position 
plus forte et convaincante contre la conscription comparer au discours qui était 
tenu depuis le début de la Deuxième Guerre mondiale. 

Dans  Le Devoir , l’annonce du début de la conscription pour le service 
outre-mer est la plus grande trahison possible de la part des hommes 
politiques. Ce sentiment est présent car, depuis le début de la guerre, de 
nombreux politiciens affirmaient que le gouvernement n’aurait pas recours à 
celle-ci. Le ton de l’éditorial du 16 décembre 1944 « Le discrédit de notre 
politique » de Georges Pelletier est très direct : l’annonce de Mackenzie King 

154  Léandre LeGresley, « À propos des élections »,  L’Évangeline , vol. I, no° 26 (31 août 1944), 
p. 3. 
155  Léandre LeGresley, « Nous avons maintenant la conscription pour outre-mer », 
L’Évangeline , vol. I, no° 39 (30 novembre 1944), p. 3. 
156  Ibid. 
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est une tragédie. Cette décision du gouvernement n’est pas seulement 
désastreuse pour les Canadiens français, mais pour l’ensemble des Canadiens. 
Comme l’explique si bien Pelletier, cette trahison représente la fin de la 
confiance dans les institutions démocratiques de ce pays et « le fait demeure 
qu’un parti responsable, qui, pendant de nombreuses années, a formé l’opinion 
de la majorité des citoyens dans notre pays, a mis en vigueur un décret qui est 
absolument contradictoire à toutes ses promesses et à tous ses engagements.»

  Cette exploitation du sentiment de trahison est aussi présentée de manière 
157

moins directe dans le journal  L’Évangeline . Un élément commun entre les 
deux éditoriaux est le fait que cette décision de mettre en place la conscription 
pour le service outre-mer est une menace pour l’unité nationale. Mais le blâme 
n’est pas posé sur les mêmes facteurs dans les éditoriaux des deux journaux. 
Dans  L’Évangeline , la plus grosse partie du blâme tombe sur les impérialistes 
qui avec leurs campagnes continuelles ont réussi à forcer King à mettre en 
place cette mesure. Dans le cas du  Devoir,  la responsabilité tombe plus sur 
King personnellement et le fait qu’il n’a pas tenu la promesse faite lors de 
l’entrée en guerre du Canada. 

Conclusion 

Pour conclure, la crise de la conscription pendant la Deuxième Guerre 
mondiale fut un évènement traité de manière parfois similaire et parfois 
différente dans la presse acadienne et québécoise. L’opinion du journal  La 
Voix d’Évangeline  et  L’Évangeline  comporte certaines différences clés de 
l’opinion présentée dans le journal Le  Devoir . Le fait que le journal acadien 
affirme sa neutralité politique sur la question du plébiscite n’empêche pas 
l’opinion de la population acadienne contre la conscription d'apparaître dans 
les éditoriaux et les publicités. Dans le cas du  Devoir,  celui-ci dès le début du 
conflit s’oppose catégoriquement à la conscription et sera très critique de la 
série d’évènements qui mèneront jusqu’à la mise en place de la conscription 
pour le service outre-mer. Dans la presse acadienne, les traces du débat sur la 
conscription ne sont pas présentes dès le début de la guerre. Cependant, 
celui-ci prendra une plus grande importance lorsqu’il sera question de 
politique fédérale comme l’élection de 1940, le plébiscite de 1942 et 
l’annonce du début de la conscription obligatoire pour le service outre-mer en 

157  Georges Pelletier, « Le discrédit de notre politique »,  Le Devoir , vol. XXXV, no° 289 (22 
juillet 1944), p. 1. 
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1944. Si le journal  Le Devoir  présente des arguments nationalistes canadiens 
pour défendre sa position contre la conscription, le journal  La Voix 
d’Évangeline  et  L’Évangeline  s’intéresse plutôt dans les champs spécifiques 
de la population acadienne. Dans le cadre d’une recherche de plus grande 
envergure, il pourrait être intéressant de tenter de déterminer si la position 
minoritaire de la population acadienne influença la prise de position et le 
discours du journal. Cet aspect pourrait être analysé en comparant la presse 
acadienne à la presse d’une autre minorité francophone comme la presse 
franco-ontarienne. 
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Annexe 1 : Publicité du Parti national conservateur dans  La Voix 
d’Évangeline  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source : « Pas de conscription avec Manion et McMonagle »,  La Voix d’Évangeline , 
vol. XXX, no° 11 (14 mars 1940), p. 8. 
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Annexe 2 : Publicité de l’Association Libérale de Moncton dans  La 
Voix d’Évangeline 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source : « Le Dr Manion et la conscription »,  La Voix d’Évangeline , vol. XXX, no° 12 
(21 mars 1940), p. 8. 
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Annexe 3 : Publicité du député C.-J. Veniot dans  La Voix d’Évangeline  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source : C.-J. Veniot, « Aux électeurs de Gloucester, NB »,  La Voix d’Évangeline , vol. 
XXXII, no° 15 (16 avril 1942), p. 6. 
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Annexe 4 : Statistique sur le recrutement par comté au 
Nouveau-Brunswick dans  L’Évangeline 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source : « Nouveau-Brunswick Résultat du recrutement par comté »,  L’Évangeline , 
vol. I, no° 36 (9 novembre 1944), p. 4. 
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Annexe 5 : Éditorial de Léandre LeGresley dans  L’Évangeline 
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Source : Léandre LeGresley, « Nous avons maintenant la conscription pour outre-mer 
»,  L’Évangeline , vol. I, no° 39 (30 novembre 1944), p. 3. 
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Annexe 6 : Citation de Lord Tweedsmuir dans l’entête du journal  Le 
Devoir 

Source :  Le Devoir , vol. XXXII, no° 1 (3 janvier 1941), p. 1. 
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Time Travel and Gentile Protagonists in American Children’s 
Holocaust Fiction: Coming to Terms with the Holocaust in 
Postwar America Through the Act of Vicarious Experience 

and Witness  

Miranda Brethour 

 

In 1978 the television mini-series Holocaust was released in the United States 
and was nearly immediately viewed by approximately one hundred and twenty 
million people over the course of four days.   In spite of its faults, scholars 

158

have consensually deemed the release of this mini-series, which was the first 
point of exposure to the Holocaust for many Americans, as marking the 
beginning of a rapid integration of the Holocaust into American 
consciousness.   Throughout this process, the history of the Holocaust has 

159

been manipulated into particular representations that conform to the needs and 
dynamics of American culture, reflecting the remark made by Gary Weissman 
that when the Holocaust enters a national culture, “…it enters not on its own 
terms, scorching earth and blazing new grounds, but within the terms already 
set out from within the culture’s own dynamic.”   This has become known as 

160

the Americanization of the Holocaust, characterized by a “tendency to 
individualize, heroize, moralize, idealize, and universalize,” ultimately making 
the Holocaust, in the words of Michael Berenbaum, “… more accessible and 
relevant for a broad American audience by using it as a means to teach 
fundamental American values.”   

161

158 Henry Greenspan, “Imagining Survivors: Testimony and the Rise of Holocaust 
Consciousness,” in Hilene Flanzbaum, ed.,  The Americanization of the Holocaust  (Baltimore: 
The John Hopkins University Press, 1999), 45. 
159 David Cesarani and Eric J. Sundquist, ed.,  After the Holocaust: Challenging the Myth of 
Silence  (New York: Routledge, 2011), 1.  
160 Gary Weissman,  Fantasies of Witnessing: Postwar Efforts to Experience the Holocaust  (New 
York: Cornell University Press, 2004), 188. 
161 Michael J. Martin, “Experience and Expectations: The Dialogic Narrative of Adolescent 
Holocaust Literature,”  Children’s Literature Association Quarterly  29, no. 4 (2004): 317, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/chq.0.1342; Weissman,  Fantasies of Witnessing,  11.  
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Children’s Holocaust fiction, which has increasingly expanded in 
prominence from the late 1970s to the present, is one site of this 
Americanization process. This paper will examine how children’s Holocaust 
fiction embodies the trend towards experiential representations, which has 
been at the forefront of the Americanization of the Holocaust, and further 
explore the purpose, impact, and significance of such techniques within this 
specific cultural context. It will be argued that the use of Gentile protagonists 
and time travel in these books allows post-Holocaust generation American 
children to vicariously experience and witness the Holocaust, ultimately in an 
attempt to teach readers about the Holocaust through the transmission of a 
traumatic Holocaust consciousness. In other words, reading such books is 
intended to negate the usefulness of historical knowledge of the genocide, as 
the readers themselves, alongside the protagonists, are encouraged to take on 
the role of a New Witness figure. This New Witness figure, as embodied by 
the protagonist, is able to transcend the ignorance of childhood by defining 
themselves on the importance of Holocaust memory and threat of Holocaust 
denial. Although the reasons for which authors make use of such techniques 
are merely speculative for the time being, the conclusion will illustrate how 
these books can be correlated to trends in the literature during the latter half of 
the twentieth century, in which a narrative of American guilt was dominant. 
This trend in historiography, paralleled with an overt or covert discussion of 
America’s response to the Holocaust in children’s literature, suggests a type of 
causal relationship between these two phenomena.  

Legitimizing these claims will involve a series of procedural 
arguments. In turn, these books: effectively link the reader to the journey and 
fate of the protagonist; immerse the protagonist in what is packaged as an 
“authentic Holocaust experience,” which necessarily involves both witnessing 
and undergoing trauma; and finally impart upon the protagonist the status, and 
in many cases the consciousness, of a trauma victim. Although the books 
differ in terms of which of the above stages they focus upon or the 
permanence of the order, without exception, the protagonist emerges at the end 
as intrinsically linked to the Holocaust. Regardless if the protagonist is a 
Gentile living during World War II, or a late twentieth century 
Jewish-American or non Jewish-American teenager, they move forward from 
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this Holocaust experience as New Witness figures who carry the weight and 
knowledge of a traumatic consciousness.  

162

Significantly, this challenges educators and literary critics who have 
repeatedly asserted that children’s Holocaust fiction should “avoid the use of 
graphic material” in order to shield “child readers and their innocence from 
the severity of those horrors.”   Paradoxically, these books rely upon horrific 

163

details in order to make claim to an authentic Holocaust experience through 
which the protagonists and readers can enter and be transformed into this New 
Witness figure.  

It is in the nature of this New Witness figure that variations between 
books written for a Jewish-American versus non Jewish-American audience 
can be distinguished. Books written for a broader American audience often 
feature a Gentile instead of Jewish protagonist who, after their Holocaust 
experience, understands the threat of Holocaust denial and need to remember 
the victims. In books written specifically for a Jewish audience, a category 
established by researching the publisher and catalogues of books held at 
Jewish Community Centres, the predominantly Jewish protagonists emerge 
from this Holocaust experience with a stronger faith and appreciation for 
Jewish traditions.  

Very few comprehensive studies of this literature exist, and only one 
scholar, Eric L. Tribunella, has proposed that books such as  The Devil’s 
Arithmetic  and  Number the Stars  encourage the reader to undergo a Holocaust 
experience along with the protagonist. His book purports that this Holocaust 
experience intends to further a process of maturation in the child, whereby 
they are transformed into adults.   However, his work is marked by a number 

164

of shortcomings, some of which this paper will attempt to address, including: 
the significance of encouraging children to undergo a Holocaust experience 
beyond a process of maturation and identity development, a discussion of 

162  There is one significant exception to this conclusion: in John Boyne’s  The Boy in the Striped 
Pajamas , the protagonist is mistaken for a Jew and killed in the gas chambers. 
163 Elizabeth Roberts Baer, “A New Algorithm in Evil: Children’s Literature in a Post-Holocaust 
World,”  The Lion and the Unicorn  24, no. 3 (2000): 385; Eric L. Tribunella,  Melancholia and 
Maturation: The Use of Trauma in American Children’s Literature  (University of Tennessee 
Press, 2010), 103.  
164  Tribunella,  Melancholia and Maturation , 103.  
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these techniques in light of pedagogical publications, and an overview of the 
process by which the reader and protagonist become immersed in a Holocaust 
experience and how this experience makes claim to authenticity. Rather than 
simply promoting identification with the protagonist in order to further a 
maturation of the child into an adult as Tribunella has suggested, I propose 
that this constructed Holocaust experience encourages readers to take on a 
traumatic consciousness, integrate the Holocaust into their own life 
experiences and become witness figures in their own right.  

The primary source material for this paper, in the form of children’s 
literature, was selected on the basis of the intended age group and content. To 
make the argument more focused, only books written for ages eight to twelve 
and those that employ narrative techniques of time travel and Gentile 
protagonists were selected. This selectivity is warranted given that these books 
do not in any sense exist at the margins of children’s Holocaust literature.  The 
Devil’s Arithmetic , for example, is widely acknowledged as one of the most 
prominent pieces of children’s Holocaust fiction.   All the books analyzed in 

165

this paper have won awards, been published by mainstream publishers, and 
appear as prominent sources for teaching elementary school children about the 
Holocaust.  

166

All of the primary sources analyzed were published between the late 
1970s and early 2000s, loosely reflecting the time period over which the 
history of the Holocaust increasingly became part of American consciousness. 
In the immediate post-war period there was limited discussion of the 
Holocaust and interest in the experiences of survivors amongst the general 
American public. With the exception of the 1961 Adolf Eichmann trial, which 
sparked a short-lived consideration of survivor testimony, Holocaust survivors 
who immigrated to America spoke of feeling isolated and as though society 

165  Tribunella,  Melancholia and Maturation , 117.  
166  Alabama Holocaust Commission, “Holocaust Literature for Youth,” accessed April 1, 2017, 
http://www.bhamholocausteducation.org/documents/holocaustlit.pdf; “Holocaust for Older 
Readers Book List,”  Scholastic , accessed April 1, 2017, 
https://www.scholastic.com/teachers/lists/teaching-content/holocaust-books-for-older-readers/; 
“Holocaust for Younger Readers Book List,”  Scholastic,  accessed April 1, 2017, 
https://www.scholastic.com/teachers/lists/teaching-content/holocaust-books-for-younger-readers
/.  
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was not interested in their traumatic experiences.   In 1964, survivors of the 
167

Holocaust attempted to build a Holocaust memorial in a New York City park, 
yet the plans were thwarted by the parks commissioner who concluded that 
monuments in the parks should be “limited to events of American history.”  

168

However, less than thirty years after the 1964 memorial was rejected, 
a Holocaust museum was opened in the nation’s capital, illustrative of the 
fast-paced nature of the integration of the Holocaust into the sphere of 
American history. It is difficult to address in a paper of this scope and length 
the question of how and why exactly the Holocaust became Americanized so 
quickly. It is thus useful to turn once again to the 1978 Holocaust mini-series 
as a key moment in this transformation. Due to the immense reach of this 
mini-series, a larger social and political response to the Holocaust was 
collectively deemed unavoidable and morally necessary. Directly following 
the release of this mini-series, interest in survivor testimony increased 
exponentially and plans for the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
(USHMM) begun.  

169

This Americanization of the Holocaust involved the creation and 
proliferation of countless Holocaust representations as well as the promotion 
of certain testimonies or diaries, such as those of Anne Frank and Elie Wiesel.

  Children’s fiction is part of a broader trend wherein American 
170

representations of the Holocaust tend to use experiential techniques in an 
attempt to help the American public empathize with or relate to the Holocaust 
survivor or victim, often referred to in literature singularly as “The Holocaust 
Experience.”   For example, at the USHMM, visitors receive identification 

171

167 Henry Greenspan, “Imagining Survivors: Testimony and the Rise of Holocaust 
Consciousness,” in   Hilene Flanzbaum, ed.,  The Americanization of the Holocaust  (Baltimore: 
The John Hopkins University Press, 1999), 46-51.  
168  James E. Young, “America’s Holocaust: Memory and the Politics of Identity,” in Hilene 
Flanzbaum, ed.,  The Americanization of the Holocaust  (Baltimore: The John Hopkins 
University Press, 1999), 70.  
169 Greenspan, “Imagining Survivors,” 44; 46.		
170  In a survey completed in 1996, the diary of Anne Frank was necessary reading for half of 
American high schools surveyed. See Hilene Flanzbaum, introduction to Hilene Flanzbaum, ed., 
The Americanization of the Holocaust  (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1999), 1. 
171 Weissman,  Fantasies of Witnessing , 90.  
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cards, inviting them to undertake this experience alongside a survivor or 
victim. 

The use of experiential techniques in children’s Holocaust literature 
has been met with generally positive responses from educators and literary 
critics.   Educators have concluded that fiction which makes the reality of the 

172

Holocaust “imaginatively possible” can encourage the next generations to 
remain “vigilant about the hatred inside all of us.”    Others have asserted that 

173

works which take present-day American children back to the past are possibly 
the “most compelling and effective,” as the child readers are able to learn, 
through what is considered to be a direct encounter, “the full impact of the 
Holocaust” and “the importance of remembering.”  

174

Gary Weismann’s book  Fantasies of Witnessing: Postwar Efforts to 
Experience the Holocaust  provides a detailed analysis of the tendency of 
American representations of the Holocaust to make use of experiential 
techniques, although his work lacks sufficient contextualization of such trends 
as a distinguishing feature of the Americanization of the Holocaust. Recent 
representations, he argues, strive to bring us closer to the horror, as they “seek 
to re-create the Holocaust as an ‘experience’ nonwitnesses may put 
themselves through.”   As such, “they are not overcoming a fearful aversion 

175

to its horror but endeavoring to actually feel the horror of what otherwise 
eludes them.”  

176

To illustrate that these books attempt to transform the reader into a 
New Witness figure, an initial discussion of how the authors link the readers 
and protagonists is necessary. The most obvious technique would be the use of 
first-person narration, yet the overwhelming majority of the authors choose to 
write in third-person limited; the reader has access to the thoughts and feelings 
of the protagonist alone. The characterizations of the protagonists are 
extremely precise, as the authors mold the protagonists into presumably 

172  See Sarah D. Jordan, “Educating Without Overwhelming: Authorial Strategies in Children’s 
Holocaust Literature,”  Children’s Literature in Education  35, no. 3 (2004): 199-218; David L. 
Russell, “Reading the Shards and Fragments: Holocaust Literature for Young Readers,”  The 
Lion and The Unicorn  21, no. 2 (1997): 267-280.  
173  Baer, “A New Algorithm in Evil,” 391.  
174 Jordan, “Educating Without Overwhelming,” 213.  
175 Weissman,  Fantasies of Witnessing,  22. 
176  Ibid.,  23.	 
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relatable figures for the reader. This is most evidently and simply done in time 
travel literature, such as  The Devil’s Arithmetic ,  If I Die Before I Wake , and 
Anne Frank and Me . In each of these books, the contemporary American 
protagonist is characterized as varying degrees of ignorant and self-centered. 
This ignorance ranges widely from a frustration with Jewish traditions and 
Holocaust remembrance to Holocaust denial and neo-Nazism, which is framed 
as ignorance due to the protagonist’s childish and uninformed nature. The 
protagonists are caught up in what the authors seem to understand as normal 
youthful preoccupations: clothes, love-interests, and the like. Although the 
accuracy of these characterizations can most definitely be questioned, the 
importance lies in the fact that the authors paint these characters, prior to their 
Holocaust experiences, as consumed with privileged and stereotypically 
youthful activities.  

One would assume that writing relatable characters would be much 
more difficult in novels which involve a protagonist already living in World 
War II Europe. However, the same general technique is applied. The 
non-Jewish protagonists are unaware of the persecution of the Jews, take part 
in Hitler Youth Groups or are otherwise ideologically invested in the Third 
Reich. In summary, all of the authors begin their books with characters who, in 
one way or another, are uninterested in the plight of the Jews or the history of 
the Holocaust. It is this very specific characterization of the protagonists that 
is meant to draw contemporary readers into the experiences of the 
protagonists, as they promote “…the establishment of an equivalence or 
identification between those historical events/participants and current ones – 
seeing the present moment as like the past and the past as like the present.”  

177

Some books however, are unapologetically direct in their attempt to involve 
readers in the plot. Kenneth Roseman’s  Escape From the Holocaust , a “choose 
your own adventure” style work of Holocaust fiction, addresses the reader and 
the Jewish character whose life is the focus of the book simultaneously as 
“you.”  

178

The books under analysis all have a common plot formula of 
experiencing and witnessing. In the case of books where a contemporary 

177 Tribunella,  Melancholia and Maturation , 117.  
178  Kenneth Roseman,  Escape From the Holocaust  (New York: Union of American Hebrew 
Congregations, 1985) ,  1.  
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American child (who could be either Jewish or non-Jewish) travels back to 
Europe during the war, the Holocaust experience begins when a sort of 
accident suddenly – and mysteriously – takes the child back to the past. 
Importantly, this experience is framed as figurative only at the end, when the 
readers are told that the current-day protagonist had suffered an illness or 
affliction of sorts. In literature which features a Gentile or non-Jewish 
protagonist the Holocaust experience begins when the main character comes 
into contact with a Jewish character, and by the end of the story becomes 
persecuted themselves. 

This section will describe the nature of the Holocaust experience the 
authors create, with a particular focus on how they rely upon graphic 
descriptions of trauma in order to claim authenticity to this representation. 
Children’s Holocaust fiction does not in any way protect young readers from 
horrific details. Rather, these representations seem to be part of American 
Wound Culture, defined as “the public fascination with torn and opened bodies 
and torn and opened persons, a collective gathering around shock, trauma, and 
the wound,” as American children as a collective are encouraged to 
vicariously witness Holocaust trauma.   The authorial-simulated authenticity 

179

of this experience, derived from descriptions of trauma, is essential in order 
for the authors to subsequently paint their protagonists as survivors of trauma.  

In order to limit the replication of graphic descriptions, a brief 
summary of the main features of the more disturbing passages in the literature 
will be provided with some key examples. The traumatic elements that seem 
necessary to the authors in order to create an authentic experience, as they 
appear in nearly all of the books at hand, include seeing the Arbeit Macht Frei 
gate at Auschwitz and learning about the gas chambers and crematoria.  

180

Some of the difficult topics the books address are the suicides of persecuted 
Jews, death by starvation, and the murder of children caught smuggling.   For 

181

example, in  If I Should Die Before I Wake , Chana comes across her housemate, 

179  Mark Seltzer, “Wound Culture: Trauma in the Pathological Public Sphere,”  The MIT 
Press  80 (1997): 3, http://www.jstor.org/stable/778805.  
180  Yan Nolan,  If I Should Die Before I Wake  (San Diego: Harcourt Brace, 1994), 185, 199; Jane 
Yolen,  The Devil’s Arithmetic  (New York: Puffin Books, 1988), 152. 
181  Bennett and Gottesfeld,  Anne Frank and Me  (New York: Penguin Group, 1997),   125;   Nolan, 
If I Should Die Before I Wake,  12;   Spinelli,  Milkweed  (New York: Scholastic, Inc., 2003), 79; 
Spinelli,  Milkweed,  146.  
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Mrs. Krengiel, dead in the street, her corpse “just one of the many bodies 
found in heaps below second- and third- story windows, or in puddles of blood 
next to the barbed wire, or in gray, decomposing piles waiting to be buried.”   

182

The authors seem to punctuate their books with graphic and often 
quite lengthy descriptions of physical and mental trauma, horrific occurrences 
that were indeed the reality in Nazi-Occupied Europe, in order to make a claim 
to authenticity. For the Holocaust experience of the reader and protagonist to 
be complete, they must be exposed to the darkest ends of human evil. In 
striving for authentic representations, the authors withhold little: in  Anne 
Frank and Me , Cherie Bennett and Jeff Gottesfeld have the readers 
figuratively enter the gas chambers alongside the protagonist and her sister, 
who pray together as they die.   

183

This directly contradicts how educators claim these books should 
represent the Holocaust. For example, one scholar stated that children’s 
literature of the Holocaust “… should not provide simplistic explanations, but 
rather it should present the Holocaust in its proper context of complexity, even 
meaninglessness, of difficult questions for which there are no formulaic 
answers [emphasis my own].”   However, the message conveyed by the 

184

contents of these books is abundantly clear: in order for a represented 
Holocaust experience to strive towards authenticity, it simply must overwhelm 
readers with varying types of trauma. Displaying the complexity of experience 
is in no way necessary.  

As the plots progress, the protagonists, regardless of their ethnicity or 
religion, become trauma victims and particularly in the case of time travel 
narratives, attain the burden of a Holocaust consciousness. In books featuring 
non-Jewish protagonists, the main characters either consciously or 
unconsciously make what is framed as a simple decision to become persecuted 
Jews. In  Milkweed , the main character becomes a close friend of a Jewish girl. 
When the Jews of Warsaw are forced into the ghetto, he follows her family 
into the ghetto and over time identifies as a Jew: “But it was Himmler, Enos 
said, who was in charge of the ghetto. In charge of the Jews. In charge of us.”

182 Nolan,  If I Should Die Before I Wake , 123.  
183  Bennett and Gottesfeld,  Anne Frank and Me , 239.  
184 Baer, “A New Algorithm in Evil,” 384.  
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  By living in the ghetto, the boy is able to not only understand the plight of 

185

the Jews, but becomes a persecuted Jew himself.  

In  Behind the Bedroom Wall , Korinna’s family hides a Jewish family 
in their apartment, and ultimately becomes victimized by their neighbours and 
friends for both sympathizing with the Jews and helping them. Korinna, the 
protagonist, who used to bully Jewish classmates at her school, becomes the 
object of bullying herself.   At the end of the book, the SS begin to suspect 

186

Korinna’s family of hiding Jews and they are forced to leave their home. The 
author stresses how the family’s decision ultimately links them with the 
situation faced by persecuted Jews at the time, as Korinna reflects just before 
leaving: “Now she had to leave. She didn’t know where she was going, but she 
had a feeling it was going to be her turn to hide behind someone else’s 
bedroom wall, in a dark, small hole with barely enough air to breathe.”  

187

Similarly, in  Number the Stars  when Annemarie’s family hides Ellen, the 
daughter of their Jewish friends, Annemarie symbolically undergoes this 
transformation into a persecuted Jew. When a German soldier searches their 
home, Annemarie rips off Ellen’s Star of David necklace and holds it while he 
searches, and only notices after the search was over that she had “imprinted 
the Star of David in her palm.”   

188

A very literal example of a Gentile protagonist becoming a victim 
takes place in  The Boy in the Striped Pajamas . Bruno, the son of the Nazi 
commandant of Auschwitz, sits by the barbed wire fence speaking with a 
Jewish prisoner, Smuel. Unaware of what life was like on the other side of the 
fence at “Out-With” (Auschwitz), as he refers to it as, Bruno continues to ask 
Smuel if he can slip under a hole in the fence and play with him on the other 
side.   At the end of the book, Bruno wears a prisoner uniform Smuel steals 

189

for him and he enters the camp. He unknowingly enters at the time of a 
selection and is killed in the gas chambers with a group of Jews including 
Smuel and his father.  

190

185 Spinelli,  Milkweed,  106. 
186  Laura E. Williams,  Behind the Bedroom Wall  (New York: Scholastic Inc., 1996), 140. 
187  Ibid ., 163.  
188		Lois Lowry,  Number the Stars  (New York: Random House, 1989), 49.		
189  John Boyne,  The Boy in the Striped Pajamas  (New York: Random House, 2006), 150. 
190  Ibid ., 212.	
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In books that feature time travel, this transition to becoming a trauma 
victim is more subtle and complex. One exception is  Escape From the 
Holocaust . If you, as the reader, make what is considered to be a wrong 
decision, you become a victim:  

Your own hope for survival is cut short, however, when, one day, you 
begin to cough up blood. You have tuberculosis, and there is nothing 
that can be done for you. Gradually, you lose weight and become 
weaker. With your final breath, you whisper Shema Yisrael and close 
your eyes for the last time.   

191

In books where present-day American children time travel back to the past, as 
the protagonist navigates through the Holocaust their present-day 
consciousness becomes merged with, and sometimes overcome by, that of the 
Holocaust victim or survivor whose identity they adopt. At the beginning of 
Anne Frank and Me , Nicole, the present-day protagonist, feels an inexplicable 
connection to the Holocaust survivor who visits her classroom. While she 
spoke with her, “The weirdest feeling came over Nicole, as if she was 
somehow connected to this woman.”   When she is magically transported to 

192

1942 France after a supposed shooting at the USHMM on a class trip, Nicole 
at first resists her new identity but over time she reclaims the memories and 
consciousness of the Parisian Jew whose identity card she had been given by 
her teacher upon arrival at the USHMM.   

193

Similarly, in  The Devil’s Arithmetic , although the protagonist Hannah 
initially retains knowledge of her life in America after she time travels to 
1940s Poland, she increasingly forgets over time. At Auschwitz, she speaks of 
what is to come in an attempt to warn her fellow prisoners of their impending 
deaths. As time passes, she loses this foresight: “Once again it occurred to her 
that there was something she was not remembering, something terribly 
important to her, to all of them.”   

194

The result of this transformation into a trauma victim, once the 
characters return to present-day America, is that their identity is marked by a 

191 Roseman,  Escape From the Holocaust , 68.  
192 Bennett and Gottesfeld,  Anne Frank and Me,  14.  
193  Ibid ., 53, 62, 112.  
194  Yolen,  The Devil’s Arithmetic , 110. 	
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recurring traumatic consciousness. By applying the definition of trauma used 
by Cathy Caruth, as being “…the response to an unexpected or overwhelming 
violent event or events that are not fully grasped as they occur, but return later 
in repeated flashbacks, nightmares, and other repetitive phenomena,” it can be 
concluded that at the end of this Holocaust experience, particularly in books 
where the protagonist travels to the past, the protagonist fully becomes a direct 
witness figure.   

195

When the protagonists return to the present-day, they have incessant 
traumatic flashbacks pertaining to their Holocaust experience. Alison 
Lansberg’s term “Prosthetic Memory,” which refers to “memories that 
circulate publicly, are not organically based, but are nevertheless experienced 
with one's own body - by means of a wide range of cultural technologies - and 
as such, become part of one's personal archive of experience, informing not 
only one’s subjectivity, but one’s relationship to the present and future tenses,” 
is useful here to understand how the non-witness protagonist, through their 
metaphysical Holocaust experience, is able to adopt traumatic memories of the 
Holocaust as their own.   For example, in  Anne Frank and Me , Nicole goes to 

196

a sporting event after she recovers from hitting her head and becomes 
panicked when students are asked for their identity cards and subsequently 
sent to either the left or right of the stadium. She experiences vivid dreams of 
being in the camps, and confesses to her teacher, “The Holocaust. What 
happened. I was there.”   

197

The books are focused on conveying that “The story of trauma…as 
the narrative of a belated experience…attests to its endless impact on a life.”  

198

In  The Devil’s Arithmetic , Hannah’s aunt and grandfather are never able to 
remove themselves from their past experiences of the Holocaust. Her 
grandfather remains glued to the television, which plays graphic images from 
the war. The skin around the prisoner number tattooed to her aunt’s arm “had 

195  Cathy Caruth,  Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History  (Baltimore: The John 
Hopkins University Press, 1996), 91.  
196  Alison Landsberg, “America, the Holocaust, and the Mass Culture of Memory: Toward a 
Radical Politics of Empathy,”  New German Critique  71 (1997): 66, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/488559.  
197  Ibid ., 257. 
198  Caruth,  Unclaimed Experience,  7.  	
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gotten old, but the number had not.”   It is important to note the parallels in 
199

the books; both the characters who are written as real Holocaust survivors and 
the children who go through the Holocaust through a metaphysical experience 
are likewise haunted by recurring trauma, emphasizing that both are 
indistinguishably survivors of the Holocaust.  

To conclude this section, by writing relatable characters – due to their 
temporal relevancy and/or identity – authors encourage those reading the 
books to identify with the characters and go through a Holocaust experience 
alongside them. In reference to  The Devil’s Arithmetic , Eric Tribunella writes 
that, “The reader too is listening to a story, so while the reader is not selected 
for death, she or he is encouraged to identify with one who is. To identify with 
the selected girls is to internalize them, and hence to become them.”   Claude 

200

Lanzmann and Elie Wiesel have asserted that the Holocaust “was and is 
essentially a meaningless disaster: it opened an unbridgeable abyss between 
those who experience it and those who came after.”   However, the authors of 

201

these books seem to disagree with this statement, as the books attempt to 
construct an authentic Holocaust experience through which readers can enter 
and henceforth adopt the same traumatic consciousness of the protagonists.  

Finally, all of these books include some focus on the importance of 
remembering and Holocaust memory. The final stage in the transformation of 
the protagonists occurs as the memory of the Holocaust, not as non-witnesses, 
but as witnesses and survivors, is transferred onto them in the present. The 
books act as sites of “transferential spaces,” as they invite the reader through 
the eyes of the time travelling or non-Jewish protagonist to actively access and 
experience the presumed inaccessible, and integrate this experience into 
personal and public acts of memory and remembrance.   When Hilary wakes 

202

up from her coma in  If I Die Before I Wake , in a dream-like state she says to 
Chana – the Jewish girl whose self she inhabited during her Holocaust 
experience – that their two experiences were now one: “It’s my life too, now. 
You and me, we share the same past.”   Chana responds, emphasizing the 

203

199  Ibid ., 9.  
200  Tribunella,  Melancholia and Maturation , 120.  
201  Martin, “Experience and Expectations,” 317. 	
202  Landsberg, “America, the Holocaust, and the Mass Culture of Memory,” 63-64.	
203  Nolan,  If I Should Die Before I Wake,  281.  
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importance and power Hilary now holds as a custodian of memory: “Use what 
you know to change things. You can change the world Hilary.”   This moment 

204

in the novel is reminiscent of Alison Landsberg’s discussion of  Schindler’s 
List  and the end of the film when the survivors and actors come into contact. 
She suggests that this moment opens “the possibility…for a transmission of 
memory across radical temporal and geographic chasms,” from the 
“authentic” survivor to the “inauthentic” actor.   Hilary’s direct contact with 

205

Chana provides this “transferential space,” allowing the author to label 
Hilary’s Holocaust experience as authentic and bestow upon the reader the 
associated responsibility of memory possession.   

206

Although not all of the books perform this transfer of memory as 
formulaically as the above, they all emphasize the importance of memory. 
When the protagonists are nearing the end of their Holocaust experience, 
whether that being the war is almost over or they are about to time travel back 
to the present, they all assert their commitment to remembering. After the 
Jewish family hiding in their home is forced to leave and Korinna’s family 
must go into hiding, Korinna vows that “She would never forget them…She 
would not forget what they looked like, the way Rachel [the Jewish girl] had 
forgotten what her sister looked like. She would never forget.”   The mind 

207

itself is romantically portrayed as a sort of objective storage locker of memory, 
only accessible to the withholder and essential to bringing the narratives of the 
past to the present: “even if [the Nazis] bulldoze everything, they cannot 
bulldoze my mind, so their messages [of the Jewish victims] will not be lost. I 
will speak their names and deliver their messages.”   Vague and sweeping 

208

statements such as “She would never forget” and “I remember,” which appear 
profusely throughout these books, are meant to cross the personal and 
temporal bounds of memory.   They are written detached from specific 

209

persons and events in order for them to speak equally to the protagonists of the 
books as well as the readers. Such ambiguity allows for the boundaries 

204  Ibid.  
205  Landsberg, “America, the Holocaust, and the Mass Culture of Memory,” 63-64. 
206  Ibid . 
207  Williams,  Behind the Bedroom Wall , 147. 	
208  Bennett and Gottesfeld,  Anne Frank and Me,  210.  
209  Ibid. ; Yolen,  The Devil’s Arithmetic,  164. 
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between the experience of the characters and readers to blur, furthering the 
transformation of the reader into the New Witness figure.  

This experience molds readers into a New Witness figure, termed here 
to address readers who are encouraged to claim a first-hand witnessing of the 
Holocaust after reading such books. This figure mirrors Weissman’s 
discussion of  Schindler’s List  in which he comments that “the film’s 
constructiveness is hidden...no narrative voice informs viewers that what they 
are watching is ‘only a shadow of the actual events.”   He goes on to argue 

210

that this results in “a dramatic blurring of the line between film and history, 
fostering a fantasy of witnessing, a fantasy of experiencing the Holocaust as if 
one were a direct witness to the events.”   This discussion is equally 

211

applicable to this literature; the ways in which the books are framed lead the 
readers to believe that they have the knowledge of direct witnesses. While the 
most obvious limit of representing the Holocaust is that no one can ever know 
what it was like to die in the gas chambers, this too is assumed to be knowable 
and accessible in time travel fiction, where the authors have the protagonists 
die in the gas chambers, and reborn in the present.  

The New Witness figure embodied by the protagonist is characterized 
by a refusal to deny the Holocaust or a deep connection with one’s Jewish 
identity. Books where the protagonist embrace their Jewish identity at the end 
as a result of this Holocaust experience tend to be written for a Jewish 
audience. In Kenneth Roseman’s  Escape From the Holocaust , after the war, 
the protagonist deeply identifies with their Jewish identity or is prompted to 
re-connect with it through this experience.   This return to belief can 

212

alternately be a shift to resolutely opposing Holocaust denial. At the beginning 
of  Anne Frank and Me , Nicole comes across a Holocaust denial website while 
she is completing a school project. She is initially intrigued by the writings of 
this so-called historian however, once she returns from her Holocaust 
experience, when she notices her younger sister based an assignment on the 

210  Weissman,  Fantasies of Witnessing , 167.  
211  Ibid. 
212  Roseman,  Escape From the Holocaust.  
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writings of this Holocaust denier, Nicole is able to teach her about the 
Holocaust and the importance of remembering.  

213

Temporally, these books were written around the time that a narrative 
of American guilt, pertaining here to the idea that the American government 
and both Jewish and non-Jewish American public failed to mobilize 
sufficiently in response to news of the persecution and mass murder of 
European Jews, existed at the forefront of the historiography. Historians such 
as David Wyman and Peter Novick led this project, publishing works which 
highlighted controversies and questions surrounding how much the allies did, 
and how much more they could have done to save lives lost in the Holocaust.

  For example, some of the main conclusions of David Wyman’s 1984 book 
214

The Abandonment of the Jews  were that the American State Department did 
not posit itself to save persecuted European Jews, by November 1942 
knowledge of the systematic destruction of the Jews in Europe circled among 
the American public, and in 1944 the War Department refused calls to bomb 
the gas chambers and railroads leading to Auschwitz.   Although such 

215

controversies are still approached in more recent scholarship, historians have 
generally taken a more nuanced approach to the study of the American 
response to the Holocaust.  

216

The notion of American guilt seems to have influenced authors of 
children’s Holocaust literature dating from the 1970s to early 2000s. At times, 
the authors create revisionary narratives; the protagonists who time travel back 
to the war at certain points retain the foresight of being a late twentieth or 
early twenty-first century American youth and use that foreknowledge to try 
and help the Jews they meet, either by warning them of what is to come or by 
dichotomously protecting them from the truth. In  The Devil’s Arithmetic , 
Hannah warns the Jews of a small Polish town, who are painted as oblivious to 
the danger posed by the presence of German soldiers: 

213  Bennett and Gottesfeld,  Anne Frank and Me,  20-21. 
214  David S. Wyman,  The Abandonment of the Jews  (New York: Random House, 1984); Peter 
Novick,  The Holocaust in American Life  (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1999).  
215  Wyman,  The Abandonment of the Jews,  x.  
216  Cesarani and Sundquist,  After the Holocaust ; Hasia R. Diner,  We Remember with Reverence 
and Love: American Jews and the Myth of Silence after the Holocaust, 1945-1962  (New York: 
New York University Press, 2009).   
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The men down there…they’re not wedding guests. They’re Nazis. 
Nazis! Do you understand? They kill people. They killed- kill- will 
kill Jews. Hundreds of them. Thousands of them. Six million of them! 
I know. Don’t ask me how I know, I just do. We have to turn the 
wagons around. We have to run!   

217

Hannah is ultimately unsuccessful at convincing people to hide, although she 
continues to try even while she and her friends are imprisoned at Auschwitz 
and becomes increasingly frustrated: “They  had  to listen. She would have to 
make them. What use was her special foreknowledge if no one would listen?”

  
218

The American response to the Holocaust appears directly either in the 
books themselves or in interviews with the author. In response to a question 
asking why she chooses to write about the Holocaust, author Han Nolan 
stated, “I feel strongly that we all need to take responsibility for what 
happened back then and what is happening today.”   While at Auschwitz, 

219

Hannah, the protagonist of  The Devil’s Arithmetic , declares to her fellow 
prisoners, “We are all monsters…because we are letting it happen.”   This 

220

controversial assertion seems to be directed not at the Jewish prisoners, but 
instead at Hannah’s past life and society as, “She said it not as if she believed 
it but as if she were repeating something she had heard,” implying that this 
was a sentiment voiced among her Jewish family in late twentieth century 
America.   

221

Before concluding, some problems associated with using narrative 
techniques that encourage readers to become vicarious witnesses of the 
Holocaust must be identified. The use of magical techniques such as time 
travel has been deemed problematic by certain literary critics as they suggest 
“a narrative power that supersedes that of the Nazis and thus offers an 
alternative life saving resolution where there was neither for the actual 

217 Yolen,  The Devil’s Arithmetic , 64. 
218  Ibid. , 91.  
219  Nolan,  If I Should Die Before I Wake,  298-299. 
220  Yolen,  The Devil’s Arithmetic,  141. 
221  Ibid. 
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victims.”   This statement hints at one of the central problems of this 
222

literature: that it represents persecuted Jews as having a significant range of 
choices and control over their fate. On each page of  Escape From the 
Holocaust , for example, the reader encounters decisions such as, “If you 
choose to go into hiding, turn to page 14” or “If you risk crossing the English 
channel, turn to page 15.”   At certain points, the reader is able to further gain 

223

control of their own fate by controlling the actions of others. After a section 
describing hiding in the Netherlands, the reader is given the choice between 
someone finding their “secret refuge” or remaining undiscovered.  

224

When death occurs, even if it is that of the protagonist, it is 
significantly romanticized. When the reader in  Escape From the Holocaust 
makes a “wrong” choice leading the protagonist to a gas truck, they face their 
death with dignity and stoicism:  

The next morning, the children, you, and Dr. Korczak are marched out 
and loaded into waiting trucks. The doors shut, and the vehicle start to 
move. A sickening smell begins to appear in the sealed compartment 
where you are riding. You realize that the Germans are pumping 
carbon monoxide gas into the truck. It will soon be over; as you lean 
against the wall of the truck, you smile, recalling the happy events of 
your life before the great tragedy befell Europe’s Jews.   

225

Hidden from such accounts is the horror of the unknown, nameless death. In a 
section entitled “Margot’s Diary” in  Holocaust Girls , S. L. Wisenberg writes 
of the two sisters that, “One photo we glance past. Because she is unknown. 
We don’t care what she looks like – she’s vaguely familiar. Not the real one. 
She is the sister of. The shadow. The first child who made way for the second, 
the important one. Who is more alive.”   This passage conveys that in the 

226

search for and reverence of Holocaust protagonists, who are depicted as kept 

222  Phyllis Lassner and Danny M. Cohen, “Magical Transports and Transformation: The 
Lessons of Children’s Holocaust Fiction,”  Studies in American Jewish Literature  33, no. 2 
(2014): 172.  
223  Roseman,  Escape From the Holocaust , 9. 	
224  Ibid. , 14.  
225  Ibid. , 83.  
226  S.L. Wisenberg,  Holocaust Girls: History, Memory, and Other Obsessions  (United States: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2002), 103.  
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alive through primary documents and Holocaust representations, there is 
self-distancing from the incomprehensibility and inaccessibility of the 
Holocaust that lies beyond the staple literature, romanticized fiction and film. 
The creator of the stage production  Yours, Anne  stated that, “Anne is not a 
victim, but a survivor. Because of her diary, she triumphed over her death at 
Bergen-Belsen,” clearly illustrating this romanticization of death.  

227

Finally, these books can be seen as an appropriation of suffering, 
which, rather than encouraging empathy and understanding, promotes 
voyeurism.   Although authors of these books may assume that putting 

228

readers through a constructed Holocaust experience would necessarily 
promote greater empathy, such experiential techniques in other mediums have 
been shown to do the opposite. For example, after receiving the identity cards 
given to visitors at the beginning of the USHMM permanent exhibit, Gary 
Weismann heard teenage boys exclaiming, “Cool! Mine got killed by a 
pitchfork!”   Although no surveys could be found recounting how children 

229

related to the literature under analysis, the private nature of reading and the 
narrative techniques that attempt to personally take readers through a 
Holocaust experience they are invited to claim as their own, render these 
books a potential breeding ground for voyeuristic tendencies.  

A number of areas within this paper would benefit from further 
research. It would be interesting to conduct a more in-depth comparative 
analysis of how literature directed at a Jewish-American versus non 
Jewish-American audience differs as well as how this Holocaust experience is 
manifested in fiction set during World War II and featuring a Jewish 
protagonist. Furthermore, identifying which books are taught in American 
schools would be beneficial to better understand the nature of the setting in 
which these books are read. It proved difficult to access school curricula that 
listed specific pieces of fiction. Nonetheless, fiction remains an important site 
of exposure to the Holocaust for children. While access to museums and 
survivor testimony is limited, books such as these are listed as popular on 

227  Hilene Flanzbaum, introduction to Hilene Flanzbaum ,  ed.,  The Americanization of the 
Holocaust  (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1999), 4.  
228  Arthur and Joan Kleinman, “The Appeal of Experience; The Dismay of Images: Cultural 
Appropriations of Suffering in Our Times,” in Arthur Kleinman et al., ed.,  Social Suffering 
(Berkeley, University of California Press, 1997), 3.  
229 Weissman,  Fantasies of Witnessing , 81.  
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Amazon lists and are easily accessed, as they can be simply downloaded 
online without stepping into a bookstore.  

“Through the eyes of Hannah, their contemporary,” writes literary 
scholar David L. Russell, “young readers experience one of the most 
incomprehensible periods of modern history.”   One cannot help but be jarred 

230

by the inherent paradox of this statement. How can an event of the past that is 
deemed incomprehensible be accessed through experience in the present-day? 
Russell believes that the Holocaust itself is incomprehensible, but implies that 
representations in children’s literature can create an authentic Holocaust 
experience into which contemporary American children can enter. This 
blurred boundary between fiction and non-fiction in children’s Holocaust 
literature encourages American children to believe that they can fully grasp 
the Holocaust and relate to the experiences of both victims and survivors. 
Nevertheless, it must be conceded that there is no ideal structure for conveying 
such a delicate subject to children, and it is undeniable that the powerful 
narrative devices utilized in these books have the potential to spark further 
interest in learning about the destruction of the Holocaust.  
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“Foreman says these jobs are going, boys, and they ain't 
coming back” - Bruce Springsteen’s Historicization of 
Deindustrialization and the American Working Class 

Hayden Bulbrook 

 

Whether intentional or not, an artist creates work that both reflects and 
resonates from the period in which it is created. Likewise, art carries with it 
tremendous power to influence people, but it does not intrinsically create 
tremendous societal and economic change. Rock musician Bruce Springsteen 
has consistently considered and represented the American working class in his 
music since the late 1970s. Unsurprisingly, his awakening to industrial history 
and his own working class background occurred during the era of 
deindustrialization, when many of America’s once prosperous factories 
permanently shut down, putting millions of Americans out of work. While 
Springsteen recognized the limitations of his art in bringing industry back to 
the American Rust Belt after late twentieth-century deindustrialization, he 
sought to encapsulate the deindustrialization process to historicize this era of 
American industrial history and give representation of the working class. 
Essentially, Springsteen must be understood as a chronicler of American 
working class history..   

231

This paper proceeds in multiple sections. First, I give a historiography 
in order to place my paper amongst the historical writings that have occurred 
about deindustrialization and Springsteen’s role as an artist. Next, I outline 
ideas of community and Fordism that manifested in American industrial cities 
before examining how deindustrialization befell these same cities in the 1970s 
and into the 1980s. Then, I chronologically analyze the lyrical content of 
Springsteen’s “Factory,” “Johnny 99,” “My Hometown,” and “Youngstown,” 
as well as their respective historical contexts. This chronological ordering 
demonstrates the progress of Springsteen’s historical practice in his art from 

231  In this context, I use “working class” primarily to refer to factory workers including those 
employed in heavy industry or manufacturing, and their  families. Essentially, the type of 
workers whose occupations were in the major industries in the American Midwest/Northeast - 
steelworks, auto manufacturers, etc. 
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1978 to 1995 in which “Youngstown” represents the maturation of 
Springsteen’s historical craft. Lastly, I analyze Springsteen’s “Death to my 
Hometown” to show the continued limitations of Springsteen’s agency as an 
individual historicizing the effects of deindustrialization rather than being able 
to actively influence policy. 

David N. Gellman, in “‘Darkness on the Edge of Town’: Springsteen, 
Richard Ford, and the American Dream,” compared Springsteen to novelist 
Richard Ford. Gellman stated that “Taken together, their work constitutes an 
ongoing cultural conversation about generational conflict, class, law, and the 
symbols of American nationhood in which Springsteen has become a major 
participant; so doing helps to highlight what is distinctive about Springsteen’s 
voice in a shared conversation.” Importantly, Gellman situated Springsteen in 
an academic realm associated in a dialogical relationship with authors. This 
alignment suggests the seriousness in which rock music is afforded, especially 
in cultural studies. This paper contributes to the historical characterization of 
Springsteen.  

232

In, “Bruce Springsteen's Ambiguous Musical Politics In The Reagan 
Era,” scholar Jim Cullen demonstrated that the Reagan administration 
exploited Springsteen’s “Born in the U.S.A.” during the 1984 election 
campaign despite Springsteen’s pessimism over Ronald Reagan. Cullen 
argued, “popular culture remains an appropriate and effective way of 
expressing and promoting the possibility of social reform.” This paper 
implicitly challenges the perception that popular culture promotes “the 
possibility of social reform” through tangible change such as leading the 
redevelopment of  American industry. Instead, this paper suggests that in the 
case of Springsteen, he sought to preserve the working class narrative in 
history rather than promote any substantial social reform.  

233

Historical scholar Steven High used a comparative method in 
Industrial Sunset: The Making of North America’s Rust Belt, 1969-1984  to 
demonstrate how working class populations experienced factory closures in 
Canada and the United States. High maintained that deindustrialization caused 

232  David N. Gellman, “Darkness on the Edge of Town”: Springsteen, Richard Ford, and the 
American Dream.”  Bruce Springsteen, Cultural Studies, and the Runaway American Dream 
Edited by Kenneth Womack, Jerry Zolten and Mark Bernhard (Burlington, VT: Ashgate 
Publishing Company, 2012), 8. 
233  Jim Cullen, “Bruce Springsteen's Ambiguous Musical Politics In The Reagan Era,” Popular 
Music and Society 16, no. 2 (1992): 22.  
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community displacement which permanently altered the identity of many 
North Americans. This assertion informs a deeper understanding of 
Springsteen’s work,  since his writing historicized deindustrialization through 
its effects on community structures in the American working class.  

234

High considered music’s relationship with deindustrialization in 
“Deindustrializing Youngstown: Memories of Resistance and Loss Following 
‘Black Monday’” which studied the effects of the 1977 Youngstown Sheet and 
Tube closure in Youngstown, Ohio. He argued, “no other North-American 
musician is as closely identified with the common man” than Springsteen. 
High’s work is useful in understanding how deindustrialization manifested 
over two decades. His accreditation of Springsteen illustrated a relationship 
between the rock artist and social issues, implying a permissibility for rock to 
enter the academic realm. This paper builds on this idea by further 
demonstrating Springsteen’s role as a chronicler.  

235

In  Sells like Teen Spirit: Music, Youth Culture, and Social Crisis 
author Ryan Moore argued that despite the success of embedded liberalism in 
the postwar years, it started malfunctioning by the late 1960s, and ultimately 
collapsed in the 1970s. Embedded liberalism entailed a Fordist style of 
economic practice, based off of Henry Ford, whereby the capitalist or the 
corporation paid its workers a healthy wage with the intention that they would 
inject their earnings into purchasing the very goods they produced. In theory, 
this system intended to benefit both the corporation and the individual since 
both were rewarded from the worker’s labour; however external factors in the 
1970s jeopardized this system, and corporations relied on outsourcing which 
inevitably affected the working class. Moore posited that the end of Fordism 
disrupted social life by driving it away from community and national 
relationships, and towards a fragmented, individualized society. He believed 
that rock music, then punk, reacted to the Fordist and post-Fordist economy 
respectively, where each genre rebelled against these economic conditions. 
Moore’s discussion on the fluctuating American economy is useful in 

234  Steven High,  Industrial Sunset: The Making of North America’s Rust Belt, 1969-1984 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003), 11-12. 
235  Steven High. “Deindustrializing Youngstown: Memories of Resistance and Loss following 
'Black Monday', 1977-1997.”  History Workshop Journal  54, no. 1 (2002): 107.  
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interpreting how this phenomenon affected Springsteen’s depiction of 
deindustrialization.   

236

In a post-industrial era it is difficult to comprehend just how important 
of a role American industry played in shaping the United States and in 
constructing a working-class identity. Industrial areas once marked intricate 
relationships between residence and factory. For instance, before the 
automobile drastically altered landscapes by the 1950s, the working-class 
commonly lived a close walking distance to factories. In Youngstown, Ohio in 
1916, the Youngstown Sheet and Tube Company injected $250,000 into 
housing that workers could rent for as little as fifteen dollars a month. Rental 
homes represented the kind of incentives that Fordism provided for workers. 
After all, it housed both black and white workers in modern facilities, and no 
violence erupted in Youngstown during 1919 when labour strikes broke out in 
many industrial cities across the United States. The factory itself often 
appeared as a “second home” or a “family affair” both metaphorically and in 
reality. Workers developed communal bonds in the factory that extended into 
working class neighbourhoods at large. The working class life blurred the 
distinctions between private and public life as the factory intertwined the two. 
This community life, and the subsequent lack thereof when deindustrialization 
loomed, is depicted in Springsteen’s songs: most notably, through the 
historical representations of community in “Youngstown,” the diminished 
community in “My Hometown”, the isolationism shown in “Johnny 99,” and 
the collective economic security depicted in “Factory.”  

237

The post World War II period marked an era of steady American 
economic growth as productivity increased three percent annually between 
1947 and 1970. By the end of the 1960s, the Vietnam War had started taxing 
the American economy tremendously. Yet, the true root of deindustrialization 
came in the 1970s. Redevelopment in postwar Europe and Japan led to 
increased competition that scaled back America’s vanguard role in production. 
Productivity slumped to one percent in 1973 which continued throughout the 

236  Ryan Moore,  Sells Like Teen Spirit: Music, Youth Culture, and Social Crisis  (New York City, 
NY: New York University Press, 2010), 6-8. I say national relationships to symbolize a 
congruent body of the American  working class. This is not to reduce the complexities of these 
individuals but rather to show that these individuals carried a common purpose to American 
society by their role in manufacturing. 
237  Steven C. High,  Industrial Sunset , 44, 46; Thomas G. Fuechtmann,  Steeples and Stacks: 
Religion and Steel Crisis in Youngstown  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 13. 
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decade. Making matters worse, Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) retaliated to American support of Israel during the 1973 
Arab-Israeli war, slapping the first of two embargoes on the United States; this 
caused a tremor of layoffs and inflation as unemployment nearly doubled 
between 1973 and 1975 and inflation doubled from 1972 to 1975. Quite 
visibly multiple factors jeopardized the American economic system in the 
1970s. As a result of these hardships rumours of factory closures permeated 
and factory workers feared for their jobs and their middle class status on a 
daily basis. Ultimately, thousands of Americans lost their middle class status.

  
238

While complex factors hindered the American economy, many 
companies possessed the agency to decide which course of action to pursue in 
the face of the 1970s economy. Companies could have met foreign 
competition by investing in efficient technology, and robust research and 
development. Nonetheless, many opted to circumvent tax and union 
regulations, while lowering labour costs. Naturally, this process affected the 
working class who found themselves pinched out of the manufacturing 
workforce. Therefore, in an attempt to combat the economic factors that cut 
into American companies’ profits, these companies dismantled the Fordist 
system in the 1970s.   

239

The figures of deindustrialization must be presented in order to 
demonstrate how astounding this phenomenon was. Between 1963 and 1982, 
100,000 factories shut down, one fifth of them located in the Midwest. 
Between 1969 and 1976 plant closures cost an estimated twenty-two million 
Americans their jobs. Simultaneously, non-unionized states advertised the 
benefits of cheap labour, and no labour strikes to companies to entice them to 

238  Donald L. Deardorff II,   Bruce Springsteen, American Poet and Prophet  (Plymouth, UK: 
Scarecrow Press, 2014), 47.; High,  Industrial Sunset , 55. 
239  Barry Bluestone and Bennett Harrison,  The Deindustrialization of America: Plant Closings, 
Community Abandonment, and the Dismantling of Basic Industry  (New York: Basic Books, 
1984), 141;  High,  Industrial Sunset,  54-5. In a Canadian context, a Hamilton plant injected 
$750,000 into a new crane only to close within a year. Workers often analyzed their 
surroundings for signs of a factory closing. For instance, when signs of modernism - repairs, 
new equipment, etc - emerged then workers took some comfort that the factory would prolong 
closure. Similarly, if a company offered overtime or hired new employees then these were also 
indicative of job security for the foreseeable future. Yet, employees gambled with this prospect 
as some companies ironically injected capital to modernize equipment only to abandon older 
plants for financial incentives elsewhere. 
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relocate south. Deindustrialization in a northern context must be considered 
firstly, as detrimental to jobs in the Midwest and secondly, as exploitative of 
southern non-unionized workers.  

240

“Black Monday” struck Youngstown on September 19, 1977, when 
the New Orleans based Lykes Corporation shut down the Youngstown Sheet 
and Tube Company’s Campbell Works steel mill instead of modernizing it in 
the wake of economic uncertainty. This move put five thousand people out of 
work. Campbell Works employee Francis McHugh stated, “When you saw the 
last heat blow out and saw the last ingot roll then you see the blank 
expressions on these people’s faces.” Campbell Works employees sat in 
disbelief and shock when the mammoth factory shut down since iron and steel 
production defined the Mahoning Valley region for over a hundred and fifty 
years.  

241

Over the next eight years four more mill closures shocked 
Youngstown. Fuechtmann argued that there was a loss of personal identity 
which collapsed in Youngstown with the demise of the steel industry. This loss 
demonstrated how dependent the health of Youngstown was on the steel 
industry. More broadly, deindustrialization crippled the industrial hubs of the 
rest of Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin and Western 
Pennsylvania. In explaining how plant closures were so destructive, High 
remarked that “the more specialized industrial structure of American cities 
made them more vulnerable to dislocation.” Quite visibly, single industry 
cities moved from having a comparative advantage over manufacturing 
towards catastrophic arrest when specialization waned and ultimately failed. 
The very names these industrial cities took - such as Steel Town or Motor City 
- shifted from sites of pride to disbelief. Reagan campaigned on a platform of 
healing by offering a sense of morale and pride that Americans lacked in the 
70s suggesting that people psychological support instead of material support. 
Moreover, he pledged to “Make America Great Again” and the nation took 
comfort in his word. Despite the arrival of Reagan to the White House in 

240 High, “Deindustrializing Youngstown”, 93, 100, 102; James Rhodes, “Youngstown's 
‘Ghost’? Memory, Identity, and Deindustrialization.”  International Labour and Working-Class 
History  84, (2013): 57. Advertisements from southern states more-or-less enticed companies to 
recruit a docile white labour force while excluding African Americans. The union-non-union 
wage gap was up to thirty percent by the late 1970s; Bluestone and Harrison,  The 
Deindustrialization of America , 141. 
241 High, “Deindustrializing Youngstown,” 102; Francis McHugh quoted in  Industrial Sunsets 
by Steven High. 
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1981, these industries did not come back and deindustrialization expanded 
across the American midwest.  

242

 
Born on September 23rd, 1949, Springsteen grew up in Freehold, New 

Jersey to a working class background - his mother was a secretary and his 
father held various occupations, including a worker in a rug mill and later a 
bus driver in California. Despite his working class background, Springsteen 
remained apolitical into much of the 1970s. In fact,   Springsteen later remarked 
in his biography that,  

 
I didn’t grow up in a political household. Beyond asking my 
mother our party affiliation (“We’re Democrats, they’re for 
the working people”) I don’t remember a political discussion 
ever being held. I did grow up a child of the sixties, so social 
conscience and political interest were bred into my cultural 
DNA. But it was really the identity questions that became 
prominent after my success that spurred me to be a voice on 
the forces that’d impacted my parents’, my sisters’ and my 
neighbours’ lives.   243

Evidently, Springsteen attributed his own political interests to the broader 
culture of the 60s rather than any familial connection to politics; however, the 
roots of his political voice stemmed out of experience faced by his family. 
Seemingly he held a self-interest at the onset of integrating the working class 
into his artform.   

244

Springsteen’s first three albums represented his own career 
development more than any profound political narratives. Springsteen’s debut, 
Greetings from Asbury Park , in 1972 depicted stories rich in the language and 
composition of Bob Dylan. For example, “Lost in the Flood” epitomized 
Springsteen’s fascination with Dylan’s prose so much that it lacked originality. 
His subsequent release,  The Wild, the Innocent, and the E-Street Shuffle  in 
1973, better integrated the E-Street band in a relatively warm album centred 

242  Susan Mackey ‐ Kallis, and Ian McDermott, “Bruce Springsteen, Ronald Reagan And The  
American Dream,”  Popular Music and Society  16, no. 4 (1992): 2;  High, “Deindustrializing 
Youngstown” 101-102; Fuechtmann, 56-7; High,  Industrial Sunset , 6. 
243  Bruce Springsteen,  Born to Run , (New York City, NY: Simon & Schuster, 2016), 327. 
244 Mackey-Kallis & McDermott, 3;  Bruce Springsteen,  Born to Run , 327.  
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around Springsteen’s New Jersey roots.  Born to Run , released in 1975, marked 
a turning point for Springsteen as it reached critical acclaim and synthesized 
his earlier work into a more rocking, efficient piece of art. Nonetheless, these 
early albums lacked any political weavings. Certainly, Springsteen struggled 
more to find himself musically in these early years as he attempted to break 
into stardom. Politics hardly seemed to be on his radar. Moreover, the effects 
of deindustrialization were only beginning to be felt even by 1975. By the 
time he released  Darkness on the Edge of Town  in 1978, the gloom of 
deindustrialization had unignorably manifested itself in American society. 

“Factory” represented the working class more than any other track on 
Darkness . Just over two minutes long, “Factory” depicted the repetitious cycle 
of factory work. In the first chorus, the factory whistle blew, waking the 
character’s father who then changed, grabbed his lunch, and headed for his 
shift at the factory. Then, through rain or shine, the narrator saw his father 
head to the factory. The “Factory takes his hearing” but the “factory gives him 
life.” In other words, the father and the narrator recognized the trade-off in the 
factory life. In the third verse, the factory whistle again determined the 
schedule of the workers who end their shift and “walk through these gates 
with death in their eyes.” The trade-off appeared more one-sided as the factory 
physically and mentally exhausts its workers. Yet, the worker did not suffer 
alone because “you just better believe, boy somebody's gonna get hurt 
tonight.” Whether hinting at domestic violence or perhaps violence at the local 
bar, the workers released their frustration and exhaustion from the factory life 
on someone else. In the end, all of this is just part of the “working life.”  

245

Though a simple song, “Factory” reveals a lot about Springsteen’s 
understanding of the working class in the late 1970s. Author John D. Luerssen 
simplified “Factory” as “a pensive nod of appreciation for the sacrifices both 
his dad and his mom made to keep the family afloat, and it was evidence that 
he could relate to the common man.” Luerssen’s remark indicated that 
Springsteen’s earliest inclinations to integrate the working class into his music 
resonated from his childhood experience of witnessing his parents earn a 
modest living in Freehold, New Jersey. It also illustrates Springsteen’s desire 
to speak on behalf of the American working class. Though “Factory” proved 
that the working life grounded down the men involved, it also romanticized 
the working life as a notion of stability, order, and security for the working 

245  Bruce Springsteen, “Factory.”  Darkness on the Edge of Town . Columbia, 1978. 

91 



 
Clio  2017-2018 

 

class family. For instance, while the father woke early to the factory’s whistle, 
walked to the factory even in the rain, and left his shift with death in his eyes, 
he still had a purpose in life and a lifestyle to abide by. Likewise, one can 
interpret the father’s grind as Springsteen’s romanticization of sacrifice. 
“Factory” was written about the rough and tumble of “working life” during a 
period when the factory still played a significant role in America.   

246

Springsteen’s rather vague rhetoric in “Factory” demonstrated his 
superficial understanding of the economic conditions in the late 1970s. In fact, 
Springsteen nor the media seemed too interested in political discussions - on 
the working class or otherwise - at this time. Therefore, while “Factory” did 
pay homage to the “working man,” Springsteen’s political sentiments had not 
yet ripened. Nonetheless,  Darkness,  and specifically  “Factory,” marked a 
turning point where Springsteen sought to preserve his interpretation of what 
working class life meant to him. It is only natural that “Factory” closely fit 
with his own experiences growing up with his father. One often accepts the 
notion that fans interpret music to serve their own interests. However, the 
opposite phenomenon occurred with Springsteen at this juncture. He began 
memorializing the working class experience in America not necessarily to 
relate to the real working class living the life depicted in “Factory.” More 
appropriately, it was to construct a historical narrative of his working class 
past just when deindustrialization severed Americans from machinery.  

247

By 1978, Springsteen developed an historical fascination. During the 
Darkness  Tour, Springsteen immersed himself in  A Pocket History of the 
United States of America  by Henry Steele Commager and Allan Nevin. 
Springsteen subsequently remarked on stage in Cleveland that, 
 

[Commager and Nevins] helps me understand the way that my 
life was and the way my life developed… They helped me 
understand how when I was a kid all I remember was my 
father worked in a factory, his father worked in a factory…. 
And the main reason was that they didn’t know enough… 
They didn’t know enough about the forces that controlled 

246  John D. Luerssen.  Bruce Springsteen FAQ: All That’s Left To Know About The Boss . 
Montclair, NJ: Backbeat Books, 2012, 209; Springsteen, “Factory.” 
247  Springsteen on Springsteen ,  Talk About A Dream  both of which contain Springsteen’s major 
interviews, seldom mentioned Springsteen’s working class representations in his music until the 
Nebraska era. 
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their lives… The idea was that [in the United States] there’d 
be a place for everybody, no matter where you came from, no 
matter what religion you were or what color you were, you 
could help make a life that had some decency and dignity to 
it… But like all ideals, that idea got real corrupted.  248

Springsteen’s growing interest in history led him to understand how structures, 
rather than individual agency, were manifested in the lives of the American 
working-class. This was something he translated into his art. Furthermore, he 
argued that the American Dream had been corrupted by 1978. At this time, 
Springsteen also created a dialogical relationship with folk and country artists 
including Hank Williams and Johnny Cash. Both Williams and Cash depicted 
the American experience as they focused especially on society’s underdogs 
and marginalized populations. Certainly, by the release of  Nebraska  in 1982, 
their influences would be evident in Springsteen’s music. A musician by trade, 
Springsteen used his art as a means to narrate the demise of the American 
working class stratum.  

249

Breaking away from his mainstream success from  Born to Run , 
Darkness on the Edge of Town , and  The River , Springsteen released his 
acoustic folk album  Nebraska  in 1982. Compared to earlier albums,  Nebraska 
depicted personal struggles that applied throughout the American landscape. 
In most songs, characters battled with an identity crisis in an increasingly 
post-industrial America, with themes of crime, broken relationships, and 
isolation emerging. Springsteen held,  
 

Nebraska  was about the breakdown of all those values, of all 
those things. It was kind of about a spiritual crisis, in which 
man is left lost. It’s like he has nothing left to tie him into 
society anymore. He’s isolated from the government. Isolated 
from his job. Isolated from his family… That’s what the 

248  Springsteen quoted in “The Ghost of History” by Bryan Garman, 72. 
249 Bryan Garman. “The Ghost of History Bruce Springsteen, Woody Guthrie, and the Hurt 
Song.”  Popular Music and Society  20, no. 2 (1996): 70;  Springsteen quoted in “The Ghost of 
History” by Bryan Garman, 72; Luerssen, 205. 
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record is all about. That happens in this country, don’t you 
see, all the time.   250

Springsteen humanized the conditions that Moore believed had occurred with 
the end of Fordism, and the move towards individualism. This individualism 
came not by choice, but by the collapse of social order that institutions of 
employment, government, and family provided. Springsteen believed that the 
events he wrote about were ubiquitous happenings in American society by 
1982. “Johnny 99” spoke specifically to the collapse of the working class to 
deindustrialization.   

251

“Johnny 99” plunged the listener into the narrative of the Mahwah, 
New Jersey Ford plant closure.  It was presented as shockingly as the real 
plant closure must have been for the workers it laid off. Ralph, the song’s 
character, could not find work after the Mahwah plant closure and instead shot 
a night clerk - which gave him the nickname Johnny 99 - after he got “too 
drunk from mixin' Tanqueray and wine.” Later, in a bad part of town, an 
undercover cop arrested Johnny 99 after he waived his gun around and 
threatened to commit suicide. Johnny 99’s unemployment tore away at his 
sanity leading him to crime and nearly suicide.   

252

In court, represented by the public defender, Johnny 99 faced the 
judge, “Mean John Brown”, who sentenced him to “ninety-eight and a year.” 
This did not come without protest, as “A fistfight broke out in the courtroom, 
they had to drag Johnny's girl away” and “His mama stood up and shouted 
‘judge don't take my boy this way.’” Unquestionably, Springsteen presented a 
scenario which Johnny 99 did not stand a chance in receiving a positive 
decision. Moreover, this verse showed the severing of the family in the 
post-Fordist scenario with the prison sentence displaced Johnny 99 from his 
girlfriend and his mother. Both the private and public structures of American 
society isolated Johnny 99.   

253

250  Christopher Phillips and Louis P. Masur, eds.  Talk About A Dream: The Essential Interviews 
of  Bruce Springsteen . New York City, NY: Bloomsbury Press, 2013, 145. 
251  Phillips and Masur, eds.  Talk About A Dream , 145. One need only to look at the album cover 
of  Nebraska  to see the desolate midwestern farmland and cloud cover surrounding a two lane a 
highway seen from the perspective of the passenger seat of a vehicle to realize the isolation. 
Moreover, the album title is also indicative of desolation considering Nebraska is a sparsely 
populated flyover state. 
252   Bruce Springsteen. “Johnny 99.”  Nebraska . Columbia, 1982. 
253  Springsteen, “Johnny 99.” 

94 



 
Clio  2017-2018 

 

After the chaos, Judge Brown let Johnny 99 make a last statement, 
even though it would not overturn the decision. Johnny 99 replied that he had 
debt that only crime could resolve since “The bank was holdin' my mortgage 
and they was takin' my house away.” While he recognized he was still a 
criminal, he sought to mitigate his sentence. However, in the end Johnny 99 
wanted nothing more than to be executed.   

254

The bleakness of the early 1980s is surely reflected in “Johnny 99.” 
From 1981 to 1982 the American economy was at its worst since the Great 
Depression. Moreover, the Mahwah plant closure still resonated in the 
American Northeast. Douglas Fraser, the president of the United Auto 
Workers Union in the early 1980s, remarked that not even the Depression 
compared to the shattering despair of the Mahwah plant closure since these 
workers had no hope of returning to work. Despair best described the situation 
of the Mahwah Ford workers, and of much of the American working-class 
more broadly in this period. Considering this, it is evident that Springsteen 
took his contemporary situation into mind when he recorded “Johnny 99.”  

255

Yet, even in the  Nebraska  period, Springsteen scarcely had a political 
agenda. Again, he carried his inspiration from his own experiences growing up 
as he tried to capture the remnants of the world he had known. Springsteen’s 
dialogical relationship was also visible. For instance, he built off of themes 
and inspiration from artists Bob Dylan, Hank Williams, and Woody Guthrie; 
authors Flannery O’Connor and James M. Cain; and film directors Terrence 
Malick and Charles Laughton. Springsteen was clearly inspired by a range of 
artists as he attempted to create his own piece of artwork and history. He did 
not, however, interact with the types of American characters that he depicted 
in  Nebraska . Instead, he isolated himself when he created the album. This 
isolation reveals two things. First, Springsteen practiced a metaphorical 
dialogue. He did not actually contact the intelligentsia he worked off of. 
Second, and more importantly, Springsteen did not seek influence from the 
grassroots level such as the laid off Mahwah workers,  demonstrating how 
even “Johnny 99” remained fairly apolitical. Springsteen’s process into 
shaping “Johnny 99” suggests that he continued his historical and dialogical 

254  Ibid. 
255 Douglas Fraser quoted in “The Ghost of History: by Bryan Garman, 84; Jim Cullen. “Bruce 
Springsteen's Ambiguous Musical Politics In The Reagan Era,” Popular Music and Society, 16, 
no. 2 (1992): 12.  
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framework from the  Darkness  period, but still created out of self-interest a 
piece of art instead of a piece of activism.  

256

Springsteen’s 1984 album  Born in the U.S.A.  thrust him into major 
stardom, reaching his biggest audience yet. Despite such mainstream success, 
Springsteen still released working class narratives on the album, including 
“Working on the Highway,” “Darlington County,” “Downbound Train,” and 
most importantly, “My Hometown.”  

“My Hometown” resonates as the most descriptive illustration of 
American deindustrialization featured on the album. It carried a glimpse of 
hope for the song’s character. After all, he stated, “Last night me and Kate we 
laid in bed talking about getting out...Packing up our bags maybe heading 
south.” A chance for that character to start again was present, even if  only as a 
fantasy.  Nonetheless, Springsteen encapsulated the hollowing of the single 
industry town. The song began with the character reflecting on his childhood 
trips in his father’s Buick. On these trips, his father reminded him that this was 
his hometown. The first verse set the song tellingly in the United States with 
the father and son bonding together in their American car. The hometown 
represented an identity and a community with a sense of invulnerability.  

Fortunes changed as the character witnessed changes to his hometown 
by 1965, as racial tension erupted in his high school leading to violence on the 
streets. By the mid-1960s race riots tore up American cities contributing to 
their altered demographics and social decline. In the third verse, the character 
found himself experiencing the true economic decline of the town as 
whitewashed windows and vacant stores plagued what was once a prosperous 
mainstreet. Meanwhile, the textile mill closed and the foreman declared, 
“These jobs are going, boys and they ain't coming back to your hometown.” 
The relationship between industry, small business, and the decline of Fordism 
are all present in “My Hometown.” After all, the closure of the textile mill laid 
off its workers who were forced to save any remaining income for their 
survival instead of injecting it into the local economy. Therefore, mainstreet 
suffered since citizens could no longer afford to support these businesses. The 
result was a catastrophic chain reaction that hollowed out this town’s 
economic base.  

257

256  Springsteen,  Born to Run , 298-9.  
257  Bruce Springsteen. “My Hometown”  Born in the U.S.A.  (Columbia, 1984). 
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“My Hometown” spoke to the actual conditions that Springsteen faced 
when he returned to Freehold, New Jersey and witnessed the severe economic 
decline of the city. Reflecting on Freehold, Springsteen noted how the 
Karagheusian Rug Mill relocated south instead of settling a labour dispute. 
Springsteen’s father worked in the mill, which had a sixty year history in in 
the very neighbourhood that Springsteen’s musical life began in. Certainly, the 
Born in the U.S.A.  period marked Springsteen’s deeper immersion into 
working class issues as he continued to seek inspiration from his own 
experiences, as well as those that had a detrimental effect on the working 
class.   

258

Yet “My Hometown,” to a limited degree, marked a step back towards 
“Factory.” It still indicated that if one had the means to relocate, then 
economic migration could be an alternative to sinking in the hollowed Rust 
Belt town. Springsteen’s own parents had done this earlier when they 
relocated to California, partly from the dead-end future that Freehold 
embodied for them. However, not everyone had the means to relocate. 
Moreover, southern work was nonunionized and therefore did not promise the 
same comfortable Fordist wages and benefits that Northern industry once had. 
This implies that Springsteen sought not to advise his working class listeners 
on what to do, but instead he sought to memorialize deindustrialization in 
American working class history. “My Hometown” romanticized the industrial 
town as a place of identity, and community, but it also marked their end by 
1984. Springsteen recognized that,  

 
You can hammer pain and trauma into a righteous sword and 
use it in defense of life, love, human grace and God’s 
blessings. But nobody gets a do-over. Nobody gets to go back 
and there’s only one road out. Ahead, into the dark.  259

 
These words were fully reflected in Springsteen’s working class 
narratives by 1984. He had started developing a deeper political and 
historical consciousness in his music, which gave him a moral purpose 
to represent the working class contribution to America throughout 
history. However, he saw his limited agency and believed that he 

258  Springsteen,  Born to Run , 403. 
259  Ibid. 
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could not rejuvenate American industry, nor could the working class. 
They faced structural limits and were forced, instead, to move 
forward. This dark road ahead represented the uncertainty that the 
working class experienced in the deindustrialized Rust Belt.   

260

Springsteen’s increasingly conscientious music sprouted from his 
view of Ronald Reagan as untrustworthy. Reagan came across as a mythical, 
seductive actor whom people wished to believe in because he wished to 
“Make America Great Again,” but Springsteen deemed him a false prophet. 
Contrarily, Reagan believed Springsteen advocated the American Dream and 
the American spirit. Springsteen rejected this claim, and took to simplify his 
position. In 1984, Springsteen pitched that he wished to work directly with the 
American working class whom he met on his tours. Yet, he did not reveal the 
extent to which working with them entailed. Upon later reflection, Springsteen 
admitted that he had been given too much credit for his service to the working 
class. This simplified position implies that Springsteen may have resorted to a 
grass-roots level of activism rather than attempting to engage in formal 
politics. However, this should not be exaggerated into claims that he 
substantially affected the working class or constructed working class identity. 
Alternatively, his closer interaction with the working class suggests a deeper 
passion to memorialize deindustrialization and preserve the working class 
narrative.  
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Eleven years, and three albums since  Born in the U.S.A. , Springsteen 
released a second folk album,  The Ghost of Tom Joad , in 1995. Most tracks on 
this album focused on experiences around the Southwestern borders between 
California and Baja California. However, “Youngstown” focused explicitly on 
the effects of “Black October” in Youngstown. Springsteen acknowledged 
right away that it would not attract the regular following that he had amassed 
since 1984, but he nonetheless believed it needed to be produced.   

262

Springsteen immediately launched into a narrative in “Youngstown,” 
historicizing the beginning of Youngstown, Ohio with James and Danny 
Heaton discovering ore in yellow creek “back in eighteen-o-three” and 
subsequently building a blast furnace to refine it into iron. Springsteen glossed 
over much of the nineteenth century but expressed the material contribution of 

260  Springsteen,  Born to Run,  406.  
261  Ibid. , 328, 406; Mackey-Kallis & McDermott, “Bruce Springsteen,” 8;  Kurt Loder, “The 
Rolling Stone Interview: Bruce Springsteen,”  Rolling Stone , December 6, 1984. 
262  Springsteen,  Born to Run , 404. 
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Youngstown in the Union victory of the Civil War. The first verse exemplified 
Youngstown’s longevity, having existed at the dawn of western expansion, 
reinforcing its significance to American development and therefore meriting 
respect and sympathy. It is evident that the narrator is a fictional character 
from Youngstown. In the chorus, the character tells his “sweet Jenny, I’m 
sinkin’ down, here darlin’ in Youngstown.” “Jenny” referred to the Jeanette 
Blast Furnace rather than a woman.   

263

The second verse transitioned to the late 1960s and into the 70s which 
situated the character’s experience in the steel mills. The character, a Vietnam 
War veteran, returned to Youngstown and worked his way up to a scarfer. 
While the work was gruelling, the character recognized how the steel mill 
allowed him to raise and support a family. This appreciation led to a worship 
of the mill where the smokestacks reached “like the arms of God into a 
beautiful sky of soot and clay.”   The third verse demonstrated how the 
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character had followed his father’s footsteps since his father had “come on the 
Ohio works when he come home from World War Two.” Thus, Springsteen 
illustrated two characters possessing the physical strength to operate a rifle 
and work as scarfers, in addition to the moral strength to serve their country in 
war and in the steel mill. Moreover, Springsteen intertwined the relationship 
between the steel mill and World War II when the character’s father declared 
“them big boys did what Hitler couldn’t do.” Springsteen introduced a moral 
argument into the song as he believed the steel mills contributed to the 
American victory over fascism. However, he questioned the morality of 
subsequent American wars in Korea and Vietnam, which sent working class 
men to fight. Springsteen romanticized the working class experience in this 
verse as he gave his characters a moral depth, symbolizing their sacrifices to 
America and giving their lives value when the companies that laid them off 
had not.  
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The last verse expanded the narrative beyond Youngstown and into 
the Rust Belt. The story of deindustrialization remained the same, “from the 
Monongahela valley to the Mesabi iron range [and] to the coal mines of 
Appalachia.” Springsteen identified the same type of honest, moral men 
working in the Rust Belt as in Youngstown. Unlike previous verses, 

263  Bruce Springsteen. “Youngstown.”  The Ghost of Tom Joad , (Columbia, 1995); High, 
“Youngstown,” 114.  
264  Springsteen, “Youngstown.” 
265  Ibid. 
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Springsteen articulated who the culprits of deindustrialization were. He 
described the culpable corporations whom the working class made rich. These 
riches allowed for corporations  to forget and deem expendable the same 
workers that brought them such wealth, all in the pursuit of profit. Finally, the 
outro depicted the identity crisis stemming from deindustrialization whereby 
the worker would rather do the hellish work in the steel mill than “heaven’s 
work,” which implies work that does not involve the sacrifice, grit, and 
physical toil required for heavy industry. Springsteen characterized the 
isolation in “Youngstown” similar to that of  “Johnny 99.” For instance, at the 
end of both tracks, the characters plead for death as an alternative to the 
uncertainty and loss of identity from deindustrialization.  
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It may seem peculiar that Springsteen created such a bleak song 
during the robust economy of the 1990s. Yet, Springsteen’s decision to focus 
on “Youngstown” as the economy boomed embodied a social rather than 
economic approach to history. Instead of reacting to the obvious signs of 
prosperity that permeated through many other sectors of the economy, 
Springsteen reverted back to discussing the marginalized groups in American 
society. Springsteen’s inspiration for “Youngstown” came from Dale 
Maharidge and Michael Williamson’s book  Journey to Nowhere: The Saga of 
the New Underclass,  released in 1990, which illustrated the disparity and 
hopelessness of America’s once booming industrial cities. The book came 
after their investigative journey of deindustrialization across America. This 
time, Springsteen’s dialogical relationship with other American artists and 
writers led to an album that chronicled the rising economic disparity that 
increasingly mounted since  Born in the U.S.A.  was released.  The Ghost of Tom 
Joad  also showcased the working class sacrifice that built America’s 
infrastructure and affected everyday life. Journalist Bob Dyer described 
Springsteen as an archaeologist unearthing the steel remains along the 
Mahoning River running through Youngstown.   Interestingly, this comment 

267

revealed more about Springsteen’s historical craft than his musical ability. By 
1995 Springsteen had come a long way from having only a superficial 
understanding of the American working class in 1978 to the status of a refined 
chronicler and historian illustrating specific experiences of deindustrialization. 

266  Ibid. 
267  Bob Dyer,  Akron Beacon Journal,  4 December 1995. Retrieved from 
<http://www.luckytown.org/tgotj/y.txt>. 
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“Youngstown” therefore represents the pinnacle of Springsteen’s historical 
narrative on deindustrialization.  

268

As previously mentioned, Springsteen took a far more emotional 
position on deindustrialization by the mid-nineties despite being far wealthier 
and more famous than he had been in 1978. Before debuting “Youngstown” 
live, Springsteen stated that this song was about  Youngtowners and other 
American industrial workers who sacrificed themselves for their country but 
were expended in the corporate motive for profit. Springsteen’s treatment of 
deindustrialized Youngstown marked a turning point in his depiction of the 
working class. “Factory” and “My Hometown” could be interpreted as a 
romanticization of the working class as a resilient force who had inklings of 
hope to support their families or start anew elsewhere. By 1995, there 
remained no ambiguity between hope and despair as “Youngstown” steered 
definitively towards the latter. “Youngstown” demonstrated that the working 
class had been “thrown out like yesterday’s newspapers.” The working class, 
in his view, was a group that had been consumed, exploited, and then forgotten 
about. And yet, Springsteen romanticized their role as the builders of America, 
mythologizing the working class as a united community that strove for a moral 
beacon while demanding little in return from the ones they worked for. 
Unquestionably, Springsteen saw American pride in the working class, but 
limited himself to only portraying this in his art.  
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Just over a year after the Campbell Works closed in 1977, locals 
sought to preserve the Jeannette blast furnace but ultimately failed due to the 
steep cost and lack of overall enthusiasm for the venture. The furnace was 
demolished in January 1997. Interestingly, it appears Springsteen did not 
attempt to revitalize the recovery process of the Jeannette furnace with his 

268  Donald L. Deardorff II.   Bruce Springsteen, American Poet and Prophet . Plymouth, UK: 
Scarecrow Press, 2014, 60;  High, “Deindustrializing Youngstown,” 109.  Jeff Burgers, ed. 
Springsteen on Springsteen. Interviews, Speeches, and Encounters . Chicago, IL: Chicago 
Review Press, 2013, 212; Springsteen,  Born to Run , 402-3. Springsteen argued, “What they did 
was, they traveled across the country in the mideighties by train, hoppin’ boxcars all the way 
across into California and up into Oregon, and they were chronicling what they were seeing out 
there at the time, as we were all sittin’ home and hearing about ‘morning in America.’ I finished 
the book in one night and I put it down and I remember thinkin,’ well, I’m a guy, I know how to 
do one thing. And what would happen if you’ve done something for thirty years, something 
that’s built the buildings that we live in, built the bridges that we cross, people who have given 
their sons to die in wars for this country?” 
269  Luerssen, 329; Burgers, 212; Springsteen,  Born to Run , 402-3. 
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own capital which suggests a limitation of his historical role and, perhaps, a 
disconnect between his connection with the past and present day realities. 
Instead of partaking in physical preservation, Springsteen preserved a symbol 
of working class identity in his art. While one should not criticize Springsteen 
for his lack of philanthropy in this situation, one must consider the purpose of 
maintaining physical infrastructure as a means of preserving history. In fact, 
trustee and secretary of the Jeanette Blast Furnace Preservation Society 
(JBFPA), Bill Lawson, argued, “It will be hard for future generations to 
understand the scale of the industry and how important it was to the 
community.” The preservation of the Jeanette furnace would have left a 
tangible structure illustrating Youngtown’s industrial past. Instead, historians 
are left with photos, and Springsteen’s “Youngstown.” Thus, one should 
understand Springsteen as a chronicler akin to a historian preserving the 
working class narrative rather than an actor involved at the grass-roots level 
preserving material history.  

270

Twenty-three years after Springsteen’s “Youngstown” and forty-one 
years since the closure of the Youngstown Sheet and Tube, one wonders if the 
working class has truly adapted to a new economy or if it has merely steered 
down the dark road into low paying jobs in the service industry. Springsteen’s 
track “Death to my Hometown,” released on his 2012 album  Wrecking Ball , 
indicated that perhaps little had changed. With aggression and anger, 
Springsteen sang about the Great Recession of 2008, where America’s towns 
were destroyed not by bombs or cannon balls but by: 

 
The greedy thieves who came around 
And ate the flesh of everything they found 
Whose crimes have gone unpunished now 
Who walk the streets as free men now.  

271

 
Clearly, Springsteen persecuted the Wall Street bankers that got off without 
punishment, despite the crimes they committed which cost thousands of 
Americans their homes and savings. He depicted these bankers as vultures and 
even cannibals stealing from their fellow Americans without discrimination. 
Springsteen’s anger and frustration expressed in the contemporary moment 

270 Bill Lawson quoted in by James Rhodes, 58;  High, “Deindustrializing Youngstown,” 114. 
271  Bruce Springsteen. “Death to my Hometown,”  Wrecking Ball , (Columbia, 2012). 
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indicate that the times have changed, but the story remains the same. The fact 
that he still argued this in 2012 indicates the limitations of his power and 
influence to change the system. It also suggests that the working class lacks 
power and community, as well as any political representation. Similar to his 
depictions of the working class between 1978 and 1995, Springsteen again 
sought to historicize an American experience. This time, the greedy bankers 
replaced the manufacturers in exploiting the working class from their real 
homes instead of the metaphorical home of the factory. 

An expansive amount of academic scholarship about Springsteen has 
allowed people to partake in his artistry beyond simply listening to his music. 
Scholarship on Springsteen also symbolizes his role as a chronicler of history, 
even if he may not explicitly state that he is. In this paper, I have situated 
Springsteen in a historical era that marked the juncture away from American 
industry towards a new, permanent era of deindustrialization. I hold that 
“Factory” demonstrated Springsteen’s political and historical awakening 
informed by his working class roots as a legitimate historical chronicler 
reacting to a dark decade for the American economy. Specifically, I marked 
Springsteen’s own working class background as a factor that legitimized his 
study. 

“Johnny 99” reacted working-class life - and the growing 
jeopardization of it - with more specificity than “Factory” as it portrayed the 
isolation and the loss of an intensified entanglement of a former Mahwah Ford 
employee. “Johnny 99” and  Nebraska  bonded Springsteen’s artistry with 
social issues. I demonstrated how it was a reaction to both the real life 
Mahwah Ford plant’s closure in 1980 and the deep economic recession that 
occurred in the early 1980s, alluding to Springsteen’s mistrust over Reagan.  

“My Hometown” reflected on the permanence of deindustrialization, 
especially in the American Rust Belt. Despite the mainstream success of  Born 
in the U.S.A. , Springsteen nonetheless kept to his working class study, 
especially in this coming-of-age track. Springsteen’s personal experience 
growing up in Freehold, where his father worked in the Karagheusian Rug 
Mill, influenced this song. Springsteen’s tendency to translate his own 
experiences into art exemplified his ability to relate to the working class, 
especially as he could only be reasonably expected to memorialize 
deindustrialization rather than bring the jobs back to the working class. “My 
Hometown” brought a theoretical element of hope for the working class. Its 
character sought to migrate south for a new start, but Springsteen only 
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speculated that the South could bring a new start rather than give any certainty 
to the working class.  

“Youngstown” emerged over a decade after “My Hometown.” 
Nineteen ninety-five marked a reflectionary period of Springsteen’s art where 
he became a hardlined critic of deindustrialization. In “Youngstown,” he 
introduced a far more studied account of the working class than his previous 
works. Themes of generational involvement, the working class contributions 
to America, and more poignant criticism of American capitalists were clearly 
evident. With this thorough representation, Springsteen took further lengths to 
encapsulate the American working class history in his song’s narrative. In 
“Youngstown,” Springsteen truly romanticized the working class contribution 
to America while introducing a pointed criticism at all those who allegedly 
took advantage of this group. 

Lastly, “Death to my Hometown,” offered a revisiting of the working 
class by Springsteen, over twelve years after his release of “Youngstown” on 
The Ghost of Tom Joad  album. Analysis of this track did not reveal any 
substantial continuity of the deindustrialization narrative, but demonstrated the 
limitations of Springsteen’s role. After all, he possessed only the ability to 
historicize rather than prevent the contemporary or future historical crises that 
he reacted to. For this reason, Springsteen can be understood as a historical 
chronicler, but not an agent of social, political, or economic change. 

The rising grievances of the white working class and its action in the 
2016 election are indications that little has changed in favour of this 
economically displaced sector of American society. The indictment of 
President Barack Obama and Democratic presidential candidate Hillary 
Clinton - both of whom Springsteen endorsed - by the white working class 
indicates that voting is a complex choice, filled with contradiction and no clear 
path towards certainty. Perhaps, he too had been indicted for his ineffectual 
response to bring  industrial jobs back to America. Beyond the near 
impossibility for one individual to effectively reinvigorate blue collar jobs into 
the American landscape, this paper has shown that Springsteen never intended 
to actually take on this task. Instead, Springsteen, as an artist and a significant 
figure in American popular culture, sought to document and historicize the 
deindustrialization process as a way of representing - and bringing visibility to 
- the displacement of the American working class. In his deep explorations of 
the working class and deindustrialization, which mainstream America often 
overlooks, Springsteen has said  that we “learn more from a three-minute 
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record, baby, than we ever learned in school.” While some critics may 
question the futility of Springsteen’s working class history, he sees “no 
surrender” from his historical practice and his ability to preserve the 
experiences and legacies of the American working class.  
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‘Les fers et chaînes françaises’: La prison coloniale, le 
nationalisme et l’imaginaire national vietnamien  

Marie-Eve Desjardins 

 

Autour de l’an 1900, un poème fut composé à l’anonymat, versifiant les 
exploits des Vietnamiens qui résistèrent à la domination française au cours du 
XIXe siècle. Ce « Poème sur le vrai Héroïsme » lamente, à un certain point, la 
mort de Phan Dinh Phung, figure centrale du mouvement royaliste résistant à 
l’invasion française, et général d’armée de renom.   Qui donc, suivant la mort 

273

de Phan Dinh Phung, serait capable de libérer le peuple vietnamien des « fers 
et chaînes françaises »?   Bien qu’employé ici de façon métaphorique, il peut 
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être dit que les Français aient bel et bien enchaîné les Vietnamiens en faisant 
de l’emprisonnement un moyen de contrôle central de leur administration 
coloniale. 

De même que le poème anonyme essaie d’éveiller une fierté nationale 
chez le lecteur vietnamien, la prison coloniale française devint un élément 
important qui facilita la montée d’un nationalisme vietnamien non seulement 
par le biais de ses conditions matérielles, mais aussi par sa transformation en 
symbole d’oppression et de vécu commun unifiant les Vietnamiens. En effet, 
bien qu’une conscience et qu’un patriotisme national existaient depuis 
longtemps au Vietnam,   cette étude cherche à élucider le rôle de la prison 
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coloniale dans la formation d’un nationalisme sociopolitique moderne 
vietnamien au Tonkin, en Annam et en Cochinchine, de la prise du pouvoir 
français en Cochinchine jusqu’au début des années 1930.   De plus, 
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273  Anonyme, « Poem on True Heroism », dans  Patterns of Vietnamese Response to Foreign 
Intervention, 1858-1900 , ed. Truong Buu Lam, Yale University Southeast Asia Studies, 1967, 
p.140-146. 
274  Ibid.  p.146. Traduction de Marie-Eve Desjardins. 
275 David E. F. Henley, « Ethnogeographic Integration and Exclusion in Anticolonial 
Nationalism: Indonesia and Indochina »,  Comparative Studies in Society and History , vol.37, 
no.2 (1995), p.298-299. 
276 Les années 1930 démarquent la montée du mouvement communiste, qui devient difficile de 
différencier des mouvements uniquement nationalistes, puisque les communistes mettaient en 
priorité les buts d’indépendance et d’unité nationale. William J. Duiker, « Ideology and 
Nation-Building in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam »,  Asia Survey , vol. 17, no.5 (1977), p. 
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considérant  la culture vietnamienne et le rôle du culte du héros national, elle 
examine la place des prisons coloniales dans l’imaginaire et la mémoire 
collective vietnamienne d’aujourd’hui.  
 
La Prison et le Nationalisme 
 

L’étude de la tradition carcérale vietnamienne et sa comparaison au 
système carcéral colonial démontrent à quel point le système français fut 
véritablement et délibérément imposé aux Vietnamiens, et non adapté d’un 
système préexistant. Cela indique que les Français avaient des objectifs 
particuliers, soit le contrôle colonial et la répression d’indigènes, que les 
prisons vietnamiennes préexistantes ne pouvaient pas les aider à atteindre. Le 
bris complet de la tradition carcérale vietnamienne et son remplacement 
facilitèrent ainsi la transformation de la prison coloniale en symbole du 
pouvoir spécifiquement français et colonial. 

Étant donné la position historique du Vietnam comme vassal de la 
Chine, plusieurs traditions et institutions vietnamiennes furent des produits de 
sinicisation.   Le système carcéral était une telle tradition. Ce système et la 
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pratique de détention, toutefois, étaient relativement peu utilisés. Le 
Confucianisme, mode de vie populaire au Vietnam, suggérait 
traditionnellement qu’un crime soit puni par décision et action communautaire 
ou familiale. La punition d’un criminel usait donc souvent du sentiment de 
honte et de l’isolement social au sein de cette communauté.   Ainsi, les lois et 
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traditions d’un village étaient considérées plus importantes et décisives que les 
lois de l’État, et il était par conséquent rare que l’État et le système judiciaire 
officiel s’impliquent dans les affaires du village.   Lorsqu’un crime était assez 
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sérieux, par contre, les punitions locales pouvaient être considérées trop 
clémentes. Si c’était le cas, le criminel était détenu jusqu’à ce qu’il puisse 

413; Sophie Quinn-Judge, « Ideological Influences on the Revolutionary High Tide: the 
Comintern, Class War and Peasants »,  South East Asia Research , vol.19, no.4 (2011), p.688. 
277  Benedict Anderson,  Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism , London, Verso, 2006, p.125; D. R. SarDesai,  Vietnam: The Struggle for National 
Identity , Boulder, Westview Press, 1992, p.43. 
278  Peter Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille: a History of Imprisonment in Vietnam, 1862-1940 , 
Berkeley, University of California Press, 2001, p.17; SarDesai,  The Struggle , p.43-44. 
279 Benoît de Tréglodé,  Heroes and Revolution in Vietnam , Singapore, NUS Press in association 
with IRASEC, 2012, p.18; SarDesai,  The Struggle , p.43-44. 
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paraître devant le tribunal.   Toutefois, la détention et la « prison » n’étaient 
280

pas du tout du style européen, c'est-à-dire isolateur et punisseur. Au contraire, 
l’endroit de détention était majoritairement composé d’une cour commune à 
air ouvert, d’où les visiteurs étaient libres d’aller et venir. En fait, il était 
nécessaire que les prisonniers reçoivent des visiteurs pour qu'ils soient 
approvisionnés, puisque l’État ne leur fournissait rien. De plus, les prisonniers 
étaient libres de pratiquer un métier, voire même encouragés, puisqu’ils 
recevaient gratuitement du bambou à tresser. Par conséquent, la cour possédait 
habituellement un marché où les prisonniers pouvaient effectuer des échanges.
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Les punitions décidées par les tribunaux se répartissaient dans quatre 
catégories: la flagellation, de petite ou longue durée; le service 
communautaire; l’exil, habituellement en zones frontalières; ou la peine de 
mort. La seule raison pour laquelle un détenu coupable resterait en prison 
suivant son procès était pour attendre son châtiment.   La prison précoloniale 
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vietnamienne ne jouait donc aucunement un rôle de punition ou de 
réhabilitation en soi, au contraire des systèmes carcéraux se développant en 
Occident pendant le XIXe siècle. 

La prison vietnamienne fut ainsi, pour les Français, un exemple de 
barbarisme à être corrigé.   Le XIXe siècle fut un siècle de grand changement 

283

concernant la tradition carcérale européenne. Au lieu de viser à punir, les 
institutions pénales commençaient plutôt à essayer de réhabiliter et réformer 
les prisonniers, à la manière d’un hôpital visant plutôt à régler le 
comportement.   Il en résultait un contrôle social subtil, mais soi-disant 
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civilisé et agissant dans l’intérêt des prisonniers ainsi que de l’État.   La 
285

prison était donc, du point de vue des Français, un moyen de faire avancer leur 
mission civilisatrice en Indochine. 

Ce qui est intéressant, par contre, c’est que les systèmes carcéraux 
coloniaux établis en Indochine ne ressemblèrent aucunement à ceux de 
l'Europe en matière d’objectifs et de conditions matérielles. Lorsque les 

280 Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille , p.17-18. 
281   Ibid.  p.21-22. 
282  Ibid.  p.18. 
283  Ibid.  p. 24. 
284  Michel Foucault, « Prison Talk », dans  Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other 
Writings, 1972-1977 , ed. Colin Gordon, New York, Pantheon Books, 1980, p.40-41. 
285 Michel Foucault,  Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison , New York, Vintage Books, 
1979, p.231-232. 
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Français commencèrent leur conquête de la Cochinchine, ils établirent 
rapidement des camps de prisonniers de guerre (catégorie incluant les 
non-combattants résistants tout de même à la conquête) à mesure qu’ils 
prenaient du territoire. Il en fut de même pendant la conquête de l’Annam et 
du Tonkin, quelques décennies plus tard.   Ces camps devinrent des prisons à 

286

mesure que l’administration coloniale fut mise en place. Non seulement les 
prisons furent donc originalement des camps de détention indéfinie, de nature 
punitive, et créées avec le but de contrôler des populations jugées hostiles, 
mais ils existèrent en extrêmement grand nombre, pointillant le paysage et les 
villages vietnamiens.   Dès leur création, elles étaient donc pour les Français 

287

un symbole de civilisation, mais aussi des outils tangibles de contrôle colonial. 
Étant donné l’incorporation graduelle de l’Indochine et le 

développement disparate du système colonial, le système carcéral hérita d'un 
caractère administratif tout aussi chaotique. La plupart des prisons, celles dans 
les villages surtout, furent désignées comme étant provinciales; celles en ville 
furent désignées comme étant centrales ou urbaines. L’administration de ces 
deux types de prisons était reléguée au Résident, l'administrateur français 
provincial de la région.   Chaque territoire, soit l’Annam, le Tonkin et la 

288

Cochinchine, administrait ainsi individuellement ses prisons: il en résultait un 
système extrêmement décentralisé et très peu surveillé par le pouvoir central 
français. Ces prisons accueillaient seulement les condamnés à moins de 3 ans 
de prison, et ne pouvaient pas détenir des prisonniers politiques, soit ceux qui 
résistaient d’une manière ou d’une autre au pouvoir français ou qui incitaient 
des sentiments de rébellion ou de nationalisme. Les prisons centrales étaient 
les seules pouvant détenir des prisonniers européens, qui étaient gardés 
séparés des Vietnamiens.  

289

Les pénitenciers, au contraire des prisons provinciales, logeaient ceux 
condamnés à plus de trois ans de prison, et donc les plus dangereux. Plus 
notamment toutefois, ils détenaient aussi les prisonniers politiques. Les 
pénitenciers étaient volontairement situés en régions difficilement accessibles, 
telles les montagnes, ainsi qu’en régions où habitaient majoritairement des 
minorités ethniques jugées loyales aux Français, tels les « Thais et Meos, 

286  Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille , p.28-30. 
287  Ibid.  p . 46. 
288  Ibid.  p.47. 
289  Ibid.  p.46, 53. 
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complètement dévoués », pour minimiser les tentatives de fuite.   Les 
290

pénitenciers n'étaient aussi, dus à leur isolement, que rarement inspectés.  
291

Par exemple, l’île de Poulo Condore, pénitencier au large de la Cochinchine, 
ne se faisait scruter qu’une fois par cinq ans, ou lorsqu’une rébellion 
considérée grave éclatait.  

292

L’isolement et le peu d’inspections des pénitenciers résultèrent en 
conditions matérielles et morales différant largement entre pénitenciers, 
malgré le fait que système soit centralisé sous l’autorité française. Ces 
conditions dépendaient notamment du directeur, pratiquement non supervisé, 
ainsi que de ses pratiques administratives et croyances disciplinaires. 
Néanmoins, les pénitenciers offraient tous   des conditions de vie généralement 
pitoyables.   Le travail forcé, d’une part, était de mise. Les poèmes de Phan 

293

Chau Trinh, nationaliste éminent et érudit, sont célèbres grâce à leur 
description du labeur difficile exigé pendant son séjour à Poulo Condore.   Le 

294

poids du fardeau était aggravé par le fait que la nourriture fournie était 
minime, et parfois même putride.   De ce fait, non seulement le labeur 

295

quotidien occupait et épuisait les prisonniers, mais il permettait l’exploitation 
de ressources sans grand investissement en main-d’œuvre, qui était en grand 
manque dans les régions isolées des pénitenciers.  

296

De plus, les pénitenciers étaient énormément surpeuplés.   Par 
297

conséquent, les prisonniers n’étaient pas détenus séparément, tel que le 
prescrivaient les règlements, et ils pouvaient ainsi fraterniser librement. Un 
inspecteur remarquait déjà en 1885 que « La plupart de nos prisons en 
Indochine n’ont qu’une chambre, dans laquelle tous détenus […] sont 
rassemblés » sans considération de leur classe criminelle ou de leur statut 
comme accusé ou condamné.   Ceci, par conséquent, augmentait les chances 

298

290  Cité dans: Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille , p.56. Traduction par Marie-Eve Desjardins;  Ibid. 
p.55-56, 148. 
291  Ibid.  p.143 
292  Patrice Morlat,  La Répression Coloniale au Vietnam, 1908-1940 , Paris, L’Harmattan, 1990, 
p.214. 
293  Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille , p.137. 
294 Maurice Demariaux,  Poulo-Condore, Archipel du Viêtnam: Du Bagne Historique à la 
Nouvelle Zone de Développement Économique , Paris, L’Harmattan, 1999, p.167-168. 
295  Zinoman, The Colonial Bastille, p.27. 
296  Ibid.  p.56, 84. 
297  Morlat,  La Répression Coloniale , p.209-210. 
298 Cité dans: Zinoman, The Colonial Bastille, p.13. Traduction par Marie-Eve Desjardins. 
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de violence entre prisonniers, puisque qu'ils étaient toujours en contact. Il y 
avait aussi plus de chances que violence soit commise contre les gardes, qui 
étaient souvent attaqués, et parfois même tués, par des bandes de détenus.  

299

Ces conditions étaient souvent exacerbées par le fait que plusieurs 
Vietnamiens considéraient le système légal français comme étant illégitime, 
ou tout simplement incompréhensible. En effet, très peu de Vietnamiens 
comprenaient les lois françaises et leur application, surtout en milieux ruraux. 
Leur emprisonnement, ainsi que les conditions de vie qui leur furent imposées, 
était singulièrement insoutenable en ces instances.   Il est possible d’affirmer 

300

que l’ignorance envers son crime et la durée de son châtiment infligeaient, 
d’une manière, une certaine violence et souffrance psychologique et continue.  

La rébellion de Poulo Condore en 1890 démontre particulièrement les 
conséquences de cette situation. En effet, un inspecteur scrutant les conditions 
de la prison suite à la révolte trouva que les prisonniers étaient notablement 
mal informés quant à leur sentence, ne sachant point pourquoi ils étaient 
détenus ni quand ils seraient relâchés.   Même les documents officiels ne 

301

contenaient pas ces informations, ou étaient tout simplement manquants. De 
plus, bien que l’inspecteur affirmait que les rations et conditions de vie étaient 
raisonnables, il est fort probable que ce ne fut point le cas, puisque 
l’inspecteur travaillait en ligue avec l’administration du pénitencier.  

302

Finalement, non seulement les pénitenciers étaient généralement en 
territoires abritant des minorités ethniques, mais les gardes employés en ces 
prisons étaient habituellement recrutés dans ces populations minoritaires, ou 
étaient tout simplement importés de provinces plus éloignées. Ainsi, par 
exemple, le pénitencier de Lai Chau employait des gardes Tai et Meo, et celui 
de Son La employait des gardes Tho.  Cela était le cas bien que les Français 

303

avaient souvent beaucoup moins d’estime pour ces ethnies que pour les 
Vietnamiens: par exemple, ils n’avaient généralement pas le droit d’être 
armés, même s'ils surveillaient des prisonniers violents.   La stratégie 

304

coloniale française misait généralement sur les différences ethniques pour 

299  Ibid.  p.81-82. 
300  Ibid.  p.137-139. 
301  Ibid.  p.140. 
302  Ibidem. 
303  Ibid.  p.57, 83. 
304  Pierre Brocheux et Daniel Hémery, Indochine: La Colonisation Ambiguë, Paris, Découverte, 
2001, p.194; Anderson,  Imagined Communities , p.129; Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille , p.58, 
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diviser ses sujets  : il était donc important d’utiliser les minorités comme 
305

gardes et miser sur les différences ethniques entre eux et les prisonniers, ce qui 
encouragerait la formation d’un antagonisme et réduirait le taux de connivence 
entre les deux groupes.   Les Français eurent un certain succès; les gardes 

306

provenant de minorités ethniques acquièrent souvent des réputations d'être 
cruels, comme les gardes Tho de Son La ou les Ede du pénitencier de Nguc 
Kontum.  

307

Les prisons coloniales françaises n’étaient donc pas du tout des 
institutions correctives. Les prisons, les pénitenciers surtout, étaient des outils 
pour contrôler et punir les corps des indigènes, et pour exploiter leur labeur. 
Or, une conscience de groupe se forme lorsqu’un espace, une histoire, une 
culture, des symboles ou des expériences ou circonstances marquantes sont 
partagés et vécus en commun. Les Vietnamiens, vivant précédemment en 
société villageoise et non centralisée, acquièrent ainsi une communauté 
imaginaire et symbolique franchissant les limites du village, soit le sens d’une 
communauté nationale.   La prison coloniale, et surtout le pénitencier, mit en 

308

œuvre certaines de ces conditions par le biais de son fonctionnement et de ses 
conditions matérielles. Il en résulta ainsi une atmosphère propice à 
l’émergence d’un nationalisme vietnamien au sein même de ces prisons. 

D’une part, les conditions horribles de la prison imposèrent aux 
prisonniers une expérience commune difficile et injuste. La présence de 
prisonniers politiques, bien qu’indiquant le vouloir des Français de 
complètement réduire au silence les propos anticoloniaux, trouvèrent en les 
prisons un auditoire pouvant être convaincu de joindre leur cause. Ils 
réussirent à mettre en valeur leur horrible expérience commune de la prison 
pour établir des liens d’amitié et d’entraide entre eux.   En effet, bien que les 

309

prisonniers politiques devaient, selon les règlements, être tenus séparés des 

305  Henley, « Ethnogeographic Integration », p.316; Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille , p.83. 
306 Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille , p.83. 
307  Ibid. 
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1880-1940 »,  Past & Present , no.54 (1972), p.95; Paula D. McClain  et al. , « Group 
Membership, Group Identity, and Group Consciousness: Measures of Racial Identity in 
American Politics? »,  Annual Review of Political Science , vol.12 (2009), p.474; Anderson, 
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autres classes criminelles, ceci n’était souvent pas mis en application étant 
donné la condition généralement surpeuplée des pénitenciers.  

310

De plus, les divisions ethniques délibérément encouragées entre 
Vietnamiens, Français, et autres minorités indochinoises renforcèrent l’identité 
de groupe vietnamienne. Une mentalité « nous Vietnamiens » contre « eux 
Français et Tai/Meo/etc. » se développa. Une telle mentalité encourageait donc 
l’unité vietnamienne par vertu d’un ennemi commun. Les minorités ethniques 
ne pouvaient qu'être vues comme potentielles alliées contre les Français, 
puisqu’elles collaboraient avec eux. Ainsi, les prisonniers vietnamiens se 
voyaient seuls, ne pouvant compter que sur eux-mêmes.   Ce type de 

311

mentalité, d’ailleurs, persista; le Vietnam demeure un des rares cas de 
nationalisme anticolonial asiatique qui exclut toujours aujourd’hui les autres 
ethnies habitant le territoire.  

312

En ce sens, les pénitenciers jouèrent contre les désirs français de 
contrôler et d’isoler les prisonniers vietnamiens, surtout les prisonniers 
politiques. Comme l’écrit Phan Boi Chau, un des nationalistes les plus 
importants de sa génération  , en 1907, « si notre peuple, le peuple Viet » 

313

pouvait comprendre qu’une cause commune les rendrait aussi puissants que 
les Français, « ils seraient capables rapidement de se sauver l’un et l’autre ».  

314

Les prisonniers, par le biais de l’expérience commune de la prison et par leur 
rapprochement, acquièrent bel et bien une croyance que le système français 
opprimait les Vietnamiens, et ainsi acquièrent une cause commune dans la 
résistance au système pénitencier, et au système colonial tout court.  
 
Révoltes et Attaques: Un Caractère Nationaliste 
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Le tout culmina en révoltes violentes dans les pénitenciers, souvent 
immédiatement déclenchées par des évènements ardus, tel le changement d’un 
régime modéré en faveur d’un régime strict et difficile. À la longue, par 
contre, elles étaient incitées par les conditions de vie tout de même 
constamment pénibles, et par l’espoir de se libérer.   Entre les années 1860 et 

315

1930, les rébellions furent des occurrences très communes, vues 
éventuellement avec une certaine banalité.   Pendant le XXe siècle, les plus 

316

importantes, néanmoins, furent témoins de la formation d’une unité entre 
prisonniers vietnamiens de toutes classes sociales et origines géographiques, 
pouvant ainsi être définie comme étant une conscience nationaliste. 

À Poulo Condore, une autre grande rébellion fut déclenchée en 1918, 
si grande que plus de quatre-vingts prisonniers furent tués.   Bien que 

317

l’inspecteur scrutant la prison par la suite clama que la raison pour la révolte 
était universelle et irrépressible, soit le désir de liberté, il est plus probable que 
la rébellion fut déclenchée par un changement de directeur.   Le nouveau 

318

directeur institua un régime beaucoup plus strict que celui de son 
prédécesseur, un régime qui doubla le quota de travail requis et réduit de 
beaucoup la quantité de nourriture fournie. Les prisonniers, de toute évidence, 
trouvèrent ceci inacceptable et se rebellèrent, tentant de prendre contrôle de la 
prison avant d’être massacrés. Ainsi, le labeur imposé jouait pour beaucoup 
pour déterminer le degré de mécontentement, et pouvait pousser les 
prisonniers à s’unifier pour violemment forcer un changement.  

319

Le pénitencier dans la région de Thai Nguyen vit aussi une rébellion 
éclater en 1917-1918. Cette rébellion fut considérable: les révoltés furent 
capables de prendre contrôle non seulement du pénitencier, mais aussi de ses 
environs, pendant presque une semaine. Ce fut donc un des plus graves 
affronts au pouvoir colonial depuis la campagne de pacification du Tonkin. En 
effet, les forces françaises étaient à leurs plus bas effectifs, étant donné la 
Première Guerre mondiale et le besoin conséquent de soldats en Europe. De ce 
fait, les prisonniers réussirent 

315 Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille , p.140-142. 
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s’emparer d’armes et de munitions, et exécutèrent les officiers français 
présents et les gardes.  

320

Ce qui est plus notable, toutefois, c’est que les prisonniers politiques, 
les criminels communs et les gardes vietnamiens s’organisèrent et se 
rebellèrent ensemble, et, après la prise de la prison, que quelques centaines de 
paysans se joignirent à eux. Donc, les individus de la masse rebelle étaient 
différents par biais de leur position sociale ainsi que par lieu d’origine. En 
effet, les prisonniers mêmes étaient originaires de trente différentes provinces.

  De plus, les prisonniers, après avoir pris contrôle des régions avoisinantes 
321

du pénitencier, firent une déclaration appelant les Vietnamiens à se soulever 
contre l’état colonial, et « reconquérir nos terres ancestrales et exterminer » les 
Français.   Ainsi, au lieu de tirer avantage de l’occasion pour s’échapper, 

322

plusieurs rebelles restèrent au village, renforçant leurs positions pour ainsi 
faire concurrence et résister à l’assaut français imminent.   Les rebelles, donc, 

323

considéraient leur rébellion comme étant le commencement d’une attaque 
forcément vietnamienne contre le pouvoir français. Ce fut donc une véritable 
instance de bouffée nationaliste qui inspira les rebelles à s’attaquer au 
pénitencier. 

Dix ans après la rébellion de Thai Nguyen, en 1927, le pénitencier de 
Lai Chau vit ses prisonniers se révolter, et soixante-douze prisonniers 
s’échappèrent. La plupart furent tués, mais une dizaine réussirent à s’échapper 
complètement.   Ce qui est notable, c'est le caractère hautement organisé de la 

324

rébellion. Différents groupes de prisonniers, assignés à différentes stations de 
travail, attaquèrent leurs gardes à peu près en même temps, suivant un signal 
de coup de feu. Le fait que les gardes étaient largement des Thais ou Meos, 
tandis que les prisonniers étaient majoritairement des Vietnamiens, créa sans 
doute une animosité ethnique qui servit à alimenter la violence lorsqu’elle 
éclata: plusieurs gardes furent ainsi sauvagement tués pendant la rébellion.  

325
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Toutefois, ce fut un incident curieux qui déclencha directement la 
rébellion. En effet, le directeur en partance du pénitencier s’était, pendant son 
directorat, fait passer pour une divinité omniconsciente du comportement de 
ses prisonniers. Il affirmait aussi que lui seul pourrait empêcher les prisonniers 
de s’échapper, créant même des mises en scène de fuites, forcément déjouées, 
pour renforcer ses dires. Ainsi, lorsqu’il reçut la nouvelle qu’il allait être 
remplacé, il rassembla les prisonniers et les exhorta de se révolter, « 
[puisqu’ils] sont maintenant complètement libres. Ceux qui veulent 
s’échapper, faites-le. [Il est] le seul capable de les attraper, et, [puisqu’il] 
quitte, [ils] n’ont rien à craindre ».   Ainsi, il les encouragea de « suivre dans 

326

les pas » de la révolte de Thai Nguyen dix ans plus tôt, et de s’organiser 
ensemble.   Cela démontre que non seulement est-il évident que la rébellion 

327

de Thai Nguyen avait acquis des dimensions héroïques, mais elle devint 
modèle d’entraide entre Vietnamiens de toutes origines. Les pénitenciers 
furent non seulement attaqués de l’intérieur par leurs prisonniers, mais ils 
devinrent aussi des cibles centrales pour des groupes extérieurs: les Français 
en étaient très préoccupés et inquiets.   Ces groupes étaient parfois de simples 

328

rassemblements de bandits, mais étaient parfois des groupes nationalistes 
organisés qui visaient spécifiquement à attaquer la présence française, et, plus 
souvent, à libérer leurs compatriotes. Libérer d’autres prisonniers en même 
temps les encourageait à se joindre à leur cause.   Pendant la Première Guerre 

329

mondiale, il y a aussi eu certaines occasions où la population civile attaqua des 
prisons pour libérer les hommes qui y furent emprisonnés pour avoir échappé 
à la conscription.   Ainsi, les prisons coloniales devinrent souvent le point 

330

central d’attaques et de raids afin de libérer tous les prisonniers, et non 
seulement certains. En renversant le système carcéral, l’autorité et la légitimité 
française en Indochine pouvaient ainsi être effritées. 
 
Le Héros, le Prisonnier et la Mémoire 
 

326 Cité dans: Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille , p.152. Traduction par Marie-Eve Desjardins. 
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Phan Boi Chau, en 1907, observa dans sa « Lettre d’Outre-Mer écrite 
avec du sang » que « Pour prendre avantage de nos temps » et défaire les 
Français, « nous devons attendre pour des héros ».   Sa lettre liste les divers 

331

héros du Vietnam, les héros qui ont su résister et agir contre l’intervention 
étrangère; tels les sœurs Trung, le conseiller Zhang Zifang, et même les 
assassins Jing Ke et Nie Zheng.   Ces héros, selon Phan, étaient importants 

332

puisqu’ils ont agi spécifiquement pour protéger la souveraineté vietnamienne. 
Les héros qui étaient morts pour leur patrie étaient encore plus précieux, 
puisque c’était la marque absolue de loyauté nationale.   Mourir en violence 

333

pour sa patrie « est admirable et désirable; [cette mort] fait pleurer les dieux ».
  Ainsi, Phan encourageait les diverses classes sociales vietnamiennes de 

334

s’unir dans le but commun de libérer le Vietnam, et d’agir avec violence 
contre les Français; bref, devenir eux-mêmes des héros nationaux. 

Le Vietnam avait déjà une longue tradition d’idolâtrer ceux reconnus 
comme étant des héros nationaux. Pendant l’époque précoloniale, la figure du 
héros régnait déjà; il était symbolique du lien patriotique entre sa communauté 
et la nation et terre vietnamienne, et célébré pour avoir aidé à fonder ou à 
défendre le Vietnam et son indépendance.   La terre elle-même donnait 

335

naissance aux âmes de héros, faisant de la terre vietnamienne une terre sacrée, 
du peuple vietnamien un peuple naturellement héroïque, et des héros des 
surhommes à être vénérés.   En bref, le héros national était synonyme de 

336

l’identité nationale.   Les empereurs éventuellement firent du culte des héros 
337

un culte d’État, et utilisèrent la tradition pour justifier leur droit de régner, non 
seulement par leur piété et hommage aux héros, mais aussi en clamant des 
liens filiaux ou symboliques.  

338

La lettre de Phan s’inscrit donc dans un large corpus de textes, 
incluant le poème anonyme des années 1900, traçant l’histoire des héros 
nationaux du Vietnam et cherchant à inspirer les lecteurs vietnamiens de 
vénérer et d'émuler les héros patriotiques pour démontrer non seulement sa 

331 Phan, « A Letter from Abroad », p.361. 
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loyauté au Vietnam, mais pour affirmer la sainteté de la terre.   Toutefois, 
339

Phan offrait une nouvelle interprétation du héros; il affirmait que le héros 
n’était pas héroïque de naissance et de providence, mais plutôt par amour et 
loyauté, et spécifiquement par choix et action de défendre sa patrie.  

Ainsi, Phan avançait que n’importe qui de la population vietnamienne 
pouvait, et devait, agir pour devenir un héros.  Alors qu’il est difficile, voire 

340

impossible, d’estimer à quel point les prisonniers en rébellion furent inspirés 
par la tradition du héros au Vietnam, il est indéniable que ce bagage culturel, 
et spécifiquement ce changement graduel à la manière de représenter les 
héros, est un élément important à élucider, surtout pour comprendre comment 
les prisonniers sont représentés dans l’imaginaire vietnamien contemporain, et 
comment ils marquèrent leur identité nationale. 

La tradition de héros nationaux servit de précédent, et jouait donc un 
rôle important dans la pensée nationaliste pendant la période coloniale: il 
justifiait leur credo et leur discours. Ainsi, les écrits nationalistes vietnamiens 
chantaient les louanges de héros du passé qui avaient résisté aux incursions 
étrangères, et ap  pelaient les Vietnamiens à s’inspirer d’eux pour réussir à se 
débarrasser de la domination française. Ils ne devaient pas agir dans leurs 
propres intérêts mais bien dans l’intérêt de la patrie.   Ainsi, « La mort d’un 

341

grand homme peut être évaluée » et classifiée selon son taux d’héroïsme.  
342

Résister aux Français de quelque manière, et donc, la rébellion en prison, 
devenait un acte noble et de première importance. 

Bien que les mouvements et écrivains nationalistes, tel Phan, 
s’appuyaient déjà sur la tradition du héros pour encourager l’anticolonialisme, 
le mouvement communiste, aussi de fort caractère nationaliste, fut celui qui 
s’adossa sur la tradition du héros pour transformer spécifiquement les 
prisonniers coloniaux en héros patriotiques.  

339 Dans le cas d’appel à l’héroïsme pour résister aux français spécifiquement, voir par exemple: 
Ham Nghi Emperor, « Royal Edict on Resistance (1885) », dans George E Dutton, Jayne S. 
Werner, et John K. Whitmore, eds.  Sources of Vietnamese Tradition , New York, Columbia 
University Press, 2012; Anonyme, « An Appeal to Resist the French », dans Truong Buu Lam, 
ed.  Patterns of Vietnamese Response to Foreign Intervention , Yale University Southeast Asia 
Studies, 1967; Lanh Co, « Summons to Fight the French », dans Truong Buu Lam, ed.  Patterns 
of Vietnamese Response to Foreign Intervention , Yale University Southeast Asia Studies, 1967. 
de Tréglodé,  Heroes and Revolution ,   p.14-15 
340 de Tréglodé,  Heroes and Revolution , p.21. 
341  Ibid.  p.16. 
342 Phan, « A Letter from Abroad », p.364. 
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Comme les empereurs anciens, le culte du héros permettait aux communistes 
de revendiquer une forme de légitimité auprès de la population, et de renforcer 
l’identité nationale vietnamienne.  En effet, la pensée communiste, surtout 

343

celle de Ho Chi Minh, affirmait que la révolution communiste devrait suivre 
deux étapes: la révolution nationaliste d’abord, et la prolétaire ensuite.  Cette 

344

doctrine prit forme officielle dès la montée au pouvoir communiste, et le 
programme d’émulation patriotique fut lancé en 1948; la campagne 
encourageait les Vietnamiens d’émuler les héros nationaux, anciens et 
nouveaux nommés par les communistes.   Ainsi, la culture du héros fut 

345

adaptée pour favoriser le programme révolutionnaire communiste, comme que 
démontré par l’essai subséquent d’introduire des « héros du prolétariat » au 
panthéon de héros nationalistes.  

346

 Les efforts communistes furent surtout ce qui assura que les 
prisonniers et rebelles soient inscrits dans la mémoire vietnamienne comme 
étant des héros patriotiques, et que les prisons soient inscrites comme 
symboles définitifs du colonialisme français. En effet, les nationalistes qui 
furent envoyés en prison furent présentés comme étant des martyrs, surtout 
lorsqu’ils y mourraient.   De plus, plusieurs modèles et leaders nationalistes 

347

et communistes passèrent par les prisons coloniales, dont, comme mentionné, 
Phan Chau Trinh.   À un certain point, un terme d’emprisonnement devint un 

348

prérequis pour devenir membre officiel du Parti Communiste Indochinois.  
349

Survivre la prison coloniale devint donc symbole de la loyauté envers le 
Vietnam, et indiquait un caractère héroïque, puisque les prisonniers ne 
permirent pas à la prison d’éradiquer leur amour et loyauté envers le Vietnam.

  Cette conceptualisation fut encouragée et perpétuée par les gouvernements 
350

et par la culture vietnamienne, et marque donc toujours l’imaginaire national 
vietnamien d’aujourd’hui. 

343 de Tréglodé,  Heroes and Revolution , p.3, 6; Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille , p.301. 
344 Quinn-Judge, « Ideological Influences », p.691. 
345 de Tréglodé,  Heroes and Revolution , p.7-8. 
346  Ibid.  p.27-28. 
347  Ibid.  p.206, 208. 
348  Truong Buu Lam, ed. « Phan Chau Trinh (1872-1926) » dans  Colonialism Experienced: 
Vietnamese Writings on Colonialism, 1900-1931 , Michigan, University of Michigan Press, 
2000, p.125; Smith, « The Development », p.113; Chesneaux, « Stages in the Development », 
p.69, 71, 73-74; SarDesai,  The Struggle , p.46; Demariaux,  Poulo-Condore , p.36. 
349 Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille , p.299. 
350  Ibid . p.300. 

119 



 
Clio  2017-2018 

 

En 2012, le Camp d’Été du Vietnam fut officiellement lancé. Les 
discours donnés pour célébrer l’occasion dénotèrent l’importance d’assurer la 
continuité de l’unité nationale, surtout chez les expatriés vietnamiens. Les 
activités présentées par le camp, notamment, incluaient une visite solennelle 
au site national de Poulo Condore, en l’occasion du 150e anniversaire de sa 
fondation.   Poulo Condore n’est pas le seul emplacement carcéral qui fut 

351

transformé en monument national: Son La et Hoa Lo sont aussi tous deux des 
musées, ce dernier très bien entretenu et populaire auprès de touristes, et des 
plaques commémoratives démarquent les lieux où se tenaient les prisons de 
Lao Bao et Kon Tum.  

352

Cet exemple démontre comment la prison coloniale est en réalité 
devenue un symbole de l’histoire coloniale au Vietnam, synonyme de la 
souffrance et de l’oppression éprouvée sous le régime français. En effet, ceci 
est surtout démontré par le fait que non seulement les prisons elles-mêmes 
sont devenues des sites commémoratifs, mais aussi par le fait que l’imaginaire 
vietnamien d’aujourd’hui considère toujours les prisonniers qui ont résisté à 
l’autorité française comme étant des héros nationaux.   De plus, le fait que le 

353

gouvernement vise à utiliser le symbole de la prison non seulement pour unir 
les Vietnamiens du pays, mais même les expatriés, démontre que c’est un 
élément compris comme étant une base même de l’identité vietnamienne. 

Ainsi, la prison coloniale française favorisa la montée d’un 
nationalisme vietnamien par le biais de ses conditions de vie, ainsi que par le 
fait qu’elle devint un symbole du pouvoir colonial français. Les prisonniers, 
unis par une expérience commune difficile, encouragés par les propos des 
nationalistes et communistes emprisonnés, et confrontés à des tensions 
ethniques, acquièrent une conscience de groupe, de caractère nationaliste. Ces 
prisonniers et les prisons coloniales continuent toujours d’exister dans 
l’imaginaire national vietnamien d’aujourd’hui; le culte du héros, surtout mis 
de l’avance par les communistes venant au pouvoir, assura cette continuation. 
Les prisons coloniales, donc, bien qu’originalement des outils de contrôle et 
de colonialisme   français, furent, finalement, des centres de croissance de  

351 « Vietnam: Vietnam Summer Camp 2012 opens »,  Asia News Monitor , Jul.12 2012. 
352 Zinoman,  The Colonial Bastille , p.2n4, 299. 
353  Ibid.  p.301; de Tréglodé,  Heroes and Revolution , p.217. 
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nationalisme vietnamien, et éventuellement des symboles démontrant la 
résilience et la force du peuple vietnamien face à la domination, et cruauté, 
française. 
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‘None of the Devils Can Protect Us Against the Others’: Dutch 
Neutrality in the First World War and the Importance of 

Shows of Force in the Province of Zeeland from 1917 - 1918 
Nathan Dyck 

 

With the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, the Netherlands 
found itself in a unique position within the strategic balance of Europe. Poised 
between Germany, Britain, and France, the Dutch neighboured some of the 
most powerful nations in the world and controlled key Atlantic ports along the 
Rhine, Maas, and Scheldt rivers. Even though its military might was small in 
comparison to its neighbours, a leading merchant marine fleet and key 
geographic location allowed the Netherlands to act as a powerful economic 
middleman in Europe. This position meant that in addition to the benefits of 
avoiding immense wartime costs in life and capital, neutrality was great for 
Dutch business. Faced with the increasing and uncertain ambition of its 
European neighbours, the Netherlands declared a policy of official neutrality 
in 1914. John Loudon, the Dutch Minister of Foreign affairs during the war, 
described this impossible situation as being stuck, “between the devil and the 
deep blue sea”.  

354

Queen Wilhelmina declared Dutch neutrality at the very outbreak of 
war and the Dutch managed to stay neutral for its entirety. Nevertheless, each 
year brought about new circumstances that compounded the difficulties of 
maintaining neutrality, most notably in 1917. As the economic value of Dutch 
neutrality deteriorated in the eyes of Britain and Germany, the Dutch army 
played an increasingly important role in upholding the requirements of 
neutrality and deterring invasion. This military effort was led by the Chief of 
the General Staff, Lieutenant-General C. J. Snijders, who was often described 
as being the “Dutch Ludendorff” for his hard-line decision making.   This 

355

paper will argue for the importance of armed neutrality in the southwestern 
border province of Zeeland due to its strategic and economic value. Due to the 

354  Maartje Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral: The Netherlands in the First World War 
1914-1918  (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006), 283 
355  Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral , 243; Erich Ludendorff was the German 
Quartermaster General and co-leader of the German war effort by August 1916 . 
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time-sensitive nature of a belligerent power invading and occupying the whole 
of Zeeland, the ability of the Dutch army to act as a potential military obstacle 
was of the utmost importance in preventing a possible invasion of Zeeland. 
This military vigilance played a major role in defending Dutch neutrality 
during the crucial years of 1917 and 1918. Dutch military presence in Zeeland 
is clearly registered in both British and German invasion plans during those 
final two years of the war. While the strength of the Dutch army was 
insufficient for engaging a major belligerent power, the ability of the 
Netherlands to show armed vigilance to other nations played an increasingly 
important role in defending neutrality as the war went on.  
 
Historiography 
 

The position of Dutch neutrality in the First World War has often been 
overlooked as being shaped by the economic and strategic policy decisions of 
Britain and Germany. One of the earliest works to document the situation of 
the Netherlands at this time was by C. Smit in his 1972 three-volume  The 
Netherlands in the First World War .   Later works, notably those by German 

356

historian Marc Frey, brought a more nuanced approach focusing on economic 
relationships between the Netherlands and belligerent countries as the primary 
reason for the maintenance of neutrality.   These early studies on the 

357

economic aspects of neutrality provide an adequate explanation for the value 
of Dutch non-belligerency to Britain and Germany from 1914 to 1916. 
However, recent trends in historiography indicate the Dutch army played an 
increasingly important role in maintaining neutrality during the war. 

 The first major work to discuss the role of the army to a reasonable 
extent was published in 2001 with Hubert P. Van Tuyll’s  The Netherlands and 
World War l . Van Tuyll’s study emphasised Dutch agency and the role of the 
Netherlands in determining its own neutrality and position in the broader 
European conflict. In 2006, Maartje M. Abbenhuis published the preeminent 

356  C. Smit,  Nederland in de Eerste Wereldoorlog 1899-1919 (Groningen: Wolters Noordhoff, 
1971-73).  3 volumes;   Much of the recent historiography points to Smit’s work as important but 
lacking in depth of research regarding domestic aspects of neutrality. See Abbenhuis, Van Tuyll, 
Klinkert.  
357  While much of Frey’s work was originally done in German, more recent articles restate his 
opinions in English: Marc Frey, “Trade, Ships and the Neutrality of the Netherlands in the First 
World War”,  The International History Review , Vol 19, Issue 3, 1997, p. 541-562 
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work on the Netherlands in the war. In  The Art of Staying Neutral  Abbenhuis 
argues previous approaches lose sight of the most significant factors regarding 
neutrality: the way the Dutch army was able to uphold international 
obligations, act as a deterrent to attack, and maintain adequate defense. Two 
works published this decade that fit into this camp are Wim Klinkert’s 
Defending Neutrality  and Susanne Wolf’s  Guarded Neutrality , which discuss 
more specific aspects of the Dutch army such as new war technology and 
internment.  

358

This paper adds to the recent trend in discussion regarding the 
importance of an armed Dutch neutrality by recognizing the crucial strategic 
value of Zeeland within that context. Specific focus on the defense of Zeeland 
has been given recent attention by Wim Klinkert in his article “Fall K: German 
Offensive Plans Against the Netherlands 1916-1918”.   The following pages 

359

emphasize a similar appraisal of British plans regarding an increasingly likely 
invasion of Zeeland due to the deteriorating conditions of Anglo-Dutch and 
German-Dutch relations, with attention given to German plans when needed. 
 
1914-1916: Warning Signs of a Deteriorating Neutrality 
 

To properly understand the deteriorating conditions of Dutch 
neutrality in 1917, it is important to discuss the pillars on which neutrality 
stood in the first few years of the war. At first, upholding Dutch neutrality was 
highly attractive to both Britain and Germany for economic and strategic 
reasons. If either power aggravated the Netherlands enough to force them into 
belligerency on the enemy side, they risked losing the benefits of trading with 
an economic powerhouse, access to key ports on the English Channel, and a 
strategic geographical buffer zone preventing possible flanking attacks.  

358  Hubert P. Van Tuyll Van Serooskerken,  The Netherlands and World War 1: Espionage, 
Diplomacy and Survival  (Leiden, NL: Brill, 2001); Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral ; Wim 
Klinkert,  Defending Neutrality: The Netherlands Prepares for War 1900-1925  (Lieden, NL: 
Koninklijke Brill NV, 2013); Susanne Wolf,  Guarded Neutrality: Diplomacy and Internment in 
the Netherlands during the First World War  (Leiden, NL: Brill, 2013); Given the barriers of 
archival access and language, these excellent works will serve as a source basis in this paper for 
the actions of the Dutch and their army domestically. 
359  Wim Klinkert, “Fall K: German Offensive Plans Against the Netherlands 1916-1918”, in 
Small Powers in the Age of Total War, 1900-1940, edited by Herman Amersfoort. The 
Netherlands: Brill, 2014. 

124 



 
Clio  2017-2018 

 

Dutch ports acted as a primary mode of access for Germany to trade 
with the wider world. Due to heavy industrialization in the late 19 th  Century, 
Germany turned to the Netherlands for imports of American grain, Swedish 
iron ore, Norwegian copper, and many other strategic resources in the years 
leading up to the war. By 1913, the Dutch coastal city of Rotterdam was 
second only to Hamburg as Germany’s gateway to the world.   As anticipated 

360

by the Germans, this relationship only became more essential after the 
outbreak of war in the Summer of 1914. An early version of the Schlieffen 
Plan, the cornerstone of Germany’s war plans to destroy France early and 
prevent a two-front war, suggested that forces on the right flank pass through 
the Dutch province of Limburg to enable a more successful sweep through 
Belgium. However, in 1908 Helmuth von Moltke, the successor to Alfred von 
Schlieffen who was originally behind the plan, changed it to avoid trespassing 
in the Netherlands. He did so to maintain Germany’s economic “windpipe” 
and to prevent all Dutch trade from going to the enemy.   

361

The geographic position of the Netherlands and Germany’s economic 
dependence on it meant that Dutch shipping was an easy target for a British 
blockade. The strength of the Royal Navy allowed Britain to force all Dutch 
merchant ships to pass through a narrow gap between the Kentish coast and 
the Goodwin Sands, a sandbank off the coast of Southern Britain.   At the 

362

outbreak of the war, a number of key Dutch imports and exports were declared 
contraband because they frequently found their way into German hands. Most 
significantly, the list of contraband goods included a great deal of wheat from 
the United States. During 1914, out of the 2,156,000 tons of goods imported 
by the Dutch, the British declared 1,729,000 of it contraband due to fear that it 
would end up being traded to Germany.   By the end of 1914, Britain was 

363

able to stringently manage Dutch trade by establishing the Netherlands 
Overseas Trust (NOT), a private agency which took over all imports on behalf 
of Dutch traders. The NOT allowed trade as usual to continue under the 

360 Frey, “Trade, Ships and the Neutrality of the Netherlands in the First World War”, 542 
361  Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral , 32 
362  T. G. Otte, “Between Hammer and Anvil”, in  Diplomats at War: British and Commonwealth 
Diplomacy in Wartime,  Edited by Christopher Baxter and Andrew Stewart. The Netherlands: 
Koninklijke Brill NV, 2008, 86 
363  British Stationary Office, “The Blockade of the Central Empires 1914-1918”,  Official 
History of the War,  (1937), 66-67 
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restrictions of the contraband list while monitoring the process.   While the 
364

NOT came with its technical complications, such as not being able to monitor 
the export of goods manufactured using licensed imports within Dutch 
borders, it was still the best possible situation for Britain, who feared losing a 
key trading partner and a strategic buffer zone if the Netherlands were to join 
the war on the enemy side.  

365

While these external factors put the Dutch in a comfortable position in 
1914, they did not take any chances with the strength of their defenses. Due to 
the “War Law”, first mentioned in article 187 of the Constitution of 1887 and 
subsequently made into law in 1901, the Dutch army could be given 
extraordinary powers in the face of external or internal threats to neutrality. 
After the war broke out, certain municipalities were put into either a “state of 
war” or a “state of siege”, the latter being much more extreme, giving the 
army control over municipal governing bodies and the ability to remove 
people deemed unsafe from the region.   These necessary measures proved 

366

exceedingly useful in policing violations of neutrality, monitoring espionage, 
and displaying significant defenses on border provinces. Municipalities in a 
lesser “state of war” were often located in the heartland near Amsterdam or 
Rotterdam, while regions in an urgent “state of siege” were overwhelmingly 
located in the border provinces of Limburg and increasingly Zeeland, 
especially by 1917.   The creation of the strong Division Group Brabant also 

367

put 6-8 smaller divisions of troops on the southern border provinces which 
could be used by Lt-Gen Snijders to effectively address, or at least deter, an 
invasion of Zeeland.  

368

This Dutch emphasis on monitoring and defending Zeeland was not 
without good reason. The fall of the Belgian port city of Antwerp in early 
October of 1914 put a key strategic location in the hands of the Germans 
located just south of Zeeland. Shipping access to Antwerp’s ports was only 
possible through the Scheldt waterway in Zeeland, giving its occupier the 
ability to determine what trade reached Antwerp. Weeks before Antwerp fell, 
the British government, recognizing the strategic importance of the Scheldt, 

364  Otte, “Between Hammer and Anvil”, 98 
365 Ibid, 99 
366  See Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral,  139-156, for an in-depth study on the mandate 
of the army in the states of siege and war.  
367  Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral , 140-141 
368  Van Tuyll,  The Netherlands and World War 1 , 108 
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sent First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill to personally assess the 
situation. Deeming the Belgian defenses inadequate, the British sent 6000 
troops of the Royal Naval Division to help hold the channel ports, hinting at 
early British interest in Zeeland.   Antwerp remained under German 

369

occupation until the last few months of the war, painting Zeeland as a potential 
geographically strategic target for both sides.  

As the Western Front came to a stalemate in early 1915, keeping 
Zeeland from falling into British hands became crucial to the German war 
effort. The westernmost Dutch province both protected the flank of the 
German army in Belgium and allowed for some shipping to reach occupied 
Antwerp. Given the power to ignore civil liberties under the “state of siege”, 
Dutch army personnel began to apprehend and expel a number of German 
spies found to be establishing an information bureau in Zeeland to obtain 
intelligence regarding its military strength leading up to 1917.   German and 

370

British espionage often produced more detailed military maps of Zeeland than 
any other Dutch province, evaluating the area for potential invasion.   The 

371

existence of belligerent espionage in the Netherlands both presented the Dutch 
army with a stage through which to exhibit armed shows of force and a way to 
determine which areas were being sized up in order to emphasize defenses of 
vulnerable locations. 

Notwithstanding the strategic importance of Zeeland to Britain and 
Germany, by the end of 1916 its neutrality was still more valuable than its 
potential belligerency or occupation for both sides. For Germany, Dutch 
neutrality allowed for a vital “windpipe” by which neutral ports could supply 
food and other key goods. For the British, Dutch neutrality allowed for the use 
of the NOT to prevent an influx of key resources into Germany while 
minimizing the risk of pushing key Dutch ports into German hands. Therefore, 
Dutch Foreign Minister John Loudon and Army General C.J. Snijders were 
able to develop an effective balancing act of diplomacy and targeted displays 
of military strength to maintain neutrality. For example, on March 30 th  1916 
Loudon was able to successfully assure British diplomat Alan Johnstone that 
Germany could not afford to spare the 300,000 men to invade the Netherlands 

369  Wolf,  Guarded Neutrality,  48-49 
370  Wim Klinkert, “a Spy’s Paradise? German Espionage in the Netherlands 1914-1918”, 
Journal of Intelligence History,  Volume 12, Issue 1, 27-28 
371  Klinkert,  Defending Neutrality,  216 
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and that Dutch defenses were strong enough to discourage such an invasion.  
372

On the very same day, when Germany warned the Netherlands of a possible 
British invasion through the Scheldt, General Snijders suspended leave for all 
soldiers stationed in Zeeland.  While the Dutch government knew an 

373

invasion was highly unlikely due to recent discussions with the British, 
Snijders was able to increase the size of the army in Zeeland by 10% 
overnight, showing Germany and Britain that the Dutch had every intention of 
defending neutrality.   Loudon and Snijders’s combination of diplomacy and 

374

intimidating shows of force in 1916 made an invasion seem pointless and 
difficult to belligerents. It also foreshadowed the approach the Dutch had to 
take regarding the defense of Zeeland in 1917 when the maintenance of 
neutrality became far more uncertain. 
 
1917: The Turning Point for Neutrality 

 
The decisive turning point for Dutch neutrality came in 1917. The 

economic and strategic foundations on which it stood started to break down, 
leading to near destruction of neutrality in 1918. The primary events to spark 
this shift were Germany’s continuation of unrestricted submarine warfare and 
the subsequent entry of the United States into the war, which ultimately 
strengthened the Allied blockade against Germany. As Britain and its allies 
began preventing more German goods from reaching Dutch ports, the Dutch 
became less valuable as a neutral economic gateway for Germany. 
Deteriorating economic value made armed neutrality, specifically in Zeeland, 
essential for deterring potential invasions from either side for the remainder of 
the war.  

Early signs of unstable neutrality came towards the end of 1916 and 
early 1917. The NOT was declining as an effective British asset and the Allies 
began to follow a policy of economic attrition against the central powers.   In 

375

the winter of 1916, an agreement between Britain and the Netherlands was 
signed to readjust Dutch export trade. Around 50% of exports to Germany of 
foods such as beef, butter and cheese were now required to be exported to 

372  CAB/42/12/2, 30 March 1916,  British National Archives , 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk 
373  Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral,  210 
374 Klinkert,  Defending Neutrality , 217 
375 Otte, “Between Hammer and Anvil”, 107 
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Britain. After being somewhat forced into this agreement, the Dutch still 
managed to continue with a significant amount of the original exports to 
Germany, causing Anglo-Dutch relations to begin deteriorating in the summer 
of 1916. Consequently, German food prices of key goods increased by an 
average of 31.2% by November 1916.   By March of 1917, British diplomats 

376

in the Netherlands began to suggest “mopping up the whole of the Dutch 
colonies” because the export readjustment deal did not have a huge impact on 
the amount of surplus food being sent to Germany.   However, they also 

377

recognized it was in the country’s best interest to not push the Dutch into 
belligerency, even on the allied side, and to simply strengthen economic 
warfare.   

378

These import issues were heightened by the entry of the United States 
in April 1917. American President Woodrow Wilson’s administration 
immediately worked with the British on a more energetic campaign of 
economic warfare against Germany, which resulted in a trade embargo with 
the Netherlands that essentially lasted until the end of the war, cutting off 
American grain, the main supply of food the Dutch could trade to Germany.  

379

As a result, the Netherlands only imported 1,858,951 net tonnage in 1917, less 
than half of the amount cleared in 1916. For context, the Dutch had imported 
18,197,783 tonnes of shipping in 1913.   Food from the United States was 

380

possibly the most valuable thing provided by Germany’s Dutch windpipe, but 
the amount the Netherlands imported decreased from 180,000 tons to less than 
1000 tons over the course of the year.   This dramatic decrease in the 

381

usefulness of the Netherlands as an economic gateway for Germany 
challenges Marc Frey’s argument that economic and diplomatic relations 
solely kept the Dutch out of the war during 1917 and 1918.  

Consequently, the maintenance of Dutch neutrality was left to the 
targeted shows of force by Snijders’s army, which made invading the 
Netherlands appear too difficult or unnecessary. The most significant of these 
efforts regarded the key geographically and economically strategic location of 

376 British Stationary Office, “The Blockade of the Central Empires”, 476, 570, Table LXIII 
377  FO800/195, 5 March 1917,  British National Archives , 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk, p. 115-116, 
378  Ibid, 117-118 
379  Frey, “Trade, Ships and the Neutrality of the Netherlands in the First World War”, 552-553 
380  Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral , 127 
381 British Stationary Office, “The Blockade of the Central Empires”, 788 
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Zeeland. The value of Zeeland and many other Dutch provinces came from 
key ports and the access they gave to key cities such as Antwerp. The 
importance of these ports meant that a German invasion of Zeeland would 
have to swiftly cross the entirety of the province, including its many rivers, in 
order to reach the ports before the British had time to invade as well. Being 
stalled by a strong Dutch military presence in the province would have 
resulted in a new battlefront being created in Dutch territory, a front which 
neither side wanted. The same was also true for any potential British 
amphibious landing, which had its complications that could be amplified by a 
Dutch military resistance. This concept is best explained by Hubert Van Tuyll 
in  The Netherlands and World War 1 : 

 
Respect for Holland might cause Germany to think carefully 
about  whether  to invade; but Holland’s ability to be a 
respectable opponent of Britain (in Germany’s eyes) would 
take away major reason  for  invading. Surely Germany would 
have moved in a flash had (a) Holland been disarmed, or (b) 
Britain appeared ready to invade Holland.  

382

 
Targeted militarization efforts may not be able to stop an invasion, but if done 
successfully, had the potential to create deterring time restraints for an 
invading power and provide a show of force to belligerent  A  that took away 
the need for belligerent  B  to invade in the first place.  

Regardless of the importance of military vigilance to invasion 
deterrence, by 1917 the Dutch parliament was being pressured relentlessly by 
the public to demilitarize and decrease military spending. Food shortages were 
beginning to have a drastic impact on the Dutch population leading to pressure 
for demobilization from Dutch politicians in The Hague who, unlike warring 
nations, saw the needs of citizens as a priority over military considerations. 
Parliamentarians also saw other neutrals such as the Swiss cut the size of their 
army from 350,000 to 150,000 mobilized troops in 1914, which they thought 
justified cutback proposals.   However, Snijders knew the unique position of 

383

Holland was more delicate, and from the end of 1916 through the early 
months of 1917 he emphasized the importance of maintaining strong defenses 
in the provinces of Limburg and Zeeland. His efforts prevented a 

382 Van Tuyll,  The Netherlands and World War 1 , 346 
383 Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral, 213 
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government-proposed decrease of the army to well below the 200,000-strong 
size of the army in 1914.   

384

Snijders’s efforts to keep the Dutch army strong legitimized the armed 
neutrality of the Netherlands in the eyes of Britain and Germany. In March 
1917, the British Foreign Office still saw The Netherlands as being a “serious 
undertaking” to invade.   By October of the same year they were convinced 

385

Germany could have invaded earlier in the war but were not able to anymore.
  By keeping defenses strong in Zeeland, Snijders was able to accomplish 

386

two things. Firstly, because the Dutch consistently made it clear to both 
belligerents they would uphold neutrality at any cost, Britain knew if they 
mounted their own invasion this “serious undertaking” may stall them long 
enough for Germany to invade as well. Moreover, a strong military presence 
in Zeeland also gave a sense of assurance to Britain that they had time to 
respond if the Dutch held up Germany in their own potential invasion.  

On the other hand, the potential for German invasion in 1917 was 
more urgent, even though the same Dutch deterrence strategy in Zeeland 
applied. German espionage in the Netherlands had increased drastically by 
1917. The majority of the espionage was regarding contingency planning for a 
potential German invasion of Zeeland, otherwise known as the “Fall K” plans. 
Development of these plans began in late 1916 as a result of the British 
invasion scare in March earlier that year. One of the most remarkable aspects 
of these plans was how the Germans drastically overestimated the strength of 
the Dutch army, stating it was 300,000 strong, revealing a successful Dutch 
show of force.   The peak of urgency surrounding the use of Fall K came in 

387

November 1917. The full effects of the United States participation in the 
blockade were beginning to show   and rumours of a British invasion of 

388

384  Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral , 212-214 
385  FO800/195, 5 March 1917,  British National Archives , 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk, p. 117 
386 FO800/195, 24 October 1917,  British National Archives , 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk, p. 166 
387 Klinkert, “Fall K: German Offensive Plans Against the Netherlands 1916-1818,” 100. 
388  CAB 24/18/70, 4 July 1917,  British National Archives , 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk; The British War Cabinet was pleased with the early 
effects of the strengthened blockade, noting the Germans had to make desperate demands on the 
Dutch for food. This document ultimately shows the British felt they had a sort of upper hand 
over the increasingly desperate Germans on the question of Dutch neutrality in 1917, making 
them quite content to not seriously consider invading the Netherlands until late 1918.  
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Zeeland began to become even more concerning, making the first week of 
November the closest Germany came to invading Zeeland.   However, in 

389

another excellent show of force, the Dutch had successfully assured the 
Germans in September that they would increase the army to 800,000 men in 
expectation of a British attack.   The Dutch were able to masterfully play one 

390

side against the other. 
Throughout 1917 the Germans and British were constantly 

discouraged from invasion by shows of force, which is referred to by Wim 
Klinkert as a “game” in which the Dutch military elite wholeheartedly 
participated.   The Dutch army knew that it would likely be unable to stop the 

391

German invasion indicated in the Fall K plans. However, Snijders’s ability to 
make the Dutch  appear  capable of defending their country against such an 
invasion both appeased the British and made the Germans gather intelligence 
on whether their army would be held up by the notable presence of the Dutch 
army in Zeeland, thus stalling a potential invasion. By the end of 1917 the 
potential of a German invasion started to decrease as the Germans began to 
see the real possibility of defeat in the war. Also, informal deals made between 
Dutch and German business owners during the war made the Netherlands a 
potential place for the Germans to turn to in a post-war world with many 
enemies, returning some economic value to Germany honouring Dutch 
borders in 1918.   On the other hand, Britain increasingly began to look for 

392

ways to effect decision on alternate flanks as the Germans gave their last push 
in the spring offensives of 1918.  
 
1918: A Narrow Escape for Neutrality 
 

Up until the final year of the war the Dutch achieved a surprising 
position of balanced, armed neutrality. The Dutch showed the Germans 
vigilance during the Fall K crisis of 1917, convincing German Commander in 
Chief Ludendorff that the Netherlands had every intention of upholding armed 

389  Klinkert, “Fall K: German Offensive Plans Against the Netherlands 1916-1918”, 107-108. 
390 Mark D. Karau, “Fall K: The MarineKorps and Dutch Neutrality”, in  Weilding the Dagger: 
The MarineKorps Flandern and the German War Effort, 1914-1918  (Westport, CT: Praeger, 
2003), 118. 
391 Klinkert, “Fall K: German Offensive Plans Against the Netherlands 1916-1918,” 117. 
392  Frey, “Trade, Ships and the Neutrality of the Netherlands in the First World War,” 562. 
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neutrality and not joining the Entente Powers.   With Ludendorff occupied by 
393

the major spring offensives of 1918, the only way Germany would have had 
incentive to invade Zeeland would be in the case of a clear British intent to do 
the same. However, regardless of a clear decrease in concrete invasion 
planning, the Scheldt was still a concern of Germany’s. In February of 1918, 
the German Marine Korps stationed on the Flanders Coast gave blueprints and 
technical details for defensive coastal batteries to a Dutch technical delegation 
in an attempt to get the Dutch to further modernize their coastal defenses, 
especially near the Scheldt waterways to prevent a potential British invasion.

 
394

Going into the final year of the war, General Snijders increased the 
size of the Dutch army from 200,000 to 400,000 and subsequently the number 
of Dutch troops stationed in Zeeland went from 10,000 to 20,000.   While 

395

there is a debate within the historiography regarding the effectiveness of the 
Dutch army late in the war in relation to its ability to deter invasion, the mere 
presence of a larger army allowed for targeted shows of force in the province 
of Zeeland, which was extremely important to Britain in 1918.   Germany 

396

was distracted with offensives on the Western Front and more confident in 
Dutch neutrality after the events of 1917, making Britain the key power to 
deter in order for the Netherlands to maintain neutrality for the remainder of 
the war. While a British invasion was never explicitly threatened in 1918, 
interest is certainly present in much of their War Cabinet’s meetings and plans. 
Due to the necessity of a quick and complete invasion of Zeeland, the 
potential roadblock made possible by a strengthened Dutch military presence 
in Zeeland acted as a successful deterrent.  

In order to maintain the strong military footing the Dutch had in 
Zeeland, Snijders had to continue to fight political criticisms. In the Spring of 
1918, the new Dutch Minister of War B.C. De Jonge consulted with a number 
of officers and politicians about replacing Snijders. His position was on the 
basis of the claim that the four years of work Snijders had put into military 

393  Klinkert, “Fall K: German Offensive Plans Against the Netherlands 1916-1918,” 113 
394  Klinkert,  Defending Neutrality,  217 
395 Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral,  216; Klinkert,  Defending Neutrality , 220 
396 Van Tuyll contends that the size of the Dutch army was a distinct deterrent to invasion in 
1917 and 1918, while Abbenhuis and Klinkert provide more nuanced approaches due to the 
relative decline of the quality of the army during these years. See Van Tuyll,  The Netherlands 
and World War 1,  350; Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral,  217; Klinkert,  Defending 
Neutrality , 292 

133 



 
Clio  2017-2018 

 

preparedness was now irrelevant and that the Dutch should begin to align with 
the Entente. De Jonge’s efforts were supported by officers who called for 
demilitarization of the border provinces. For example, one officer 
recommended abandoning Zeeland as he believed an invasion from Germany 
was unlikely.   However, Snijders’s critics failed to recognize the need for a 

397

strong military deterrence to a potential British invasion through the Scheldt. 
If De Jonge’s block of anti-militarization politicians and officers had 
succeeded, the situation could have led to a demilitarized Zeeland and 
therefore a more vulnerable neutrality. Luckily Snijders was persistent in the 
face of potential replacement. In the end, he was able to survive this hectic 
political period in the Spring of 1918 because of the personal support of the 
Queen.  

398

British war plans regarding the Netherlands began to develop in full 
by the spring of 1918. On the 13 th  of March, the British War Cabinet met to 
discuss the possible consequences of requisitioning Dutch shipping in the 
United States and around the English Channel. The question of whether or not 
the Dutch would join the war on Germany’s side was discussed, which 
subsequently brought the value of strategic locations in the Netherlands into 
question. The meeting both recognized the role which the Dutch military 
played in deterring an invasion of a “considerable German military force” and 
the value of naval and air bases “nearer to the enemy objectives of military 
importance”.   More specifically, the War Cabinet identified the port of 

399

Flushing on the Scheldt as valuable due to its potential to deny the Germans 
access to Antwerp and allow the British to assist military efforts on the 
Belgian coast. However, the War Cabinet fully recognized the Netherlands’ 
intention of “defending [Flushing] and the remainder of Zeeland” no matter 
the circumstances.   Britain would have preferred the Netherlands join the 

400

war on the Allied side, but this was a last resort for the Dutch. While they had 
interest in occupying specific ports in Zeeland, the British could not risk being 
held up by the Dutch army, which remained steadfastly prominent in the area. 
The War Cabinet maintained this approach into the summer. Another meeting 
in June 1918 discussed making a compromise with the Dutch in regard to the 

397 Van Tuyll,  The Netherlands and World War 1,  234 
398 Klinkert,  Defending Neutrality , 222 
399 CAB24/45/4, 13 March 1918,  British National Archives , 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk, 14 
400  Ibid. 
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requisitioning of 132 of their ships in March, which resulted in terrible 
Anglo-Dutch relations leading into the summer.   This compromise had to be 

401

reached because the British still believed Dutch belligerency and a subsequent 
invasion needed to be avoided at all costs, based “on military and naval 
grounds”.  

402

By October 1918, the British War Cabinet had in fact reached a point 
where an invasion of the Netherlands was in their best interest. A meeting on 
October 28 th  made plans for an invasion if Germany trespassed into Dutch 
territory, possibly by way of the Scheldt.   Earlier that month on October 8 th , 

403

recognizing the potential threat to neutrality after an Allied occupation of 
Antwerp, Snijders suspended leave for troops in Zeeland. On October 23 rd , 
this restriction of leave was expanded to all military personnel nationwide.  

404

Doing so showed vigilance to both a desperate Germany and an anxious 
Britain, who were beginning to consider an invasion of the area. Subsequently, 
the British War Cabinet meeting on October 28 th  showed concern for being 
“forestalled at the western end of South Beveland” near Zeeland, revealing a 
successful Dutch show of force.   

405

A phrase spoken by H.T. Colenbrander, a prominent Dutch historian 
of the time, accurately summarizes the state of Dutch neutrality in 1918: “All 
hell has broken loose; none of the devils can protect us from the others.”  

406

The vigilance shown by Snijders and the army was the only thing upholding 
neutrality in Zeeland by the end of the war, and the armistice on the Western 
Front did not come a moment too soon. The supply situation in the 
Netherlands was dire as a result of two years of strict blockade, making public 
trust in the army and support for mobilization reach an all-time low by the end 
of the war.   However, these hardships paled in comparison to the tragedies 

407

that could have struck the Netherlands if it was a belligerent during the war of 
movement in 1918. It truly was a narrow escape from war, meaning every 

401  Frey, “Trade, Ships and the Neutrality of the Netherlands in the First World War”, 559. 
402 CAB24/5/10, 5 June 1918,  British National Archives , 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk, 2. 
403 CAB24/69/2, 28 October,  British National Archives , 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk, 13. 
404 Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral , 238. 
405  CAB24/69/2, 28 October,  British National Archives , 
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk, 13. 
406  Abbenhuis,  The Art of Staying Neutral , 237 
407  Ibid.,  219, 235 
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effort undertaken by Snijders and the military to maintain neutrality in the last 
months of the war had mattered.  
 
Conclusion 
 

The experience of the Netherlands in the First World War provides an 
excellent study of a small state with little in the way of military power and its 
ability to stay neutral in a conflict that engulfed almost all of Europe. Given 
the Dutch position as a continental economic middleman, it took a masterful 
balancing act of armed vigilance by those in the Dutch cabinet and army 
leadership to keep the country neutral after the strengthening of the Allied 
naval blockade in 1917. However, even though it remained neutral, the 
Netherlands began to experience many of the common consequences of 
belligerency by the end of the war such as famine, political turmoil, and a 
rebellious army. Thus, the reasons neutrality was being pursued in the first 
place became unclear by 1918, but the Dutch still remained vigilant in their 
neutrality. General Snijders played the role of a steadfast anchor for the Dutch 
army during the crucial years of 1917 and 1918, when neutrality was 
increasingly threatened by bids for the occupation of Zeeland and the Dutch 
cabinet was growing impatient with the political strains of full mobilization. 
Shows of military force in the crucial province of Zeeland played a twofold 
role of deterring a belligerent from invading and eliminating the need for them 
to invade in the first place. If the Dutch wanted to stay out of the war, none of 
the “devils” could have done it for them, they required an effective and 
independent armed neutrality.  
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Alexander in Central Asia 329 - 328: A Re-evaluation of 
Arrian 

Spencer Evans 

 

For better or worse, the history of Alexander the Great is largely a 
study of Arrian’s  Anabasis Alexandri , which was based on the writings of two 
primary sources: Ptolemy son of Lagus and Aristobulus of Cassandreia.   The 

408

former was a compatriot, close friend, and bodyguard to Alexander who 
eventually became the ruler of Egypt; the latter was a Greek by origin, a 
mid-ranking officer under Alexander, and probably an engineer by trade.  

409

Arrian’s is, of course, not the only narrative that has survived. The so-called 
vulgate tradition, of which Cleitarchus of Alexandria was the primary source, 
has been transmitted to us by a number of “highly erratic and second-rate 
authors.”   That is, Diodorus Siculus, Quintus Curtius Rufus, Plutarch, and 

410

Justin, whose works suffer from abridgement, distortion, embellishment, and 
exaggeration. For these reasons, A. B. Bosworth concluded that Arrian’s 
“work is the most complete and the most sober account of Alexander’s reign.”

  Though Arrian is in many ways the most useful ancient source for 
411

Alexander, his work suffers from significant flaws and its primacy over the 
vulgate sources—particularly Quintus Curtius—should not be taken for 
granted. The present study will prove this by analyzing the pivotal years of 
329 and 328 BCE, in which three of Alexander’s greatest enemies (Darius, 
Bessus, and Spitamenes) were undone, not on the battlefield, but by base 
treachery.  

408  Arrian,  Anabasis Alexandri , IV.12.7. This reliance on Ptolemy and Aristobulus is perhaps 
ironic given that Alexander had employed an official court historian, Aristotle’s nephew 
Callisthenes. Callisthenes was vocal in his opposition to Alexander’s increasingly Persian and 
autocratic tendencies, which meant that Alexander readily believed his accusers when the 
historian was denounced in a plot against the king’s life. Ibid., IV.14.3. After his arrest, 
Callisthenes died in 328, either from neglect or by hanging. 
409  James Romm ed.,  The Landmark Arrian: The Campaigns of Alexander , translated by 
Pamela Mensch (New York: Anchor Books, 2010), xvii.  
410  A. B. Bosworth,  From Arrian to Alexander: Studies in Historical Interpretation  (Oxford 
University Press, 1988), 11. 
411  Ibid ., 13.  
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There are general methodological flaws in Arrian’s work that merit 
discussion. Most glaring is that Arrian places too much faith in Ptolemy’s 
credibility, given that Ptolemy’s political legitimacy relied to a significant 
extent on his connection to Alexander. The massacre of the Branchidae, a 
horrific crime by any standard, was left out by Arrian—and assumably by his 
sources, both of whom were trying to portray Alexander positively. There is, 
however, little reason to doubt the historicity of the massacre. As Arrian 
relates, Ptolemy wrote that he apprehended Darius’ usurper Bessus in spring 
329, whereas every other source has Spitamenes deliver him personally to 
Alexander. This was an important event in the legitimation of Alexander’s rule 
in Asia, and Ptolemy consistently placed himself at such critical or auspicious 
junctures; it is probable that this was just another one of Ptolemy’s 
self-aggrandizing insertions. In the autumn of 328, Spitamenes’ revolt ended 
with the severing of his head. Arrian’s account is generally regarded as 
uncontroversial, but given that the Macedonians lacked the ability to engage in 
any sustained offensive operations against the Scythians, it is unlikely that that 
they were so afraid of Alexander that they were driven to behead their ally. 
Curtius’ version, in which Spitamenes was killed by his wife, should not be 
dismissed as mere romance. Arrian’s sources would not have wanted 
Alexander to be remembered as a man who could not kill his most able rival, 
but instead relied on his enemy’s wife to do the job for him.   

412

Arrian’s historiographical methodology has been questioned, as has 
the extent of his general historical knowledge “when he leaves the narrow 
confines of Alexander.”   This superficial understanding of history explains 

413

Arrian’s credulity when confronted with the apologetic narrative written by 
Aristobulus. The Cassandreian writer tended to minimize Alexander’s 
weaknesses, such as his excessive drinking habits.   Aristobulus denied 

414

Alexander’s alcoholism, maintaining that his keeping late hours was due to his 
fondness for his Companions and not his love of wine.   Aristobulus may 

415

412  J. F. C. Fuller,  The Generalship of Alexander the Great  (Rahway, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 1960), 122. Fuller concurred with Arrian’s account of Spitamenes’ death, eulogizing him 
as “the most formidable opponent who ever faced Alexander.” Given the evidence in Arrian and 
Curtius, this is a reasonable appraisal, and it is the author’s assumption that anyone present for 
the Bactrian-Sogdian campaigns would have had a similar evaluation of the Sogdian warlord.  
413 A. B. Bosworth,  A Historical Commentary on Arrian’s History of Alexander: Volume I 
Commentary on Books I-III  (Oxford University Press, 1980), 33.  
414  Ibid ., 28.  
415 Arr.,  Anab ., IV.13.6, VII.29.4.  
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have been a genuine admirer or even a friend of Alexander’s and his 
whitewashed account was probably a response to the propaganda of 
Cassander, who ruled over Cassandreia as king from 305 to 297.   Cassander 

416

was adamantly hostile to Alexander’s memory, and Aristobulus might have 
believed that his apologetic revision was necessary to balance the scales, so to 
speak.   

417

While one is forced to speculate as to the cause for Aristobulus’ bias, 
this is hardly the case for Ptolemy. Despite this, Arrian explicitly stated that it 
was Ptolemy whom he principally followed, “because it would have been 
more disgraceful for him to speak falsely than for another, given that he, too, 
was a king.”   Aside from this naive  argumentum ad verecundiam , it must be 

418

questioned whether Ptolemy had already become king at the time of the 
writing of his history. The fragments attested to Ptolemy emphasize his 
closeness to Alexander while demeaning the memory of Perdiccas, which 
indicates that Ptolemy wrote soon after Perdiccas’ failed invasion of Egypt in 
321.   Ptolemy’s legitimacy as satrap and later Pharaoh of Egypt relied on his 

419

relationship to Alexander, and by extension, on Alexander’s good reputation. 
Arrian’s reliance on Ptolemy might have been his greatest error, given that 
Ptolemy had the most to gain by downplaying the negative aspects of 
Alexander’s rule.  

In the narrative of Quintus Curtius, while pursuing Bessus through 
Sogdiana, Alexander’s army came upon a small town occupied by the 
Branchidae, the descendants of those who had betrayed Miletus to Xerxes 
several generations earlier. Alexander conferred with the Milesians in his army 
on what to do about these people. No consensus could be reached, so 

416  Bosworth,  A Historical Commentary: Volume I , 28-29. 
417  Plutarch,  Alexander , 74.6. “Cassander's spirit was deeply penetrated and imbued with a 
dreadful fear of Alexander, so that many years afterwards, when he was now king of Macedonia 
and master of Greece, as he was walking about and surveying the statues at Delphi, the sight of 
an image of Alexander smote him suddenly with a shuddering and trembling from which he 
could scarcely recover, and made his head swim.”  
418 Arr.,  Anab ., VI.2.4; Preface.2. 
419  Bosworth,  A Historical Commentary: Volume I , 23; R. M. Errington, “Bias in Ptolemy’s 
History of Alexander,”  The Classical Quarterly  19, no. 2 (1969): 241, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/637545. R. M. Errington agrees with Bosworth in that Ptolemy must 
have written his history soon after the death of Alexander, when his position was most in need 
of legitimization. He was not setting the record straight, he was creating the record.  
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Alexander decided to massacre the entire population and to raze the town.  
420

This was an act of barbarism even by the standards of antiquity. Curtius 
expressed outrage at the crime, while Arrian was silent on the matter.  

421

Diodorus recorded the event in his  Bibliotheca Historica , as indicated by the 
table of contents for Book XVII, but, for reasons unknown, it is missing from 
all surviving manuscripts.   

422

Modern historians (notably W. W. Tarn) have often ignored or 
contested the veracity of the incident, but within the last few decades this has 
changed.   It should be noted that Curtius’ is not the only surviving 

423

attestation. Callisthenes’ history concerning the Branchidae, transmitted to us 
through Strabo, consists of two events: the original treason and sacrilege 
during the reign of Xerxes, which led to their relocation to Bactria, and the 
annihilation of their descendants by Alexander a century and a half later.  

424

The first episode was described by H. W. Parke as “completely unhistoric” and 
was contradicted by Herodotus. So why would an educated court historian 
such as Callisthenes have included it in his narrative? The only clear reason 
would have been to absolve Alexander of any wrongdoing for the slaughter of 
innocent people by portraying it as an act of righteous vengeance.   As to the 

425

motivation for the massacre, it may be that Alexander was attempting to 
reinforce the idea of a Pan-Hellenic crusade in retaliation for the Persian wars 
against Greece.   Alexander’s recent adoption of Persian dress may have won 

426

over some of his Persian subjects, but it alienated many of his countrymen. 
The Branchidae may have been a convenient outlet for their anger. 

420  Quintus Curtius Rufus,  History of Alexander , VII.5.28-34.  
421  Curt., VII.5.35. “Had this punishment been devised against the people responsible for the 
treachery, it might have appeared to be fair revenge rather than brutality but, as it was, the guilt 
of their ancestors was being atoned for by descendants who had not even seen Miletus and 
accordingly could not possibly have betrayed it to Xerxes.”  
422  Diodorus, XVII. “How the Branchidae, who of old had been settled by the Persians on the 
borders of their kingdom, were slain by Alexander as traitors to the Greeks.” H. W. Parke, “The 
Massacre of the Branchidae,”  The Journal of Hellenic Studies  105 (1985): 65, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/631522. 
423  Parke, “The Massacre of the Branchidae,” 59.  
424  Strabo, XIV.1.5, XI.11.4.  
425 Parke, “The Massacre of the Branchidae,” 64.  
426  Ibid ., 66.  
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N. G. L. Hammond disagreed that Callisthenes was Strabo’s source 
for this incident, noting his use of “they say” and the fact that events are 
mentioned that occurred after Callisthenes’ death in 328.   However, he also 

427

affirmed the historicity of the massacre by claiming that Cleitarchus would not 
have thought he could get away with such a dramatic accusation if it were 
known to be false. He also cited an argument from silence, in that no ancient 
sources contest the veracity of the massacre.   Alexander may have been 

428

simply fulfilling his personal desire for revenge by following in the footsteps 
of his father who had put 3,000 prisoners of war to death for temple robbery at 
Delphi.  

429

Bosworth, as well, saw no reason to doubt the historicity of the 
massacre, though he declined to assume that the victims were in fact 
descended from the Branchidae. The savagery inflicted upon the town was 
probably meant to placate Alexander’s army, embittered as they must have 
been by the exhausting march through mountain and desert after the initial 
casus belli  of the campaign had expired. The revenge motive could have been 
invented after the fact to justify the looting and murder.   This was probably 

430

omitted by Arrian's sources, not Arrian himself, who tended to apologize for 
rather than ignore Alexander’s excesses. This nonetheless demonstrates that 
Arrian’s work leaves much to be desired.  

According to Curtius, after the massacre of the Branchidae, 
Spitamenes brought a naked and chained Bessus with him to meet Alexander 
at the Jaxartes (Syr Darya).   Alexander praised Spitamenes but was furious 

431

with Bessus, who pleaded that he had only adopted the royal title so that he 
could surrender it to Alexander. Unmoved by this explanation, Alexander 
placed Bessus in the care of Darius’ brother Oxyartes (now one of his 
bodyguards) and ordered that he be mutilated, crucified, and shot with arrows 
“in the very spot where he had himself murdered Darius.”   In addition, his 

432

427  N. G. L. Hammond, “The Branchidae at Didyma and in Sogdiana,”  The Classical Quarterly 
48, no. 2 (1998): 341-342, http://www.jstor.org/stable/639826. 
428  Ibid ., 343.  
429  Ibid , 344 .  
430  A. B. Bosworth,  Conquest and Empire: The reign of Alexander the Great  (Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), 108-109.  
431  Curt., VII.5.36. 
432  Ibid ., VII.5.38-43. 
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body would not be allowed to be eaten by the birds.   Alexander distributed 
433

gifts to everyone responsible for bringing Bessus to him.   The accounts of 
434

Aristobulus and Diodorus both match that of Curtius, begging the question, 
why would Arrian have devoted so much ink to Ptolemy’s version of the 
events?  

435

 Ptolemy wrote that Alexander put him in command of a substantial 
force, which he led in an incredible chase—a ten-day march completed in four 
days—to retrieve Bessus from his wavering captors, Spitamenes and 
Dataphernes. The pursuit ended anticlimactically, with Bessus discovered 
under light guard in a small village, abandoned by his betrayers, who “were 
ashamed to be the ones to surrender Bessus.”   In this version, of course, it 

436

was Ptolemy who brought Bessus, naked and bound, to Alexander.   
437

The contingent placed under Ptolemy’s command is excessive in light 
of Spitamenes’ request for “a modest force.”   Bosworth has noted that the 

438

entire narrative, including the units led by Ptolemy, the improbably rapid 
forced march, and the final capture, is a near exact replication of Alexander’s 
pursuit of Darius.   In what seems to be a case of circular reasoning, 

439

Hammond accepted Ptolemy’s version, arguing that some of the surviving 
members of Ptolemy’s 7,000 man contingent (the one he supposedly 
commanded while pursuing Bessus) would still be around to contradict him if 
he were lying. His rationalization for this is predicated on the assumption that 
“Aristobulus wrote first, and he did so without consulting Ptolemy.”   As 

440

illustrated above, it makes sense to place the writing of Ptolemy’s history 

433  Ibid ., VII.5.40; Herodotus, I.140. This would have been, for a Zoroastrian, the equivalent to 
a Greek being denied burial, that is, the  ultimate  punishment of being denied a proper afterlife. 
434  Curt., VII.5.43; A. B. Bosworth,  A Historical Commentary on Arrian’s History of 
Alexander: Volume II Commentary on Books IV-V  (Oxford University Press, 1995), 18. 
Bosworth suggested that Spitamenes might not have deemed his reward sufficient, one of 
several possible explanations for the rebellion.  
435  Arr.,  Anab ., III.30.5. Aristobulus wrote that Ptolemy had merely conveyed Bessus’ captors 
to Alexander. Diod., XVII.83.8. 
436  Arr.,  Anab ., III.29.7-30.2.  
437  Ibid ., III.30.3.  
438  Ibid ., III.29.6. 
439  Bosworth,  A Historical Commentary: Volume I , 376. 
440  N. G. L. Hammond,  Sources for Alexander the Great: An analysis of Plutarch’s Life and 
Arrian’s Anabasis Alexandrou  (Cambridge University Press, 1993), 196-197.  
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shortly after Alexander’s death. Given that Aristobulus mentioned the Battle 
of Ipsus of 301, there is little chance that he wrote before Ptolemy.  

441

Aristobulus was probably correct in ascribing Ptolemy a minor role in Bessus’ 
arrest, which Ptolemy exaggerated to strengthen his position soon after 
Alexander’s death.   Arrian gave Ptolemy’s version precedence, because, as 

442

stated above, his position as king made it seem less likely that he would lie.  
For this event though, Ptolemy had good reason to embellish. Despite 

claiming to be the legitimate king of Persia in early 332, Alexander did not 
adopt Persian court ceremonial and dress until the autumn of 330, at least six 
weeks after the death of Darius.   Why did he suddenly find it imperative to 

443

“go native”? It was at this time, in Parthia, that Alexander learned that Bessus 
had declared himself Darius’ successor, adopted the regnal name Artaxerxes, 
and was wearing the upright tiara. Alexander’s adoption of Persian customs 
was a propaganda counteroffensive to the threat posed by his new rival.   This 

444

response indicates that Alexander regarded Bessus as an even greater threat 
than Darius, discredited as he had been by successive battlefield defeats. 
Alexander’s extreme punishment of Bessus, in addition to the adoption of 
Persian customs, was meant to show that he had succeeded Darius as the 
rightful lord of Asia. It was for this reason that Ptolemy saw fit to exaggerate 
his role in Bessus’ capture. 

This was not the only significant event at which Ptolemy placed 
himself in—or excluded his rivals from—the narrative. In Curtius’ account, 
Ptolemy and Leonnatus were both on guard duty when the pages’ conspiracy 
was revealed.   In Arrian’s version, it was only Ptolemy.   It was presumably 

445 446

Ptolemy’s work whom Arrian transcribed that included a story in which two 
springs, one of water and one of oil, were reported to the son of Lagus at the 
Oxus (Amu Darya) in spring 328. Alexander’s seer portended that it was a 
“sign of future hardships, but that it also foreshadowed victory after the 

441  Arr.,  Anab ., VII.18.5.  
442  Bosworth,  A Historical Commentary: Volume I , 377.  
443  A. B. Bosworth, “Alexander and the Iranians,”  The Journal of Hellenic Studies  100 (1980): 
5-6, http://www.jstor.org/stable/630729. 
444  Ibid ., 6.  
445  Curt., VIII.6.22. 
446  Arr.,  Anab ., IV.13.7.  
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hardships.”   Curtius wrote only of a spring of water—miraculous, given that 
447

the heavily silted water of the Oxus was undrinkable—with no mention of 
Ptolemy.   In these two instances, Ptolemy managed to associate himself with 

448

foiling a plot against Alexander’s life and with a favourable omen, while also 
excluding Leonnatus.  

449

As for the downfall of Alexander’s last remaining Iranian rival, 
Spitamenes, Arrian wrote that he and his Scythian allies were defeated by 
Coenus, commander of the Sogdian garrisons, in late 328. The Bactrian and 
Sogdian rebels surrendered to Coenus, after which the Scythians plundered the 
baggage of their allies and fled to the desert with Spitamenes.   As written by 

450

Arrian, “When word reached them that Alexander was on the march and 
heading to the desert, they cut off Spitamenes’ head and sent it to Alexander, 
hoping by this action to keep him away from their territory.”   This story 

451

evokes an image of Alexander as a truly fearsome enemy, but it is inconsistent 
with the operational situation in which the Macedonians found themselves in 
Central Asia.  

At the Battle of Jaxartes in 329, after a daring river crossing supported 
by artillery fire, the Macedonians managed to drive back a Scythian war band. 
But the Scythian horses set an arduous pace, which the Macedonians struggled 
to maintain, especially due to the extreme heat and lack of potable water. 
Alexander himself became sick with dysentery after drinking from a 
contaminated spring, ending the pursuit.   Arrian, in order to explain away 

452

this divergence from his narrative of an unbroken succession of victories, 
wrote that had “Alexander not taken ill, I imagine that they all [the Scythians] 
would have perished in their flight.”   If Alexander was so overcome by thirst 

453

that he drank tainted water, it is probable that much of his army was doing 
little better. Arrian and Curtius both give examples of Alexander’s legendary 

447  Ibid ., IV.15.7-8.  
448  Curt., VII.10.13-14.  
449  Diod., XVIII.15.3; ibid., XX.53.3. The attempt to diminish Leonnatus gives further 
evidence for an early date of Ptolemy’s writing, given that Leonnatus survived Alexander by 
only one year, dying in the Lamian War in 322, and would have been long-forgotten by the time 
Ptolemy had assumed the title of king in 305. 
450  Arr.,  Anab ., IV.17.6-7.  
451  Ibid ., IV.17.7.  
452  Ibid ., IV.4.4-9.  
453  Ibid ., IV.4.9.  
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fortitude in the face of extreme conditions such as this.   Had the pursuit been 
454

continued, it would have been the Macedonians who perished, not the 
Scythians.  

Concurrently with the Battle of Jaxartes, Alexander dispatched 
Andromachus, Menedemus, and Caranus, led by Pharnouces, a Lycian, to 
relieve Samarkand, which had been placed under siege by Spitamenes’ 
coalition of Bactrian-Sogdian rebels and their Scythian allies.    Spitamenes 

455

lured the inexperienced commanders into the open plains where his horse 
archers could loose their volleys with impunity as they were pursued by the 
Macedonians’ tired and underfed horses.   The army suffered from a 

456

breakdown in the chain of command, albeit one that should have been 
foreseen, given that no commander of note was given this commission. The 
confusion was exploited by the rebels, who virtually annihilated the 
Macedonian force.   

457

The next summer, Spitamenes and his band of Sogdians, joined by six 
hundred Massagetae warriors, launched a raid in Bactria, sacking one of its 
forts and taking the garrison commander prisoner.   The small garrison force 

458

left in Bactra sallied out and engaged the raiders, seizing their plunder and 
killing some of the Massagetae. On their way back to the city they were 
ambushed by Spitamenes, losing seven Companions and sixty mercenary 
horsemen.   Craterus (presumably stationed somewhere in Bactria, possibly 

459

in overall command of the region) learned of the fighting at Bactra and 

454  Ibid ., VI.26.2-3; Curt., VII.5.11-12. While marching through the Gedrosian Desert, in which 
many of his men and all of their livestock died of thirst, Alexander was offered a helmet full of 
water from a nearby spring. He poured it out onto the ground, a deed described by Arrian as “a 
testament to his endurance and leadership.” Note: this author would call it something else! 
While campaigning in Bactria under similar conditions, one of Alexander’s soldiers offered him 
a drink of the water he had gathered for his son. Upon learning whom it was intended for, 
Alexander gave it back and told him to give it to his son. 
455 Arr.,  Anab ., IV.3.6-7. 
456  Ibid ., IV.5.5-6.  
457  Ibid ., IV.5.7-6.2. Arrian’s sources differ, but in either case it was a complete rout. 
Pharnouces, a foreigner, might have been put on record as the commander so that the 
Macedonians could save face. 
458  Ibid ., IV.16.4-5. Arrian is imprecise when writing of the various steppe peoples. The 
Scythians mentioned as being allied to Spitamenes in 329 could be the Massagetae mentioned in 
328, but “Scythians” could also refer to the “Sacae”, “Abii”, or “Dahae” (which, in Arrian, 
seem to  vaguely  correspond with the terms “European Scythians”, “Asian Scythians”, and 
“Nomad Scythians”, respectively).  
459  Ibid ., IV.16.6-7. 
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marched his contingent there. He caught up to the Massagetae as they fled and 
engaged their forces, killing 150 of them. According to Arrian himself, “The 
rest had no difficulty reaching safety by slipping into the desert, where it was 
impossible for the Macedonians to pursue them farther.”   Arrian claimed this 

460

as a victory, but is silent on the extent of Macedonian casualties. Bosworth 
posited that Craterus had allowed the raiders “to melt away into the desert” 
because the “events of 329 were an object-lesson not to run risks with tired 
troops and horses.”  

461

Normally, Alexander was known for the ruthless pursuit of his 
enemies, but in Bactria and Sogdiana this was not feasible. Alexander’s army 
was unable to obtain sufficient intelligence on the routes used by the 
insurgents through the vast deserts of the region. The ever-shifting dunes made 
it necessary to travel by the stars at night to navigate between the oases, 
something Alexander could never manage to do. If one’s sense of direction 
was off, even by a little, not arriving at an oasis in time would mean the 
certain death of most of the army. Because of the fanatical resistance to the 
Macedonians in this region—much due to Macedonian brutality no 
doubt—locals were not able to be employed as trustworthy guides.   Not only 

462

were oases and springs difficult to find, it is possible that, even if one were 
found, it would be sabotaged. Alexander’s dysentery might have been the 
result of a scorched earth tactic. Human or animal waste would have been a 
readily available means by which the Scythians could deny drinking water to a 
pursuing enemy. Under these circumstances, the claim that the Scythians were 
forced to trade Spitamenes’ head for their safety makes little sense.  

Problematic as it is, most modern historians accept Arrian’s version, 
although Curtius offers an alternative that should not be dismissed so readily. 
Alexander decided to march against the Dahae after he learned that 
Spitamenes was among their ranks.   Spitamenes’ wife grew tired of living in 

463

a state of constant flight and begged her husband to submit to Alexander, 
arguing that he had a good chance of receiving clemency. Spitamenes thought 
this was treacherous talk and would have killed her on the spot if not for the 

460  Ibid ., IV.17.1-2.  
461  Bosworth,  A Historical Commentary: Volume II  (Oxford University Press, 1995), 117.  
462 Donald Engels, “Alexander’s Intelligence System,”  The Classical Quarterly  30, no. 2 
(1980): 338,  http://www.jstor.org/stable/638503 .  
463  Again, the sources are imprecise regarding the various Scythian peoples.  
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intervention of her brothers. He ordered her from his sight and began spending 
his nights with concubines until he came to miss her company. He begged her 
to come back to his bed and to stop speaking of surrender. She conceded, 
agreeing to obey him in the future.   When Spitamenes had drank too much 

464

one night, his wife cut off his head while he slept. She took it to the 
Macedonian camp and presented it to Alexander, who was horrified. Curtius 
wrote: “The savagery of the deed carried more weight with him than gratitude 
for the favour, however, and he had her ordered from the camp.”   

465

It is noteworthy that Spitamenes’ daughter Apama was not disgraced 
by her father’s rebellion, nor her mother’s betrayal of him. She was given to 
Seleucus at the Susa weddings of 324 and he—unlike his compatriots—kept 
her by his side long after Alexander’s death. She even gave birth to his heir, 
Antiochus I.   Frank L. Holt conjectured that Apama could have been the 

466

source of the story of her mother’s betrayal, motivated by a desire to place 
herself on the side of the Macedonians.   Another possibility is that her 

467

mother made a deal with Alexander that her daughter be given a prominent 
husband in exchange for Spitamenes’ head. Perhaps she had hoped to marry 
her daughter to Alexander himself but settled instead for one of his 
Companions.  

468

In any case, Arrian’s sources, especially Ptolemy, had good reason to 
distance Alexander and themselves from the murder of a husband by his wife. 
This was an act of even greater impiety than killing one’s own king, and that it 
was carried out by a woman in itself would have made men uncomfortable, 
especially in this time period. It would be far better for Spitamenes’ death to 
have resulted from the panic induced by his allies’ fear of Alexander’s wrath 
than a sordid case of  muliebris fraus . 

464  Curt., VIII.3.1-7.  
465  Ibid ., VIII.3.8-15. 
466 Frank L. Holt,  Into the Land of Bones: Alexander the Great in Afghanistan  (University of 
California Press, 2005), 81. 
467  Ibid ., n193.  
468  Arr., IV.15.2-3. Note that the king of the “European Scythians” was reported by Arrian as 
having offered his daughter to Alexander, but he was willing to arrange a marriage with one of 
his followers “if Alexander considered it beneath him to marry the Scythian princess.” In 
hindsight, given that Alexander’s wives were all murdered and that Seleucus reigned over most 
of the Persian Empire well into the third century, Seleucus was ironically the more favourable 
match. 
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While Arrian’s history of Alexander is richly detailed, reasonably 
accurate, and complete, the tendency of historians to favour his version of 
events by default should be questioned. As seen in the turbulent years of 329 
and 328, Arrian’s blind spots, namely source bias, have resulted in a skewed 
narrative. Because the sources were inclined to palliate Alexander’s memory, 
we are shielded from one of the worst atrocities of his campaigns. Not only 
this, but Ptolemy’s role in the East was exaggerated in order to strengthen his 
authority in Egypt. We are also left with a conflicting historiography as to 
Spitamenes’ death, possibly because having to rely on a woman to kill 
Spitamenes would not have been seemly for Alexander, and the apologists 
whom Arrian cited in his work would have wanted to obscure this 
ignominious detail. Arrian chose his sources because they validated his own 
admiration for Alexander, but they are useful nonetheless. We should be 
grateful that he “exhumed” Ptolemy’s work, which was relatively unknown in 
antiquity, since this is no doubt where many of the details of Macedonian court 
life were hidden.   So long as he is read with a critical eye and checked 

469

against the other sources, Arrian remains invaluable to the study of Alexander. 
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Indian Resistance During the Third Plague Pandemic 

Kelsey Lessard 

 

Bubonic plague reached Bombay   via Hong Kong by the summer of 
470

1896, but the British government did not admit to its presence in India until 
the fall of that year.   Once it was acknowledged plague had reached the 

471

“jewel in the crown” of its empire, actions taken to control the plague were 
drastic; the resistance by Indians to these measures were equally so. In Poona 
in 1898, one Indian man ferried plague victims “by swimming across the river 
after dark,” and if necessary by using “an inflated leather bag” if the other 
person was too ill to swim, to avoid forced hospitalization.   This story, as 

472

recounted by a British doctor, is a microcosm of the resistance which resulted 
from the implementation of public health policies and medical intervention 
which conflicted with Indian social customs. Public health policy, though 
informed by scientific study, cannot exist in a vacuum outside the social 
realities of the public it is designed to serve. This essay will argue Indian 
actions during the initial years of the plague outbreak, from 1896 to 1901, 
were a critical moment of Indian resistance to the British Raj, and a 
demonstration of Indian agency which strongly influenced policy in the 
colony but was not solely determined in the metropole. Medical intervention, 
where treatment focuses on the individual, can be distinguished from public 
health where treatment focuses on the population at large. The primary method 
of medical intervention was Haffkine’s serum, an inoculation against the 
plague. This treatment was informed by the emergence of germ theory and 
bacteriology in the nineteenth century. Public health policies included 
improving sanitation, examining railway passengers, and either forced 
confinement in hospitals or forced quarantine in the home. These were all met 

470 The names and spellings of cities and castes as they appeared during the British Raj are used 
in this paper. 
471 Anil Kumar,  Medicine and the Raj: British Medical Policy in India 1835–1911  (Walnut 
Creek, California: AltaMira Press, 1998), 191. David Arnold,  Colonizing the Body: State 
Medicine and Epidemic Disease in Nineteenth-Century India  (California: University of 
California Press, 1993), 203. 
472  Hunter, K. M. “Fighting the Bubonic Plague in India,”  The Nineteenth Century: A Monthly 
Review  43 (1898): 1011. 

151 



 
Clio  2017-2018 

 

with resistance by Indians, but this resistance was what forced the British to 
change their policies, drastically so from 1901 onwards, and shaped future 
Indian public health policy. The bubonic plague was the catalyst for this 
change because the policies of the British were so drastic, in a manner not 
seen in previous outbreaks of cholera, smallpox or malaria. These policies 
were perhaps so drastic because India was the “singular victim of the modern 
pandemic,” with ninety five percent of roughly fifteen million third pandemic 
plague deaths worldwide occurring in India.  

473

Overall, the historiography fails to recognize the importance of Indian 
resistance during the Third Plague Pandemic; thus, diminishing the agency of 
Indians. The work of Michel Foucault has been   especially influential   for 
scholars of colonial medical history, as it relates to the use of “‘public health’ 
measures in the light of colonial power.”   Indian resistance during the plague 

474

epidemic made it clear public health policy was not a tool through which 
British colonizers could control their Indian colonial subjects. Instead, the 
plague became a space in which Indians could voice their discontent with 
colonial policies, and a space in which resistance could grow. As a 
counter-argument to Foucault, this essay follows David Arnold’s argument 
that “resistance [w]as an essential element in the evolution and articulation of 
a particular system of medical thought and action.”   Resistance grew during 

475

this epidemic, instead of previous outbreaks, because the British response to 
the plague was far more drastic. Indian resistance was a direct reaction to 
British policies which conflicted with Indian social and cultural norms. The 
focus of the historiography is on the British reaction to Indian non-compliance 
and violent protest, rather than a focus on how and why Indians resisted. 
Michel Foucault’s framing of public health policies enacted by European 
colonial powers as “state medicine” ignores the influence of the colony on the 
state.   Nonetheless, the term state medicine is still preferred by some 

476

scholars. ‘Public health’ will be used in this essay as it incorporates the 
influence of the public on health policy, and the ability of the colony to alter 

473  Ira Klein, “Plague, Policy and Popular Unrest in British India,”  Modern Asian Studies  22, 
no. 4 (1988): 725. 
474 Biswamoy Pati and Mark Harrison,  The Social History of Health and Medicine in Colonial 
India  (Oxon, England: Routledge, 2009), 1.  
475  Arnold,  Colonizing the Body , 7. 
476  Michel Foucault, “The Birth of Social Medicine,” in  Power (The Essential Works of 
Foucault, 1954–1984, Vol. 3) , ed. James D. Faubion (London: Penguin Books, 2002), 141.  
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decisions made in the metropole.   While the colony influenced the 
477

metropole, the cultural difference between these spaces affected how the 
British formed policy, and why Indians resisted that policy. 

A fundamental difference between British and Indian society during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was the existence of a caste 
system in India. A useful anthropological definition of caste is “a closed status 
group...access to which is strictly limited by birth.”   This system was subject 

478

to study and speculation by the British, which did not always lead to improved 
understanding. When compiling “a digest…for publication,” of evidence 
regarding the spread of plague during the past decade, from 1896 to 1906, 
Lt-Col Dr. W. B. Bannerman thought it was notable how people of three 
different castes were infected by the same rats in a single block of buildings.  

479

This suggests some British officials lacked a fundamental understanding that 
the people indigenous to the British Raj had more commonalities than 
differences. These shared social norms would incite resistance to British 
public health measures across different castes. Policies which ignored this 
system fostered discontent among Indians, some of whom resisted violently. 
The three major features of caste, as identified by sociologist Célestin Bouglé, 
are “endogamy, hierarchy, and hereditary specialization.”   Therefore, if a 

480

certain caste, for example street sweepers, were to strike, the functioning of a 
city could crumble as other castes could not take up that work. The British did 
not consider respecting caste to be more important than implementing 
“essential sanitary and medical measures.”   Especially among Brahmins, 

481

hospitals were known as a place where caste could be ignored.   This was of 
482

concern as Brahmins needed to be “preserved from the impurities of the 
world,” due to their high standing within Hindu society.   Since measures 

483

taken to prevent the spread of plague were more extensive than for previous 

477 Pati and Harrison,  The Social History of Health and Medicine , 1. 
478 Robert Deliège, “Caste, Class, and Untouchability,” in  A Companion to the Anthropology of 
India , ed. Isabelle Clark-Decès (West Sussex, United Kingdom: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 
2011), 47. 
479 W. B. Bannerman, “The Spread of Plague in India,”  The Journal of Hygiene  6, no. 2 (1906): 
183. 
480  Deliège, “Caste, Class, and Untouchability,”47. 
481  Arnold,  Colonizing the Body , 204–205.  
482  Ibid. , 213.  
483  Deliège, “Caste, Class, and Untouchability,” 49. 
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epidemics in India, the resulting social disruption was much greater. Medical 
intervention was less disruptive to caste but was still met with resistance. 

The most invasive action taken to combat the plague was inoculation 
with Haffkine’s serum. In 1897,  The Calcutta Review , an India based and 
British led journal, attributed one of the primary causes of the “general panic” 
to “a belief that the healthy were to be subjected to compulsory inoculation.  

484

Despite objections and rumors of forced vaccination, according to Dr. L. 
Fabian Hirst, who researched bubonic plague both in the lab and the field, 
Haffkine’s serum was supposedly administered to “many millions of the 
inhabitants of plague-stricken areas,” in India.   Bacteriology, which drove 

485

research regarding inoculation, was still coalescing as a science in 1896, and 
was informed theoretically by germ theory. To doctors working in India, germ 
theory would have meant specific microbes caused a specific disease, although 
these microbes potentially had the same treatment as disease caused by 
miasma, the term used for unsanitary air which caused many different 
diseases.   Many doctors in India understood the presence of plague bacilli in 

486

a patient’s body to mean the patient had plague.   Discussions about 
487

bacteriology and germ theory were not limited to British doctors and 
administrators, but were relevant concerns for Indian leaders. Indian municipal 
councillors requested doctors who had first hand experience treating plague 
patients, and not only lab experience working with plague bacilli.   Thus, the 

488

presence of plague bacilli in a patient was not seen as objective scientific 
proof the disease was present in the early stages of the epidemic, and a 
physical examination was still considered essential to diagnosis.   Although 

489

the miasmatic theory of disease was the counterpoint to germ theory, it was 
still espoused by some doctors. Miasmatic theory stated disease was caused by 
the air and did not require contact to spread, and that the air could spread 
many different diseases.  Mary P. Sutphen argues germ theory and miasma 

490

484 “The Quarter,” The Calcutta Review 107 (1898): 197. 
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were not mutually exclusive theoretical frameworks, as both could potentially 
fit into the concept of environmental determinism, which helps to explain why 
the British government pursued both inoculation and public sanitation.   

491

Environmental determinism was still influential in the late 1890s 
which shaped the response of British officials who believed sanitation was 
first and foremost the answer to preventing the spread of plague.   This 

492

concept built on public health measures implemented to contain cholera in the 
1870s. While strict control over water access was proposed to control cholera, 
such measures were never implemented.   Therefore, the sanitization of local 

493

infrastructure during the cholera outbreak of the mid-nineteenth century was 
not widely opposed as it did not occur alongside measures which upset caste 
or familial relationships through forced confinement and segregation. 
Environmental determinism underpinned the majority of British public health 
policies during the British Raj, but the existence of this theoretical framework 
was not explicit. Prashant Kidambi is one of the few scholars to directly 
address the British preoccupation with environmental causes of plague. 
Kidambi argues it was the ability of the “localist” framework of environmental 
causes to encompass the idea that poor hygiene and sanitation was either 
conducive to, or could germinate, plague bacilli.   The initial blame on 

494

environmental causes was crucial in catalyzing Indian resistance during the 
plague epidemic, because this blame led the British to target the poor and the 
slums they lived in.   While the least influential politically of all Indians, the 

495

poor did act against oppressive British public health policies and “bheesties, 
sweepers, carters and coolies” in Calcutta would strike in 1897.   Not all acts 

496

of resistance were so conspicuous, and pervasive rumours about British 
medical treatments sowed distrust amongst Indians. 

491  Sutphen, “Not What, but Where,” 101. 
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Pervasive rumours of forced inoculation discouraged Indians from 
volunteering for this treatment.   Suspicion of Haffkine’s serum was in part 

497

related to the smallpox vaccination, which had been used since the early 
nineteenth-century, but which would later be rumored to cause the plague.  

498

Inoculation was also blamed for a myriad of ailments, if not for being the 
actual cause of plague.   While the general public was not forcibly 

499

vaccinated, some prisoners allegedly were.   According to Dr. K. Marion 
500

Hunter, prisoners were able to refuse inoculation, but this cannot be proven.  
501

The successful inoculation of prisoners, and subsequent reduction in plague 
mortality among prison populations, was used to demonstrate the potential 
benefit of Haffkine’s serum.   However, the use of inoculation conflicted with 

502

preventative sanitary measures. One writer in  The Calcutta Review  lamented 
over the lack of funding for “the upkeep of laboratories and institutes,” from a 
country which had “opened its pockets freely to the demands of the 
sanitarians.”   The writer frames this conflict between public health measures 

503

and laboratory research as “the contest for hygienic supremacy.”  
504

Expenditures to improve public sanitation rose sharply after 1896, 
both as prevention and treatment.  Colonial officials of major Indian cities 

505

tried to sanitize the slums, and Bombay spent Rs 100 000 on disinfectant 
powder in only six months.   Cities were searched “house-to-house” to find 

506

neighborhoods and buildings which needed to be destroyed or sanitized.  
507

This sanitization was, at times, indiscriminate, as Bombay’s municipal 
authorities advocated for the removal of “30,000 persons belonging to 
different races, castes and creeds,” so their dwellings could be sanitized.  

508
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Many slum dwellings were destroyed, but extensive expanses of infrastructure 
was also sanitized including sewers, grain stores, and alleyways.   The British 

509

academic R. P. Karkaria, writing for  The Calcutta Review , advocated that “the 
houses of infected persons, are to be burned, and the ashes buried; for even the 
ashes have been known to convey this dreadful pest from place to place.”  

510

Both the huts of poor workers were burned, and middle-class houses had their 
water-supply cut off.   These actions did not take into consideration the 

511

conditions those forcibly evicted from their homes had to live. In Poona, to 
improve ventilation and reduce stagnant air conducive to disease, “a window 
in rooms not possessing such a luxury,” was installed, if a house search found 
it could reduce the likelihood plague would fester.   In 1906,  The Sphere , a 

512

British newspaper, reported that “common-sense sanitary rules laid down by 
the commissioners about 1880,” were sufficient to combat the plague in 
Kumaun.   This article recalls “the ‘common sense’ of England,…long ago 

513

recognised the immediate value of sanitary improvements in the shape of pure 
water, fresh air, and the removal of all offensive matters from the 
neighbourhood of dwellings,” described by a writer in  The Calcutta Review  in 
1897.   These searches served the dual purpose of sanitizing spaces in Indian 

514

cities, and searching Indians themselves.  

Forcibly removing Indians from their homes in an attempt to contain 
the plague resulted in protests. Dr. K. Marion Hunter, a self-described “Late 
Plague Medical Officer,” who worked in Poona, summarized the following 
actions taken by the British and the reactions of Indians during the Poona 
plague outbreaks of 1896 and 1897 in an article for  The Nineteenth Century , a 
British literary magazine. Hunter recalled how more Indians were forcibly 
hospitalized as public sanitations measures, and the destruction of slums, did 
not reduce plague mortality.   In response to the forced removal of plague 

515
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victims to hospitals, Hunter also stated, “the friends used to keep a look-out 
from the house-top for the ‘search’ parties,” and hide victims from British 
soldiers.   Hospitals became such feared spaces, not only due to forced 

516

confinement, but because the death rate was so high, roughly eighty percent in 
Bombay; this resulted in fewer Indians seeking treatment in British run 
hospitals overall.    Further, “agonized screams” were said to be heard 

517

coming from within hospitals as plague victims perished.   In Bombay, 
518

Indians perceived the hospital on Arthur road as a place where the British 
brought them to suffer and die. This resulted in an attack in October of 1896 
by hundreds of mill hands.   This attack led to the end of forced 

519

hospitalization in Bombay.   The resistance which occurred at the Arthur 
520

Road hospital was a demonstration of Indian agency, and the ability of a 
colony to change health policies. While many plague victims were removed to 
hospitals, the British also attempted to contain the plague within cordons.  

Quarantined areas varied from entire rural villages to  cordons 
sanitaires  in cities.   The “cordon system” was introduced to prevent Indians 

521

from hiding sick relatives to avoid hospitalization.   Cordons were also used 
522

to keep Indians under observation, and prevent the movement of Indians if 
they displayed symptoms of the plague.   The purpose of quarantine was to 

523

contain the unsanitary environment of the slums, which was seen as conducive 
to plague, and the people who inhabited those slums.   The quarantine of 

524

lower castes and labourers, even if they did not contract plague, could mean 
the difference between life and death if they could not work and could not 
afford to eat.   Relatives who did not have the plague, but who had been 

525

living with infected persons were sent to “Segregation Camp.”  These 
526

measures, which separated plague victims from friends and family, incited 
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“the occasion of a general panic among the native population,” as described by 
The Calcutta Review .   Attempts were also made to quarantine travellers to 

527

prevent the spread of plague. 

Railways were conduits of rapid plague transmission between large 
urban centres, but this transmission was thought to be mediated by physically 
searching passengers for symptoms of the plague. Examination was 
mandatory from February 1897 onwards, but only among third class 
passengers.    The Friend of India  criticized the government’s decision to not 

528

detain first-class passengers as “no class enjoys any special immunity from the 
disease.”   This search policy was later lamented by Dr. Hirst as an “illusion 

529

that the sick traveller himself was the real danger,” while it was the cargo of 
the passenger which could actually be carrying the rats and rat fleas which 
would transmit the plague.   It was only in 1894 the role of rats in the 

530

transmission of plague was understood, but this was not immediately 
disseminated or accepted.   Resistance to the inspection of railway travellers 

531

was especially opposed when it was the bodies of Indian women who were 
searched. The use of British male doctors to publicly examine Indian women 
was a gross violation of social norms in India. The  Kalpataru , an Indian 
newspaper, wrote that “native ladies will prefer death to the humiliation,” of 
being searched publicly by male doctors and soldiers.   This caused “an 

532

outcry in the press,” and policies were changed to allow women to be searched 
in private by female doctors.   

533

It is in the context of these public health measures, which violent acts 
of resistance can be placed. By examining particular moments of Indian unrest 
towards the British we are able to understand how this cultural group viewed 
public health policies to eradicate the plague. For example, W. C. Rand, 
chairman of the Plague Committee in Poona, was assassinated roughly a year 
after plague arrived in India by the Chapekar brothers.   By 1898, policies of 

534

segregation, forced removal, and inoculation, according to  The Calcutta 
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Review , had resulted in many different castes fleeing cities, for example the 
Marwaree caste.   In Calcutta, Marwaree traditionally comprises bazaar 

535

traders, but in the nineteenth century they frequently fell under the suspicion 
of the British government for illegal trading, and “were thought to have 
parasitical intentions vis-à-vis the larger population.”   The plague in Calcutta 

536

therefore created a space for Marwarees to demonstrate their discontent with 
British governance by shutting down trading and shops.   The actions taken 

537

by Indians of all social standings, from Brahmins to Marwarees to street 
sweepers, demonstrates just how ignorant British public health policies were 
of Indian social norms, and helps to explain why Indians resisted so openly at 
this particular point in time during the British Raj.  

Fleeing the city, deserting jobs, and striking were all methods Indians 
could use to disrupt the daily lives of the British and make this resistance 
impossible to ignore. The striking of sweepers in Calcutta led to fears the 
sweepers in Bombay would do the same. The municipal commissioner of 
Bombay, P. C. H. Snow, was determined to maintain Bombay’s status as the 
“most sanitary oriental town,” even while plague ravaged India.   This status 

538

was dependent on six thousand street sweepers, who were likely to join any 
mass abandonment of the city, should residents feel as oppressed by public 
health policies as residents of Calcutta had been.   While the sweepers of 

539

Bombay did not strike, nearly half of the 850 000 residents of the city fled 
within six months of the British government acknowledging the presence of 
plague.   This action represents both recognition of the virulence of the 

540

plague, a disbelief in the capability of the British government to manage the 
epidemic, and resistance to British public health policies and medical 
intervention.  

Some Indians also ascribed to one of the Western theoretical 
frameworks of disease causation, even if this was not explicit. Environmental 
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determinism, as Kidambi called the “locality-specific conditions” of disease, 
was amenable to Indians.   As Dr. Bannerman noted in his article, “the people 

541

there (Kumaon in the Himalayas) are thoroughly convinced that the infection 
is one of locality, and that when they move, they will leave it behind them.”  

542

In his monograph, Dr. Hirst also noted the “wholesale evacuation of all the 
inhabitants of heavily infected villages into temporary camps,” of all possible 
public health measures was, “not only the most effective but the most 
acceptable to the Indian people.”   Therefore, the drastic, invasive, and 

543

coercive methods attempted by the British as noted above were additionally 
met with resistance because there was a perceived acceptable alternative 
which was understood to be effective by Indians. This alternative may have 
been interpreted as being deliberately ignored by the metropole due to a lack 
of concern for the colony. 

Even before the plague reached India, it was clear the British 
monopoly on Western medicine in India was declining as more Indians were 
attending medical school and receiving their licenses.   However, it was also 

544

clear that conflict between Indian and British medicine was emerging. In 
December of 1894, the same year the plague reached Hong Kong, the first 
Indian Medical Congress was held. In an article in the  Calcutta Review , the 
Congress was described as beginning “an epoch in the history of Western 
medicine in India,” as it demonstrated Indian doctors were capable of 
practising “their art on the same lines as is done in Europe.”   Dr. W. J. 

545

Simpson, health officer of Calcutta, was present at this Congress, despite 
discontent among Indians at his appointment over Indian candidates in 1886.

  At this time the  Bengalee , an Indian nationalist newspaper, wrote that Dr. 
546

Simpson’s appointment, with his sanitation policies based on “new fangled 
ideas of mere theorists,” and “without regard to the wishes or the means of the 
people,” were an affront to the people of Calcutta.   Public health institutions 

547

541  Kidambi, “ ‘An infection of locality , ’ ” 250. Hirst,  The Conquest of Plague , 416. Bannerman, 
“The Spread of Plague in India,” 197. 
542  Bannerman, “The Spread of Plague in India,” 197. 
543 Hirst,  The Conquest of Plague , 416–417. 
544  Kumar,  Medicine and the Raj , 48. 
545 “The First Indian Medical Congress,”  Calcutta Review , 101 (1895). 
546  “The First Indian Medical Congress,”  Calcutta Review , 101 (1895). Harrison,  Public Health 
in British India , 85 and 213. 
547  Bengalee , 20 February 1886 in Harrison,  Public Health in British India , 213. 

161 



 
Clio  2017-2018 

 

in place before 1896 were also changed by resistance during the plague 
epidemic. Between the formation of the Indian Medical Service 1855 and the 
decline of the plague epidemic by World War I, Indian participation in the 
service nearly quadrupled.   This was in part due to the policy reforms of 

548

Secretary of State Morley in 1905 which limited European participation in the 
IMS, as it was recognized it was beneficial to have Indian doctors practising 
medicine on Indian people.   The plague proved decisive in Indian doctors 

549

gaining recognition, and in Indian people informing their own public health 
policy.  

By 1901 the British government began to implement policies which 
aligned with Indian social norms.   This included the cessation of forced 

550

house searches and hospitalization, the use of the military to carry out these 
tasks, segregation camps, and the inspection of the corpses of plague victims.

  Previous resistance to the inspection of corpses, and the forced removal of 
551

both the living and the dead from their homes ended because the British, 
“adopted voluntarism as state policy.”   By 1900, the British permitted Indian 

552

vaids and  hakeems  to work in British-run hospitals alongside doctors trained 
in Western medicine.   The British government also co-operated with  vaids 

553

and  hakeems  to promote inoculation, as some  hakims   had previously been 
trained to administer smallpox vaccinations.   The former were Hindu 

554

practitioners of Ayurveda, and the latter were Muslim practitioners of  unani .  
555

Thus, the British did not privilege the resistance of religion in India over 
another. The incorporation of practitioners of traditional medicine was a 
benefit to Indians of all social standings, castes, and religions. Methods of 
plague control may have been more effective from the outset if the British 
government had initially sought the co-operation of practitioners of traditional 
Indian medicine. Additionally, Ira Klein argues a policy of “popular scientific 
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education to complement a material and technological transition,” may have 
helped the Indian public in understanding the medical necessity of some 
measures, rather than appearing to be forces of oppression by the British.   

556

As the British government recognized the futility of forcing large 
scale public health measures onto unwilling Indians, it had to change its 
policies. Practitioners of traditional Indian medicine were incorporated into 
hospitals and inoculation schemes. Caste was acknowledged as an essential 
foundation of Indian society, and not an inconvenience in the face of sanitation 
and hygiene. Female doctors were trained for the inspection of female railway 
passengers, and the treatment of women in hospitals. Familial bonds were 
respected, and segregation and hospitalization became voluntary. These 
changes shaped Indian public health policy and tacitly acknowledged the 
agency of Indian people to make decisions about their own health. Public 
health policy in India during the plague epidemic was shaped by the response 
of Indians to British public health policy, rather than by British choices and 
actions. The recognition of The Third Plague Pandemic as a site of Indian 
resistance helps to change the myth of the colonisers and the colonized, the 
oppressors and the oppressed, as static entities in history where those 
indigenous to the colony have their voices silenced. The plague epidemic in 
India was not only a site of resistance, but a space in which Indians were able 
to force the British to change their policies. By not recognizing this resistance, 
Indian agency is diminished, and the British appear to be the sole agents 
within the British Raj. This paper will demonstrate how public health practices 
impacted the relationship between Indians and British colonizers. This is often 
hidden within the historiography, and overshadowed by the influential work of 
Michel Foucault, which I argue is detrimental to studies of colonial history. 
Further study of Indian primary sources through the lens of colonial resistance 
is needed to shift the focus of the historiography away from the British. Before 
his assassination, W. C. Rand stated that British actions to control plague 
were, “perhaps the most drastic that had ever been taken in British India to 
stamp out an epidemic.”   Indian resistance against such actions would 

557

fundamentally alter the relationship between the British and Indians during 
British colonial rule.  
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The Mounties’ Puppet Council?: A Historical Briefing on 
Governance at the Six Nations of Grand River and the 

Election of 1924 

Thea Lewis 

 

The Haudenosaunee people, known as the Iroquois to the French and 
the Six Nations to the English, settled along the banks of the Grand River in 
the aftermath of the American Revolution. Having allied with the British, the 
Haudenosaunee were forced to flee their former territory when it became part 
of the independent United States of America. They re-established their 
Confederacy in the north, in what has become southern Ontario. Their new 
settlement was called Ohsweken,   a name meaning the “Place of the 

558

Willows.”   Today, the community at Ohsweken still exists, but has become 
559

deeply divided on the question of governance. Two separate structures of 
Chief and Council claim the sole right to governance of the land and of the 
people’s affairs: the Six Nations Elected Council, a governance structure 
recognized by the Canadian Government; and the Haudenosaunee 
Confederacy Chief and Council, representing the current form of the 
traditional governance that had organized the Six Nations since before they 
moved to Grand River. Proponents of the hereditary government believe that 
the Elected Council is a vestige of colonial, paternalistic control, and that to 
participate in the Council’s elections would be to support its colonial roots.  

560

Journalist and community member Alicia Elliott describes the way in which 
this rift impacts the community deeply to this day, by interviewing members 
who choose not to engage in the proceedings of Six Nations Elected Council. 
Despite being deeply invested in band issues, and the matters being discussed 

558  Alternately spelled Oswe:ke, Oswe:ge, Ohsweiken. The anglicized “Ohsweken” will be 
used in this paper, to maintain consistency with the historical sources. 
559   Susan M. Hill, “Conducting Haudenosaunee Historical Research from Home: In the 
Shadow of the Six Nations–Caledonia Reclamation.”  The American Indian Quarterly  33, no. 4 
(2009): 484. 
560  Alicia Elliott, “The Meaning of Elections for Six Nations,”  Briarpatch  44, no. 3 (May 
2015). 
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and voted on at council meetings, these members call the Elected Council the 
“Mountie Council,” and the “complicit puppet council of 1924,” and refuse to 
participate in its processes.   From where did this deep division originate, and 

561

how did it become so filled with hostility? These are the questions the 
following paper seeks to answer, using archival documents available in 
Canada’s National Archives. An investigation into the correspondence 
surrounding the election of 1924, it becomes clear that the story of this 
election is more complex than the legislation would at first appear.  
 
The Facts of the Matter: An Initial Overview 
 

The first ever Band Council election of the Six Nations of Grand 
River didn’t take place at the Longhouse of Ohsweken until October 21, 1924. 
Prior to this point, the band was governed by a council of hereditary chiefs, in 
a complex, albeit unwritten,   system of practices and conventions that had 

562

ruled the confederacy since time immemorial.   The Onondaga nation are the 
563

Fire Keepers of the Six Nations Confederacy, which means according to 
tradition they were responsible for running the council meetings.   After the 

564

creation of the state of Canada, the Six Nations Council’s role adapted to 
accommodate the demands of the Canadian Government. The council worked 
with the Department of Indian Affairs through an Indian Agent who resided in 
nearby Brantford, Ontario. They met monthly to deliberate and decide on 
diverse matters related to the community at Grand River: for example, they 
settled estates, managed disputes, arranged care for children, offered loans, 
and managed community funds. Since Band funds are held in trust by the 
Department of Indian Affairs, all financial matters that are ruled on by the 
council must subsequently be approved by the Department. At the time of the 
contested election of 1924, the Council’s decisions were forwarded to the 
Department in Ottawa by Colonel C. E. Morgan, the Indian Superintendent. 
He would contextualize the decisions made, and pass on his recommendations 

561 Elliott, “The Meaning of Elections for Six Nations.” 
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to the department. On October 7 th  1924, this Hereditary Council of the Six 
Nations was disbanded, to be replaced by an elected council according to Part 
II of the Indian Act. Council candidates were nominated in the 6 Districts of 
the Reserve on October 14 th , and on October 21 st , a new council was elected. 
As reported by RCMP Inspector E. G. Frere to his Commissioner on October 
24 th , there were “25 votes recorded and very few people present.   Everything 

565

passed off quietly.”   The new Elected Council of the Six Nations met the 
566

following day, and would continue to meet monthly for decades to come.  
This change in governance structure was legislated on September 17, 

1924 by Order in Council P.C. 1629. The Order in Council stated that “the 
Minister recommends that from and after the date of hereof, the said Part II of 
the Indian Act shall apply to the Six Nations Band of Indians.”   Prior to this 

567

point, the Six Nations of Grand River were, like almost all nations in Canada, 
governed under Part I of the Indian Act, under which the Superintendent 
General’s discretion determined if the Band could support an election, and the 
limited responsibilities that council would hold.   By applying Part II of the 

568

act, the Governor General activated the part of the Act which required an 
elected council. The order in council also stipulated male members of the band 
of 21 years or older should be eligible to vote, that there should be 12 electors, 
and, in this case, that the election should be held on October 21 st  of that year.

  The proceedings of the new Elected Council of the Six Nations continued 
569

much as the previous council had. The met in the same Council House at 
Ohsweken, and continued to deliberate on the same kinds of issues as the 
hereditary council had. The minutes continued to be forwarded to the 
department with the Indian Superintendent’s recommendations. 13 

 

First Account: A path for advancement 
 

565  There were only 25 votes recorded on the 21 st  because only one of the six districts cast 
ballots, the rest of the districts had candidates who were “elected by acclamation,” which I 
take to mean were running unopposed. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
566  LAC, RG 18, Vol. 3306, File HQ-1034-O-1. 
567  Order-in-Council P.C.1629, Sept 17 1924. LAC, RG 2, Vol. 1361, File 990. 
568  RSC 1906, c. 81, ss. 93-98. 
569  P.C.1629, Sept 17 1924. RG 2, Vol. 1361, File 990. 
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Part II of the Indian Act states that: “Whenever any band of Indians is 
declared by the Governor in Council to be considered fit to have this Part 
applied to it, this Part shall so apply from the time appointed in such order in 
council.”   It does not give reasons as to why this may be deemed necessary. 

570

The Order in Council 1629, however, states several: the fact that the hereditary 
council is not elected and thus undemocratic and unrepresentative, the 
traditional process by which chiefs are chosen, and the fact that there is no 
written constitution but only a series of a long-established customs.   These 

571

are the reasons stated in the legislation for overturning the governing system 
of the Six Nations of Grand River. The Order in Council drew on a report 
submitted to the Superintendent General of Indian Affairs by Colonel Andrew 
T. Thompson, who had been appointed by Royal Commission in 1923 to 
investigate and enquire into the affairs of the Six Nations Indians. Throughout 
the summer months, Colonel Thompson conducted open meetings and met 
with individuals across the Reserve at Grand River.   His conclusions were 

572

drafted into a report dated November 22, 1923, wherein he details, among 
other subjects, the way the traditional council of chiefs was formed.   He 

573

stated that certain families have the historic right to a seat on the council, filled 
by one of their men, for a lifetime term. Traditionally, the women or eldest 
woman of each family had the duty of choosing which member of her family 
sits on Council. Thompson highlighted that the there was no mechanism to 
remove Chiefs from their council seats unless they were found guilty of a 
crime, and that incompetence was not considered a reason for dismissal.   He 

574

reported testimony of witnesses who came to him with concerns of corruption 
and incompetence. He also stated that the current size of the council – Chiefs 
from 60 families – was “absolutely unwieldy,” and that the “people as a whole 
have no voice in the selection of their councilors.”  

575

To contextualize these conclusions, it is important to take a look at 
Thomspon’s report as a whole, which contains extensive observations on 
education, health, roads and drainage, as well as the morality of the Indians of 

570  RSC 1906, c.61, ss. 174 

571  P.C. 1629, Sept 17 1924. RG 2, Vol. 1361, File 990. 
572  Report by Col. Andrew T. Thompson, 1923, 11. 
573  Ibid . While Thompson’s report is rife with bias, it is also the most complete primary account 
of the existing governance structure of the Six Nations Reserve in the 1920s. 
574  Report by Col. Andrew T. Thompson, 1923, 11. 
575  Ibid. , 12. 
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Six Nations. With relation to morality, he stated that it was unanimous among 
the Indians that, as one witness said, “we want our children to grow up good 
Canadians like the rest."   However, he reported, there was a great deal of 

576

immoral behaviour, specifically considerable “loose living between the sexes,” 

  a commonly expressed concern by those engaged in the civilizing mission. 
577

Thompson attributes this to the influence of a large minority of the population 
of the reserve who were not Christian, but “Pagans,” or “Deists,” who 
continue to worship the Great Spirit and live by the old ways.   Thompson 

578

argued that the Council of Chiefs had a great deal of influence amongst the 
people of the band, but that they seem indifferent to the immoral state of 
affairs.   The question of morality therefore became intertwined with 

579

questions of governance.  
The solution Thompson proposed in his report was to institute an 

elected council. He acknowledged that there are some who valued the tradition 
council, with understandable reasoning: 

 
There can be no doubt that some of the people cling to this 
ancient form of government. The Six Nations Indians have a 
wonderful history, and they are surprisingly well acquainted 
with its main features… 
To-day they find themselves confined to a territory the size of 
a township… They feel bitterly their fallen state… Their 
history alone remains to them. 
Under these conditions it is not surprising that many of them 
adhere to the form of government which served them in the 
days of their prosperity, even though they must know in their 
innermost hearts that it has long outlived its usefulness. 24 

 
He concluded, however, that the council as it existed in the 20th century no 
longer lived up to its history: “while the letter of this institution has been 
observed, its, spirit is now constantly broken.”   With the assistance of a more 

580

576 Report by Col. Andrew T. Thompson, 1923, 6. 
577  Ibid. , 9. 
578  Ibid. 
579  Ibid. , 11-12. 
580  Report by Col. Andrew T. Thompson, 1923, 14. 
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modern form of governance, Colonel Thompson perceived a hope for the band 
at Six Nations. He stated that they were perhaps among “the most advanced… 
of the Indian tribes.”   If given the chance to engage in the kind of 

581

participatory democracy an election would bring, he strongly believed that the 
band would eventually take on a function akin to a white municipality.   The 

582

elected council was concluded by the Royal Commission to be the best way to 
contribute to the Six Nation’s advancement and well-being, and thus was 
instituted by the Canadian Government.  

 
Cracks Appear: Could there be more to the story? 
 

There was detectable in Colonel Thompson’s report an undercurrent 
of a deeper justification for his recommendation to overthrow the hereditary 
council, in favour of an elected model. Although it was outside his mandate to 
comment on, he stated a belief that the council he studied differed not only 
from the tradition of their governance, but also from the role designated to 
them by the Department of Indian Affairs. Under the section titled “Powers 
Assumed by Council,” he remarked that, while “the powers of the Council of 
Chiefs are strictly limited by the Indian Act,” the Council had been for some 
time acting independently from the Superintendent General of Indian Affairs.

  He called this a “usurpation of power,” and stated that “for a considerable 
583

time they have been acting very much as a law unto themselves."   To explain 
584

this, he stated briefly that there had been some considerable agitation to have 
Six Nations recognized as sovereign, but that evaluating this claim “was not 
one of the duties assigned to me.”   

585

The council meeting minutes stored in Library and Archives Canada 
demonstrate this somewhat strained relationship between council and 
government in the months leading up to the change in governance. There are 
several instances where the Indian Agent’s accompanying remarks contradict 
the original minute, or recommend another course of action. The council and 
the Department are brought into conflict over these different conclusions, 

581  Ibid. , 13. 
582  Ibid . 
583  Ibid. , 14. 
584  Ibid. 
585  Ibid. 
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resulting in questions of jurisdiction and responsibility. These battles often 
take place in proxy: for example, in July of 1924, Colonel Morgan wrote that 
“the whole spirit of the discussion was hostile to the Department," in reference 
to a simple discussion of appointing a public works inspector.   The Elected 

586

Council minutes from after the 1924 election also demonstrate a series of 
significant changes from their earlier counterparts, both in form and in the 
Council’s relationship with the Department. In keeping with ancient tradition, 
each set of minutes of the Six Nations Council started with the 
acknowledgement: "General Council Meeting opened in due form by Chief 
[the name of the chief], one of the Fire Keepers;" and close with, "I hereby 
certify that the above is a true copy from the minute book of the Six Nations 
Council. Sgnd David S Hill, Secretary, S.N.C."   These were indicators of 

587

tradition, and of the chiefs’ control over the proceedings. The first meeting of 
the Elected Council of the Six Nations opened with: "Prayers were offered at 
the opening of the New Council by the Rev. T. W. Jones, Rev. F. Sayles, Rev. 
Pollock and Rev. White,” and were signed off by the Indian Agent.   This was 

588

a choice made by Morgan, who suggested that Ministers of all the 
denominations on the Reserve “offer a short prayer for the guidance of the 
New council upon its way."   Since it was Morgan who signed off on each of 

589

the sets of minutes, and who opened each meeting, the friction between the 
Council and the Department decreased greatly.   It becomes clear, looking at 

590

these alterations, that the Order in Council was not – as Colonel Morgan wrote 
beforehand– simply an administrative change. It targeted something deeper, 
and much closer to the heart of the reserve: not just history, but autonomy.  
A Secondary Motivation: The neutralisation of a rebellious streak? 

 
Thompson’s report was made public, via an article published in the 

Toronto Globe on August 20, 1924, titled “Council of Chiefs on Brant Reserve 
Usurping Power.”   Immediately, the Indian Agent of Six Nations Indian 

591

586  C.E. Morgan to J.D. McLean, Jul 7 1924. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 1746, File 63-32, Pt. 17. 
587  LAC, RG 10, Vol. 1746, File 63-32, Pt. 17. 
588  “Proceedings of the Six Nations Council,” Oct 22 1924. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 1746, File 
63-32, Pt. 18. 
589  C. E. Morgan to Rev. T. W. Farr, Oct 17 1924. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
590  LAC, RG 10, Vol. 1746, File 63-32, Pt. 18. 
591  “Council of Chiefs on Brant Reserve Usurping Power”  The Globe , Aug 20 1924; ProQuest 
Historical Newspapers: The Globe and Mail. 
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Reserve, Colonel C. E. Morgan, began to expect trouble. On August 22, he 
reached out to the RCMP Superintendent H.M. Newson to request support 
from an RCMP detachment in Ohsweken.   There was to be a council 

592

meeting on September 2, and he “[anticipated] there will be some high 
feeling… especially if the question of the Elective Assembly is discussed.”  593

The Globe article focused on the questions of morality highlighted in Colonel 
Thompson’s report. It included the quotes stating that the council had usurped 
power or taken the law into their own hands. It agreed with the conclusion that 
an elected council would be required to prevent such “usurpation.”   Morgan 

594

was so concerned about the reaction of the Chiefs in Council that he requested 
that eight RCMP officers be on call. Morgan’s fears were not realized on this 
occasion. Sergeant George H Bridger of the RCMP Brantford Detachment 
reported on September 4 th  that the meeting proceeded quietly.   He reported 

595

that the eight RCMP officers patrolled the village in the morning, and found 
no signs of trouble. Morgan requested that there be no police presence in the 
Council House during the meeting, so the officers remained outside the doors 
for the course of the meeting, and Bridger “stayed around until Col Morgan 
and most of the people had gone home and as everything was quiet and 
orderly and no signs of any trouble.”   Morgan informed him the next day that 

596

the meeting had been orderly, with the same number of people in attendance as 
usually present, with “just the usual routine business, etc.”  

597

The response of the community to the increased presence of armed 
mounted police at the council meeting is unclear from the existing 
documentation. The meeting minutes for the council meeting that caused such 
concern are not illuminating, highlighting the limitations of the sources 

592  LAC, RG 18, Vol. 3306, File HQ-1034-O-1. 
593  H.M. Newson to Commissioner of RCM Police, Ottawa, Aug 22 1924. LAC, RG 18, Vol. 
3306, File HQ-1034-O-1. 
594  “Council of Chiefs on Brant Reserve Usurping Power”  The Globe , Aug 20 1924. 
595  George H. Bridger to The Officer Commanding, RCM Police, O Division, Sep 4 1924. 
LAC, RG 18, Vol. 3306, File HQ-1034-O-1. 
596  Bridger to The Officer Commanding, Sep 2 1924. LAC, RG 18, Vol. 3306, File 
HQ-1034-O-1. 
597  Bridger to The Officer Commanding, Sep 2 1924. LAC, RG 18, Vol. 3306, File 
HQ-1034-O-1. 
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available in the National Archives.   This source base consists of minutes sent 
598

by the Indian Agent to the Department of Indian Affairs in Ottawa; they are 
thus written from the Indian Agent’s point of view. While they accurately 
capture the voices of the Chiefs in council by including many direct 
quotations, all participants would have been aware that the summaries would 
be sent to Ottawa, and therefore it is highly likely, though impossible to 
confirm, that the main discussions among the community would have 
happened outside council hours.  

The same holds true for the meeting held on October 7 th , where the 
Council of Chiefs of the Six Nations was officially disbanded. Morgan wrote 
that he waited until October 7 th  to make this announcement in a formal 
environment because he was expecting resistance, and would need to test out 
the temper of the community.   On the day, he requested and was joined by 

599

“Sergt [sic] Bridger, 8 constables and 8 horses,” sent by the RCMP for 
backup.   The Royal Proclamation announcing Order in Council P.C. 1629 

600

was read, and subsequently plastered all across the Council House and the 
village, so that the conclusions would be made known: "Proclamation! 
Electoral Council of the Six Nations’ Reserve…Public Notice is hereby given 
that in obedience to an Order in Council approved by His Excellency The 
Governor General, bearing date of September 17th, 1924, Part Two of the 
Indian Act shall apply to the Six Nations' Band of Indians from that date."  

601

H.M. Newson, the RCMP regional superintendent, reported to the 
Commissioner of the RCMP that “[the] notification was received in silence.”

  Although this report of the community’s reception was widely circulated 
602

widely, one newspaper article reporting of the day makes it clear that the 
silence lasted only as long as Morgan and the RCMP officers were in the 
room. The Windsor Star reported on October 8 th  that “the Council of Chiefs, 

598  The signed requisition from the September 2 nd  meeting are on file with all the other council 

meeting minutes - LAC, RG 10, Vol. 1746, File 63-32, Pt. 17 – but the minutes were located in 
a separate collection of correspondence between Morgan and the Department in Ottawa - LAC, 
RG 10, Vol 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
599  C. E. Morgan, Indian Superintendent to D. C. Scott, Deputy Superintendent General, Oct 1 
1924. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
600  E.G. Frere to The Officer Commanding, RCM Police, O Division, Oct 7 1924. LAC, RG 18, 
Vol. 3306, File HQ-1034-O-1. 
601  LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
602  Newson to The Commissioner, Oct 7 1924. LAC, RG 18, Vol. 3306, File HQ-1034-O-1. 
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although officially dead, was yet capable of uttering strong words…'They'll be 
bloodshed before we give up our rights,' said one tobacco-chewing brace in 
the council chamber, amid grunts of assent.”   The dismantling of a centuries 

603

old system of government and the creation of a new democratic structure was 
a historic event that captured national attention: the Council of the Chiefs had 
been governing the Six Nations since time immemorial, and Part II of the 
Indian Act had only been activated for two other Bands in Canada. It was 
characterized in the news different ways by different reports: some focused the 
loss of power of the traditional council,   others highlighted the transference 

604

of elective power from the women of the band to the men who would be 
voting,   and other framed it as a victory for the Canadian Government.   The 

605 606

general consensus among media coverage and Morgan’s reports was that there 
would be some dissent in the community but that it was ultimately the right 
course for the band.  

Morgan knew the community well enough to know there was a faction 
who would not be pleased with the Order in Council. This group, referred to 
by Colonel Thompson’s Report as “Separatists,” later labeled the “Mohawk 
Workers,”   were strongly involved with the traditional Council, either as 

607

supporters or former members. Morgan saw them as a real threat, remarking 
later that he was surprised at how peacefully the election was carried out, and 
stating that had the Royal Canadian Mounted Police not been present in 
sufficient numbers to convince the malcontents of the futility of resistance the 
result might have been different altogether.   The resistance soon 

608

materialized, not violently but in the form of an official protest lodged against 
the election proceedings. On October 14 th , the day of candidate nominations, a 
group of Chiefs sought to file an official complaint with Morgan. The petition 
states that the day before, a mass meeting had been held where it had been 
determined “unanimously” that the proposed election was “unfair and illegal.”

603  LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
604  “Shorn of Hereditary Powers, Six Nations Chiefs Say Nothing,”  Ottawa Journal,  Oct 8 1924. 
LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
605  “Six Nations Indians to Hold Elections, Male Suffrage Will Be Employed for First Time,” 
Milton Gazette , Oct 7 1924. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
606  “Indians Bow To Law Made By White Men, Hereditary Ruling Power of Tribes Ended,” 
Windsor Star , Oct 8 1924. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
607  Labeled as such in government reports, it is unclear from the accessible sources how the 
group defined itself.  
608  Morgan to Scott, Oct 23 1924. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
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  Fred Bennett, writing on behalf of the “large majority of the Six Nation 

609

[sic] together and the majority of the War Veterans,” called for a boycott of the 
election. He argued that only an insignificant minority of the Nation supported 
the election of a new council.   Morgan refused to accept the petition at that 

610

time, as he stated he needed to complete the nomination proceedings, but he 
would listen to their concerns at another time.    It is clear, however, that the 

611

election proceeded as planned, as did the resistant faction’s boycott. That 
being said, Morgan also expected the resistance to be short lived. The tone of 
the letters exchanged between Duncan Campbell Scott, Deputy Superintendent 
of Indian Affairs, and Colonel Morgan is positively jubilant. They 
congratulated each other warmly and repeatedly for the good work in 
conducting these affairs. On October 17 th , before the election even took place, 
Morgan wrote to request that copies of the Royal Proclamation be signed and 
framed, as they would become “interesting and valuable heirlooms.”   After 

612

the election itself, Morgan reported: 
 
There will probably be sullen opposition for some little time 
on the part of those who still cling to the old state of things but 
I do not fear it… probably inside of twelve months… the 
majority [will move] over to the side of good government and 
prosperity.  

613

 
Despite Morgan’s triumphalism, the resistance to the elected council 

was part of a movement that extended far past opposition to Order in Council 
1629. At the time of this election, a Chief from the Six Nations was in 
Geneva, bringing grievances of the confederacy to the League of Nations. The 
year before, Chief Deskaheh – also known as in the documentation as Levi 
General – had been in Europe, sent by the council to present the concerns of 
the Six Nations about their treatment by the Canadian Government.   He had 

614

many specific claims about enfranchisement and control over resources and 

609  Fred Bennett, Oct 13 1924. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
610  LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
611  C. E. Morgan to Duncan C. Scott, Oct 23, 1924. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
612  LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
613  Morgan to Scott, Oct 23, 1924. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
614  “Chief Deskaheh: Tells why he is over there again,” Aug 1923. LAC, RG 18, Vol. 3306, File 
HQ 1034-0-1. 
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penal policy, but the overarching issue is that he did not believe that the 
Canadian state should have any right to exert control over the Six Nations. In 
Deskaheh’s view, the Six Nations were not subjects of the crown, they were 
allies. Chief Deskaheh’s argument originates from the Haldimand treaty of 
1784, wherein the British Crown guaranteed the Iroquois people land and 
protection in recognition of their alliance during the American Revolution. 
The language in the treaty is clear: it guarantees, in the King’s Name, that “the 
Six Nations Indians as wish to settle in that quarter to take possession of and 
settle upon the banks of the river commonly called Ouse or Grand River… 
which them and their property are to enjoy for ever.”   Deskaheh argued that 

615

from the treaty came the promise of protection and thus a responsibility from 
the British Crown. “We deny that such responsibility could be transferred to 
the Dominion of Canada without our consent,” he wrote, “and we never 
consented.”   He concluded therefore, the Six Nations could not be bound by 

616

any Canadian laws, and should exist as a sovereign nation on the land 
promised to them.  

These concerns were not unknown to Canadian officials at the time 
that the decision to remove authority from the Six Nation’s Hereditary Council 
was made. As RCMP Superintendent H.M. Newson remarked while 
forwarding a copy of the Deskaheh’s statement to Ottawa: “It seems a great 
pity that this man, Levi General, is enabled to live over in England, to create 
dissatisfaction on the Six Nations Indian Reserve.”   Members of the 

617

newly-formed council at Ohsweken were also aware of the resistance to their 
new positions: Hilton Hill, Colonel Morgan’s personal Secretary and the 
elected Chief Councilor, acknowledged that "We all know that for some years 
back some of us had to hand our heads down in shame on account of the 
attitude of the former Council of this band…. I think the first thing we should 
do is to pledge ourselves to be loyal to our King and Country."   This pledge 

618

of allegiance was originally suggested by Morgan in the early days of 
negotiation, but Deputy Superintendent D. C. Scott argued that it was not in 
their power to require it, as it does not appear in the Indian Act and no other 
Band had been required to do so. The Elected Council also denounced any 

615  “Pledge of King George III,” LAC, RG 18, Vol. 3306, File HQ 1034-0-1. 
616  “Chief Deskaheh,” Aug 1923. LAC RG 18, Vol. 3306, File HQ 1034-0-1. 
617  H. M. Newson to Colonel Starnes, May 5 1924. LAC, RG 18, Vol. 3306, File HQ 1034-0-1. 
618  “English Language Is Used In Six Nations Council”  Brantford Expositor , Oct 28 1924. 
LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
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connection with Chief Deskaheh in their first meeting, stating that "actions 
undertaken by him upon the alleged authority of the Six Nations Band are not 
authorized by this Council."  

619

 
Concluding Thoughts 
 

Given Deskaheh’s argument and the contents of the Haldimand treaty, 
not only the election but the suggestions in Thompson’s Royal Commission 
report must be brought into question - they ignore the circumstances of the 
band and its history.  Indeed, Thompson was aware of this contradiction, and 
he remarks on the point of view of the “separatist” faction in his report. 
Although it is unclear how much this “rebellious streak” played into the 
government’s decision to disband the Hereditary Council, given the sources, 
maintenance of control seems to be at least a possible motivation worth 
consideration. Was this move to promote the development of the reserve, or to 
stamp out a potential threat? This is certainly speculated by certain members 
of the community today, who argue the creation of the new council was to 
control the faction bringing international condemnation to the Canadian state.

  The documentation is, on this point, inconclusive. In so complicated a 
620

community issue, tied to a people’s history, traditions and vision for the future, 
it is difficult to get a full image from government archival documentation. 
This cannot be reduced to a simplistic government vs community narrative: 
certainly, there were sentiments on the reserve of resentment against 
government exertions of control, but it is clear by the continued existence of 
the elected council that this was not the only perspective in the community.  

What can be determined firmly is that, contrary to Colonel Morgan’s 
predictions, the resistance to the imposed Elected Council never died. By 
December of 1924, Morgan seriously reconsidered his harmonious view of the 
reserve. "It should not be imagined that because the election went off so 
quietly that the Mohawk Workers have ceased their activities," he wrote to the 
Deputy Superintendent.   The Hereditary Council would continue to meet 

621

throughout the following years, at times occupying the Longhouse to reclaim 

619  “Minutes of the Elected Council of the Six Nations,” Oct 22 1924. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 1746, 
File 63-32, Pt. 18. 
620  Elliott, “The Meaning of Elections for Six Nations.” 
621  C.E. Morgan, Indian Superintendent to D.C. Scott, Deputy Superintendent General, Dec 8 
1924. LAC, RG 10, Vol. 7931, File 32-32, Pt. 3. 
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their traditional meeting spot, and continued to press the government for 
recognition and legitimacy.   There is much room for further research to 

622

develop a more detailed account of the development of these complex 
relations after 1924, and to reveal the legacy of that fall’s historic decision. 
The resistance, however, clearly continues to this day: the Haudenosaunee 
Confederacy Chief and Council are the direct descendants of the Hereditary 
Six Nations Council, which continues to operate as is traditional despite 
officially ceasing to exist over 70 years ago.  
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The Hits Just Keep on Coming: How the Rock and Roll 
Industry Saved Wrestling 

Erik Nowaczek 

 

In the mid-1980s, American professional wrestling reached new, 
never-before-achieved heights of popularity. By capturing a range of new fans, 
wrestling was able to catapult itself into a new era of success, much the way a 
wrestler flies from the top rope: high and far. Despite enjoying relative success 
post-World War II, wrestling promotions such as the World Wrestling 
Federation (WWF)—now known as World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) 
—were on the verge of bankruptcy by the early 1980s. However, after 
partnering with the rock and roll industry in the mid-to-late 1980s, wrestling 
and wrestlers were propelled back into the spotlight.   

623

This paper will demonstrate how rock and roll music revolutionized 
wrestling in the 1980s. In particular, this paper will challenge the belief held 
by many wrestling critics, analysts, and fans that the fame and popularity of 
wrestler Hulk Hogan, as well as that of some celebrities in the television and 
sports industries, are the primary reasons that wrestling attracted new fans 
during the 1980s. Instead, this paper will demonstrate that by co-opting rock 
and roll, developing innovative presentation techniques, and engaging in 
cross-promotion, wrestling was able to gain a wealth of new fans.  

First, the state of the WWF in the 1980s will be briefly examined to 
demonstrate audiences’ waning interest in wrestling. The steps that wrestling 
promoter Vince McMahon took to save his company will also be described. 
Next, the influence of Cyndi Lauper will be discussed, with special 
consideration given to the music videos for several songs off her album  She’s 
So Unusual,  which played on MTV from 1984 to 1985 and presented staged 
conflicts similar to wrestling. Lauper also garnered attention for her work 

623 From 1979–2002, the WWE was known as the WWF, until it lost a lawsuit with the World 
Wildlife Fund in 1994. The name was officially changed in 2002. “Larry Zbyszko on Bob 
Backlund Nearly Bankrupting the WWF,” YouTube video, 2:25. Posted by “Wrestlers Talking 
Sense,” August 20, 2016. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=24GkuBtNdpU. 
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championing women’s equality, and for her role advocating the “pro” side in 
the pro/anti-rock campaign that played out in the ring.   

624

Next, the popularity achieved by wrestlers like the Honky Tonk Man 
and Rock N Roll Express, who incorporated aspects of rock and roll culture 
into their characters, will be described. The evolution of entrance music will 
also be analyzed for its role in popularizing wrestling. This music reinforced 
the personas of the wrestlers, and as rock songs began to be used, wrestlers 
were able to connect more easily with their fans. In fact, fans had started 
becoming part of the show itself, interacting with the wrestlers on camera as 
they made their way to the ring, getting into altercations (both staged and 
unstaged) with the wrestlers. Although Hulk Hogan and sports, television, and 
film celebrities all had a hand in wrestling’s transformation, it is precisely the 
celebrity of the rock and roll music industry that brought the WWF its new 
fame. American wrestling would not have experienced the rise that it did in 
the 1980s, and would not be the global product that it is today, without the 
attention, connections, imagery, and revolutionary aspects that it assumed 
from rock and roll music.   

625

By examining the co-optation of rock, this paper will demonstrate that 
rock music can foster commercial success for various industries. Finally, this 
paper will illustrate how rock music breathed new life into wrestling and posit 
that the genre successfully led a wrestling revolution—one based on a break 
from tradition and supported by a new, youthful fanbase. For all his wrestling 
knowledge, Vince McMahon had no idea that the person who would sound the 
bell to start the so-called “rock n wrestling” era in the WWF would be a girl 
just wanting to have fun. 

Wrestling experienced its first Golden Age after World War II, an era 
which lasted well into the 1950s. The development of network television, 
along with hundreds of local networks, helped wrestling reach an even wider 
audience, while a lack of programming options kept primetime TV saturated 
with the sport. Women made up an increasingly large portion of the audience, 
especially when it came to attendance at live events. By the 1950s, TV had 
popularized wrestling to the point that events were now held in large 

624  The “Rock n Wrestling Connection” is an unofficial phrase that refers to cooperation and 
cross-promotion that occurred between the WWF and rock music industry during the 1980s and 
1990s.; Pat Laprade, and Dan Murphy,  Sisterhood of the Squared Circle: The History and Rise 
of Women's Wrestling  (Toronto: ECW Press, 2017), 149. 
625 Entrance music refers to the music that plays as wrestlers make their way to the ring. 
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venues—compared with the “smoke-filled arenas viewed as male preserves” 
from years prior—where women felt more comfortable. As professor Chad 
Dell noted, watching wrestling on TV and attending wrestling shows became a 
way for women to demonstrate “freedom, sexuality, and assertiveness.” Aptly, 
this sense of autonomy came at a time when women were being pushed back 
into a domestic role after experiencing a certain amount of liberty during the 
war and finding their ability to express themselves diminished. Between 1942 
and 1950, women made up 60% of the audience at wrestling shows, and 
overall crowd attendance grew by 800%. However, overexposure, coupled 
with the removal of wrestling from primetime TV as more programming 
options became available, saw interest in wrestling wane in the latter half of 
the 1950s. By the late 1970s and early 1980s, wrestling promotions all over 
America were suffering financially, including the World Wrestling Federation 
(WWF).   

626

In the early 1980s, WWF promoter Vince J. McMahon continued to 
promote a traditional style of wrestling. However, fans were no longer 
interested in the traditional, which they perceived as simply a dull athletic 
contest between men. Vince McMahon Jr. (hereafter, McMahon), had a 
different vision for the WWF’s future, one that was most significantly 
influenced by what he learned at a meeting held by the International 
Association of Arena Managers (IAAM). At this meeting, McMahon learned 
about a new style of entertainment that was about to be promoted at arenas, 
one that focused on rock music shows, family entertainment, and New Age 
concepts in fashion and performance. Inspired, McMahon developed the idea 
of wrestlers becoming overexaggerated characters (à la comic book hero and 
villain) and acting out well-developed storylines. McMahon bought the Cape 
Cod Coliseum in Yarmouth, Massachusetts and started holding wrestling 
events that showcased his innovative ideas, such as opening the show with 
local rock bands and holding concerts for groups including Van Halen and 
Rush.   

627

626  Scott Beekman,  Ringside: A History of Professional Wrestling in America  (Connecticut: 
Praeger Publishers, 2006), 82-83, 96-99; Gerald W. Morton and George O'Brien,  Wrestling to 
Rasslin: Ancient Sport to American Spectacle , (Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green State 
University Popular Press, 1985), 51. 
627  Traditional wrestling was defined by one-fall-to-a-finish matches conducted between two 
performers. Today, matches are no longer expected to be anything close to an athletic contest as 
they barely last more than a few minutes. Instead, the events are all about the fireworks, the 
music, and the outlandish and unbelievable characters. George Schire,  Minnesota’s Golden Age 
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Initially, McMahon’s ideas had little impact on WWF wrestling. 
McMahon Sr. was still making the decisions, and, with his outdated views, 
match attendance continued to decrease. In particular, McMahon Sr.’s decision 
to keep then-heavyweight-champion Bob Backlund, who was unable to win 
over fans with his out-of-date traditional gimmick, nearly bankrupted the 
company. It was not until McMahon Sr.’s failing health forced him to sell the 
WWF to his son in 1982 that things began to improve. With full control of the 
company, McMahon immediately set out to make his vision of wrestling’s 
future a reality: all that remained was finding a catalyst that would be able to 
jumpstart his plan for success and capture the attention of new fans.  

628

In October of 1983, rock musician Cyndi Lauper released her first 
album,  She’s So Unusual . The albums biggest hit, “Girls Just Wanna Have 
Fun,” was turned into a music video, along with several other popular songs 
from the album. The inclusion of wrestling personality Captain Lou Albano, 
who played Lauper’s father in the “Girls Just Wanna” video, was the main 
event that ushered in the Rock n Wrestling C onnection. As Lauper later 
stated in her memoir, although “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun” was not a big hit 
at first, it gained exposure with help from the WWF. Attempting to draw 
attention to her music, her then-manager and boyfriend David Wolfe came up 
with a cross-promotion deal with McMahon. Lauper and Wolfe would attend 
wrestling shows and bring publicity to wrestling by promoting the WWF on 
TV shows such as Johnny Carson’s  Tonight Show , and in return, the WWF 
would play Lauper’s music video at their televised shows. Lauper also became 
involved in the storylines of various wrestling matches, which further 
increased the attention that wrestling received.  

629

 Her first major storyline premiered on an episode of Piper’s Pit, a 
segment of a wrestling show during which wrestling personality Roddy Piper 

of Wrestling from Verne Gagne to the Road Warriors  (St. Paul, MN: Minnesota Historical 
Society Press, 2010), 155; Michael Hur,  Wrestling and the New World Order  (Lulu.com, 2015), 
44-45; Brendan Maguire "American Professional Wrestling: Evolution, Content, and Popular 
Appeal."  Sociological Spectrum  25 (2) (2005): 158. 
628  A gimmick is the in-ring persona that a wrestler plays. It includes their behaviour, clothing, 
style of wrestling—anything that distinguishes them to draw the interest of fans. “Larry 
Zbyszko on Bob Backlund Nearly Bankrupting the WWF”  
629  “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun.” YouTube video, 4 :25. Posted by “CyndiLauperVEVO,” 
October 25, 2009.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PIb6AZdTr-A .; Lauper, Cyndi.  Cyndi 
Lauper: A Memoir  New York: Atria Books, 2012.; “Cyndi Lauper with Hulk Hogan Grammy 
1985.” YouTube video, 1:59. Posted by “wrestlingnewsmedia,” October 6, 2013. 
https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=cyndi+lauper+grammy+1985.  
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would interview other wrestlers. The story began with Lauper’s wrestling 
manager friend Albano accusing her of not giving him sufficient credit for the 
current success she was enjoying. The scene erupted into a battle of the sexes 
when Albano added that “women belong barefoot and pregnant in the 
kitchen,” which caused Lauper to react by flipping over a table and screaming. 
The incident was subsequently covered by  Entertainment Tonight , who played 
the clip as if it were a real fight. Lauper and Albano eventually decided to 
settle their differences in the ring through proxies. Albano chose female 
wrestling legend and WWF Women’s World Champion, Moolah, while Lauper 
chose the unknown Wendi Richter.   

630

In another of Wolfe’s brilliant cross-promoting ideas, he and McMahon 
negotiated to have the match televised live on MTV. By the spring of 1984, 
MTV reached 20 million homes in America and had an audience that was 
two-thirds 25-years-old or younger. The event, dubbed  The Brawl to End it 
All ,   took place on July 3, 1984, and culminated with Richter beating Moolah 
for the title, to the adulation of her many new fans. The event became one of 
MTV’s most-watched shows, drawing a 9.0 in the ratings. As wrestling critic 
and analyst Dave Meltzer noted, the event may not have immediately 
popularized wrestling, but it did bring in thousands of new teenage fans who 
added new life to the WWF when they followed Lauper on her foray into 
wrestling. Over the second half of 1984, McMahon capitalized on the 
popularity of the Richter and Moolah feud to expand into new markets on the 
west coast. While the MTV match settled the conflict between Albano and 
Lauper, it was only a small part of the role Lauper had in popularizing 
wrestling.   

631

On December 28, 1984, Lauper became involved in another storyline 
when the WWF gave her an award for her role in women’s wrestling, which 

630  Although people had for decades accepted that wrestling was fake, there had yet to be any 
recognition of it by the wrestling industry. It would not be until February of 1989 that 
McMahon officially announced, before the New Jersey State Senate, that wrestling was not a 
true sport, in an attempt to avoid paying the special state taxes imposed on sports. “Piper’s Pit 
with Cyndi Lauper (06-14-1984).” YouTube video, 4:49. Posted by “All Out of Bubblegum,” 
March 18, 2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fW0FgLGKa4U; Patrice A. Oppliger, 
Wrestling and Hypermasculinity  (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland, 2004), 15. 
631 Laprade, and Murphy,  Sisterhood of the Squared Circle , 143-145; “WWF/MTV's The Brawl 
To End It All.” YouTube video, 2:46:32. Posted by “CountryPride,” January 2, 2014. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6wL1NyOQTJo .; Shaun Assael and Mike Mooneyham, 
Sex, Lies, and Headlocks: The Real Story of Vince McMahon and World Wrestling 
Entertainment  (New York: Three Rivers Press, 2004). 
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was presented to her by Dick Clark. Albano and Wolff were both present at the 
ceremony in support of Richter. During the event, Roddy Piper came down to 
the ring and became embroiled in a fight with Lauper and her supporters, 
arguing that rock and roll had no place in the wrestling business and that it 
would be the downfall of America. He even went as far as kicking Lauper and 
slamming Wolff to the ground, which the media again covered as a real 
incident. Hulk Hogan,   a friend of Lauper’s, also became involved in the 

632

altercation. He later played her bodyguard at the 1985 Grammys to further 
promote wrestling. This storyline served to divide WWF wrestlers into 
pro-rock (those championing the inclusion of rock music, who would 
eventually drive the evolution of wrestling style) and anti-rock (those who 
were steadfast in their belief that rock had no place in wrestling) camps, 
playing out McMahon’s rebellion against traditional wrestling marketing.   

633

On February 18, 1985, Hulk Hogan, became the defender of the Rock n 
Wrestling Connection, putting his World Heavyweight Championship on the 
line against Roddy Piper, the leader of the anti-rock camp. The event  The War 
to Settle the Score  took place in Madison Square Garden and was once again 
televised live on MTV, drawing a 9.1 in TV ratings. Piper did not get paid that 
day, with the match ending in a disqualification and Hogan retaining his 
championship. However, the event drew considerable attention from 
celebrities outside of the wrestling industry, who were drawn to the conflict. 
Rock stars such as Dee Snider (Twisted Sister), Patty Smyth, Andy Taylor 
(Duran Duran), and Ted Nugent came out in defense of rock and roll, while 
movie and TV star Mr. T came to Hogan’s defense. Several celebrities were 
also interviewed backstage after the match. Among them was artist Andy 
Warhol, who stated that “the rock and wrestling connection was the most 
exciting thing I ever saw.” Similarly, when Joe Piscopo of  Saturday Night Live 
fame was interviewed, he likened the event to a Springsteen concert. He also 
said he would be returning to the Garden for another event, solidifying the 
WWF’s popularity.   

634

632  A wrestling superstar who rose to fame in the early 1980s, Hulk Hogan is arguably the most 
well-known wrestler in professional wrestling history. His popularity notably transcended 
professional wrestling during his prime, as he also worked in the film and television industries. 
“Dick Clark presents Cyndi Lauper with an award in Madison Square Garden.” YouTube video, 
3:19. Posted by “WWE,” April 19, 2012.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4jmgqSGtWxc . 
633  “Cyndi Lauper with Hulk Hogan Grammy 1985.”  
634  “MTV’s War To Settle The Score Part 1.” YouTube video, 24:30. Posted by 
“WWF2WWEReleases,” August 31, 2012. 
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Wrestlemania, held on March 31, 1985, was the climax of the Rock n 
Wrestling Connection feud. The main event saw Hogan and Mr. T teamed up 
to take on Roddy Piper and Mr. Wonderful Paul Orndorff; for the Women’s 
Championship, Richter (accompanied by Lauper) challenged Leilani Kai 
(accompanied by Moolah). By the end of the event, Richter, as well as Hogan 
and Mr. T, were declared the winners. In other words, rock had definitively 
won the battle over traditional wrestling, and McMahon had achieved his 
revolution. Notably, McMahon had spent a considerable amount of money 
bringing celebrities such as Muhammad Ali and Liberace to the show, which 
added to the spectacle of the event. However, he could not afford to keep this 
up on a regular basis. Financing Wrestlemania had almost bankrupted him, 
and so, deciding to promote with just the company’s new-found popularity, the 
WWF and Lauper parted ways. Nevertheless, McMahon knew that rock music 
would be crucial to wrestling’s continued success and that something would be 
needed to fill the void that ending his relationship with Lauper had left. The 
torch was eventually passed onto the wrestlers themselves, who took on rock 
and roll gimmicks.  

635

By 1985, wrestlers had already begun incorporating elements from 
different musical genres into their characters. However, it was the 
appropriation of various rock n roll subgenres that helped WWF wrestlers 
achieve a heightened level of stardom through increased mainstream attention. 
Wrestlers borrowed from rock genres such as classic, punk, glam, and grunge 
to become successful.  Some wrestlers had their characters thrust upon them 
by fans, some used the music as a reflection of their personal struggles (both 
in and out of the ring), and some simply enjoyed the style of music. Having 
found a seemingly perfect marketing strategy, the WWE has continued to 
co-opt rock and enjoy mainstream success up to and into the present.  

For almost 40 years, Wayne Farris, aka The Honky Tonk Man, has been 
wrestling as an alternate version of Elvis Presley. Farris grew up in Memphis 
and thus was constantly surrounded by the singer’s legacy, although he was 
not a big fan; he preferred the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. His early 
wrestling characters incorporated punk and rock elements. As the wrestler 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=umnXkLuKWLc.; “MTV’s War To Settle The Score Part 
3.” YouTube video, 13:40. Posted by “WWF2WWEReleases,” August 31, 201. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29O8BOWAUxQ. 
635  Assael and Mooneyham,  Sex, Lies, and Headlocks ; Lauper,  Cyndi Lauper , 169. 
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Punk-Rock Wayne Farris in the late 1970s, Farris became embroiled in a feud 
with Austin Idol that led to a series of “loser gets their hair dyed” matches, 
which culminated in Farris losing and dying his hair black. Afterwards, he 
simply wrestled under his given name, slicking back his dark hair and growing 
giant sideburns. One night after a Southeastern Wrestling event, some fans 
noted that Farris looked like Elvis and suggested that he wrestle as the famed 
singer. They then asked for his measurements and weeks later, much to 
Farris’s surprise, presented the wrestler with a gold lamé jumpsuit. His friend 
Robert Fuller then suggested adding a guitar to the gimmick, with which 
Farris could hit his opponent, and the “King” of wrestling was born.  

636

Continuing to showcase his preference for overexaggerated protagonist 
and antagonist archetypes in wrestling matches, McMahon hired Farris in 
1986 to play his Elvis role  as a babyface (i.e., “good guy”). However, Farris 
had been wrestling as a heel (i.e., “bad guy”) for almost a decade and fans 
were unwilling to believe he could be anything else, which threatened the 
authenticity of the character. In response, McMahon had Farris hit a fan 
favourite wrestler with his guitar; Honky Tonk Man immediately became one 
of the most popular heels in the WWF.   

637

Throughout his tenure in the WWF, Farris added various rock elements 
to his gimmick. He had a manager that accompanied him to the ring, Colonel 
Jimmy Hart (who was a play off of Elvis’s manager Colonel Tom Parker) and 
sometimes a valet, Peggy Sue (whose name came from a Buddy Holly song). 
Additionally, Farris’s entrance music was “Cool, Cocky, Bad,” which Farris 
sang himself as the Honky Tonk Man; his terrible voice enraged fans and 
further added to his heel persona. Although the fan reaction he received was 
negative, the hype and fervor he inspired helped keep him in the company’s 
spotlight. In the late 1980s, Farris won the WWF’s second most prestigious 
title, the Intercontinental Championship, and went on to become its longest 
reigning Intercontinental Champion.   

638

Between 1987 and 1988, Farris also helped the WWF expand its 
fanbase into southeastern United States and Canada. While he had already 
been a favourite heel character for 10 years in places like Memphis and 
Vancouver before coming to the WWF, his Honky Tonk character quickly 

636  “Honky Tonk Man Full Shoot Interview 3 hours!” YouTube video, 3:16:09. Posted by “The 
Hannibal TV,” May 16, 2015.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8aHwhLuQAYw .  
637 “Honky Tonk Man Full Shoot Interview 3 hours!”  
638  Ibid.  
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gained popularity in other areas and drew in large groups of fans who were 
eager to see him get beaten, both at live events and on TV. When Farris was 
the main draw on the card, venues throughout the North America were 
consistently filled to capacity. As researchers Cox and Kenny have noted, 
Elvis was a “god-like figure, so appealing that [his fans] were drawn to him 
and [would] follow him anywhere”—a sentiment that seems apt to describe 
the fans of Farris who, as a figure essentially denigrati.ng the good character 
of Elvis, was followed for the opportunity to witness his downfall.  

639

Today, Farris still wrestles and continues to enjoy a loyal fan following, 
albeit one smaller than the one he had at his peak. Farris suggests that his 
character’s ongoing appeal is because he “listened to the fans and gave them 
what they wanted.” In the early 1980s, people wanted Elvis, and McMahon 
understood the merchandising potential that an Elvis character could draw. 
While other wrestlers have tried to copy the Elvis gimmick since, none have 
been able to pull off an authentic character or enjoy mass appeal.   

640

Beyond classic rock, some wrestlers took advantage of the androgynous 
elements of glam rock to win over fans. Two such wrestlers were Ricky 
Morton and Robert Gibson, the now 30-year-strong tag team. Known as the 
Rock N Roll Express, both Morton and Gibson come from a traditional 
wrestling background and have maintained those roots, building upon them to 
entertain millions of people since the early 1980s. Although they were never 
prominent wrestlers in the WWF, their gimmick was later duplicated by 
another tag team of WWF renown, the Rockers.  

641

Morton and Gibson rose to fame in the Carolinas and Memphis, 
Tennessee, working for various wrestling promotions. In 1984, they were 
paired up to fill in for another top-rated tag team, the Fabulous Ones, who 
were beefcake wrestlers (i.e., attractive, muscular wrestlers) that drew in 
female crowds. Both fans of rock music, particularly Mötley Crüe and David 
Lee Roth, Morton and Gibson spoke to then-Memphis-wrestling-manager 
Jimmy Hart (the same Hart who would later manage Farris), who gave them 
the name Rock N Roll Express. Then, the pair perused fan magazines to see 

639 “Honky Tonk Man on his Elvis Character.” YouTube video, 4:44. Posted by “The Hannibal 
TV,” January 10, 2015.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C_9vV1jYaM0 .; “Honky Tonk Man 
Full Shoot Interview 3 hours!”; Melissa Olson and Darrell Crase. “Personal Communications.” 
Death Studies  14 (3) (1990): 279.  
640  “Honky Tonk Man Full Shoot Interview 3 hours!” 
641 Shawn Michaels and Aaron Feigenbaum,  Heartbreak & Triumph: The Shawn Michaels Story 
(New York: Pocket Books, 2005), 94. 
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how they could add rock fashion to their wrestling attire. They wore purple 
and flesh-coloured spandex pants and tied bandanas around their arms. Both 
also sported the popular 1970s glam rock hairstyles—Gibson’s hair brown and 
Morton’s hair dyed blond—a style which they keep to this day.   

642

At a time when wrestling crowds were male-dominated, the Express 
gave the industry a much-needed boost to help draw in a broad female 
demographic. And as new female fans came, their boyfriends tagged along. 
The Express quickly won over their new male fans with their fast-paced, 
high-flying style of wrestling. What made them so popular with crowds, 
especially the females, was their glam rock gimmick. Their look allowed them 
to be “sex-typed” as androgynous, a fad that became very popular during the 
late 1970s and early 1980s.   

643

As Steward and Garratt have argued, female fans are drawn to 
androgynous rock stars because they do not match the standard male sexual 
ideal.   They add that since women learn “to define themselves in opposition to 
a masculine ideal … the blending of feminine and masculine imagery presents 
[women] with an attractive alternative vision.” At least one survey supported 
this theory, revealing that women were found to be considerably more 
attracted to people who display androgynous characteristics. The results of the 
survey align with gossip shared by Morton’s wrestling contemporaries, who 
note that “nobody had more sex than Ricky Morton” and that “Ricky Morton 
had more sex on the way to the ring than most people did in a year.” As crude 
as these statements may be, it’s clear that the Rock N Roll Express were fan 
favourites among females. Women wanted to be with them and men wanted to 
be them, as the saying went of the time.  

644

Moreover, Morton and Gibson connected with fans because, as 
wrestling specialist Jim Cornette has remarked, “they weren’t just a marketing 
gimmick.” They were traditional wrestlers who learned what the fans liked 
and balanced the mental and physical aspects of wrestling while 
simultaneously bringing their passion for rock and roll to the sport. They 

642 Greg Oliver, The Pro Wrestling Hall of Fame: The Tag Teams (Toronto: ECW Press, 2005), 
56-57; “Rock N Roll Express on Talk is Jericho!” YouTube video, 2:19:38. Posted by “Juan 
Malveaux,” May 9, 2017. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z-bxgzV9LEQ. 
643 Oliver,  Pro Wrestling Hall of  Fame, 57. 
644  Lisa A. Lewis,  Gender Politics and MTV: Voicing the Difference  (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1990), 152; Sandra A Pursell, and Paul G Banikiotes. Androgyny and Initial 
Interpersonal Attraction.  Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin  4, no. 2 (1978): 238; “Hall 
of Fame Speech: Rock N Roll Express.” 
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performed in sold-out arenas all over the United States, providing fans with an 
authentic version of rock and roll wrestling that blended traditional and 
modern elements of the sport with glam rock fashion and rock-and-roll-paced 
movements. The WWF later produced a tag team modelled after the Express 
known as the Rockers (initially the Midnight Rockers in the American 
Wrestling Association), who, for a short period in the late 1980s, enjoyed 
much of the same fame as did the Rock N Roll Express. The Rockers were 
viewed by fans as authentic because, although they were almost identical to 
the Express, they wrestled exclusively for the WWF, whose programming 
reached a fanbase in a different region than that of the Rock N Roll Express.   

645

However, although playing androgynous characters can help draw in 
new fans, in a sport where the athleticism is real but the personas being 
portrayed are an act, authenticity is still the key to truly winning over those 
fans. If fans feel that something is inauthentic, it is rejected. For example, in 
the mid-1990s, Michael Laauli Hayner wrestled for World Championship 
Wrestling (WCW) as Prince Iaukea, whose gimmick was that he was a 
Hawaiian Islander. His gimmick never really caught on with fans, and he was 
repackaged in the late 1990s as “The Artist Formerly Known as Prince 
Iaukea,” whose entire gimmick was stealing the identity of Prince, the 
musician.   

646

However, the androgyny that the Iaukea character embodied did not 
resonate with late 1990s fans because Prince’s popularity had greatly declined 
by this time; this rendered Hayner’s portrayal, though a perfect imitation of 
the musician (bizarre hats, purple clothes, awkward mannerisms and all) a 
mockery rather than a homage. Although he won the WCW Cruiserweight 
Title (a minimal accomplishment in the WCW by that time), he ultimately 
failed to connect with the crowd and was fired from the WCW. By contrast, 
Farris’s Honky Tonk Man was not a direct copy of Elvis. He did not duplicate 
Elvis’s personality, and indeed, developed his own version of the beloved 
figure, making it authentic. Furthermore, Elvis remains a significant figure in 
American culture today, whereas Prince, though revolutionary, has not enjoyed 
nearly the same status as the King.  

647

645 “Hall of Fame Speech: Rock N Roll Express.” 
646  Due to his disenchantment with the music industry Prince change his name to a symbol, 
declaring himself the artist formerly known as Prince. R.D. Reynolds,  The Wrestlecrap Book of 
Lists  (Toronto: ECW Press, 2007), 335. 
647  Reynolds,  The Wrestlecrap Book of Lists , 335. 
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Authenticity could also be expressed via a personal story of hardship or 
pain that resonated with audiences. This ultimately worked for Scott Levy, 
who had wrestled in the late 1980s but was forced into a behind-the-scenes 
role for the WWF in the early 1990s due to his lack of popularity with the 
fans. During this period, Levy produced the storylines that other wrestlers 
would play out. Levy believed that he still had something to offer fans as a 
wrestler, but was unsure whether he would get to work as a wrestler again. Not 
being allowed to do what he truly loved, Levy fell into depression and turned 
to drugs, a period in his life that he would later draw upon to reignite his 
career in the ring. In 1995, he was presented with an opportunity to wrestle for 
independent wrestling company Extreme Championship Wrestling (ECW), 
which saw his popularity increase. Levy’s tenure with ECW was initially 
supposed to be short-lived, as he was only brought in as a means to promote 
another wrestler, but his character became an instant hit with the audience and 
he was hired on full time.  

648

Levy’s depression, which he states was caused by his feelings towards 
the wrestling business and his lack of an in-ring career, was mirrored in his 
ECW character, Raven. However, in a slight deviation from Levy’s own life, 
Raven’s depression reflected the thoughts and feelings of disaffected youth in 
the mid-1990s. Specifically, Raven’s depression was linked to his troubled 
childhood, of which his ECW foe, Tommy Dreamer, was a part. The storyline 
indicates that they knew each other as kids, and while Raven was a wildly 
unpopular loner, Tommy was the cool kid. Raven associated his issues with 
Dreamer’s success and wanted revenge, and in January 1995, Raven 
confronted Tommy Dreamer in front of an ECW crowd. In his promo, Raven 
threatened to inflict the same damage on Dreamer as was inflicted on Raven 
during his childhood. Drawing on his depression, Raven ignited his feud with 
Dreamer, wanting Dreamer to feel everything he felt, including: 

 
“the pain and suffering of a childhood lost. 
An empty promise a broken dream, a 
broken home … it’s strange how laughter 
looks like crying … and raindrops taste like 
tears … without the pain. Tommy Dreamer, 

648 “ Raven on Creating the Raven Gimmick.” YouTube video, 19:19. Posted by “Lance Storm, 
Cyrus & Raven Podcast Clips,” February 23, 2018. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uoYW83_OBqg. 
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you will relive the turmoil and anguish of 
an uncertain youth.” 

 
As evidenced in this statement, Levy’s character was strongly influenced by 
the alienated feelings of youth and the booming popularity of the grunge rock 
scene in the 1990s.   

649

Every aspect of Raven’s character had grunge elements woven into it: 
he wrestled in ripped, tattered jean shorts and concert shirts, he tied a denim 
shirt around his waist, added a leather jacket to his ring entrance, and had 
long, greasy hair. His overall demeanour mirrored that of the youth culture in 
the 1990s, who found the reduction of their economic prospects intolerable in 
much the same way that Levy found his economic prospects in wrestling 
diminishing. Moreover, much of what Raven said played off of the themes that 
permeated grunge music, which centered on frustrated and depressed youth 
suffering from their obsession with their own disenfranchisement by the older 
generation. Similar to grunge lyrics, Raven looked to crucify the insincere, 
who were seen by grunge listeners as the cause of society’s ills. In fact, Raven 
played this out by literally crucifying a wrestler, the Sandman, in the ring, 
chaining him to a cage surrounding the ring and beating him with a chair. 
Catherine Strong asserts that fans appreciated this approach for its 
authenticity. Indeed, wrestling and grunge seemed to be a good fit in the 
1990s, with the aggression of wrestling matching grunge music, whose lyrics 
have often been criticized as violent. Raven’s gimmick expanded as he formed 
a group with other wrestlers who became known as Raven’s Flock (a group of 
young, socially misfit wrestlers). His subsequent popularity even increased to 
the point where the WWE rehired him in the early 2000s.  

650

649  Scott E. Williams,  Hardcore History: The Extremely Unauthorized Story of ECW  (New 
York: Skyhorse, 2006).  
650  Thomas C. Shevory, “Bleached Resistance: The Politics of Grunge,”  Popular Music and 
Society  19 (2) (1995); Catherine Strong,  Grunge: Music and Memory . (New York: Routledge, 
2016), 19; Jeffrey Pearlin,  "A Brief History of Metal,"  Massachusetts Institute of Technology . 
Accessed December 1, 2017. https://metal.mit.edu/brief-history-metal; Tara Talley, "Grunge and 
Blues, A Sociological Comparison: How Space and Place Influence the Development and 
Spread of Regional Musical Styles,"  Chrestomathy: Annual Review of Undergraduate Research, 
School of Humanities and Social Sciences , College of Charleston Volume 4, 2005: pp. 228–240. 
p. 236; Whitehead, John W,  Grasping for the Wind: The Search for Meaning in the 20th 
Century , 2001. p. 247. 
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When the WWE brought Raven into the company, they also attracted a 
legion of new fans. However, Raven was unable to achieve the same level of 
success that he had had previously. Notably, the WWE did not recruit any of 
the Raven’s Flock members, possibly because, with Raven, the grunge theme 
grew organically from Levy’s struggles. By contrast, his flock was made 
solely to promote Raven’s character, and may have struggled to come off as 
genuine since they had not gone through the same struggles as Levy. 
Regardless, there are two primary arguments for why the Raven character in 
the WWE failed. First, though Raven did portray the same character under the 
WWE, maintaining his grunge look along with his cryptic messages, he spent 
much of his time on  Sunday Night Heat , one of the WWE’s least watched 
programs. This lack of promotion hindered Levy’s chances of reaching a 
wider viewing audience. Second, the fact that Levy achieved what he wanted 
(i.e., wrestling in the WWE) might have taken the edge off of Raven’s 
character. With the WWE, Raven came off as disingenuous, with his pleas for 
the disenfranchised falling short of his fans’ expectations now that they were 
coming from a guy who was a “success.” Within a few years, he was once 
again released from the WWE but continued to work for independent 
promotions for several years. In short, while Levy’s struggles helped him 
develop his character authentically and win over young fans, it appears that his 
commercial success caused him to lose a large amount of that popularity.  

651

If an authentic rock persona is the key to gaining fan acceptance, then it 
seems obvious that a wrestler who is also a rock musician would be greatly 
successful. This was the case with Chris Irvine, aka Moongoose McQueen (his 
musician stage name) or Y2J Chris Jericho (his wrestling name). Irvine’s 
dream as a kid had been to be both a wrestler and a rock star. Although he had 
been in a band since he was 14, it was his professional wrestling career that 
took off first. In the early to mid-1990s, Jericho traveled the world, wowing 
fans with his high-flying, fast-paced wrestling style. He wore bright spandex 
pants and had long, flowing blond hair. His wrestling gimmick was also 
heavily influenced by rock.  

652

651  “Raven on Creating the Raven Gimmick,” “Raven on Why He Quit WCW.” YouTube video, 
22:01. Posted by “Shoot Interviews,” October 17, 2017. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xHlqinxJjAw.; Kevin Romano. WWE Sunday Night Heat 
Ratings. TWNP-Wrestling News and Information. Accessed December 02, 2017. 
https://www.twnpnews.com/information/WWE/heat2001.shtml. 
652 Chris Jericho,  Undisputed: How to Become the World Champion in 1,372 Easy Steps  (New 
York: Grand Central Publishing, 2011), 60. 
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 In 1999, Irvine was hired to the WWE, viewed as an excellent 
performer who had the potential to draw in a new group of fans; around the 
same time, he formed Fozzy, a rock band, which still tours presently. Soon 
after, Jonny and Marsha Zazula, the owners of Megaforce Records, signed the 
band and planned to raise Fozzy to the status of bands like Metallica. They 
were to be a cover band, and Irvine, wanting to distinguish himself from other 
cover bands, decided that each band member “would adopt an alter ego and 
play characters within the band.” These alter egos included wearing wigs and 
dressing up as 1980s glam rockers; from here, Moongoose McQueen was 
born. The backstory to the group is that Fozzy had been picked up by a 
Japanese record label in the 1980s. They arrived in Japan to find the label had 
gone bankrupt, stranding Fozzy in Japan, while their music was stolen by 
now-popular 1980s bands who passed off Fozzy’s music as their own. They 
eventually made it back to America and now wanted to claim their stardom.   

653

Initially, Fozzy was not a popular band—not only were they a cover 
band (which came with an automatic air of inauthenticity), but their backstory 
was perceived as over the top and ludicrous. However, once the members 
began to develop their songs and dropped the fake characters, Fozzy attained a 
moderate level of popularity. Only Irvine’s character Jericho, who appeared as 
a stereotypical glam/metal rock figure, was a fan favourite; in fact, both 
Jericho and Moongoose McQueen were featured on WWF programming. 
Interestingly, although Irvine played both characters, neither admitted that 
they were the same person or that they even knew of each other (notably, 
McQueen would say he did not know Jericho, but would say that he should 
seek legal action against Jericho for “ripping off his character”).   

654

One key by-product of having performed in a band is that it helped 
Jericho learn how to read and work an audience. Indeed, Jericho excelled at 
playing to a crowd and his skills at talking on the mic are unparalleled. Today, 
the WWE has a staff of writers and wrestler promoters, and all interviews are 
scripted. However, after working for the WWE for nearly 20 years and 
performing in front of large rock crowds, Jericho has mastered speaking to the 
media. He is one of the few wrestlers today who is allowed to give unscripted 
interviews, which means that during a time of heightened behind-the-scenes 
awareness that the Internet provides, Jericho’s character is one of the few that 
can be considered truly genuine.  

653 Jericho,  Undisputed , 63-64, 80-81. 
654  Ibid. , 81. 
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Because of his fan appeal, Irvine has also been cast in television shows 
and movies, and has become a  New York Times  best-selling author. He even 
still consistently tours with Fozzy. Presently, Irvine resembles Bruce 
Springsteen in that his popularity is ubiquitous and undoubted. On January 4, 
2018, Jericho wrestled for New Japan Pro Wrestling (a rival company of the 
WWE) at their biggest annual show, Wrestle Kingdom. The buzz surrounding 
Jericho’s participation in the event increased ticket sales and, as Dave Meltzer 
noted, the number of fans from America going to the show increased. 
Combining his love of rock and his role as a musician and producer, Jericho 
has managed to fully legitimize the rock style he brings to wrestling, which in 
turn has drawn in several new fans to the WWE.  

655

Whether out of a genuine love of rock and roll or as an attempt to 
succeed in wrestling, incorporating rock into a wrestler’s persona appears to 
be key to winning over fans. Beyond a few exceptions, wrestlers who have 
attempted to utilize other genres of music have not experienced success to the 
same degree as those described in this paper. Two examples of these failed 
characters are Disco Inferno, whose character personified the Italian American 
disco scene, and the Maestro, a classical pianist whose technical proficiency at 
playing the piano was matched by his technique in the ring. By contrast, rock 
and roll music raised the WWF to new heights in the 1980s, and has continued 
to do so ever since. 

Historically, traditional wrestlers would walk to the ring without the 
accompaniment of music. There are outliers, however, including Gorgeous 
George, who walked to the ring to Sir Edward Elgar’s orchestra march, “Pomp 
and Circumstance,” and gained prominence in the 1950s for his androgynous, 
flamboyant, and “pretty boy” character. Nevertheless, the development of 
entrance music as a company standard in the wrestling business did not take 
place until the 1980s.  

656

The most significant wrestling star of the 1980s, Hulk Hogan, knew that 
having entrance music, especially rock music, was crucial to the success of his 
character, even before he wrestled for the WWF. In the early 1980s, before 
working for the AWA, Hogan made his way to countless rings accompanied 
by Survivor’s “Eye of the Tiger,” the theme song from the film  Rocky III. 

655 “Dave Meltzer Shoots on Kenny Omega vs. Chris Jericho NJPW.” YouTube video, 12:23. 
Posted by “Shoot Interviews,” November 6, 2017. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0IAOVqpuiX8. 
656 Beekman,  Ringside,  86. 
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When he was hired to the WWF in 1983, Hogan brought the idea of entering 
the ring to music with him. McMahon was initially hesitant about allowing 
Hogan to use his entrance music because very few wrestlers at this time had 
music playing when they walked to the ring. However, Hogan knew it would 
help his character connect with the fans because, as Hogan himself argued, 
“when the fans heard [the song] they went nuts [and] the whole arena would 
start to rock.” On January 23, 1984, Hogan challenged the Iron Sheik for the 
WWF World Heavyweight Title, and made his WWF entrance music debut 
with “Eye of the Tiger.” The 20,000+ crowd at Madison Square Garden 
erupted into unprecedented, deafening cheers as Hogan made his way to the 
ring. Hogan later suggested that every wrestler should have entrance music, 
and after witnessing Hogan’s ability to draw in fans, McMahon decided 
Hogan was on to something. Cyndi Lauper’s stint in wrestling also helped 
bolster Hogan’s argument: when Wendi Richter (whom Lauper managed) 
came to the ring accompanied by Lauper’s “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun,” she 
received near the same level of crowd enthusiasm that Hogan enjoyed, and for 
a time, her popularity equalled Hogan’s. McMahon quickly realized the value 
of entrance music, which he saw as a way to promote the overexaggerated 
characters that his wrestlers were becoming and win over fans. McMahon thus 
set about creating personalized entrance themes for all of his wrestlers.  

657

With the help of Rick Derringer, a Grammy-winning producer and 
former member of the 1960s rock group the McCoys, the first set of 
personalized wrestler theme songs was created. To further market the Rock n 
Wrestling Connection, McMahon released an album produced by Dick Wolfe 
that contained all the songs. While the 10-track  The Wrestling Album  obtained 
minimal commercial success, reaching only 84 on the album sales charts, it 
did succeed in making fans a part of the wrestling show.  

Wrestling manager Jimmy Hart also had a key role as producer on the 
album.   Before becoming the Mouth of the South, Hart was a composer and 

658

musician, with his most notable music credits coming from his stint as a 
member of the Gentrys in the 1960s. Wolfe, familiar with Hart’s musical 

657  Hulk Hogan,  Hollywood Hulk Hogan  (New York: Pocket Books, 2002), 89,115,124; Laparde 
and Murphy,  Sisterhood of the Squared Circle , 146. 
658  James Montgomery. "The Wrestling Album" at 30: How One Record Changed It All." 
Rolling Stone. November 18, 2015. Accessed December 01, 2017. 
https://www.rollingstone.com/sports/features/the-wrestling-album-at-30-the-inside-story-of-a-re
cord-that-started-a-revolution-20151118. 
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talents, invited Hart to produce the album with Derringer. The producer went 
on to compose some of the most memorable entrance themes in wrestling, for 
some of its most prominent stars, including Wayne Farris (Honky Tonk Man), 
The Rockers, and Hulk Hogan. Later, when Lauper began bringing new fans 
to wrestling shows, Hart’s rock-n-roll infused entrance music helped convert 
these new fans into long-term fans by making them feel like they were part of 
the show. As professor Ray Browne has noted, wrestling is a “participatory 
theater,” and audience involvement is of such importance that their reaction is 
the ultimate measure of an event’s success.   

659

Entrance music inspired reactions from fans because the themes were 
tailored to the personalities of wrestlers’ gimmicks. The fans thus 
enthusiastically cheered for their heroes and booed the villains, with wrestlers 
now easily identifiable from the start by their entrance music. Fans also 
became part of the show by singing along to the song. Today, audience 
participation remains as important to wrestling matches as it was during the 
1980s—the most popular wrestlers have themes that garner the largest crowd 
reactions and fans still sing along with the songs, as noted by WWE’s current 
music producer Gregg Wattenberg. As Jeffery J. Mondak argued, “some 
dramatic presentations [such as wrestling], may be so involving that the 
audience members become part of the drama.” Similarly, professor John 
Dizikes noted that “the crowd and the sporting event [can be] thought of as 
equal parts of a moment in history.” McMahon used these ideas as inspiration 
to further break from a traditional televised wrestling presentation. He began 
leaving the house lights on during shows and filming the audience, including 
the opening entrances when they sang along to the songs. As Hogan’s rock 
entrance and Lauper’s involvement in the WWF clearly demonstrate, rock 
music opened the door to the development of entrance music, a revolutionary 
development in wrestling that was quickly utilized by more mainstream sports 
industries and become a key part of their events as well. Within a few short 
years, boxing and sports team leagues such as the National Basketball 
Association had adopted WWF-style entrance themes.  
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659  Montgomery, "The Wrestling Album" at 30: How One Record Changed It All;" Jeffery J. 
Mondak. "The Politics of Professional Wrestling."  Journal of Popular Culture  23, no. 2 (1989): 
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In conclusion, Vince McMahon Jr. grabbed hold of the rock music 
industry and was able to successfully usher in a new era of wrestling. His 
efforts were borne out of his desire to break from traditional wrestling 
promoting practices, which were considered outdated by the late 1970s and 
led to a declining interest in the sport. The Rock n Wrestling Connection 
became McMahon’s rebellion against this tradition. Partnering with Cyndi 
Lauper after the release of her 1983 album, McMahon was able to attract a 
new generation of wrestling fans by appealing to their interest in rock music. 
Lauper became part of the show, promoting wrestlers like Wendi Richter and 
Hulk Hogan, and even appeared in her own storylines that received 
widespread attention from media outlets outside the wrestling industry.   Many 
rock fans who were drawn the sport by Lauper’s presence became wrestling 
fans. Lauper’s role in the WWF hit its peak at Wrestlemania, an event that 
established the WWF as the number one wrestling promotion in the world. 

Once the WWF had established a new fanbase, McMahon ended his 
relationship with Lauper. Now, instead of using celebrities to promote 
wrestling, McMahon had his individual wrestlers promote themselves by 
incorporating elements of rock culture into their gimmicks. During the latter 
half of the 1980s and up until today, some of the most popular wrestling stars 
have appropriated elements of the classic (Honky Tonk Man), glam (the Rock 
N Roll Express), and grunge (Raven) genres of rock n roll. These characters 
became popular with the fans for a variety of reasons, all of which were 
commonly underscored by an authentic persona. Coupled with these budding 
wrestling/rock personas was the development of entrance music, which 
quickly became widespread in the industry during the 1980s. While wrestlers 
had rarely entered the ring to music in years prior, McMahon immediately 
made the practice a company standard after witnessing the crowd’s elated 
response to Hogan’s “Eye of the Tiger” entrance. Musicians and producers 
were specially hired to create entrance music, tailored for each wrestler, that 
would excite audiences and also make them feel a part of the show. 

Overall, co-opting rock music helped trigger, and later accelerate, the 
wrestling boom that emerged in the 1980s, as the industry moved away from 
traditional wrestling. The overwhelming success that rock music brought to 
wrestling confirms this musical genre’s ability to have affected change, and 
forged a whole new industry of wrestling entertainment. 
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Bison in the Metabolic Rift?: The Decline of the Bison in 
World-Ecological Perspective 

Amy Parker 

 

 
The catastrophic decline and near-extinction of the keystone species 

of the western plains of North America, the American bison ( Bison bison ), has 
traditionally been attributed to the massive overhunting of the species by white 
hunters in the late nineteenth century. This occurred concurrently with the 
colonization of the plains by white settlers, and the defeat and dispossession of 
the plains indigenous peoples. Often, these processes are seen as inextricably 
linked - either through the rapacious white settlers in an industrial capitalist 
economy, or through deliberate government action to starve indigenous 
peoples by eliminating their primary food source.   Although there are 

661

elements of truth to all of these views, the scholarship of recent decades on the 
historical ecology of the western plains has revealed that the decline of the 
bison had begun much earlier than the late nineteenth century. Furthermore, 
the bison population declined even in areas like the Canadian prairies, which 
saw no widespread white hunting. Although the depredations of white bison 
hunters provided the killing blow on the American plains, the bison population 
of the Great Plains had already been depleted by changing indigenous hunting 
patterns in the early nineteenth century. For a variety of reasons, including the 
introduction of the horse, the spread of European diseases, and the integration 
of the plains into the global market economy, indigenous groups on the plains 
had reoriented their societies around bison hunting. In the northern plains, 
principally the present-day Canadian prairies, the growing demand for 
pemmican to feed Eurocanadian fur traders was a decisive factor in the 
depletion of bison populations.  

661 For more on indigenous groups, government, and the bison’s decline, see Dan Flores,              
“Reviewing an Iconic Story: Environmental History and the Demise of the Bison,” in  Bison and               
People on the North American Great Plains, ed. Geoff Cunfer (College Station: Texas A&M              
University Press, 2016): 30-48, and James Daschuk,  Clearing the Plains: Disease, Politics of             
Starvation and the Loss of Aboriginal Life  (Regina: University of Regina Press, 2013): 99-126. 

199 



 
Clio  2017-2018 

 

This paper will examine the decline of the bison on the northern plains 
as a result of the integration of the region into the expanding regime of market 
capitalism, making use of the Marxian ecological concept of the “metabolic 
rift,” as theorized by John Bellamy Foster and Jason W. Moore. By taking 
insights from Marxian ecology, I propose a framework for further analysis of 
the decline of the bison on the Great Plains which focuses on an area that is 
frequently touched on in the historiography of the subject but rarely explored 
in detail: the integration of the region into the global economic, ecological, 
social, and political regimes of market capitalism that propelled European 
empire. Putting the story of the bison’s decline in global context reveals much 
about the ways in which capital dispossesses, and the rifts it opens in the 
metabolism of humanity and ecology.  

This avenue of study will also help to address some of the 
rightly-raised concerns about the revisionist school. Prominent indigenous 
scholar and activist Vine Deloria Jr. once alleged that the revisionist account 
of the bison’s decline is “anti-Indian stuff.”   Although I disagree with 

662

Deloria’s assessment, I can certainly see where he is coming from; much of 
the revisionist scholarship can, at times, give the impression that the decline of 
the bison is somehow to be ‘blamed’ on indigenous hunters. Indigenous 
peoples must be seen as complex social actors with their own agency and 
interests, who made decisions that in some cases led to the decline of the bison 
on which they depended. However, as Marx reminds us ,  “Men make their own 
history, but they do not make it just as they please.”   Rather, every person 

663

and every society faces circumstances outside of their control, which may 
result from decisions made hundreds of years ago, or on the other side of the 
world. By applying Marxian ecology to the revisionist history of the bison’s 
decline, I hope to highlight some of these circumstances. 

Part I: Marxian Ecology and the Metabolic Rift 

One of the foundational texts of Marxian ecology is John Bellamy 
Foster’s “Marx’s Theory of Metabolic Rift: Classical Foundations for 
Environmental Sociology.” In his article, Foster attempts to counter critics 
who accuse Karl Marx of a “Promethean” celebration of the subjugation of 

662  Flores, “Reviewing an Iconic Story,” 44. 
663 Karl Marx, “The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon,” in  The Marx-Engels Reader,             
Second Edition , ed. Robert C. Tucker (New York: W.W. Norton, 1978): 595.  
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nature by technology. He argues that, in fact, “neglected but crucial elements 
within Marx’s social theory offer firm foundations for the development of a 
strong environmental sociology.”   Marx’s ecology, Foster argues, is rooted in 

664

the concerns of the second agricultural revolution, particularly concerns 
around soil chemistry. The emerging science of soil chemistry, led by the 
pioneering German scientist Justus von Liebig, raised concerns of “soil 
exhaustion” as a result of the depletion of nutrients in the soil (chiefly 
nitrogen, potassium, and phosphorous) by extensive agricultural use in the 
United Kingdom.  

In the early nineteenth century, bones were commonly used as 
fertilizer in Britain, including human bones taken from the immense 
Napoleonic-era battlefields of Waterloo and Austerlitz.   Another fertilizer 

665

which became more prominent was Peruvian guano. Guano, the dung of 
seabirds, was first imported to the UK in 1835, and by 1841, 220,000 tons of it 
were imported.   Liebig stressed that agriculture should be sustainable and 

666

rational, in contrast to the “spoliation system of farming”: “A field from which 
something is permanently taken away cannot possibly increase or even 
continue equal in its productive power.”   Liebig proposed that if the 

667

excrement produced by the inhabitants of the cities were somehow collected 
and returned to the farmers who produced the food which sustained said cities, 
“the productiveness of the land might be maintained almost unimpaired for 
ages to come”.  

668

Marx echoes Liebig’s criticism of British agriculture in  Capital 
Volume III, in which he writes:  

664  John Bellamy Foster, “Marx’s Theory of Metabolic Rift: Classical Foundations for            
Environmental Sociology,”  American Journal of Sociology  105, no. 2 (1999): 370. 
665 As Liebig memorably wrote: “Great Britain deprives all countries of the conditions of their               
fertility. It has raked up the battle-fields of Leipsic, Waterloo, and the Crimea; it has consumed                
the bones of many generations accumulated in the catacombs of Sicily […] Like a vampire it                
hangs on the breast of Europe, and even the world, sucking its lifeblood without any real                
necessity or permanent gain for itself.” (Brett Clark and John Bellamy Foster, “Ecological             
Imperialism and the Global Metabolic Rift: Unequal Exchange and the Guano/Nitrates Trade,            
International Journal of Comparative Sociology  50, no. 3 (2009): 316). 
666 Ibid, 375. 
667 Ibid, 378. 
668 Ibid. 
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Large landed property reduces the agricultural population to 
an ever decreasing minimum and confronts it with an ever 
growing industrial population crammed together in large 
towns; in this way it produces conditions that provoke an 
irreparable rift in the interdependent process of the social 
metabolism,   a metabolism prescribed by the natural laws of 

669

life itself. The result of this is a squandering of the vitality of 
the soil, which is carried by trade far beyond the bounds of a 
single country. […] Large-scale industry and industrially 
pursued large-scale agriculture have the same effect. If they 
are originally distinguished by the fact that the former lays 
waste and ruins the labour-power and thus the natural power 
of man, whereas the latter does the same to the natural power 
of the soil, they link up in the later course of development, 
since the industrial system applied to agriculture also 
enervates the workers there, while industry and trade for their 
part provide agriculture with the means of exhausting the soil.

 
670

Elsewhere in  Capital , Marx also speaks of capitalist production disturbing 
“the metabolic interaction between man and the earth,”   which is the core of 

671

his ecological critique. Earlier in the  Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts , Marx had written  

Man  lives  from nature, i.e., nature is his  body , and he must 
maintain a continuing dialogue with it if he is not to die. To 
say that man’s physical and mental life is linked to nature 
simply means that nature is linked to itself, for man is a part of 
nature (emphasis in original).  672

669  Metabolism,  stoffwechsel  in Marx’s original, is also translated as “social interchange” in the 
International Publishers edition of  Capital Volume III  (Karl Marx,  Capital Volume III,  New 
York: International Publishers, n.d., accessed via 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1894-c3/ ).  
670 Ibid, 379. 
671 Ibid. 
672 Ibid, 381. Also translated “Man  lives on nature- means that nature is his  body , with which he                  
must remain in continuous intercourse if he is not to die. That man’s physical and spiritual life is                  
linked to nature means simply that nature is linked to itself, for man is a part of nature,” in Karl                    
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 Metabolism describes this fundamental insight, that humanity and nature are 
not separate but are in fact linked through complex interdependent processes, 
which are disrupted by the exploitation of both human labour and nature under 
capitalist production. A number of other antagonisms within capitalist society 
could be explained by virtue of the metabolic rift  —  the antagonism between 
city and country, and also the antagonism between colonizer and colony, as 
colonized countries saw their resources as well as their labour extracted by 
agents of colonial capital.  

Two case studies applying Foster’s analysis of the metabolic rift to 
historical ecology help to illustrate how it applies to the decline of the bison as 
well. The first, “Ecological Imperialism and the Global Metabolic Rift: 
Unequal Exchange and the Guano/Nitrates Trade,” by Foster and Brett Clark, 
applies the metabolic rift to nineteenth century imperialism. Britain was able 
to dominate the global guano trade because of its overall dominance of the 
Peruvian economy. In the 1840s, at the height of the guano trade, Peru still 
owed Britain debts from its war of independence from Spain. Peru’s 
government in this period served the interests of the bourgeoisie of the capital 
city, Lima, who favoured liberal trade policies with the British. The 
government signed a contract with the British company Anthony Gibbs & 
Sons, granting it exclusive rights on the sale of Peruvian guano.   In the same 

673

period, farmers in upstate New York and slave planters in the Southeastern 
United States also had significant need for fertilizer. In 1856 Congress passed 
the Guano Islands Act, authorizing American seizure of unoccupied islands, 
rocks, and keys, some of which remain in the United States’ possession today. 
These include Johnson Atoll near Hawai’i, where nuclear testing and chemical 
weapons disposal have led to environmental contamination, and Navassa 
Island, which is subject to a territorial dispute with the Republic of Haiti.  

Nevertheless, no islands seized were able to match Peru’s production 
in guano mining. The Chincha Islands, off Peru’s coast, had deposits of guano 
in some places hundreds of feet deep and thousands of years old. In a pattern 
often-reproduced in the relations between colonizer and colonized nations, the 
export revenues accrued to the Lima bourgeoisie, and failed to improve the 
country’s infrastructure and the living conditions of the vast majority of its 

Marx,  Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 , trans. Martin Milligan (Mineola: Dover            
Publications, 2007): 74. 
673  Clark and Foster, 319. 
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population. Peru remained indebted and dependent. In 1864, Spain attempted 
to seize the Chincha islands from Peru, before being defeated by an alliance of 
its former colonies — Peru, Ecuador, Bolivia, and Chile, with the backing of 
Great Britain. Nevertheless, by the 1870s the vast guano deposits were mostly 
gone. One observer in 1877 wrote:  

When I first saw [the Chincha islands] twenty years ago, they 
were bold, brown heads, tall, and erect, standing out of the sea 
like living things, reflecting the light of heaven, or forming 
soft and tender shadows of the tropical sun on a blue sea. Now 
these same islands looked like creatures whose heads had 
been cut off, or like vast sarcophagi, like anything in short that 
reminds one of death and the grave.  

674

In 1853, a process for efficiently mining nitrates, the key element of 
fertilizer that could not yet be reproduced artificially, was discovered. 
Fortunately for the Peruvian ruling class, in addition to its dwindling guano, it 
also had rich nitrate deposits in the southern desert province of Tarapacá. 
Nitrates could also be found in the neighbouring Bolivian province of 
Atacama. Anxious not to repeat the mistakes of the guano trade, which had 
only deepened Peru’s dependency on Britain, in 1875 the government imposed 
a state monopoly on nitrate production in Tarapacá. Four years later, Bolivia 
followed suit, raising export taxes on nitrates in Atacama. Chile declared war 
on Peru and Bolivia with the backing of the British, seized Tarapacá and 
Atacama, and reopened them to British investment. By 1890, seventy percent 
of the nitrate operations in Chile were controlled by Britain. In 1888, the 
Chilean president José Manuel Balmaceda had attempted to nationalize the 
nitrate mines, but was deposed three years later in a civil war in which his 
opponents were supported by British capital. In 1913, the German chemist 
Fritz Haber developed a process for producing synthetic nitrates, launching the 
Chilean economy into a severe depression. The examples of Peru and Chile in 
the nineteenth century demonstrate the consequences of Britain’s metabolic 
rift on colonized countries. In order to meet its “environmental overdraft” and 
fertilize its soils, Britain pursued overtly imperialist policies in South 
America, leading to debt, dependency, and depression in those countries.  

675

674 Ibid, 321. 
675 Ibid, 330. 
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The second case study, “The Metabolic Rift and Marine Ecology: An 
Analysis of the Ocean Crisis Within Capitalist Production,” written by Clark 
and Rebecca Clausen, analyzes the depletion of the world’s fish stocks from 
the perspective of Marxist ecology. They argue that “we have reached a point 
where the cumulative and ongoing human effect on the oceanic environment is 
threatening the biological integrity of marine ecosystems. In turn, the ability of 
marine environments to provide livelihoods for those who depend on the sea is 
placed at risk.”   The world is presently witnessing a crisis in oceanic 

676

depletion that is equivalent to the crisis of soil depletion which preoccupied 
Liebig and Marx. Furthermore, just as that crisis was accompanied by Liebig 
and others’ advances in the field of soil chemistry, this current crisis is 
accompanied by the growth of marine ecology (including the ecology of the 
deep sea, which is only beginning to be understood). This also includes 
understanding of the ocean’s microbes, which play a key role in its trophic 
levels (levels of the food chain). At the level of plankton, organic matter 
cycles through microbes before entering higher trophic levels. Furthermore, 
the oceanic ecosystems often have five or more trophic levels, whereas it was 
previously assumed they were similar to freshwater systems, which usually 
have only three.  

677

Clausen and Clark analyse the role of industrial fishing practices and 
mass production and consumption in the depletion of the North Atlantic 
fisheries off New England and Atlantic Canada. Fish such as cod had long 
been staples of the economy of these regions. In the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, advances in preservation, including cold storage and 
canning, as well as marketing and distribution allowed for North Atlantic fish 
to become mass market products in North America and Europe. Fishing fleets 
were able to expand their geographical range, increasing the size of their 
harvests. Factory trawlers epitomized these advances, enabling the capture of 
hundreds of tons of fish in a single netting, which could then be processed and 
frozen onboard  —  a self-contained industrial operation.   International law 

678

was altered to reflect these advances, with states’ oceanic property rights 
established in the United Nations Conference on the Law of the Sea in 1958. 

676  Rebecca Clausen and Brett Clark, “The Metabolic Rift and Marine Ecology: An Analysis of               
the Ocean Crisis Within Capitalist Production,”  Organization & Environment 18, no. 4 (2005):             
423. 
677 Ibid, 428-29. 
678  Ibid , 432-33. 
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In 1982, the UN Law of the Sea established exclusive economic zones of up to 
200 miles from the shores of coastal states, over which said states have 
“exclusive rights to living and nonliving resources for extraction and 
economic pursuits.”   

679

Scientists have realized that the removal of hundreds of millions of 
tons of aquatic life has a profound effect on marine ecosystems. Furthermore, 
as species at higher trophic levels are overfished, such as tuna and cod, 
commercial fishers turn to lower trophic levels, “fishing down the food chain.”

  This can have unforeseen consequences for the ecosystem. As a result of 
680

cod depletion, North Sea fishers have begun to harvest pout, a prey species for 
cod. In turn, pout eat krill and copepods, a type of plankton. Krill, themselves 
also eat copepods, as do young cod. As pout decline through commercial 
harvesting, the krill population expands, and eats more and more copepods. 
Thus, cod’s recovery from its own overfishing is rendered impossible as the 
principal food source of young cod also declines.  

681

As a response to the decline of fish stocks, capitalist fisheries have 
turned to a form of “intensified production”  —  aquaculture, termed the “Blue 
Revolution.” This is similar to the “Green Revolution” of the twentieth 
century, in which pesticides and chemical fertilizers were used to intensify 
production. Clausen and Clark argue:  

Aquaculture represents not only a quantitative change in the 
intensification and concentration of production; it also places 
organisms’ life cycles under the complete control of capitalist 
ownership. It not only fails to mend the metabolic rifts that it 
produced, it also increases the existing rifts and creates new 
ecological disruptions.   

682

Because most farmed species, such as salmon, are carnivorous, they 
must be fed with fish harvested in the wild. Every pound of salmon requires 
four pounds of fishmeal to produce. As with factory farming, the close, 
unhealthy proximity of farmed fish is an ideal atmosphere for disease, and the 
use of antibiotics in aquaculture has the potential to create more resistant 

679  Ibid , 433. 
680  Ibid , 434. 
681  Ibid . 
682  Ibid , 436. 
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diseases, putting ecosystems at further risk.   The metabolic rift in capitalist 
683

ocean fishing is further intensified by the practices of aquaculture. 

In his article “Environmental Crises and the Metabolic Rift in 
World-Historical Perspective,” Jason W. Moore applies Foster’s interpretation 
of Marx’s “metabolic rift” to a much longer timescale. Drawing on Immanuel 
Wallerstein’s world systems theory and Fernand Braudel’s  longue durée, 
Moore argues that the metabolic rift began much earlier —  the late Middle 
Ages, when capitalism first began to displace feudalism in Europe. 
Furthermore, he argues that since the late Middle Ages, as capitalism has 
developed, it has undergone a series of “systemic cycles of agro-ecological 
transformation.” These follow the systemic cycles of accumulation in which a 
“new world hegemony” replaces the previous hegemonic state or territorial 
formation (Genoese, Dutch, British, American, and so on).   Each new cycle 

684

of accumulation, he argues, “must be rooted in a new, geographically broader 
and technically more intense mode of capitalist ecological exploitation. 
During these overlapping periods of crisis and reorganization, the system’s 
relationship with the environment assumes special importance.”  

685

Moore proposes five systemic cycles of agro-ecological 
transformation. In the first, which lasted from the 1350s to the 1580s, 
feudalism declined after Europe was struck by the Black Death and by ensuing 
waves of peasant unrest. Sovereigns and feudal landowners’ interests aligned 
them with the mercantile capitalists of the Italian city-states, chiefly Genoa, 
which favoured Europe’s expansion onto the world market. In northwestern 
Europe, “subsistence producers gave way to a class of capitalist farmers,”  

686

enabled by the development of new agricultural techniques like three-field 
crop rotation and convertible husbandry. The Columbian exchange introduced 
new crops like maize and potatoes to Europe, and widespread disease and 
death to the Americas. Unfree agricultural labour expanded on Europe’s 
peripheries, the areas adjacent to the Western European core: the “second 
serfdom” to produce wheat in Poland and Russia, and chattel slavery to 

683  Ibid , 437. 
684 Jason W. Moore, “Environmental Crises and the Metabolic Rift in World-Historical 
Perspective,” Organization & Environment 13, no. 2 (2000): 139. 
685  Ibid . 
686  Ibid , 142. 
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produce sugar in the Atlantic islands and the Caribbean.   In the second cycle, 
687

lasting from the 1590s to the 1750s, unrest again struck the European core, 
reflected in the Dutch revolt, the English Civil War, and the Fronde, among 
others. Colonization proceeded apace in the Americas and in the East Indies, 
and the exploitation of labour and resources in the colonies was extensively 
capitalized: silver mining in Potosí; plantation slavery in Brazil, the 
Caribbean, and the southern British colonies; and spice production in the 
Dutch East Indies being three such examples.   

688

The third cycle, which lasted from the 1760s to the 1870s is the one 
which principally concerns the decline of the bison. This cycle began with the 
Atlantic Revolutions in the thirteen colonies, France, Haiti, and Latin 
America.  In the new United States, “the triumph of the Southern planters and 
the Northern mercantile bourgeoisie in the American Revolution led to the 
capitalist transformation of agriculture that eliminated subsistence-oriented 
agriculture everywhere but the frontier.”   Slavery entered a new phase as it 

689

was abolished in the British West Indies but intensified in Spanish Cuba, 
Brazil, and the United States. The British empire became a centre of 
“botanical imperialism” as, for example, the British broke China’s tea 
monopoly and began intensive tea planting in India. Finally, “vast new 
semiperipheries were set into play—Russia and the White settler zones of the 
United States, Australia, Canada, and others were drawn into the world market 
as major agricultural exporters.”   The fourth and fifth cycles, lasting from the 

690

1870s to the 1940s and the 1950s to present, respectively, are outside the 
scope of this analysis, as they concern the period after the bison’s decline. 

The theme that unites all of the cycles of agro-ecological 
transformation is the “global expansionary logic” of capital, the need to 
constantly expand and seize new territory, new resources, and new markets. 
Moore argues that the roots of this global expansionary logic can be found in 
the “inherently unstable division of labor between town and country under 
capitalism”  —  in short, the metabolic rift. This metabolic rift has left 
capitalism “unable to sustain itself as a closed system, in which nutrients are 

687 Ibid. 
688   Ibid. 
689   Ibid.  143 . 
690   Ibid. .  
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recycled, but rather only as a flow system, requiring ever greater external 
inputs to survive.”  

691

Part II: The Historiography of Bison Ecology 

Dan Flores’ “Bison Ecology and Bison Diplomacy: The Southern 
Plains from 1800 to 1850,” is the first revisionist account of bison ecological 
history. Flores argues first that the number of bison on the Great Plains   was 

692

far lower than most estimates have put it. Rather than 60 or 100 million bison, 
he argues that the carrying capacity of the Great Plains for large grazers would 
have supported a median of 28-30 million animals, varying considerably in 
periods of drought. Of these, about 8.2 million bison would have lived on the 
plains south of the Arkansas river.   Further, he argues that the subsistence 

693

needs of indigenous bison hunters, “caloric requirements plus the number of 
robes and hides required for domestic use,”   would work out to roughly six 

694

bison per person per year. The human population of the southern plains in the 
period between 1780 and 1850 was perhaps 30,000 people.   The bison 

695

population of the southern plains should have been sufficient to support the 
subsistence needs of twice as large a human population. And yet, by the 
1850s, reports of starvation among indigenous bison-hunting groups were 
becoming increasingly common. In the Kiowa painted robe calendar, the 
notation meaning “many bison” appears in 1841, and then only once thereafter 
in the next thirty-five years. The notation meaning “few or no bison” appears 
for four years in a row beginning in 1849.   The white bison hunters of the 

696

1870s took 3.5 million bison hides from the southern plains.   What happened 
697

to the rest?  

691  Ibid , 146. 
692  The Great Plains refers to the ecoregion covering all of the US states of North and South                  
Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas, and parts of Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico, Colorado,            
Wyoming, and Montana, as well as the southern parts of the Canadian provinces of Manitoba,               
Saskatchewan, and Alberta. The Southern Plains are defined as the region south of the Arkansas               
River, mostly in Oklahoma, Texas, and New Mexico. 
693 Dan Flores, “Bison Ecology and Bison Diplomacy: The Southern Plains from 1800 to 1850,” 
The Journal of American History  78, no. 2 (1991): 470-471. 
694  Ibid , 479. 
695  Ibid , 480. 
696  Ibid , 480-483. 
697  Ibid , 466. 
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Flores argues that a number of important ecological changes had 
diminished the bison population by the mid-nineteenth century. One major 
causal factor was the re-introduction of the horse to the Great Plains.   The 

698

bison and horse share an eighty percent dietary overlap and would have 
competed for scarce water resources. Moreover, domesticated horses had 
additional human protection that granted them an advantage over bison 
competitors. The introduction of bovine diseases like brucellosis, tuberculosis 
and anthrax may have had an impact as well. In addition, the naturally variable 
climate cycle of the Great Plains played a role, as a severe drought cycle 
began in 1846. Flores notes that, “A normal climate swing combined with 
unprecedented external pressures to produce an effect unusual in bison 
history- a core population, significantly reduced by competition with horses 
and by drought, that was quite susceptible to human hunting pressure.”   He 

699

argues that the indigenous hunters of the southern plains, even with all of these 
pressures, may have been able to come to a new equilibrium with the bison, 
had they been given time. However, two centuries proved too brief a window 
to adapt to these many pressures, including the introduction of horses, the 
expansion of indigenous populations, and “the swelling demand for bison 
robes generated by the Euro-American market.”  

700

In his article “The First Phase of Destruction: Killing the Southern 
Plains Buffalo, 1790-1840,” Pekka Hämäläinen builds on Flores’ argument, 
but expands its geographic and temporal scope. The diminution of the bison 
herds on the southern plains, he argues, began perhaps as early as the 1780s or 
1790s, and was perceptible by the 1810s.   Hämäläinen’s geopolitical frame 

701

of reference is Comanchería, the indigenous empire fashioned by the 
Comanche people in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, which 
had its heartland in present-day Texas, and dependencies in New Mexico and 
the Mexican states of Coahuila and Nuevo Leon. He argues that “the 
Comanche fashioned […] an attractive but inherently fragile economic regime 
that rested on a large-scale, and ultimately excessive, exploitation of the 

698  The horse had evolved in North America before the last Ice Age before spreading to Eurasia 
via the Bering land bridge and then going extinct in North America. 
699  Ibid , 482. 
700  Ibid , 484. 
701  Pekka Hämäläinen, “The First Phase of Destruction: Killing the Southern Plains Buffalo,             
1790-1840,”  Great Plains Quarterly  21, no. 2 (2001): 103. 
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bison.”   The root of the Comanche’s success in exploiting the bison herds 
702

was their adoption of horse-mounted hunting methods. On horseback, the 
hunters could surround the bison, keep pace with them, and single out their 
kills. This technique was extremely productive, allowing hunters to take as 
many as 300 animals per day.   As a result, the Comanche and neighbouring 

703

bison hunters were able to fully adapt their economy around the exploitation 
of the bison. This centralization of bison meat as a staple food source allowed 
the Comanche to increase their population, but left them with a “chronic 
carbohydrate deficiency,” which they made up by trading excess meat, fat, and 
hides with neighbouring agriculturalists (Wichita, Kansa and Pawnee as well 
as Spanish, French and Anglo-American) for corn and grain.  This market 

704

trade, Hämäläinen argues, was at the root of the Comanche’s overhunting of 
the southern plains bison. 

Hämäläinen echoes many of these themes in his book  The Comanche 
Empire,  which discusses the Comanche hegemony over the southern plains 
from its rise to its ultimate fall. Their exploitation of the bison herds, he 
argues, was a key component in both sides of that equation. The extensive use 
of bison as a food resource allowed the Comanches to, by 1780, triple their 
population of 1750, which had stood at between ten and fifteen thousand.  

705

However, although the bison herds provided the Comanches with “a 
seemingly bottomless reservoir of hides, protein, and fat, […] that abundance 
rested on a shaky ecological foundation: Comanchería was a hunter’s paradise 
but only for a limited number of people.”   The Comanche had reached, then 

706

far exceeded, the number of bison they could sustainably take. By the 1840s, 
when the drought Flores mentioned struck, Comanchería’s bison herds were 
utterly wiped out, as the Comanches guarded vital river valleys for their 
horses, denying them to the bison.   Their major food source gone, the 

707

Comanche faced mass starvation, and twenty years later, their once-mighty 
empire was subsumed by the United States. 

702  Ibid . 
703  Ibid , 104. 
704  Ibid , 105. 
705  Pekka Hämäläinen,  The Comanche Empire,  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008): 102. 
706  Ibid , 293. 
707  Ibid , 296. 
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Another account of the practices of indigenous bison hunters is found 
in Richmond Clow’s “Bison Ecology, Brulé and Yankton Winter Hunting, and 
the Starving Winter of 1832-33.” In this article, Clow discusses a famine 
winter that occurred in the vicinity of Fort Pierre in present-day South Dakota 
among the Brulé and Yankton Lakota. He argues that, contrary to the cliché 
that nomadic hunters will “follow the herds” as they migrate, the Lakota bands 
would in fact gather at the Missouri river, anticipating the bison’s arrival to 
seek shelter from the winter along the river’s banks. This was a more efficient 
hunting strategy, and one that allowed for large-scale coordinated winter 
hunting. Hunting in winter was preferable because the bison would have more 
fat and higher-quality hides to make robes from. The robe trade, in which 
American traders purchased bison hide robes from indigenous hunters, had not 
yet reached the extremes it later would; in the early 1830s traders still sought 
only high-quality winter hide robes.   As counter-intuitive as it may seem, 

708

starvation among the Lakota in the winter of 1832-33 was brought on by the 
relatively mild temperatures that year, as the bison were not forced to take 
shelter in the river valley. Clow’s account stresses several key themes: the 
complex and unpredictable interconnections between weather patterns, bison 
migrations, and indigenous hunting practices. It also reveals the extent to 
which market penetration, even at this early stage, contributed to indigenous 
practices.  

 In his book  The Destruction of the Bison: An Environmental History, 
1750-1920,  Andrew C. Isenberg provides a comprehensive revisionist 
narrative of the bison’s decline, considering ecological, economic, and 
socio-political factors. He begins with an examination of the ecology of the 
plains, the ways in which the region favoured bison as a herd animal. “The 
definitive characteristic of the Great Plains,” he argues, “is not flatness but 
aridity.”   The region receives less than 24 inches of rainfall on average each 

709

year, a result of the rain shadow of the Rocky Mountains to the west. As a 
result, outside of the river valleys which cross the plains, they are dominated 
by shortgrasses, and in particular by blue grama ( Bouteloua gracilis ) a species 
whose extensive below-ground root structures allow it to endure short 

708  Richmond Clow, “Bison Ecology, Brulé and Yankton Winter Hunting, and the Starving             
Winter of 1832-33,”  Great Plains Quarterly  15, no. 4 (1995): 263. 
709  Andrew C. Isenberg,  The Destruction of the Bison: An Environmental History, 1750-1920,             
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000): 16. 
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droughts and quickly recover. Because of their small size, shortgrasses have a 
higher proportion of protein to carbohydrates than taller grasses ideal for the 
nutritive requirements of the bison. The shortgrasses, in turn, respond 
favourably to grazing, which stimulates new growth.   The shortgrasses and 

710

the bison, then, had a mutually beneficial relationship which allowed them to 
remain the dominant plant and animal species of the Great Plains for over ten 
thousand years.  

The bison had not always been the dominant species in its 
environment, nor the largest. In the Pleistocene epoch, during the last Ice Age, 
the North American continent was home to many large herbivores 
( megafauna ), among them the wooly mammoth ( Mammuthus primigenius ) 
and the giant bison ( Bison latifrons ), as well as the wild horse ( Equus ferus ). 
Some combination of factors such as climatic change and the arrival of 
humans via the Bering land bridge led to the extinction of the North American 
megafauna, including the horse, which survived in Eurasia, roughly eleven 
thousand years ago. As the climate became warmer and drier and the glaciers 
receded, and grassland replaced forest in the centre of the continent. The 
modern bison, smaller than its extinct cousin, survived the Pleistocene 
extinctions because it was “swifter ahoof, reproduced faster, and required less 
forage.”    The bison was a “weed species,” the only large grazer left, and it 

711

spread widely because of its monopoly on that niche.  

The emergence of horse-mounted bison hunting societies in the Great 
Plains, Isenberg argues, was a consequence of “ecological imperialism”- it 
was made possible not only by the spread of the horse from European 
colonies, but also by the spread of European diseases, which devastated the 
semi-agricultural societies of the Missouri river valley. The adoption of bison 
hunting as a singular, year-round pursuit, he argues, was an improvisational 
response to these ecological invasions:  

Most North American Indians diversified their resource use and 
followed seasonal cycles: planting in the spring, hunting and gathering 
in the summer, harvesting in the fall, and hunting again in the winter. 
By contrast, as the utility of the horse, the lure of the fur trade, and the 

710  Ibid , 18-20. 
711  Ibid , 63. 
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fear of disease drove the Indians to the grasslands, they came to rely 
primarily on one resource, the bison.   

712

The horse had first been returned to the North American mainland when 
Hernán Cortés landed in Mexico in 1519. The Spanish spread horses 
throughout their New World colonies, including New Mexico, where in 1680 
the Puebloan peoples revolted and drove out the Spanish. The Puebloans 
seized the livestock of the Spanish colonists, including their horses. The 
Puebloans subsequently traded horses north, to the Navajo, the Nez Perce, and 
the Shoshone. From these nations’ trading networks, the horse was spread to 
the Plains.   Along with horses, knowledge of their husbandry and riding was 

713

also spread along these trade routes. Although horses did also go feral, 
becoming wild ‘mustangs’ on the Plains and in California, indigenous peoples 
generally acquired their horses through trading, breeding, and raiding, not 
capturing wild horses. The Oglala Lakota winter count records their first 
successful capture of a wild horse only in 1781.  

714

The transition to horse-mounted bison m hunting also initiated a new 
division of labour between men and women. Previously, women had been the 
chief agriculturalists and gatherers; now, their role was centred on dressing 
carcasses, preparing meat, and tanning hides for use or for commerce. There 
was also a new political structure  —  horse mounted hunting favoured small, 
decentralized kin-based bands that might come together into larger units for 
winter hunting. Isenberg argues that this system was flexible and adaptable, 
but ultimately “too decentralized to withstand the blandishments of European 
trade.”   In the early nineteenth century, steamboats allowed the American 

715

Fur Company to massively expand the incipient bison robe trade. By the 
1840s, these steamboats were carrying over 100,000 robes annually.  

716

Isenberg writes that indigenous hunters’ exploitation of the bison for 
Euroamerican markets “was a startling transformation of their use of the 
resource that sustained their very existence.”   They did so, he argues, as a 

717

result of the dislocations that European ecological imperialism had brought 

712  Ibid , 33. 
713  Ibid , 38-39. 
714  Ibid , 41. 
715  Ibid , 48. 
716  Ibid , 93. 
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upon their societies. The dislocation of gender roles was particularly 
important:  

As pedestrian bison hunters, men, women, and children had 
participated in the surround of the herd or the drive to the pound or the 
jump. After the advent of the horse, however, hunting became the 
domain of men and older boys. Women and girls were relegated to the 
dressing of meat and hides, the management of the camp, and the 
gathering of wild roots and berries. […] the transition to equestrian 
bison hunting in the eighteenth century radically reduced the 
importance of women’s separate sphere of production, preparing the 
way for the decline of women’s status and the ascendancy of the bison 
robe trade,   

718

as men competed among one another for status, relying on the subordinated 
labour of women who tanned the hides and made the robes. 

The drought of the 1840s, combined with the intensive hunting for the 
robe trade, decimated the bison. The bison first disappeared from the central 
plains, the region abutting the frontier of Euroamerican settlement, where the 
robe trade was most intensive. In 1837, one fur trader commented that the 
Lakota, Cheyenne and Ponca nations had previously hunted in the region 
around the Missouri River, but “scarcity of buffalo […] has made it necessary 
for them to seek the means of living in more remote regions.”   In 1855, the 

719

Indian agent at Fort Laramie, on the Platte river in present-day Wyoming, 
wrote: “The buffalo is becoming scarce and it is more difficult from year to 
year for the Indians to kill a sufficient number to supply them with food and 
clothing.”   By the late 1850s, the bison were becoming scarce in the 

720

Blackfoot territory. As the bison declined, widespread starvation and suffering 
ensued. European economic and ecological imperialism, Isenberg writes, 
“combined to break the dominance of the nomads and the bison in the Great 
Plains in the nineteenth century”; however, these same factors had made the 
nomadic hunting societies possible in the eighteenth.  
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Thus far, all of the revisionist accounts presented have focused on the 
American plains. George Colpitts’ book  Pemmican Empire: Food, Trade and 
the Last Bison Hunts in the North American Plains, 1780-1882  applies the 
historiography of bison ecology described above to the Canadian prairies. His 
focus is on the usage of bison to create pemmican, a mixture of powdered 
dried meat and fat, which sustained the Eurocanadian fur trading empires of 
Rupert’s Land. As the Montreal-based North West Company (NWC) and the 
London-based Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) expanded into the Winnipeg 
Steppe in the 1780s and 90s, their already tenuous supply lines were stretched 
to the limit. The subarctic biome of what is now northern Ontario and 
Manitoba could not supply enough food for the companies’ voyageurs. The 
carrying capacity of the region was extremely low, capable of sustaining only 
five to ten people in each hundred square miles.   As a result, voyageur 

722

parties were required to bring all of their food with them, as the chance of 
obtaining more through hunting or trading was quite slim. The foods the 
voyageurs carried  —  corn and wild rice for the NWC, salt beef and flour 
brought all the way from England for the HBC  —  were quite weighty, and 
always at risk of going bad. Voyageur’s caloric needs were significant; they 
typically worked twelve to fourteen-hour days, and longer shifts of up to 
twenty-four hours were not uncommon in some areas, paddling continuously 
the entire time. Most sources estimate they would burn four to six thousand 
calories a day.    In addition to food, some of their caloric needs were met 

723

with alcohol, typically brandy or grog (watered down spirits). Each voyageur 
would be given a “dram” of brandy daily, with additional brandy given after a 
difficult task, like portaging or running rapids, was accomplished. A single 
shot of brandy contains two grams each of sugar and carbohydrates, and about 
85 calories, making it an important source of nutrition in addition to a morale 
booster.   Nevertheless, voyageurs could only carry so much brandy with 

724

them. 

Pemmican obtained from Assiniboine or Cree bands provided a 
solution to these dilemmas. A single pound of pemmican contains 3,200 to 
3,500 calories; a standard 90-pound bag, therefore, would contain 288,000 to 

722  George Colpitts,  Pemmican Empire: Food, Trade, and the Last Bison Hunts in the North 
American Plains, 1780-1882,  (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015): 25. 
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315,000 calories, double that of corn or wild rice.   Furthermore, the energy 
725

obtained from fats and protein was more suitable to the continuous, 
endurance-based activity of the voyageurs than that gained from 
carbohydrates. As Colpitts notes, “fats in pemmican were likely revolutionary 
in terms of commercial expansion. They undoubtedly increased the very pace 
of voyaging, allowing transport routes to significantly lengthen and quicken 
now into the farthest reaches of the subarctic.”   In addition to its caloric 

726

advantages, because it contained almost no water, properly made and properly 
stored pemmican would keep for years or even decades. The trading posts on 
the prairies would in time become great centres for the production of 
pemmican, with which the fur trading companies could sustain voyages deep 
into the northwest.  

Cree, Assiniboine, and Ojibwe hunters entered trading relationships 
with the posts in accordance with their traditional ethics of food sharing. 
Sharing food created a reciprocal obligation between the parties to provide 
future aid and generosity to one another. When hunters brought bison meat, 
hides, and fat to the trading posts, they were usually accompanied by women, 
who did the work of drying the meat, creating hide sacks, and actually 
producing the pemmican. By 1798, Ojibwe women and children remained at 
the Brandon House trading post while the men of their band went to war 
against the Mandans of present-day North Dakota, indicating the evolving 
social relationship that accompanied trade.   Trade, as a form of sharing, 

727

created “quasi-kin” relationships between fur traders and indigenous groups, 
which would in time often become literal kin relationships, as sexual contact 
and “country marriages” occurred between fur traders and indigenous women. 
At Pembina Post on the Red River, only three male fur traders were stationed 
alongside forty Assiniboine women and children.   Indigenous women’s skills 

728

and knowledge, and their labour, were crucial in the mass production of 
pemmican at the fur trading posts. Posts soon began to build ice houses and 
“meat sheds” in which to store frozen meat and fat so that pemmican could be 
prepared year-round. “Poorly stocked ice houses, or extraordinarily hot 
summers,” Colpitts notes, “could make a hangar ooze with decomposing 

725  Ibid , 52-53. 
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meats, fill with blood flies, and exude an unsupportable stench.”   Traditional 
729

pemmican used mostly soft fats, taken from the extremities of the bison, as 
well as grease taken from the marrow of its bones; mass production instead 
used hard interior fats, which would keep longer but had a waxier texture and 
less palatable taste.   By 1814, the NWC’s posts in the Red River area were 

730

producing perhaps one thousand bags of pemmican a year.  
731

The Pemmican Wars of the early nineteenth century were significant, 
Colpitts argues, marked as an event “whereby participants in the fur trade 
rejected any sort of cooperative food sharing, and turned to rivalry and 
violence.”   By around 1800, fur traders’ demand for bison meat had met the 

732

limits of what indigenous bands were willing to give. The fur companies failed 
to convince Assiniboine and Cree hunters to undertake additional summer 
hunts to supply the market, in addition to their traditional winter hunts. The 
summer market hunters were first found amongst the Ojibwe but then 
increasingly amongst the emerging  gens libres  of Cree, Assiniboine, Ojibwe, 
and French-Canadian descent  —  the people who would become the Métis. The 
establishment of the HBC’s settler colony at Red River in 1812 only 
exacerbated the situation with its own significant food needs. In 1814, the 
colony’s governor Miles Macdonnell effectively requisitioned all the 
pemmican within the boundaries of the Assiniboia grant, paying the 
companies for the use of their supplies “at the customary rates.”   As the 

733

market price of pemmican was rapidly inflating, the colony and the NWC 
were unable to agree on what constituted the “customary” price of pemmican, 
and the companies soon broke into open fighting, including the battle at Seven 
Oaks in 1816.   The fighting bankrupted the fur trading companies, and in 

734

1821 they were merged under the HBC’s name. 

The new HBC, a pemmican monopsony (single purchaser), could 
effectively name its own price for bison products. The company now set 
quotas on various districts, keeping prices low by favouring the districts 
offering the lowest prices. As a result, prices remained “artificially 

729  Ibid , 94. 
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suppressed,” and remarkably stable.   Isenberg argues that the root causes of 
735

the bison’s destruction on the Canadian prairies emerged in 1821 “when a 
distant, capitalized company monopolized the British bison commons for the 
profits of investors.”   The summer hunts for the market that had been 

736

initiated among the Métis continued apace. Summer hunting was much riskier 
than fall or winter hunting because the high heat could spoil meat and fat 
quickly if not butchered and dressed right away. Isenberg writes,  

There is no doubt that summer hunting, perfected by Métis, was 
terrifically wasteful. But it was really the pressures they were under in 
the market, and the effects of more individualist market orientation 
among Métis hunters, that made their summer hunting so 
consequential to the bison’s long range sustainability.   

737

Métis hunts were financed on credit, which accrued debt to individual hunters’ 
households. As a result, in times of surplus, Métis hunting had an 
individualistic orientation which was absent from indigenous communitarian 
traditions. As the bison became scarce, however, hunts tended to shift back 
towards the more communitarian ethos of sharing equally amongst the 
hunters.  

738

By the late 1840s, the bison had been decimated in Manitoba, pushing 
hunters west along the North Saskatchewan River into present-day 
Saskatchewan and Alberta.   The contraction continued into the 1850s and 

739

1860s. By the 1870s, indigenous communities faced widespread starvation, 
and signed away much of their land to the newly-formed Dominion of Canada 
in exchange for famine relief that was often shortcoming. As the above 
summary illustrates, the role of the market in the decline of the bison is a 
subject the revisionist school frequently touches on. However, these studies do 
not address the market within the context of the integration of the plains into 
the global regime of market capitalism, with all of its implications for the 
relations between humanity and ecology 

735  Ibid ,  187 . 
736  Ibid . 
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Conclusion 

How does the school of Marxian ecology relate to the revisionist 
theory of the bison’s decline? This article will conclude with  the proposal of 
several hypotheses about how the insights of the metabolic rift theory can be 
applied to bison ecology.  Firstly, he demand for bison products like robes for 
plains settlers in the United States and pemmican for voyageurs in the 
Hudson’s Bay territories is an example of a metabolic rift between the needs 
of the population and the capability of nature to supply those needs. The 
increase in exploitation of the bison by horse-mounted indigenous hunters is 
another example of a metabolic rift between supply and demand. Eventually, 
the overhunting of the bison incurred by these rifts led to the species’ decline 
and near-extinction. 

Secondly, the overdraft-induced imperialism in the guano trade 
described in Clark and Foster’s article has some equivalents in the trade in 
bison parts found on the Great Plains in the nineteenth century. Although the 
application of dependency theory to indigenous so-called “Fourth World” 
nations has been contentious,  in this case there are clear parallels in the 

740

ways settler traders built dependency among indigenous hunters by extending 
credit which became a debt obligation.  

Thirdly, the transition from indigenous bison-hunting to settler 
farming, especially farming of cattle, might be analogous to the transition 
from industrial fishing to aquaculture that Clausen and Clark discuss, in that 
the destruction of one species gave rise to yet more ecologically destructive 
practices that failed to address the underlying metabolic rift. Furthermore, at 
least in the Canadian prairies, the exploitation of the bison seems to be a closer 
fit to Moore’s second cycle than to the third cycle in which he places it 
chronologically. The exploitation of the bison by capitalized settler interests is 
more analogous to the exploitation of native resources and labour described in 
the second cycle than to the “semiperiphery” agricultural exploitation 
described in the third. Only after the decline of the bison in the 1870s, at the 
very end of the third cycle, was settler agriculture possible in the Canadian 
prairies. Moore’s chronology might require refinement, or perhaps the 
acknowledgment that the cycles of agro-ecological transformation occur 
unevenly, and different cycles may be at play in different regions.  

740  See the preface to Daschuk,  Clearing the Plains  for discussion of relevant historiography. 
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Finally, the decline of the bison thus marks a shift from “periphery” 
exploitation of indigenous resources to “semiperiphery” exploitation of settler 
agriculture  —  perhaps this provides further context to the place of indigenous 
peoples in dependency theory? 

The field of Marxian ecology is a rich and promising one. A global and 
systematic approach will hopefully help to further explain and contextualize 
the decline of the bison on the Great Plains in the nineteenth century. 
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