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The historiae editing board and the Students of History at Concordia would 

like to acknowledge that Concordia University is on the unceded traditional 

territory of the Kanien’keha:ka (Ga-niyen-gé-haa-ga), a place which has 

long served as a site of meeting and exchange amongst nations. historiae 

and SHAC recognize and respect the Kanien’keha:ka as the traditional 

custodians of the lands and waters on which we meet today.  
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Foreword 

 
The Students of History at Concordia (SHAC) are thrilled to present the 

eighteenth edition of historiae. As students of history, it is a rare thing to be 

able to read, discuss, and analyze the work of our fellow students.  Historiae 

has been, and continues to be, a unique opportunity for undergraduate 

students to stretch their scholarly legs. As writers, editors, and members of 

a larger community, this journal enables us to talk to one another through 

what we all love most: history.  

 

This journal would not be possible without the dedication of our professors 

who ensure that we are producing our best work. Your curiosity and hard 

work have produced the works you will read today. The process of choosing 

which essays to publish was difficult and the editorial board spent hours 

deliberating. Our goal was to find works that best represented what history 

students are capable of. The ten essays chosen for this volume are varied: 

you will read engaging creative pieces as well as informative “deep dives” 

into particular moments of the past. This journal will transport you to Tudor 

era England, to the high seas with swashbuckling pirates, to the struggle for 

gay rights in Spain. It is our hope that you will be captivated by what you 

find within these pages. 

 

Thank you to every student who submitted. I encourage everyone who was 

not chosen to resubmit next year. Encourage your peers to do the same. 

Thank you to the authors – without you, we would not have a journal to 

publish. To history students in general, keep writing exciting papers. 

Historiae relies on you. 

 

Thank you to Julie Santini who answered all of my panicked emails and text 

messages over the last few months. I am nearly certain I would have messed 

this up if it were not for you.  

 

Thank you to our amazing faculty members in the History Department who 

continuously support this journal and SHAC. Donna Whittaker, thank you 

for always having all of the answers. Dr. Penney, thank you for always being 

so accommodating with SHAC. To Dr. McSheffrey and Dr Reiter – you both 

taught me to be more confident in myself as a scholar and critical thinker. I 

would not have produced this year’s edition of historiae if it were not for 

you.  
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Thank you to the SHAC executives Thomas and Hannah for keeping us 

afloat this year and for all of the hard work you did for history students. Gigi 

and Maggie, your support while you were part of SHAC was always 

invaluable. As someone who knew nothing about student associations this 

time last year, I cannot thank you all enough for guiding me in this process. 

 

Thank you to the meticulous copy editors Xenia and Bryanna who poured 

over footnotes and formatting to make this journal what it is today. 

 

Finally, thank you to my amazing editing team: Emily, Marie-Odile, Jasmin, 

Molly and Maire.  This journal would not be possible without talented and 

careful writers such as yourselves. This volume of historiae is as much yours 

as it is mine. Be proud of yourselves, you did great work. 

 

I am not a History major, specialization, or honours student. I came to this 

journal and discipline through my minor, so I know entrusting me with this 

journal was an act of faith. I am grateful for the opportunity to show you 

what our history students are capable of, and I could not be prouder of 

everything we accomplished this year. 

 

This is usually where the journal is passed on to next year’s Editor in Chief. 

Unfortunately, due to the COVID-19 global pandemic, it is unclear who will 

be creating the next volume of historiae. We are living in unprecedented 

times. Therefore, I cannot say what the future of historiae will look like, but 

I can only imagine that it will be bright.  

 

Anna Kiraly 

Editor-in-Chief  
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Editors’ Biographies 
 

Anna Kiraly is in her final year of the Religion and Cultures Honours 

program at Concordia University. She also has a double minor: one in 

History and another in Law and Society. Her honours thesis focused on 

revivalism in nineteenth century rural Quebec among Presbyterian Scots. 

She is passionate about finding and amplifying hidden voices and 

uncovering meaning in the mundane. Upon graduating, she will be pursuing 

a law degree at McGill University beginning in the Fall of 2020. 

 

Emily Cox is in her final year at Concordia University, studying in Honours 

English Literature with a minor in History. Her academic interests include 

women’s writing in the Early Modern and Romantic periods. Her essay “Eat 

Me, Drink Me, Love Me: The Homosexual Economy of ‘Goblin Market’” 

was published in LUCC: 2018 Proceedings, and her essay “A Field of 

Sacrifice: The Grey Nuns and the Typhus Epidemic of 1847” was published 

in Historiae, Volume XVII.  

 

Jasmin Anisa Cardillo is a third-year student at Concordia University 

pursuing a Bachelor’s degree in the Honours in History Program, Public 

History/Internship option with a minor in anthropology. I have a great 

interest and passion for the ways in which the past is remembered, 

interpreted, and presented to the public. I enjoy learning most about World 

War II, genocides, and the age of dictators. I am mostly moved and inspired 

by personal stories and testimonies in history, because I believe they have 

much more to offer than a textbook reading. Personal stories share raw 

emotions, which cannot always be felt through the pages of a book.  Oral 

and public histories often return untold or, perhaps, forgotten stories, which 

is why I believe they are imperative in understanding certain events in 

history. During my free time, I enjoy spending time with my family and 

friends, and getting a good laugh. If I am not studying, I am definitely 

planning my next vacation, or watching Netflix with my little fur buddy by 

my side.  

 

Molly Taylor is a third-year student at Concordia University, pursuing a 

double major in (honours) history and theological studies. Both her historical 

and theological interests overlap in her study of early-modern Europe, 

specifically on the religiopolitical ramifications of the Protestant 

Reformation. Of especial interest to her is perceptions of Catholics in the 
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English political sphere during Restoration-era England. When not busy 

with schoolwork, she enjoys reading, writing, and going outside on those 

rare days when the sun actually shines. She hopes to pursue a Master’s 

degree at Concordia in both history and theology within the coming years. 

 

Marie-Odile Samson is a second-year student, currently pursuing a Public 

History Honours degree along with a minor in Art History. She is 

particularly interested in Eastern European history during the first half of the 

twentieth century, most notably the study of the Second World War, the 

Holocaust and the Soviet Union. Her academic interests also extend to the 

study of genocides, mass violence and the use of oral history as a 

methodology to better understand the range of these events. Her aim is to 

pursue a Master’s degree in History, and eventually apply this historical 

knowledge to museum curatorial work. 

 

Maire Dowdall is currently a second-year undergraduate at Concordia 

University majoring in honors History and minoring in Law and Society. 

My area of interest is the political and military environment of the 20th 

century onward, with particular attention to the Second World War. I am 

also passionate about topics in international relations, human rights, and 

ethics. The opportunity to shadow judges and lawyers of the Court of 

Quebec has reignited my passion for jurisprudence, and I hope to attend law 

school after graduation. Outside the realm of academia, I practice volleyball, 

photography and makeup artistry. 
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Copy Editors’ Biographies 

 
Xenia Milovanova is in her second year of a BA in History at Concordia 

University and has had her name misspelled in every way possible, including 

in her passport. She plans to apply for the Honours program shortly, but 

otherwise has nothing fancy to include in her bio as of yet due to still 

narrowing down her interests. Broadly speaking, she’s a fan of anything 

related to Ancient and Classical Greece. When she’s not cramming for 

exams and writing overly flowery essays, she enjoys annoying her cat 

Murzik. 

 

Bryanna Serré is finishing her last year as a History Major at Concordia. 

Her academic interests vary, from hidden marginalized Canadian histories 

and the proper reparations for the wrongs committed against Indigenous 

peoples by the Canadian and Québécois states, to museum practices and 

public history in general. Beside history, her other interests include 

advocating for an end to MMIWG, promoting sustainability at Concordia as 

a Sustainability Ambassador (tip: go visit CUCCR!), volunteering, baking 

sweets, and playing with her pets at home. She would like to thank the 

History Department for welcoming and saving her from the disastrous 

mistake of starting her university life at the John Molson School of Business. 

She would also like to thank the Historiae editors and writers for the 

opportunity to participate in this year’s edition. Lastly, she thanks her family 

for supporting her throughout her undergraduate degree.   
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Pope Adrian IV’s Laudabiliter: Analyzing the Papal Document that 

Justified Henry II’s Invasion of Ireland 

 

Efstathios Fokas 

  

Efstathios Fokas received his BA in History and Classics from Concordia 

University in 2019. An aspiring medievalist, his primary historical interests 

include violence, religion, and warfare in 12th and 13th century England, 

France, and Ireland. He is currently in his first year of an MA degree at 

Concordia in the Theological studies department. His thesis focuses on the 

development of the Cathar heresy in southern France, and the military 

campaign – the Albigensian Crusade – promulgated to destroy it. Other 

historical interests include The Hundred Years’ War, Byzantine Iconoclasm, 

13th and 14th century Byzantium, the ideology behind Crusading warfare, 

and the “Just war” in the Middle Ages. 
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In the year 1155, Henry II of England held a general council at 

Winchester where discussions were held about the possible invasion of 

Ireland. The end result would be for Ireland to be ruled as a royal fiefdom 

by the king’s younger brother William. In the same year, Pope Adrian IV 

issued a controversial papal bull called Laudabiliter, in which he openly 

expressed his disdain for the state of the Irish church. In the bull’s details, 

the Pope “granted” authority to Henry II to invade Ireland and was able to 

forcefully push for the continuous reformation of the Irish church which had 

begun half a century prior. Although Laudabiliter was issued in 1155, 

Ireland was not formally invaded until 1169-70 after Dermot MacMurrough, 

the King of Leinster, was forcefully exiled by the High King, Rory 

O’Connor in 1166. Dermot fled to Wales, and then to England and France 

to request the aid of Henry II, who had finally received an excuse to invade 

Ireland. The main purpose of this essay will be to analyze the historical 

significance of the bull Laudabiliter as both a religious and political 

document, as well as to examine Pope Adrian IV’s and Henry II’s intentions 

for the invasion of Ireland. 

Pope Adrian IV and the Bull Laudabiliter as a Religious Document   

 Some medievalists are skeptical of the validity and authenticity of 

Laudabiliter. Under what context did Pope Adrian IV (1154-59) issue 

Laudabiliter, and why did it have such a profound impact for Ireland in the 

High Middle Ages? The church of Ireland had been in a stage of reform since 

the early 1100s, and the Synods of Cashel (1101) and Kells (1152) played a 
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vital role in outlining the faulty and abnormal practices of the Irish church.1 

The Synod of Cashel stressed important issues regarding simony -- the 

illegal purchasing of ecclesiastical offices -- and clerical celibacy.2 At the 

Synod of Kells, other issues such as the paying of church tithes, the dubious 

marital status of various clerics, and the formation of dioceses were of 

primary concern.3 It was not merely the fact that these issues had been 

practiced in Ireland since the time of Saint Patrick -- active during the end 

of the 4th to mid-5th centuries --, but more that the Irish church’s tardiness 

in embracing the Gregorian reforms, and being included in the wider sphere 

of Christian influence in western Europe. In a final display of authority, the 

Holy See sent pallia (important episcopal objects used during Mass and 

other religious ceremonies) to the bishops of Armagh, Dublin, Cashel, and 

Tuam at the Synod of Kells in 1152.4 Ireland’s reforms were moving in the 

right direction, but were still far from being complete. 

         Within these historical and religious contexts, during the papal 

regime of Pope Adrian IV, it seemed as if many of the strange practices 

outlined in the previous church synods had still been circulating in Ireland. 

As such, in 1155, he issued Laudabiliter, which outlined the problems the 

Irish church continued to face. Giraldus Cambrensis, a Cambro-Norman 

monk, provides an excerpt of the famous bull in his work the Expugnatio 

 
1 A.J. Otway-Ruthven, A History of Medieval Ireland, 2nd ed. (New York: St. 

Martin’s Press, 1980), 38-39. While there were other very important synods 

between 1101 and 1152, these two stand out primarily. 

2 Ibid., 38. 

3 Ibid., 39; also, see Michael Dolley, Anglo-Norman Ireland (Dublin: Gill and 

Macmillan Ltd, 1972), 42. 

4 Ibid., 39. The reference to these bishoprics outlines their primacy within the Irish 

Church. 
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Hibernica, or The Conquest of Ireland. The bull was addressed to Henry II, 

his ‘most beloved son in Christ, the noble king of the English’, pleading him 

to ‘enlarge the boundaries of the church, to reveal the truth of the Christian 

faith to the peoples still untaught and barbarous, and to root out the weeds 

of vice from the Lord’s field’.5 The ‘weeds of vice’ mentioned by the Pope 

are probably a reference to the many problems within the Irish church, the 

reasoning behind so many of the reforming synods promulgated throughout 

the twelfth century. Michael Dolley mentions the situation was so severe 

that at one point bishops were married, church lands were occupied by 

laymen, and clerics were open to physical abuses.6 It must be noted that 

Ireland, up until 1155, had been Christian for more than seven hundred 

years, dating back to the fifth century. Throughout this time, Christianity 

developed very closely alongside ancient Brehon ideas, especially 

concerning marriage.7 Essentially, Brehon law stated that a chief wife, as 

well as subsidiary wives were deemed acceptable in the eyes of the Irish 

church.8 However, this marital law did not only apply to members of the lay 

community, but to clerics as well, which is why this seemed strange for Latin 

reformers. What the Synod of Cashel tried to do was suppress this seemingly 

archaic ideology by bringing the Irish church closer to the diocesan model 

of ecclesiastical organization, which had already been in place throughout 

most of western Christendom.9 

 
5 Giraldus Cambrensis, Expugnatio Hibernica: The Conquest of Ireland, eds. A.B. 

Scott and F.X. Martin (Dublin: Royal Irish Academy, 1978), 145. 

6 Dolley, Anglo-Norman Ireland, 45.  

7 Otway-Ruthven, Medieval Ireland, 38. 

8 Ibid., 22 

9 Ibid., 38. 
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         The authenticity behind the bull Laudabiliter is something that has 

troubled Irish medievalists for many decades. However, historians like Seán 

Duffy, Michael Dolley, and A. J. Otway-Ruthven all seem to be succinct in 

their interpretation behind its historical validity. They all mention John of 

Salisbury, the secretary of the Archbishop of Canterbury, receiving a ‘gold 

ring as a sign of investiture’.10 The Pope had now given Henry II absolute 

authority to undertake an Irish invasion, hoping to bring them back into 

nominal Christianity. Duffy seems to think that the English king may have 

been working at the behest of Theobald, the Archbishop of Canterbury, who 

looked to re-assert diminishing English influence over the Irish church.11 

However, this theory cannot be proven, and it seems as if Henry II had other 

intentions regarding Ireland. 

         Upon Henry II’s arrival in Ireland in late 1171, the reformation of 

the Irish church had drastically stagnated. Although the Irish prelates 

believed that Henry’s intentions for entering Ireland were purely political, it 

may, however, be just what the Irish church needed in order to continue the 

reformation process.12 By 1172, at the Second Synod of Cashel, the Irish 

bishops fully submitted to Henry without hesitation, accepting him as their 

lord and king.13 The influence of Pope Adrian’s Laudabiliter cannot be 

 
10 Expugnatio Hibernica, 145; see also Otway-Ruthven, Medieval Ireland, 47; 

Dolley, Anglo-Norman Ireland, 45; and Seán Duffy, Ireland in the Middle Ages 

(London: Macmillan Press Ltd, 1997), 70. 

11  Duffy, Ireland in the Middle Ages, 70. Probably not true. Henry II had 

previously made plans concerning the invasion of Ireland. 

12 Ibid., 72. 

13 Ibid., 72; see also Otway-Ruthven, Medieval Ireland, 51. 
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stressed enough, even if, by 1172, dubious practices still continued to plague 

Ireland from moving forward religiously.14 

Henry II and the Bull Laudabiliter as a Political Document 

In order to understand English political aspirations concerning Irish 

over-lordship, a brief outline of events leading up to the Norman invasion of 

1169-70 must be examined. In 1152, a military campaign aimed at 

controlling Meath was launched by Dermot MacMurrough, King of Leinster 

and his allies Murtagh Mac Loughlin, King of Ulster, and Turlough 

O’Connor, King of Connacht. According to Dolley, the Meath campaign 

was an utter failure due to O’Connor and Mac Loughlin falling out of favour 

with one another; MacMurrough then made the decision to ally himself with 

the King of Ulster.15 In the same year, Dermot abducted Dervorgilla, the 

wife of Tighernan O'Rourke, the King of Breifne.16 This sparked universal 

outrage, made him an enemy of O'Rourke, and thus can be correctly labelled 

as the event that led to the eventual coming of the Normans, almost twenty 

years later.17 When Rory O’Connor became king of Connacht in 1156, he 

had not forgotten that his father -- Turlough -- had made an enemy of 

Dermot. In 1166, O’Connor marched south with a force ready to sack Ferns 

-- the capital of Leinster -- but to his dismay, Dermot had already burned it 

 
14 Expugnatio Hibernica, 147. The “Privilege of Alexander III” seemed to reiterate 

what Adrian IV had outlined in Laudabiliter from 1155. The Pope, now Alexander 

III, continued to speak of the ‘vile practices of that land’ needing to be stamped out. 

15 Dolley, Anglo-Norman Ireland, 43. 

16 Ibid., 43.  

17 Ibid., 43. 
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down himself.18 Rory O’Connor, now High King, used his powers to 

forcefully oust Dermot from Ireland, who fled to England in search of 

Angevin military support.19 

Laudabiliter comes into play once Dermot sails to Aquitaine, 

asking for Henry II’s aid to retrieve his kingdom. An Irish invasion had been 

discussed at Winchester in 1155 by Henry, to be given to his younger brother 

William, who lacked a proper inheritance. This scheme  was quickly shot 

down by Henry’s mother, Empress Matilda.20 Pope Adrian’s edict 

promulgating Laudabiliter meant that the invasion of Ireland had been 

deemed a campaign with a ‘starting point in burning faith and love of 

religion’, designed to subdue Ireland for both God and King.21 Pope Adrian 

must have known about Henry’s interest in Ireland -- why else would he 

produce such a document shortly after Henry outlined Ireland as a potential 

fiefdom for England? It is possible that Pope Adrian was getting information 

from John of Salisbury, the reason behind why the Pope sent John the ‘gold 

ring adorned by a fine emerald, in token of his investiture with the 

 
18 Ibid., 51. This is something that has left Irish medievalists with many questions. 

Did Dermot willingly burn down his capital simply so that it would not fall into the 

hands of Rory O’Connor, or was there a grander scheme at hand? Evidently, it is 

impossible to know for sure what Dermot’s true intentions were. 

19 Ibid., 51. In reality, the Angevin king was not in England when Dermot arrived, 

but in Aquitaine. In his desperation, Dermot travelled a great distance to meet with 

Henry and ask him for aid in reclaiming Leinster. 

20 Otway-Ruthven, Medieval Ireland, 47; see also Dolley, Anglo-Norman Ireland, 

45-46. 

21 Expugnatio Hibernica, 145. Giraldus’ work stipulates that Laudabiliter also 

mentioned the “Donation of Constantine,” where ‘all islands…which have received 

the teachings of the Christian faith, belong to the blessed Peter and the Holy Roman 

Church…’; this is reiterated in Dolley, Anglo-Norman Ireland, 45. 
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government of Ireland...’22 This, however, is mere speculation. Laudabiliter 

should be studied primarily as a document outlining religious fervour, as 

well as the complete eradication of the abuses that had been going on in the 

Irish church. Though the document speaks of outright military conquest, it 

is legitimized through an ecclesiastical lens, ensuring that the ‘Christian 

religion may be planted and grow, and that everything pertaining to the 

honour of God and the salvation of men’s souls may be ordered...’.23 The 

Pope needed to align his political intentions with those of Henry, by making 

the Irish invasion primarily concerned with the reformation and upkeep of 

the Irish church. 

Once Dermot has sworn fealty to Henry as his liege lord, Henry 

finally had his much needed pretence for invasion, albeit, with some 

reluctance. Eleven years later, in 1166, the Pope’s Laudabiliter had been 

legitimized through Dermot’s flight and subsequent plea. Henry received 

Dermot, accepted his oath of fealty and homage, and promised to help him 

by authorizing his barons to support him, as he now became a ‘vassal and 

liegeman’.24 However, Henry did not go to Leinster right away; instead, 

Dermot was approached by a marcher lord and an important tenant-in-chief 

in Normandy and England, Richard fitz Gilbert de Clare, more commonly 

known as “Strongbow”. During the civil war in the mid-twelfth century 

known as “the Anarchy”, Strongbow, being earl of Pembroke, had supported 

Henry’s predecessor and enemy, Stephen, and had thus been out of favour 

 
22 Duffy, Ireland in the Middle Ages, 70. 

23 Expugnatio Hibernica, 147. 

24 Both Duffy, Ireland in the Middle Ages, 61-62, and Otway-Ruthven, Medieval 

Ireland, 42-43 mention “The Song of Dermot and the Earl,” as being fundamental 

in understanding the feudal bond created between Dermot and Henry. 
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with the Angevin king.25 The Song of Dermot and the Earl, here mentioned 

by Duffy, mentions a crucial detail of Dermot and Strongbow’s alliance; 

Strongbow would aid Dermot in retrieving his kingdom, and in return he 

would marry Dermot’s daughter Aoife (Eva), and succeed Dermot as king 

of Leinster once Dermot died.26  This, as Duffy mentions, is a problem that 

may have led to serious consequences; Aoife seemed to be one of the many 

children fathered by Dermot.27 The Irish church, and by default, the Roman 

church, were anxious to cease the dubious irregularities regarding marriage, 

deemed Aoife Dermot’s only legitimate heir, and, therefore, Strongbow was 

now legally able to succeed Dermot as king of Leinster once the former 

died.28 These Irish marital irregularities were the reasoning behind Pope 

Adrian’s bull Laudabiliter. The Irish church had done away with 

conventional Christianity, and returned to strange ancient practices, making 

them fall behind ecclesiastical normalcy. 

One of the most important and influential lords to come to the aid 

of Dermot was Raymond le Gros, who arrived in Baginbun, near Wexford 

in May 1170.29 Raymond, along with Strongbow, who finally landed in 

August 1170, captured Waterford with a large force, and there, he married 

Aoife.30 Strongbow was now in pole position to have his dreams become 

 
25 See Dolley, Anglo-Norman Ireland, 56, and Otway-Ruthven, Medieval Ireland, 

42. Dolley mentions that Henry had given Strongbow’s lands to one of his cousins, 

therefore leaving Strongbow with aspirations of creating a name for himself with 

the undertaking of this enterprise. 

26 Duffy, Ireland in the Middle Ages, 64-65. 

27 Ibid., 65. 

28 Ibid., 65. 

29 Ibid., 67. 

30 Ibid., 67. 
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reality, and soon after his marriage to Aoife, accompanied Dermot and the 

rest of the Anglo-Norman contingent to capture Dublin. While the events 

remain relatively unclear as to how Dublin was captured, Duffy seems to 

mention that Rory O’ Connor had managed to block the routes to Dublin 

from both land and sea.31 After two months of siege warfare, and 

negotiations for terms between Strongbow and Rory had failed, Raymond le 

Gros managed to take Dublin with a surprise attack.32 Strongbow now 

possessed both Waterford and Dublin, two vital trading cities. After hearing 

the outcome of these events, Henry, who feared that Strongbow’s rapid rise 

to power might cause him problems, sailed for Ireland in 1171, to bring 

things in order.33 Once Henry arrived in Waterford, Strongbow formally 

surrendered the city to his king, and did homage for the potential crown of 

Leinster.34 

To conclude, the bull Laudabiliter outlined Pope Adrian IV’s 

intentions by calling on a strong ruler to enforce religious reform to a 

crumbling ecclesiastical institution. His “granting” of Ireland to Henry II of 

England stirred up not only religious fervour, but political as well. Henry’s 

interpretation of Laudabiliter may have been to simply enhance his 

expansionist tendencies and absorb Ireland into a wider sphere of Angevin 

political influence in Western Europe. With politics and religion closely 

entrenched in twelfth century Europe, Pope Adrian IV’s Laudabiliter can be 

understood with much more complexity than a simple document outlining 

 
31 Ibid., 67. 

32 Ibid., 68. 

33 Ibid., 69. 

34 Otway-Ruthven, Medieval Ireland, 49.  
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outright military conquest by an overzealous episcopal. It must be seen as 

encompassing both the political underpinnings of medieval princes, along 

with the notion of nominal religious reorganization by high ecclesiastical 

officials. Church-state relations were interconnected as well as vital for 

medieval society; one cannot work without the other.                                                                                                                                   
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Prior to the Norman conquest of England, the Anglo-Saxons had 

no knowledge of castle building. The Normans constituted only a small 

percentage of the Island’s population and thus the Norman lords had to rely 

on a network of fortified homes to control England. Medieval castles had 

military, economic, and political functions that allowed the nobility to 

exercise their power over their lands. Castles were used to train and house a 

body of professional soldiers, protect strategic locations such as rivers and 

arable farmland, and served as seats of power for representatives of the king. 

During the Tudor period, castles were supplanted by towns in all areas which 

made them valuable administrative centers and fortresses. As a result, the 

importance placed upon castles declined and they were no longer seen as 

worthwhile investments by the state. Technological advancements, the 

increasing cost of warfare, and the Crown’s endeavour to centralize military 

power in the Kingdom of England would lead to the downfall of these 

heavily fortified estates in the Early Modern era. 

The self-equipped and heavily armored knight was the backbone of 

medieval European armies due to their superior equipment and training.1 

Although this profession was extremely costly and required a lifetime of 

training to master, these elite soldiers were an essential part of medieval 

armies. The ability to field knights in one’s army required castles to train 

them in times of peace. Those who did not have their own estate bound 

themselves to a great lord in exchange for a retaining fee in peacetime and 

wages during a campaign.2 These horsemen were paid year-round due to 

 
1 Brian M. Downing, "Constitutionalism, Warfare, and Political Change in Early 

Modern Europe," Theory and Society 17, no. 1 (1988): 12. 

2 Susan Reynolds, Fiefs and Vassals: The Medieval Evidence Reinterpreted 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001), 342. 
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their nature of being full-time warriors, thus making them much more 

expensive than regular levies. They also required a substantial amount of 

services that were only available in castles. During the fourteenth and 

fifteenth centuries, castles provided supplies and lodgings for their soldiers 

and had craftsmen to work on their arms.3 Castles allowed lords to train, 

equip, garrison, and repair the arms of their horsemen. However, the 

evolution of military tactics and organization throughout the period would 

reduce the offensive roles of castles in warfare, as the cost of arming and 

supporting knights would far outweigh their benefits.   

With the prevalence of gunpowder weapons and pikes among 

infantry in sixteenth century Europe, the traditional fighting style of the 

nobility – heavy cavalry – faced obsolescence. The man-at-arms was a 

professional soldier who was skilled in riding, fighting on horseback, and 

wielding a multitude of arms. This required a steed, armor, lances, and a 

secondary weapon, thus being a costly venture both in terms of required 

funds but also the time invested in learning how to use these armaments. 

During an engagement between Henry VIII King of England and the French 

in 1513, a French captain named Monsieur de Plesse was shot through his 

plate mail and was slain.4 Though this nobleman was a commander in the 

French army and was well equipped for warfare, a common arquebusier 

killed him with a lucky shot. The heavily armored man-at-arms was no 

 
3 J S Barrow, J D Herson, A H Lawes, P J Riden and M V J Seaborne, "Major 

buildings: Castle," A History of the County of Chester: Volume 5 Part 2, the City of 

Chester: Culture, Buildings, Institutions, ed. A T Thacker and C P Lewis (London: 

Victoria County History, 2005), 5-8. 

4 Sheila J. Nayar, "Arms or the Man I: Gunpowder Technology and the Early 

Modern Romance," Studies in Philology 114, no. 3 (2017): 518. 
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longer a dominant force on the battlefield once even peasants could be 

equipped with a firearm. 

Once they were no longer facing ill-equipped peasantry on the 

battlefield, knights quickly lost their dominance in warfare. Feudal levies 

were increasingly replaced by larger mercenary and standing armies, who 

wielded pikes, crossbows, and firearms, so disciplined and lightly armored 

commoners could withstand a knight’s charge.5 By employing these new 

weapons and tactics, even commoners could become effective soldiers. 

Although it took a significant number of them to stop an onslaught of 

knights, infantrymen were much cheaper to sustain than a group of 

horsemen. Essentially, there was no point in wasting resources on training 

knights when one could just hire these common grunts that could do the 

same job. Due to this phenomenon, upkeeping mounted warriors was not 

worth the trouble when a state could equip many more common soldiers for 

the same price.  The new technologies were not limited to one social group 

and a mass of untrained men could be fashioned into soldiers in only six 

months.6 Anyone could handle a firearm or a crossbow after a few months 

of instruction, unlike a sword or a lance which took years to master. Since 

there was no distinction between knights and commoners when using 

firearms, there was no use for castles as training grounds anymore. 

Castles were built to defend a region with as few troops as possible, 

in order to minimize their costs. This system worked because the countryside 

was sparsely populated, and a small professional force was adequate to 

 
5 Downing, "Constitutionalism, Warfare, and Political Change in Early Modern 

Europe," 12. 

6 Nayar, "Arms or the Man I: Gunpowder Technology and the Early Modern 

Romance," 557. 
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protect it. The ease of use of newly invented weapons meant that warring 

princes did not have to recruit troops based on skill, so the only consideration 

was the availability of raw manpower.7 If the heavy cavalryman was no 

longer an essential part of early modern warfare, then castles should have 

adapted to drilling infantry instead. Castles were, by design, meant to 

operate on low manpower. For instance, Chester Castle was garrisoned by 8 

men-at-arms and 35 archers during a rebellion in the year 1400 compared to 

its regular garrison of 8 archers.8 These small garrisons were insignificant in 

the grand scheme of warfare when armies tended to number in the thousands. 

The feudal recruitment system based around castles and their associated 

shires supplied inadequate amounts of troops for England by the mid-

sixteenth century. The military situation in France was a cause of concern as 

it necessitated the recruitment of men on an unprecedented scale, so in 1544 

the Crown resorted to levying men on a national basis to reinforce its quasi-

feudal forces at Boulogne.9 Mustering forces using feudal methods proved 

not only to be inefficient in terms of manpower, but the types of soldiers 

levied were also unsuited to early modern warfare. 

The advent of gunpowder artillery revolutionized the way sieges 

were carried out since cannons greatly reduced the amount of time needed 

to knock down fortifications. While traditional medieval siege engines took 

months to build, field artillery could be transported alongside an army of 

 
7 Nayar, 557. 

8 Barrow et al., "Major buildings: Castle," in A History of the County of Chester: 

Volume 5 Part 2, the City of Chester: Culture, Buildings, Institutions, 6.  

9 Jeremy Goring, "Social Change and Military Decline in mid–Tudor England," 

History 60, no. 199 (1975): 193. 
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foot soldiers.10 Rather than waiting to construct a trebuchet, early modern 

forces were able to deploy artillery without delay and begin bombarding 

enemy fortifications immediately upon arrival. Early modern military 

surveyors and cartographers found that: 

Few 16th-century wars were wars of movement, which 

were inhibited by heavy siege trains, large bodies of 

infantry, and the limited use of cavalry for scouting and 

raiding. Pitched battles were avoided by generals, and a 

campaign resolved itself into a succession of sieges.11 

Since pitched battles were avoided by sixteenth century commanders, the 

bulk of sieges were handled by infantry and artillery, rather than cavalry. 

Horsemen were relegated to the peripheries of warfare as scouts and 

skirmishers, thus eliminating the need for knights, since light cavalry were 

better suited to these roles and much less expensive to equip. In the High 

Middle Ages, the English favoured infantry for sieges since castles normally 

fell from attrition.12 Although bombarding walls was much more effective 

than waiting for the enemy to starve, early modern armies were still 

composed of mainly large bodies of infantry. As open field battles were 

believed to be unfavourable by commanders, heavy cavalry began to lose 

their importance. The knight’s skills meant little in a siege as they were not 

suited to grinding down walls, and even on the open field they were still 

susceptible to small arms fire despite their heavy armor.13 The shift from 

 
10 R. A. Skelton, "The Military Surveyor's Contribution to British Cartography in 

the 16th Century," Imago Mundi 24 (1970): 77. 

11 Skelton, "The Military Surveyor's Contribution to British Cartography in the 16th 

Century," 77. 

12 Michael Murrin, "The Siege of Paris," MLN 103, no. 1 (1988): 138. 

13 Nayar, "Arms or the Man I: Gunpowder Technology and the Early Modern 

Romance," 529. 
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field battles to siege warfare displaced the heavily armored knight from his 

integral role in war. Gunpowder changed the way foot soldiers saw knights 

and castles - knights were no longer an unstoppable force nor were castles 

impenetrable fortresses.  

The unbreachable castle walls of the Late Middle Ages were a 

distant memory by the time centralized states were able to employ foreign 

engineers and artificers to man their very own artillery companies. Starting 

in the late fifteenth century, armies began to carry artillery with their 

baggage train. Traditional castle walls were useless against cannon fire so 

new types of fortifications, known as bastions or trace italienne, were 

developed to withstand modern artillery. During the War of the League of 

Cambrai, the Italian poet and soldier Ludovico Ariosto noted how French 

and Imperial forces easily invaded Italy and levelled medieval fortifications 

until they reached the walls of Padua in 1509: 

Here I wish to stress not cannons but the military 

architecture artillery warfare generated. When Emperor 

Maximillian finally collected enough heavy guns to mount 

an attack, he failed in three assaults on the Porta 

Codalunga. All three faltered at an advance bastion, 

destroyed by fire and a counterattack of pikes.14 

The Republic of Venice was able to thwart the Holy Roman Emperor’s 

advance into Italy because their condottiero Bartolomeo d’Alviano had 

ordered the construction of bastioned walls. The Venetians repulsed the 

combined French and Imperial forces three times by using a combination of 

cannon fire and pikemen. The Navarrese engineer and commander Pedro 

Navarro believed the Venetians had stymied the attackers because bastioned 

 
14 Murrin, "The Siege of Paris," 143. 
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walls enabled the city to mount more guns than a field army could carry.15 

Castles were unable to withstand artillery and could not mount many guns. 

Their walls were structurally incapable of supporting artillery placements 

like Renaissance fortifications, and they had many dead zones.16 Aside from 

the issue of fitting the cannons in towers, their weight and the force they 

generated when fired damaged the castle walls. Following the Italian Wars 

in the late fifteenth century, Italian engineers were revered in England for 

their special ability in developing angled bastion fortifications.17 The 

advantage of these types of walls was that they were built lower and thicker 

to withstand cannon fire. Conversely, medieval walls were built higher to 

prevent invaders from scaling them. Not only were these walls outdated in 

terms of defense, but they offered no offensive capabilities either. In 1538, 

Henry VIII’s foreign policy required the fortification of the Southern 

English coast to protect against potential French invasions: 

English engineers had learnt the new Italian methods of 

fortification against artillery. In the new castles along the 

south coast, in the town walls of Portsmouth, at 

Tynemouth and Berwick, in the Pas de Calais and at 

Boulogne and Ambleteuse, we find the low silhouette and 

the bastion trace with flankers for cross-fire.18 

The newer model of fortifications involved protrusions from the walls so 

that these bastions could provide flanking fire from any angle, thus 

 
15 Murrin, 143-44. 

16 Steven A. Walton, "State Building through Building for the State: Foreign and 

Domestic Expertise in Tudor Fortification," Osiris 25, no. 1 (2010): 67. 

17 Walton, "State Building through Building for the State: Foreign and Domestic 

Expertise in Tudor Fortification," 68. 

18 Skelton, "The Military Surveyor's Contribution to British Cartography in the 16th 

Century," 80. 
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eliminating dead zones which defenders were unable to cover. Half a century 

of warfare in Italy had profound impacts on military architecture in 

kingdoms as far as England. The ease with which French forces battered 

down medieval Italian fortifications served as a warning for the rest of 

Europe, prompting Henry VIII to raise new defences along his southern 

border. 

It was much easier to build new walls entirely than to modify 

existing defences, so castles were overlooked as public defenses in favor of 

town walls. At the end of Henry VIII’s reign, an Italian engineer was tasked 

with evaluating the defenses of Wark Castle and he said there was nothing 

he could do besides repair the roof.19 The castle’s layout and architecture 

was so antiquated that the engineer was unsure of how to turn this old ruin 

into a functioning fort. Large sums of money were sometimes spent to 

remodel old walls to serve as artillery forts, as had been done in Berwick 

and Carlisle in the late sixteenth century. However, efforts were devoted to 

the defence of those towns as a whole rather than to their respective castles.20 

Commoners did not have to rely on a nearby castle for their protection once 

the state had enough money to build their own walls. In 1512, the king was 

thanked for using tax money to provide arms and artillery for the defence of 

the Commons.21 Henry VIII used his own personal funds to supply a town 

with adequate artillery to defend themselves. This demonstrates that towns 

were of greater importance than castles because they warranted a large 

 
19 Walton, "State Building through Building for the State: Foreign and Domestic 

Expertise in Tudor Fortification," 71. 

20 H. M. Colvin, "Castles and Government in Tudor England," The English 

Historical Review 83, no. 327 (1968): 230. 

21 R. W. Hoyle, "Crown, Parliament and Taxation in Sixteenth-Century England," 

The English Historical Review 109, no. 434 (1994): 1184. 
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financial investment from the Crown, whereas castle defenses fell into 

neglect. 

Castles lost their strategic value as a national defense system 

because their fundamental characteristics were antithetical to the needs of 

early modern states. Although Wark Castle had been a powerful fortress 

since the twelfth century, it was considered a relic of a bygone age by the 

reign of Henry VIII. In March 1545, the garrison consisted of 26 horsemen 

and 9 gunners, only four of which could shoot; they also lacked spears and 

had no ordnance.22 The few troops who were equipped with modern 

weaponry were ill-trained, and only four knew how to operate firearms. The 

commander did not have enough spears for all his soldiers and the castle was 

devoid of artillery, thus leaving the defenders unable to respond to an 

attacking force with artillery. Castles were not meant to house and train 

armies, they were only capable of sustaining a small force to delay attackers 

until a larger force arrived, and in times of war they would temporarily draw 

manpower from the local levies. By 1570, the lord placed 100 footmen and 

100 horsemen in the town of Wark rather than in the castle, because it was 

not guardable.23 Towns had larger storage capacities, newer walls that could 

properly hold artillery, and a significantly larger population from which the 

lord could draw recruits from. 

Castles were left to decay because they were irrelevant in 

contributing to national defense. Aside from the few castles that the Crown 

 
22 "Henry VIII: March 1545, 21-25," in Letters and Papers, Foreign and Domestic, 

Henry VIII, Volume 20 Part 1, January-July 1545, ed. James Gairdner and R H 

Brodie (London: His Majesty's Stationery Office, 1905), 184-185. 

23 "Elizabeth: March 1570," in Calendar of State Papers Foreign: Elizabeth, 

Volume 9, 1569-1571, ed. Allan James Crosby (London: Her Majesty's Stationery 

Office, 1874), 199. 
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remodelled as artillery forts, most fell prey to depredation because most 

officials and lords were not inclined to waste money on old buildings with 

few uses.24 Modernizing castle defenses was extremely costly, and only the 

Crown really had to expend resources on these projects because they were 

responsible for keeping the kingdom secure. The garrison’s captain 

complained about the poor stabling and lack of room to accommodate his 

troops, so he begged to be transferred from the marvellous ruin at Wark to a 

place where he could serve better.25 The captain believed that there was very 

little he could do at this castle, and that it was no longer suited to being a 

barracks after years of neglect. The castle was not important enough to 

maintain so it was barely able to house a small garrison of thirty men, while 

the town could support two hundred. 

The locations of castles were another limiting factor to their 

usefulness in this period. Henry VII acquired over forty castles after the 

Battle of Bosworth Field in 1485, but only coastal castles like those in 

Berwick were of military significance because inland ones were only useful 

to deter popular insurrection.26 Castles in remote areas located in the hills 

were practical for small populations that needed sheltering from a larger 

hostile force. Coastal castles however, were of much greater importance 

because they were the first line of defense against neighbouring states. Even 

so, in 1560 the medieval walls and the castle at Berwick were abandoned in 

 
24 Wes Forsythe, "Bantry Bay, County Cork, a Fortified Maritime Landscape," 

Historical Archaeology 41, no. 3 (2007): 54.  

25 "Henry VIII: February 1545, 1-10," in Letters and Papers, Foreign and 

Domestic, Henry VIII, Volume 20 Part 1, January-July 1545, ed. James Gairdner 

and R H Brodie (London: His Majesty's Stationery Office, 1905), 74. 

26 Colvin, "Castles and Government in Tudor England," 226. 
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favor of newly erected bastioned walls facing the sea.27 Most of the old 

coastal castles had been superseded by artillery forts because Henry relied 

on them and his navy to defend the kingdom.28 While the most strategically 

placed castles were of some use in the early Tudor period, even they had 

fallen out of favor roughly half a century later because they were inferior in 

every way compared to bastioned fortifications. 

Castles were dissociated from the military when the Tudors began 

to centralize power, as the feudal recruitment system revealed many 

deficiencies. Armies equipped with artillery and gunpowder brought an end 

to the castle fortress and chivalric horsemen. By the end of the fifteenth 

century gunpowder made the possession of an artillery-train a more potent 

token of military power than moated strongholds.29 As a result, raw 

manpower and money became the primary inputs to fund an army rather than 

land and the select few noblemen that fought as heavy cavalry. Feudal 

armies were unreliable due to their questionable allegiances. Lords recruited 

their followers from the ruling class and fed and equipped them, but also 

rewarded them with gifts.30 The nobles recruited lesser nobles and the 

gentry, who already had close ties with them, and provided them with all the 

necessary provisions for soldiering. The Crown had relatively no control 

over how these armies were organized aside from calling a muster. This 

system benefitted the Crown because the burden of recruiting and training 

 
27 Walton, "State Building through Building for the State: Foreign and Domestic 

Expertise in Tudor Fortification," 73. 

28 Forsythe, "Bantry Bay, County Cork, a Fortified Maritime Landscape," 53. 
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30 Robert Brenner, "The Agrarian Roots of European Capitalism," Past & Present, 

no. 97 (1982): 38. 
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soldiers was left to the nobility. Unfortunately for the lords, the landlord-

tenant relationship evolved into a modern business-like relationship, eroding 

their control over their subordinates. By the 1540s landlords had trouble 

gathering enough men to fight in their retinues since the tenants did not hold 

their land by knight’s service, therefore tenants argued that they could only 

be drafted for military service by the king himself.31 Over the next several 

decades the Crown realized that if they wanted to maximize the size of their 

armies, they would need to get directly involved in mustering them. 

The kingdom’s armies varied in size, skill, and experience because 

they were drawn from many areas without regulations. Since the levying and 

provisioning of soldiers was left up to individual lords, the quality of troops 

decreased throughout the early sixteenth century. Liverpool Castle had an 

armory of 186 shields, 107 spears, 39 lances, and some old gambesons; they 

did not have a standing garrison except for a permanent staff of one 

constable, a porter, and a watchman.32 The collection of arms were mostly 

antiquated, the armors were in poor shape and the castle relied only on a 

small professional force for defence. The levied soldiers were therefore only 

part-time warriors with little experience who relied on the local lord for their 

equipment. Although the Statute of Winchester in 1285 required men to keep 

arms in their homes in accordance with their station, these obligations were 

widely disregarded.33 Relying upon nobles to ensure that their tenants were 

properly armed had varying degrees of success since some lords pushed 

 
31 Goring, "Social Change and Military Decline in mid–Tudor England," 189. 

32 "Liverpool: The castle and development of the town," in A History of the County 

of Lancaster: Volume 4, ed. William Farrer and J Brownbill (London: Victoria 

County History, 1911), 29. 

33 Goring, "Social Change and Military Decline in mid–Tudor England," 192. 
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those obligations down to their tenants, who could not even afford arms. 

Castles were stocked with old equipment and few professional troops, in an 

era where continental European kingdoms fielded almost entirely 

professional forces. The kingdom was heavily reliant upon the English 

yeoman for its infantry forces, however, they lost their martial vigour 

because the tenderness of peacetime estranged them from shooting 

longbows and wearing heavy armor.34 The loss of martial qualities amongst 

the yeomanry, and thus the debasement of the nation’s armies, is a result of 

the antiquated military system reliant upon castles and feudalism. 

To circumvent lords and castles, the Crown encouraged the 

creation of organized militias through legislation and subsidies. Towns 

replaced castles as mustering centres because they offered more manpower 

to the state and the populace was more willing to serve the Crown than feudal 

lords were. The Marian Statute of 1558 required the 4,000 strong militia of 

London to update their arms and stressed regular training.35 Towns provided 

significant numbers of semi-professional troops that were easily mustered 

since they were all concentrated in one area, as opposed to the sparsely-

populated countryside where castles would rally their rural levies from afar. 

In contrast to the old armors kept in castles, the Crown made an allowance 

of coat money to cover the costs of soldiers’ uniforms.36 Although subjects 

still had to partly equip themselves, the Crown’s ability to subsidize them 

removed the levies’ attachment to the aristocracy who usually provided their 

arms. While the nobility tended to favor recruiting followers from amongst 

 
34 Goring, 186. 

35 Ian W. Archer, "The Burden of Taxation on Sixteenth-Century London," The 

Historical Journal 44, no. 3 (2001): 620. 

36 Goring, "Social Change and Military Decline in mid–Tudor England," 191. 
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the gentry, the Crown did not discriminate against the lower classes as any 

able-bodied man could become a soldier. By 1600, the poor were thrust into 

service in exchange for daily meat and drink and a small wage, because they 

exhibited particular qualities which made them good soldiers, like deference 

to authority and a tolerance for harsh conditions.37 The state’s need for more 

troops relaxed societal views on what type of people make good soldiers, 

whereas the nobility held onto their elitist notions concerning the eligibility 

of the poor to serve in the army. Having untrained levies gather for 

provisioning at castles to get whatever armaments they could scavenge 

produced notably inferior troops. Professionalized town militias were not 

only better armed than their feudal counterparts, but they also showed 

loyalty to the Crown rather than a noble intermediary who hosted his own 

retinue. 

The professionalization of European armies and the increasing 

prevalence of gunpowder in warfare spurred a drastic change to the 

decentralized military of the Kingdom of England under the Tudors. 

Improvements in weapons and tactics, which were made possible by new 

technology, allowed even commoners to outmatch equestrians. This brought 

the downfall of the medieval knight’s dominance in war, thus making raw 

manpower and technology the most important factors for national defence. 

Early modern artillery rendered castle defenses useless for they were 

incapable of taking fire or mounting their own guns on the walls, without 

significant work being done to modify them. As the defensive value of 

castles declined, landlords were much less inclined to reinvest in their 

 
37 Nayar, "Arms or the Man I: Gunpowder Technology and the Early Modern 

Romance," 559. 



historiae 

  

  

 

 

 

 

31 

fortifications, so these marvels of the Middle Ages faced obsolescence. 

Conversely, the Crown believed that towns warranted the expense of 

bastioned walls and saw fit to erect coastal artillery forts to defend the 

kingdom. While castles met all the needs of a decentralized state where the 

Crown’s representatives were few and far between, because they allowed 

the nobility to control Britain with relatively few soldiers, they were 

inadequate in fielding the large professionalized armies required of an early 

modern nation-state. The increasing frequency of warfare and scale of 

conflicts in Europe exposed the limitations of the feudal recruitment system. 

The small and poorly equipped retinues raised through the feudal system 

prompted the Crown to assume direct control of recruitment in the mid-

sixteenth century. As such, towns assumed the role of training and 

garrisoning troops for they had larger populations than castles. Though 

castles functioned as military, civil, economic, and social centers, their 

versatility was also responsible for their abandonment as military 

strongholds in favor of more suitable modern establishments like forts and 

towns. Ultimately, the crowning achievement of medieval engineering came 

to be seen as a relic of a bygone age shortly after the Tudor period.  
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For good or ill the popular conception of piracy has been tainted by 

the image of Johnny Depp vaguely grasping at the air.1 While preparing for 

his role as the iconic Captain Jack Sparrow, Johnny Depp is said to have 

taken inspiration from the rock stars of his childhood saying specifically, “I 

was reading about the 18th-century pirates and thought they were kind of 

like rock stars. So, when I thought, 'Who is the greatest rock 'n' roll star of 

all time?”2 Interestingly enough, Johnny Depp appears to have been right on 

the money, historiographically speaking. As Depp pranced around the set 

expressing his inner Keith Richards, pirate historians, following in the wake 

of Marcus Rediker, were austerely debating whether or not pirates were 

living the rock’n’roll lifestyle, or if they were a bunch of corporate shills 

selling out to “the man”. Put more formally, Rediker’s social-historical 

approach to, and Marxist framework of, English Atlantic piracy, presented 

those pirates as proto-proletarians marauding the seas out of a sense of class-

consciousness and expressing a crude egalitarian, anti-authoritarian, and 

collectivist ideology. This analysis, and the methodology that inspired it, has 

occupied a major portion of pirate historiography for the past two decades. 

Largely historians have rejected Rediker’s conclusions, accusing him of 

romanticizing blood-soaked criminals and obfuscating their role in the rise 

of the slave trade, but a notable few historians have found inspiration in his 

work and have expanded upon his conclusions with regards to race, gender, 

 
1 Best of Captain Jack Sparrow Part 1, accessed December 7, 2019, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nNMKDat-Kvo. 

2 Stax, “IGN: Depp & Bruckheimer Talk Pirates,” January 2, 2008, 

https://web.archive.org/web/20080102184110/http://uk.movies.ign.com/articles/42

5/425848p1.html. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nNMKDat-Kvo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nNMKDat-Kvo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nNMKDat-Kvo
https://web.archive.org/web/20080102184110/http:/uk.movies.ign.com/articles/425/425848p1.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20080102184110/http:/uk.movies.ign.com/articles/425/425848p1.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20080102184110/http:/uk.movies.ign.com/articles/425/425848p1.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20080102184110/http:/uk.movies.ign.com/articles/425/425848p1.html
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and sexuality.3 These discussions typically revolve around the definition of 

pirate and piracy, the periodization of various phases of Atlantic piracy, the 

pirate’s role in Empire and Imperialism, and discussions over the dimensions 

of the Atlantic World. Inspired by Rediker’s description of cosmopolitan 

pirate crews roving along the coast of Africa at a time of expanding 

plantation-based economies, and the slave trade by which they were fueled, 

the goal of this paper is to bring these various historiographical 

conversations about the English Atlantic pirate into discussion and reflect 

on how they portray the role of piracy in the slave trade. 

         Before we discuss the varied reactions to Rediker’s historical 

conclusions, it would be worth describing those conclusions briefly. Marcus 

Rediker’s major contributions to the history of piracy, from the mid-1980s 

to 2004, was to take a social-historical approach to the topic.4 Following in 

the footsteps of Marxist historian Christopher Hill, Rediker sought to 

explore pirates and piracy from a bottom-up perspective.5 He explored the 

 
3 With the exception of Bolster, I’m unlikely to touch on these discussions but they 

can be found in, Marcus Rediker, “When Women Pirates Sailed the Seas,” The 

Wilson Quarterly, no. 4 (1993): 102., Hans Turley, Rum, Sodomy, and the Lash: 

Piracy, Sexuality, and Masculine Identity (New York: New York University Press, 

1999)., W. Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks: African American Seamen in the Age of 

Sail (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1997). Mark Hanna criticizes 

this expansion, suggesting that historians are using pirates as a foil for all they find 

distasteful in Early-Modern Europe, M. G. Hanna, Well-Behaved Pirates Seldom 

Make History: A Reevaluation of the Golden Age of English Piracy, 2015, 

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9j63k6xp. 

4 Since 2004, Rediker’s focus has expanded to a broader discussion of all maritime 

labourers, Thomas Buchanan, “Outlaws of the Atlantic: Sailors, Pirates, and 

Motley Crews in the Age of Sail by Marcus Rediker (Review),” Journal of Social 

History 49, no. 2 (Winter 2015): 469–71. 

5 For brevity’s sake I’ve elected to keep my coverage of sources to the 21st century 

as much as possible, although given Christopher Hill’s importance both to the field 

of history and specifically to the field of pirate history I think it is worth 

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9j63k6xp
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9j63k6xp
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9j63k6xp
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social reality of pirates as viewed from within, seeking to remove the 

condemning bias of the authorities that sought so desperately to destroy 

them.6 His conclusion was that pirates during the early 18th century were 

revolutionaries pursuing a social revolution. This social revolution rejected 

the oppression and rigid hierarchies of merchant ships, the Royal Navy, and 

privateering vessels in favor of a basic ethos of shared risk and reward.7 This 

argument has been extended in a number of different ways, since then, 

showcasing pirate ships as havens for the oppressed including certain 

women, the LGBTQ community, slaves, and any individual with a thirst for 

freedom.8 Rediker does not presume his pirate havens to have been utopias; 

they were bound by the social norms of their eras and the consequences of 

their chosen profession—outlaws engaged in what he terms “the dialectic of 

terror” against the state.9 Nonetheless pirates served as beacons of freedom 

during their Golden Age. One of the more important primary sources that 

 
mentioning his influence on the social history of piracy as mentioned by Hanna in 

Mark Hann, “Well-behaved Pirates Seldom Make History: A Reevaluation of the 

Golden Age of English Piracy,” 130 & Rediker himself in, Marcus Rediker, 

Villains of All Nations: Atlantic Pirates in the Golden Age (Boston: Beacon Press, 

2004). 

6 Marcus Rediker, “Under the Banner of King Death": The Social World of Anglo-

American Pirates, 1716 to 1726,” William & Mary Quarterly 38, no. 2 (April 

1981): 203. 

7 For information on the particulars of such oppressions and rigid hierarchies see, 

John Appleby, “Daniel [De]Foe’s Virginia Venture: Mutiny and Indiscipline at Sea 

during the 1680s and 1690s,” International Journal of Maritime History 29, no. 1 

(February 2017): 3–25, https://doi.org/10.1177/0843871416678171., Jann M Witt, 

“‘During the Voyage Every Captain Is Monarch of the Ship:’ The Merchant 

Captain from the Seventeenth to the Nineteenth Century,” International Journal of 

Maritime History 13, no. 2 (December 2001): 165–94, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/084387140101300211, and Marcus Rediker, Villains of All 

Nations. 

8 Marcus Rediker, Villains of All Nations, 6. Also see ftnt 3. 

9 The dialectic of violence is brought up in, ibid, 16. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0843871416678171
https://doi.org/10.1177/0843871416678171
https://doi.org/10.1177/084387140101300211
https://doi.org/10.1177/084387140101300211
https://doi.org/10.1177/084387140101300211
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Rediker uses in his works is Captain Charles Johnson’s A General History 

of the Pyrates, which details the history of piracy from the 1690s through to 

the end of the so-called Golden Age of Piracy in 1726.10 This source is itself 

the centre of historiographical controversy, not least because its authorship 

is uncertain. 

With regards to the slave trade, Rediker stresses the multicultural 

nature of pirate crews, bringing up that as many as a third of pirate crews 

were made up of individuals of African descent by the mid-1720s.11 While 

he grants that pirates rejected most slaves on the grounds of their lack of 

maritime experience, that when possible they preferred to sell captured 

slaves or—while sailing along the African coast—return them to shore, and 

that a number of individuals on pirate ships were there against their will, he 

maintains that pirates could serve as a vehicle for liberation for those slaves 

that met the necessary qualifications.12 He mentions the effects that pirates 

allegedly had upon landing at port, notably in Virginia and Bermuda, where 

they are said to have caused a great restlessness amongst the slaves, inspiring 

 
10 Larry Schweikart and B. R. Burg, “Stand By To Repel Historians: Modern 

Scholarship and Caribbean Pirates, 1650-1725,” The Historian 46, no. 2 (1984): 

220. 

11 Marcus Rediker, Villains of All Nations, 54-56 offers a detailed account of the 

presence of black pirates while in Arne Bialuschewski, “Black People under the 

Black Flag: Piracy and the Slave Trade on the West Coast of Africa, 1718-1723,” 

Slavery & Abolition 29, no. 4 (December 2008): 461, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01440390802486473, the specific figure of 30% is 

mentioned. Arne Bialuschewski seems to have little regard for Rediker’s theories 

on pirates and seems to have taken it upon himself to contest Rediker’s marxist 

interpretation from within his chosen temporal parameters. An interesting 

takedown by Bialushewski, Arne Bialuschewski, “Pirate Voyages in History and 

Fantasy,” Global Crime 7, no. 2 (May 2006): 256–59, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17440570601014495.  

12 Marcus Rediker, Villains of All Nations, 54-56. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01440390802486473
https://doi.org/10.1080/01440390802486473
https://doi.org/10.1080/01440390802486473
https://doi.org/10.1080/17440570601014495
https://doi.org/10.1080/17440570601014495
https://doi.org/10.1080/17440570601014495
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acts of impudence from the slave population and fears of insurrection within 

the slave-owning class.13 Extolling the virtue of the pirate for rejecting the 

Black Codes of the colonial mainland, Rediker goes on to say, “Indeed, 

pirate ships themselves might be considered multiracial maroon 

communities, in which rebels used the high seas as others used the 

mountains and jungles.”14 Given the complicated history of maroon 

interactions with plantation colonies, this comparison holds particular, if 

perhaps unappreciated, weight.15 That being said Rediker’s comparison 

drives home his notion of the pirate as separate. Due to a variety of processes 

set in motion both by the state and the pirates themselves, the pirate 

community of the last two decades of the so-called Golden Age of pirates 

found itself increasingly isolated from the rest of the world and, in this 

isolation, found the opportunity to express new, liberatory, and radical forms 

of social relations. It is this notion of isolation, combined with the unifying 

stresses of being an outlaw, that does the revolutionary heavy lifting in 

Rediker’s conception of deep-sea pirates. 

Periodization and Definition of Piracy 

         Marcus Rediker centres his discussion of piracy largely within the 

final decade of the Golden Age of pirates, from 1716-1726.16 It is within this 

decade, he believes, that the proto-class consciousness of maritime sailors 

 
13 Ibid, 55. 

14 Ibid, 56. 

15 For a detailed conversation on evolving perceptions of pirates and maroons and 

their interrelatedness in the Jamaican imagination see, Erin Mackie, “Welcome the 

Outlaw: Pirates, Maroons, and Caribbean Countercultures,” Cultural Critique, no. 

59 (2005): 24–62 

16 Marcus Rediker, Villains of All Nations, 9. 
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evolved into its purest expression of radical rebellion. The pirates of this 

decade were most demonstrably egalitarian, anti-authoritarian, collectivist, 

and anti-nationalist.17 The decades prior aided in the fomenting of such a 

consciousness, but it was this crucial decade where pirates explicitly sought 

to overturn what they perceived to be the injustices of their world and to act 

in their collective interest.18 Rediker justifies his periodization on the 

grounds that the pirates of this crucial decade, “stood at the very pinnacle of 

what is called the golden age of piracy.”19 Rediker’s Golden Age stretches 

from 1650-1726 and divides neatly into three phases. The first phase is 

represented by the buccaneers of Henry Morgan and stretches from 1650-

1680, the second phase spans the 1690s and involves a broadening of the 

field into the Indian Ocean as well as the targets of pirates—from just the 

Spanish to a wide roster of targets, not least of which was the Mughal 

Empire—and involves the legendary pirates Henry Avery and William 

Kidd, and the final phase, Rediker’s centre of focus, spans the years 1716-

1726 and involves over four thousand pirates including Edward ‘Black 

Beard’ Teach and Bartholomew ‘Black Bart’ Roberts. This decade of piracy 

involved the most pirates and the most iconic pirates, committing the most 

acts of piracy, and seizing the most prizes.20 For these reasons Rediker sees 

little issue in only dealing with the previous half-century tangentially, and 

instead focusing on the explosive final decade of “Golden Age” piracy. 

Further this periodization allows for a clearly delineated definition of piracy, 

one that is separate from privateers and smugglers and, it is worth stressing, 

 
17 Ibid. 

18 Ibid, 5-6. 

19 Ibid, 8. 

20 Ibid, 8-9. 
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those two professions’ morally ambiguous roles in the slave trade. The 

definition of pirate, as Rediker explains it, is, “one who willingly participates 

in robbery on the sea, not discriminating among nationalities in his choice 

of victims.”21 This definition allows him to exclude the various maritime 

marauders who would otherwise be considered pirates but for their 

preference for victims of a specific nationality, for example the buccaneers 

of the mid seventeenth century, who targeted almost exclusively Spanish 

and Portuguese shipping.22 Doing so allows Rediker to exclude his more 

radical subjects from their problematic antecedents. The reasoning behind 

this need not be so self-serving, however. In legal terms pirates, stretching 

back to roman times, have been referred to as hostis humani generis or 

‘enemy of the human race’ thus an argument can be made that indiscriminate 

pillaging is a necessary prerequisite for any group of sea-based thieves to be 

considered true pirates.23 From that point of view, focusing on antecedents 

could be seen as unnecessarily teleological—especially given the notable 

fifteen year gap between the pirates of the 1690s and the resurgence starting 

in 1716—therefore an action to be taken sparingly. 

         The disputes surrounding Rediker’s periodization derive from 

many historians preferring to take on a longue durée view of the Golden Age 

of piracy. Mark Hanna takes issue with Rediker’s focus on the exceptional 

last decade of the so-called Golden Age of piracy. He argues that studying 

 
21 Marcus Rediker, “’Under the Banner of King Death’ The Social World of Anglo-

American Pirates, 1716-1726” 203 no. 3. 

22 Casey Schmitt, “Pirates, Planting, and the Rights of Mankind in Seventeenth-

Century Tortuga,” The Latin Americanist 61, no. 4 (December 2017): 584, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/tla.12167. 

23 Daniel A. Lavrisha, “Pirates, Ye Be Warned: A Comparative Analysis of 

National Piracy Laws,” University of Toledo Law Review, no. Issue 1 (2010): 255. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/tla.12167
https://doi.org/10.1111/tla.12167
https://doi.org/10.1111/tla.12167
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the period as a whole and acknowledging the vast array of continuities, 

rather than the admittedly alluring exceptions, allows for a better 

understanding of Caribbean piracy as a phenomenon.24 Mark Hanna’s major 

argument is one of continuity and integration. Specifically he argues that 

rather than piracy being a ‘ride-and-die’ lifestyle, the vast majority of those 

who committed acts of piracy only did so temporarily and with the aim of 

eventually returning to mainland society.25 Hanna insists that rendering due 

weight to earlier decades allows for these tendencies to come to the fore, 

highlighting as an example Henry Morgan’s turn from buccaneer to pirate 

hunting as he became Lieutenant Governor of Jamaica.26 This re-centring on 

seventeenth century piracy over the eighteenth century invokes the tradition 

of Robert C. Ritchie and has been remarked on as an increasing trend in 

recent years.27 Rather than focusing on the spectacular climax of the Golden 

Age, Hanna argues that more important to the ultimate conclusion of piracy 

was the process by which—namely the English—strengthened their hold on 

their colonies via increased military presence, more formalised codifications 

of privateering marques, and by adopting economic policies that 

successfully wooed colonists away from the black market—and its piratical 

merchants—and towards legitimate methods of trade.28 The period under 

which these processes took place was largely before the War of Spanish 

Succession and so predates Rediker’s area of focus by the better part of two 

decades.29 Other historians, notably Ryan Holroyd, have endorsed similar 

 
24 Mark Hanna, “Well-Behaved Pirates Seldom make History,” 130-131. 

25 Ibid, 133. 

26 Ibid, 141-142 

27 Owen Stanwood, “New Histories of the Pirates” 73, no. 3 (2016): 562. 

28 Mark Hanna, “Well-Behaved Pirates Seldom make History,” 151-152. 

29 Ibid. 
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arguments while exploring the pirate involvement in Madagascar and its 

ultimate conclusion in the early 1720s, arguing that rather than being 

crushed in a blazing act of radical martyrdom—as Rediker’s Captain Fly 

does—the vast majority of pirates took the variety of pardons offered or 

otherwise found ways to reintegrate into society.30 Holroyd’s argument 

complicates Rediker’s narrative by suggesting that there were at least two 

theatres of piracy with different trajectories and outcomes during the final 

decade of Golden Age piracy.31 Hanna and Holroyd, additionally, call into 

question Rediker’s independent and stand-alone conception of pirates by 

highlighting the myriad relations that pirates had with the mainland. 

         On top of contestations of emphasis historians also disagree with 

the span of the so-called Golden Age of Piracy. Rediker adopts, in this 

regard, a moderate position by arguing for a Golden Age of Piracy that spans 

from 1650-1726. Historians generally seem intent on expanding to earlier 

dates, some going as early as 1630 and others invoking the sixteenth century 

exploits of Francis Drake in the same breath as the triumphs of Morgan, 

Kidd, and Teach.32 These arguments lend themselves to a historiography 

concerned with piracy’s continuities and its involvement in the European 

 
30 Ryan Holroyd, “Whatever Happened to Those Villains of the Indian Seas? The 

Happy Retirement of the Madagascar Pirates, 1698–1721,” International Journal of 

Maritime History 29, no. 4 (November 2017): 762-764, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0843871417726748. Marcus Rediker, Villains of All 

Nations, 172-73. 

31 Ryan Holroyd, “Whatever Happened to Those Villains of the Indian Seas?”, 754. 

32 Kevin P. McDonald, Pirates, Merchants, Settlers, and Slaves: Colonial America 

and the Indo-Atlantic World (University of California Press, 2015), 

http://muse.jhu.edu/book/41220, Barbara Fuchs, “Faithless Empires: Pirates, 

Renegadoes, and the English Nation” 67, no. 1 (2000): 45, 

https://doi.org/10.1353/elh.2000.0002. As two examples. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0843871417726748
https://doi.org/10.1177/0843871417726748
https://doi.org/10.1177/0843871417726748
http://muse.jhu.edu/book/41220
http://muse.jhu.edu/book/41220
http://muse.jhu.edu/book/41220
https://doi.org/10.1353/elh.2000.0002
https://doi.org/10.1353/elh.2000.0002
https://doi.org/10.1353/elh.2000.0002
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imperial project. It further suggests a broader definition of piracy, the 

significance of which is discussed further below. Facing down these 

arguments is Carla Gardina Pestana who emphatically insists that the Golden 

Age of pirates as popularly conceived, which is to say with pirates of the 

Caribbean—rather than merely privateers in the Caribbean—is  only 

logistically feasible around the 1670s at the earliest.33 She asserts that 

Colonel Doyley’s call for buccaneers in 1657 after the English conquest of 

Jamaica has been misread as a call for sea marauders when he was in-fact 

calling for buccaneers in the original sense of the word: hunters of feral 

cattle.34 She asserts that the English Caribbean would have barely been 

capable of hosting sufficient buccaneers to supply a piratical population 

worthy of the title of ‘Golden Age’. She further notes that the hostile 

maritime conditions of the Caribbean made it unfeasible for the resource 

scarce settlements of the early colonised Caribbean to field a sea-faring force 

that existed for the sole purpose of marauding, without a pre-established 

financial impetus.35 As such, Pestana argues that: 

“If the English invasion of Jamaica precipitated this new 

era [of piracy], then Edward Doyley, rather than drawing 

on a pre-existing pirate population, helped to create an 

island ecology that fostered piracy. Instead of representing 

another chapter in a continuous history of Caribbean-

 
33 Carla Gardina Pestana, “Early English Jamaica without Pirates,” WILLIAM AND 

MARY QUARTERLY 71, no. 3 (July 2014): 356-57, 

https://doi.org/10.5309/willmaryquar.71.3.0321. 

34 Ibid, 326.  

35 Ibid, 348-354. 

https://doi.org/10.5309/willmaryquar.71.3.0321
https://doi.org/10.5309/willmaryquar.71.3.0321
https://doi.org/10.5309/willmaryquar.71.3.0321
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based sea roving, Doyley and his compatriots on English 

Jamaica inadvertently launched a new era.”36 

Beyond insisting on a periodization more robustly substantiated by historical 

facts, Pestana’s argument has a number of historiographical implications. By 

tying the foundation of Jamaica to the development of an ecology conducive 

to piratical activity, Pestana necessarily advocates for a robustly integrated 

view of piracy. This view runs in opposition to Rediker’s understanding of 

isolated, radical pirates and further undermines his belief by tying the 

intrepid individualist and communal buccaneers of the early years of 

piracy—a supposedly radical and independent heritage—directly to the 

English imperial project and, consequently, the slave trade. 

         With regards to slavery Rediker’s focus on the final decade of 

piracy highlights the disruption of capital accumulation that the pirates 

perpetuated during the early eighteenth century, especially in the early 1720s 

when a third of all slave trading vessels leaving the coast of West Africa 

were intercepted by pirates.37 This focus plays well into Rediker’s 

conception of radical piracy. However, it neglects the previous sixty years 

in which piracy, privateering, and smuggling played foundational roles in 

the creation of the plantation economy. By recentring on the seventeenth 

century, authors like Mark Hanna and Kevin McDonald amongst numerous 

others, are able to create a narrative in which piracy is deeply implicated in 

the imperial machinery of the early modern era, thus hardly radical at all. 

Meanwhile, Carla Gardena Pestana’s explicit tying of the early buccaneers’ 

 
36 Ibid, 359. 

37 Arne Bialuschewski, “Black People under the Black Flag: Piracy and the Slave 

Trade on the West Coast of Africa, 1718-1723,” 461. 
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transformation into pirates to the English takeover of Jamaica—and not 

being a population of pre-established marauders waiting to be acted upon—

weakens the foundation myth of pirates evolving from the independent, 

freedom loving, sea-roving buccaneers and implicates them directly in 

imperial machinations. 

          As noted above, Rediker provides a fairly strict definition of 

pirate—and by extension piracy—that is rooted in legal terminology. This 

definition, as can probably be surmised from the various disputes on his 

choice of focus and periodization, is hotly contested. This contestation, 

however, has no clear antagonistic team. Instead there are a number of camps 

with their own definition of pirate that expand from Rediker’s more strictly 

delineated definition to increasingly broad ones. For instance, following in 

Rediker’s tradition, Carla Gardina Pestana assumes a strict definition of 

piracy, though she implicitly includes the famous buccaneers of Henry 

Morgan in that definition.38 This strict definition is necessary for her 

argument with regards to a late rise of pirating in the Caribbean as a broader 

definition would render her argument incoherent given the long history of 

privateers active in the area—dating back to the fifteenth century.39 Broader 

definitions, in Carla Gardina Pestana’s perspective, of piracy are predicated 

on a suspicion of the ulterior motives of any ship that sets sail with the 

intention of raiding, even if with legal endorsement. As she explains it: 

Assuming that any ship with the capabilities would want 

to participate in raids and take prizes, pirate scholarship 

categorizes any individual fitted out with a suitable ship 

 
38 Carla Gardina Pestana, “Early English Jamaica without Pirates”, 339. 

39 Ibid, 356-57. 
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as ready to act outside of the law if an appropriate 

commission could not be obtained. Seeing commissions 

as convenient cover and wartime as a fortuitous excuse 

colors many accounts. This presupposition perpetuates the 

view that almost anyone on the sea was a prospective 

pirate—willing to attack when the chance presented 

itself.40 

This appears to be an apt description of the issue, at least insofar as historians 

like Arne Bialushewski and Kevin McDonald are concerned. In particular 

Bialuschewski views the majority of ‘buccaneers’ as a “peculiar blend of 

outright robbery […] and privateering” going on to cynically assert that “as 

long as these predators [the buccaneers] were furthering English interests, 

the colonial authorities cared little whether or not they were legitimate.”41 

McDonald asserts a similar view-point though one tinged with determinism. 

He believes that, “piracy is best understood as a cyclical phenomenon” one 

embedded in a grander economic cycle—it bears noting that reviewers have 

compared McDonald’s approach to Braudel42—and, in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth century, was wedded to additional cycles of imperial warfare. 

Sailors took on the legitimacy of privateering during times of war and lapsed 

into illegal piracy as their marques expired and they continued roving.43 Both 

of these examples offer subtle deviations but ultimately largely align with 

Pestana’s accusation. This suspicion has led to the historical trope of the 

 
40 Carla Gardina Pestana, “Early English Jamaica without Pirates”, 339. 

41 Arne Bialuschewski, “Jacobite Pirates?,” Histoire Sociale/Social History 44, no. 

87 (2011): 149, https://doi.org/10.1353/his.2011.0002. 

42 Charles Prior, “Review: Pirates, Merchants, Settlers, and Slaves: Colonial 

America and the Indo-Atlantic World,” International Journal of Maritime History 

28, no. 1 (February 1, 2016): 221–23, https://doi.org/10.1177/0843871415616921p. 

43 Kevin McDonald, Pirates, Merchants, Settlers, and Slaves, 128. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/his.2011.0002
https://doi.org/10.1353/his.2011.0002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0843871415616921p
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lawyer-pirate, the notion that a substantial number of pirates held some sort 

of marque of varying legitimacy to use in the case of capture to justify their 

actions, however imperfectly.44 This archetype of pirate-lawyer, at least 

according to Lauren Benton and implicitly expanded upon by David Wilson, 

is allegedly epitomised in the trial of William Kidd.45 These definitions 

broaden the scope of piracy by ultimately putting the privateer’s motives 

into doubt. The privateer, rather than being an explicit actor for a state’s 

interests, takes precautions to legitimise their independent and premeditated 

actions to the best of their abilities, occasionally with state endorsement. 

Where complications arise are in the views expressed by Mark 

Hanna. He stresses that the notion of privateer is a fluid one. This fluidity 

arises from the fact that the term can only be dated to after the capture of 

Jamaica by the English. As such, the term and the legal procedures 

surrounding such a notion as “private men of war”—Doyley’s phrase from 

which privateer is derived—were ambiguous and largely undeveloped at the 

term’s inception and for some time after it was accepted into the English 

lexicon.46 This led to understandable confusion surrounding the work of 

Privateers. Notably questions of who could issue a commission to a privateer 

 
44 Lauren Benton, “Legal Spaces of Empire: Piracy and the Origins of Ocean 

Regionalism,” COMPARATIVE STUDIES IN SOCIETY AND HISTORY 47, no. 4 

(October 2005): 707. 

45 While Lauren Benton focuses directly on the idea of the law-savvy pirate, 

Wilson’s piece on Kidd showcases his attempts to negotiate the legal system but his 

ultimate weakness in the face of metropolitan power-politics, hence my stressing of 

implicity. Lauren Benton, “Legal Spaces of Empire,” 707 & D. Wilson, “Piracy, 

Patronage & Political Economy: Captain Kidd and the East India Trade,” 

International Journal of Maritime History 27, no. 1 (16 2015): 33-39, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0843871414566783. 

46 Mark Hanna, “Well-Behaved Pirates Seldom make History,” 137-138. 
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https://doi.org/10.1177/0843871414566783


historiae 

  

  

 

 

 

 

53 

were hotly contested. In its early years Jamaica relied on privateers as a 

means of defence, given the unreliability of the Royal Navy—occupied as it 

was patrolling the whole of the Northern Atlantic, and occasionally 

smuggling goods to the Spanish47—and so desperately sought the authority 

to issue its own commissions. At the same time London was eager to limit 

the number of individuals who could issue commissions for foreign policy 

reasons.48 Arne Bialuschewski would likely argue that pirates manipulated 

such confusion to their benefit, but Hanna is willing to extend the benefit of 

the doubt, suggesting that a number of privateers were earnest in their 

intentions to serve England but were thus lost in legal limbo. 

In Pestana’s piece, she highlights two methods of defining pirates. 

The first is very careful in its defining and is called the English method; in 

this method all maritime marauding is an act of privateering until proven 

piratical. The alternative method is the Spanish method, which sees all non-

Iberian incursion into the Caribbean—and potentially the Western 

Hemisphere more broadly—as an act of piracy.49 In pursuit of a more 

integrated understanding of the Caribbean underworld, a number of 

historians have adopted this Spanish definition, with qualifications. 

Specifically, a number of historians looking into the economics of Caribbean 

 
47 For a study on the Royal Navy’s smuggling operation from Jamaica see, Casey 

S. Schmitt, “Virtue in Corruption: Privateers, Smugglers, and the Shape of Empire 

in the Eighteenth-Century Caribbean,” Early American Studies: An 

Interdisciplinary Journal 13, no. 1 (2015): 89, 

https://doi.org/10.1353/eam.2015.0002. 

48 Mark Hanna, “Well-Behaved Pirates Seldom make History,” 136-139 & Barbara 

Fuchs, “Faithless Empires” 45-47 Fuchs piece offers a direct discussion of piracy 

and privateering as a tool for imperialism and the tensions that caused with regards 

to foreign policy. 

49 Carla Gardina Pestana, “Early English Jamaica without Pirates” 338-339. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/eam.2015.0002
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piracy have taken to defining all acts of smuggling, pirating, privateering, 

and other engagements in the coastal black market as under the umbrella of 

piracy. This view, adopted by historians such as Gregory O’Malley, Casey 

S. Schmitt, and to a certain extent Michael J. Jarvis, allows for a more 

integrated understanding of colonial economies and aids in decentring the 

metropolis in the history of the Caribbean by highlighting a locally derived 

underground economic nexus centred on illicit trade, fueled in part by piracy 

and privateering, that made up for the shortcomings of the monopolistic 

system endorsed in London.50 While none of these definitions directly tie 

into an exploration of the slave trade, their ability to increasingly integrate 

piracy into its colonial context, and its ability to focus analysis on the 

seventeenth over the eighteenth century does have a number of 

consequences for that discussion. 

 
50 Gregory E. O’Malley author, Black Markets for Black Labor: Pirates, 

Privateers, and Interlopers in the Origins of the Intercolonial Slave Trade, CA. 

1619–1720 (University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 

https://doi.org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469615349.003.0003, Casey S. Schmitt, 

“Virtue in Corruption”, 82, and Michael J. Jarvis, “Maritime Masters and Seafaring 

Slaves in Bermuda, 1680-1783,” The William and Mary Quarterly 59, no. 3 (2002): 

585–622, https://doi.org/10.2307/3491466. 

These definitions of piracy bear the most analytical fruit, at least for the present 

conversation, but the definition of piracy can extend into even broader scopes than 

mentioned here. For the sake of understanding the Spanish perspective some 

historians adopt a view of piracy that includes all non-Iberians present in the 

Western Hemisphere. McDonald, while adopting a narrower view, nonetheless 

hints at a broader definition in his introduction, one that views the entirety of the 

European colonial project, state-sponsored or otherwise, as piracy. See Kevin 

McDonald Pirates, Merchants, Settlers, and Slaves, 15-16. Implicit suggestions for 

this thesis are explored in Peter Hayes, “Pirates, Privateers and the Contract 

Theories of Hobbes and Locke,” HISTORY OF POLITICAL THOUGHT 29, no. 3 

(FAL 2008): 462. 

 

https://doi.org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469615349.003.0003
https://doi.org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469615349.003.0003
https://doi.org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469615349.003.0003
https://doi.org/10.2307/3491466
https://doi.org/10.2307/3491466


historiae 

  

  

 

 

 

 

55 

Integration, Dimension 

         The dimensions of Atlantic History have undergone a simultaneous 

expanding and shrinking in recent years, at least with regards to piracy. 

Rediker, though mentioning the Red Sea pirates and the Atlantic pirates’ 

interest in performing raids in the Indian Ocean, treats such locales as 

peripheral to the English pirate world and elects to maintain his focus on the 

North Atlantic.51 By contrast historians like Arne Bialuschewski, 

McDonald, Anna Neill, Jane Hooper, Ryan Holroyd amongst others have 

insisted on Madagascar’s central role in the history of Golden Age piracy 

and thus forced a widening of the Atlantic World to encapsulate 

Madagascar.52 McDonald has chosen to create an entire new term, calling 

his expanded Atlantic the Indo-Atlantic world. In doing so he partakes in the 

dual action of shrinking and enlarging the Atlantic world by expanding the 

purview of Atlantic piracy to Madagascar but narrowing it by tying it 

directly to trade nexuses centred on New York City.53 This narrowing to 

specific trade networks relates to the works of Lauren Benton whose study 

on ocean regionalism and imperialism explores the geographic 

imperfections of imperial boundaries. As she says, “Though empires did lay 

 
51 Marcus Rediker, Villains of all Nations, 31. 

52 Arne Bialuschewski, “PIRATES, SLAVERS, AND THE INDIGENOUS 

POPULATION IN MADAGASCAR, c. 1690-1715,” International Journal of 

African Historical Studies 38, no. 3 (October 2005): 401–25., Kevin McDonald, 

Pirates, Merchants, Settlers and Slaves. Anna Neill, “Buccaneer Ethnography: 

Nature, Culture, and Nation in the Journals of William Dampier” 33, no. 2 (2000): 

165–80, https://doi.org/10.1353/ecs.2000.0015, Jane Hooper, “Pirates and Kings: 

Power on the Shores of Early Modern Madagascar and the Indian Ocean” 22, no. 2 

(2011): 215–42, https://doi.org/10.1353/jwh.2011.0053, & Ryan Holroyd, 

“Whatever Happened to those Villains of the Indian Seas?”. 

53 Kevin McDonald, Pirates, Merchants, Settlers and Slaves, 6. 
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claim to vast stretches of territory, the nature of these claims was tempered 

by control that was exercised mainly over narrow bands, or corridors, of 

territory and over enclaves of various situations.”54 Particularly in the early 

years of the Golden Age, when the various navies of the world were 

stretched thin attempting to guard sparsely populated global empires, this 

notion of corridors and enclaves substituting for the broad land claims made 

by European powers bears being stressed. It narrows the Atlantic in a way 

that challenges Rediker’s notion of independent pirates by limiting the 

geographic area upon which they can wander. 

Centring on Madagascar forces historians to acknowledge the 

integrated ties that pirates had with their broader community. One of the 

most successful pirate havens in Madagascar, St. Mary’s, was sponsored by 

Frederick Philipse, a New York merchant with the explicit goal of gathering 

slaves for the Bermudan market. Similarly the pirate’s penchant for spending 

extended periods in St. Mary’s, waiting to raid the annual flotilla of 

individuals partaking in the Hajj, or waiting for the Monsoon storms to pass, 

allowed them to develop cordial if not necessarily friendly relationships with 

the local indigenous population.55 This relationship made pirates ideal 

middle-men for negotiations between slave-traders and the locals. 

         As stated in the above discussion of Rediker’s work, the idea of 

integration and the degree to which pirates can be described as ‘separate’ or 

‘isolated’ from their wider society has become the major avenue of 

conversation within pirate history. Since Rediker first surmised that, as 

 
54 Lauren Benton, “Legal Spaces of Empire” 700. 

55 Kevin McDonald, Pirates, Merchants, Settlers, and Slaves, 50. 
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Villains of All Nations, pirates were akin to maroon communities in that 

they were apart and able to develop in a manner distinct and ultimately 

opposed to the rest of the colonial world, disputations by the rest of the 

historical community have arisen. Discussions of periodization, definition 

of the Golden Age of piracy as well as explorations of the dimensions of the 

Pirate world all feed into one of two conclusions, one in which pirates were 

deeply implicated in the early modern Caribbean, potentially even an arm of 

imperialism, or one in which pirates served as radical rebels, apart from and 

opposed to the processes underway. 

         Mark Hanna is one of the historians most vociferously opposed to 

Rediker’s conclusion. As stated above Hanna believes that the continuation 

of piracy was fundamentally tied to the tolerance of maritime communities. 

So long as Charleston, New York, and Port Royal, amongst others, were 

willing to trade for the illicit goods that pirates had stolen, their pirate’s life 

could be maintained. Further he argues that the vast majority of pirates 

viewed piracy as a temporary occupation that allowed for the accumulation 

of capital, enabling sailors to re-establish themselves in landed society, as 

opposed to the radical, break-away lifestyle that Rediker suggests.56 As soon 

as imperial powers began to shift their economic policies in order to woo 

their colonial subjects away from the illicit trades, around the turn of the 

eighteenth century, piracy was doomed.57 This argument is notable because 

it puts an economic focus on the end of piracy. Rather than attributing the 

downfall to the spiraling dialectic of violence that Rediker mentions, 

manifested in the War on Piracy and the growing presence of the Royal Navy 

 
56 Mark Hanna, “Well-Behaved Pirates Seldom make History” 134. 

57 Ibid, 151. 
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in colonial waters, Hanna asserts that the economic niche that pirates served 

simply ceased to exist, rendering piracy as a profession unattractive to all 

except the few radicals that Rediker elects to focus on. Ryan Holroyd, in his 

exploration of the end of piracy in Madagascar—which was discussed above 

with regards to its periodization—takes this a step further, and in my opinion 

a step too far, when he says, “despite its efforts, the British government 

deserves no credit for the disappearance of piracy east of the Cape of Good 

Hope. It was the pirates themselves who chose to abandon their careers when 

they found opportunities to do so safely.”58 While giving pirates agency in 

their own extinction is important, it is worth considering the effects that 

shifts in economic policy, and increased surveillance played in the calculus 

of individuals to engage in piratical excursions. It is certainly important to 

note the number of non-violent avenues that individuals had to escape 

piracy, but Holroyd underrepresents the barriers established by imperial 

policy to limit new recruits. 

By contrast Holroyd’s assessment offers certain strengths that 

Hanna lacks. For one thing Hanna’s English world focus neglects to consider 

the intra-imperial world that piracy occupies. Numerous historians explore 

the multinational aspects of maritime life, aspects that require merchants to 

carry numerous flags and passes while at sea. Pestana asserts that it was this 

aspect of intra-imperial competition that even allowed for piracy to arise, 

while Casey Schmitt further expands the avenues of appeal within the 

mainland community by attacking presumptions of monolithic imperium 

and discussing colonies as loose federations, occasionally in direct 
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competition for the scarce resources offered by the metropole, or those 

offered by the pirates that stole from said metropole.59 With regards to 

Holroyd’s piece, however, he mentions how numerous empires, not just the 

English, offered pardons to pirates at different times and in different 

colonies. Pirates could thus often elect, or at least attempt, to retire on their 

own terms.60 

This more economically oriented integrationist avenue presents 

pirates less as radicals, and more as keen-eyed entrepreneurs with a certain 

antipathy towards risk. Numerous historians now present pirates as free-

trade advocates, undermining the inefficient and monopolistic policies of the 

metropole. Casey Schmitt goes so far as to argue that smuggling, which in 

his broader definition falls under the umbrella of piracy, was tacitly accepted 

by certain officials—particularly those stationed in the colonies—as a means 

of assuring national security.61 McDonald posits that piracy is an intrinsic 

symptom of under-developed economies, and in his piece on Tortuga, 

Schmitt seems to agree, highlighting how buccaneers of the English world—

specifically Tortuga before being purged by the Spanish—took to raiding 

Spanish vessels for the tools and capital required to establish their tobacco 

plantations.62 In his monograph, Final Passages: The Intercolonial Slave 

 
59 Carla Gardina Pestana, “Early English Jamaica without Pirates,” 360 & Casey 

Schmitt, “Centering Spanish Jamaica: Regional Competition, Informal Trade, and 

the English Invasion, 1620–62,” The William and Mary Quarterly 76, no. 4 

(November 7, 2019): 701-702. 

60 Ryan Holroyd, “Whatever Happened to those Villains of the Indian Seas” 762-

63. 

61 Casey Schmitt, “Virtue in Corruption,” 83. 

62 Kevin McDonald Pirates, Merchants, Settlers, and Slaves, 128 & Casey Schmitt, 

“Pirates, Planting, and the Rights of Mankind in Seventeenth Century Tortuga” 

584. 
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Trade of British America, 1619-1807, Gregory O’Malley argues that pirates 

and privateers acted in a manner that overcame the short-comings of 

imperial monopolies, redirecting resources to those colonies neglected by 

the large companies.63 Meanwhile Hanna ribs Rediker by suggesting that the 

true radicals were in fact the colonial officials who deliberately ignored their 

orders by engaging with the black market merchants and so endorsed free-

market trading ideals at the expense of mercantile ones.64 He then twists the 

dagger by suggesting that pirates were sell-outs. He does this by questioning 

the sources that Rediker uses, highlighting that those sources written by 

pirates were often written with a mainstream audience in mind and so cannot 

be trusted, suggesting that the radicalness they portray was meant to wow 

and shock the literate folk of London, rather than representing reality on 

board a pirate vessel.65 Richard Frohock takes this argument further by 

suggesting that Rediker’s major source, A General History of the Pyrates, is 

a wholly untrustworthy source and that the major examples of radicalism 

cited by Rediker were in fact pieces of satire meant more to criticize both 

the depravity of pirates and the corruption of civil government, rather than 

to extol the virtues of swashbuckling rogues.66 All of these arguments 

integrate piracy into the imperial economy in a manner that benefits the 

colonies generally over the metropole. Decentring of the metropole is, 

therefore, required in order to appreciate the actions of interlopers, 

 
63 Gregory O’ Malley, Final Passages: The Intercolonial Slave Trade of British 

America, 1619-1807, 95-96. 

64 Mark Hanna, “Well-Behaved Pirates Seldom make History” 135. 

65 Ibid, 132-133. 

66 Richard Frohock, “Satire and Civil Governance in A General History of the 

Pyrates (1724, 1726)” 56, no. 4 (2016): 467–83, 

https://doi.org/10.1353/ecy.2015.0033. 
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smugglers, pirates, and privateers. The resulting image of pirates is 

decidedly lacking in radicalism. 

Of course, in this economic understanding of piracy’s role in 

Empire it should be stressed that the major commodity being diverged 

towards under-supplied colonies were slaves. Gregory O’Malley shows that 

a large portion of the English Empire’s plantation economies can be traced 

back to privateers and pirates showing up at port with stolen Spanish slaves 

to sell.67 As McDonald and others highlight, it was pirates that facilitated the 

development of a slave trade in Madagascar in the 1690s, at the behest of 

new-world merchants interested in exploiting a legal loophole, bypassing 

slave-trade monopolies, and thereby acquiring cheaper product. Arne 

Bialuschewski holds pirates in contempt as a unique form of barbarian, on 

top of representing the reprehensible racism of their time. He argues that 

pirates were unable to integrate in any meaningful way with the Malagasy 

tribes, kingdoms, and later federations of Madagascar.68 Others disagree 

and—subtly inserting at least some of Rediker’s radicalism—argue that a 

number of pirates fully integrated into the Malagasy community, some of 

them specifically to avoid the harsh oppressions present in Europe.69 They 

all did so, however, as slave traders, roles they were expected to hold both 

by the indigenous population, and traveling merchants. 

 
67 Gregory O’ Malley, Final Passages: The Intercolonial Slave Trade of British 

America, 1619-1807, 86-88. 

68 Arne Bialuschewski, “Pirates, Slavers, and the Indigenous Populations of 

Madagascar,” 408-409 & Arne Bialuschewski, “Black People under the Black 

Flag,” 461. 

69 Ryan Holroyd, “Whatever Happened to those Villains of the Indian Seas,” 766. 
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While it is generally accepted that pirates largely viewed Africans 

involved in the slave trade as chattel, there is general disagreement about 

how to handle the exceptions. McDonald highlights the use of slaves in 

monitoring the New England coast and in helping with Frederick Philipse’s 

illicit dealings, pointing out the cases in which slaves actually ran to 

privateers for aid.70 Jeffrey Bolster, in his description of black maritime 

slaves, brings up a spectrum of freedom in which—at least in their self-

conception—maritime slaves felt themselves to be most free, compared to 

their rural counterparts.71 Michael Jarvis, in his description of Bermudan 

slavery and its eccentricities, is largely in accord, further adding that the 

smaller ships that sailed from Bermuda allowed—on certain occasions, 

though he suggests this phenomenon to be more common than not—a sense 

of community and mutual respect to arise between maritime slaves and the 

rest of the crew. He further highlights the importance that slaves played in 

smuggling, at least in the early years, because of their inability to provide 

testimony under English law.72 An explicit exploration of black pirates in 

the Golden Age of piracy is lacking, Arne Bialushewski’s piece focusing 

more on the—admittedly noteworthy—disregard that pirates had for 

Africans generally. Jarvis, McDonald, and Bolster all highlight the 

significant presence of black mariners in the new world and so the lack of 

discussion accorded to these black mariners with regards to the history of 

piracy is notable. 

 
70 Kevin McDonald, Pirates, Merchants, Settlers, and Slaves, 1-10, 99-110. 

71 Jeffrey Bolster Black Jacks, 1. 

72 Michael Jarvis, “Maritime Masters and Seafaring Slaves in Bermuda” 601. 
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While aspects of Rediker’s radical pirates continue to be studied in 

pirate historiography, and while the occasional historian does come to the 

defence of Rediker, the recent trend towards integrating piracy and its 

participants into the colonial world from which they sprung has largely 

undermined his argument. This trend has resulted in a broadening in the 

definition of pirate, the recentring of piracy onto the seventeenth century, 

and an exploration of the economic dimensions of piracy and how they 

served European aims, be they colonial or metropolitan. This trend has 

further nuanced discussions surrounding the African slave trade and the rise 

of plantation economies. Notable gaps remain to be plugged with regards to 

piracy’s involvement in the slave trade—particularly with regards to slaves’ 

and former slaves’ involvement in the pirate trade. However, this gap can 

only be expected from a group as mobile, disenfranchised, and likely to be 

illiterate, thus unlikely to leave substantial documentation of their 

experience, as black mariners. The history of eighteenth-century pirates still 

leaves much unanswered, but that’s rock-n-roll, baby. 
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This diary is the property of Sister Madeleine Evangeline, a member of the 

Sisters of charity in Montreal. The Sisters of Charity are a Roman Catholic 

order of women, also known as the Grey nuns that headed the l’Hopital 

General de Montreal from 1737. This diary describes their work as nurses 

during the 1832 cholera epidemic which arrived in Montreal from Europe 

in the early June of 1832. The cholera, an infection of the small intestine 

mainly spread through infected water would return to North America in 

waves until it finally subsided in 1851. 

 

 

November 4th, 1831 

  

Dear diary, 

Sister Mary Superior gave me this paper the day I arrived at the 

convent which is almost four months past the day I am writing. That morning 

I handed over the chest containing all the earthly possessions that sustain me 

throughout my journey from home. On my first night, Sister Mary Superior 

told me that documenting my spiritual journey would bring me comfort. As 

winter approaches, I have noticed that many of my fellow sisters write by 

the fireplace during the colder evenings.1
 Montreal General Hospital is much 

bigger than the small convent where I was educated in the Assomption.2 As 

a good catholic woman, my mother, bless her soul, birthed twenty-two 

children and raised seventeen of them past infancy, five having been called 

 
1 Thomas M. Carr. “Writing The Convent In New France: The Colonialist Rhetoric 

Of Canadian Nuns.” French Language and Literature Papers 64 (2009): p. 3. 

2 Elizabeth Bruyère. Lettres d’Elizabeth Bruyère Vol. 1. Edited by Jeanne D’Arc 

Lortie. (Montreal: Editions Pauline, 1989) p. 18. 
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back to the heavens before they could reach maturity. The local sisters of 

charity took me in after my eighth birthday, along with my two sisters 

Michelle and Amélie. When they got married, I followed my vocation and 

dedicated my life to God.3 Whereas my childhood companions dutifully 

dedicated themselves to farm life, marrying honest men and birthing 

children year after year, God pulled me in another direction. Upon coming 

of age, I left the town where I was known as Marie-Madeleine Saint-Jean, 

daughter of Emile and Jeanne, for Montreal where I finally became Sister 

Madeleine Evangeline of the Sisters of Charity. For the past four months, I 

have been learning to care for the bodies and souls of our parishioners, 

paying visits to their homes, assisting with births, and caring for the sick and 

dying.4 Since November, I have been caring for members of the 

congregation in the streets as well as in the Montreal General Hospital.5 

The hospital is a busy place, filled with people from all walks of 

life. For those who cannot afford a physician or an apothecary, the church is 

their only recourse to care.6 At the General Hospital we do not turn anyone 

away, not even the drunkards or the immoral. Here, anyone can receive food 

and shelter from the cold streets of Montreal.7 The buildings are tall and 

narrow unlike the farmhouses in my village. Often several families will 

 
3 Micheline Dumont-Johnson. “Les communautés religieuses et la condition 

féminine.” Recherches Sociographique, University Laval 19 (1978): p. 83. 

4 Micheline D’Allaire. “L’Originalité De L'Oeuvre Sociale Des Congrégations 

Religieuse De Montréal Aux XIXieme et XXieme siècles.” Études d’histoire 

religieuse 59 (1993): p. 27. 

5 Ibid. p. 27. 

6 Geoffrey Bilson. “Canadian Doctors and the Cholera” Historical 

Papers/Communications historiques 12 (1977): p.107. 

7 Pauline Paul. “The Contribution of the Grey Nuns to the Development of Nursing 

in Canada: Historiographical Issues.” Canadian Bulletin of Medical History 

11(1994): p. 208. 
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share single room apartments. In my short time here, I have seen infants die 

with young children in the same room. Bless their souls. In Montreal there 

are many paupers roaming the narrow streets, particularly newcomers from 

the British Isles and northwestern Europe.8 Just last week Sister Marie-

Michelle brought in a young Irish immigrant whose fingers turned black 

from the cold.9 I will now retire, for I must wake early for mass tomorrow. 

Sir. Madeleine-Evangeline 

 

January 12th, 1832 

Dear Diary, 

The cholera is coming to Montreal! This morning, I left the 

convent early to make my rounds. By nine o’clock, everyone in town was 

fretting about the looming threat of an epidemic. I did not know what they 

meant until I read the papers upon my return.10 The headline read 

CHOLERA TEARS THROUGH THE BRITISH ISLES, LOWER 

CANADA IS NEXT. They say the sickness will reach British North 

America this spring by way of ships arriving from the European continent.11 

According to the Quebec Mercury, the disease causes vomiting and the 

purging of bodily liquids which leads to dehydration.12 The sick may develop 

a sunken face, husky voice and blue completion. If one exhibits the latter 

symptoms, survival is unlikely.13 No one knows the cause of the disease and 

 
8 Geoffrey Bilson. A Darkened House: Cholera In Nineteenth-Century Canada. 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1980) p.14. 

9 Ibid., p.7. 

10 Ibid., p.5. 

11 Ibid., p.5. 

12 Ibid., p.3. 

13 Ibid., p.4. 
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there is no cure. Doctors have no greater information regarding the cholera 

than we do. Someone can appear perfectly well one day and be dead the 

next.14 God help us. 

At mass this morning, the curate made a sermon about how this 

blight was God’s way of punishing the immoral and testing the faithful. We 

were asked to pray for the souls of the victims as well as the strength needed 

to face this upcoming trial. He recalled the flood in the book of Genesis and 

how God spared Noah. Like Noah, we must serve faithfully and put our trust 

in the Lord to spare our lives.15 

After mass, I returned to the Hospital, for illness does not rest. 

Around midafternoon, a man clumsily stumbled through the doors. His nose 

and cheeks were red, and he was slurring his words. He was drunk and 

resembled a vagrant.16 As I guided him to a bed, he looked up at me and 

proceeded to vomit all over my smock. Once he was settled, the sister 

overseeing the ward sent me to clean myself off. As I boiled the water, 

Sisters Margaret and Mary-Joseph joined me. Sister Margaret was worried 

for our patients, since the hospital did not admit cases of infectious disease.17 

God would not spare his judgement from the many sinners that walked 

through our doors. Sister Mary-Joseph, on the other hand, is an older 

pragmatic woman. She replied that worrying will do us no good; Aylmer’s 

government is investigating the disease and implementing preventative 

 
14 Ibid., p.4. 

15 Genesis. Chapters 6-9 

16 The Disease caused such anxiety that many people turned to alcohol and other 

addictive substances for comfort. Osborne. “Preparing for the Pandemic: City 

Boards of Health and the Arrival of Cholera in Montreal, New York and 

Philadelphia in 1832.” Urban History Review 36 (2008): p.32. 

17 Ibid., p.34. 
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measures.18 There is discussion of quarantines being set up to accommodate 

incoming emigrants.19 The most we can do is continue our work and pray 

for those we cannot help. Sister Mary-Joseph seemed so confident, yet all I 

can do is worry. 

Tonight, before supper, the housekeeper Manon approached me. 

She told me to beware of any instructions coming from the government. 

“You know Aylmer is trying to get rid of French-Canadians. He did not close 

the port. He intends to kill all of us, replacing us with English-speaking 

Irishmen.”20 I doubt this is true, however, I do fear that the governor is not 

as concerned with the plight of French-Canadians. 

Sir. Madeleine-Evangeline 

 

June 30th, 1832 

Dear Diary, 

We have been hit! According to the papers, over 400 ships 

carrying 25 000 emigrants coming from the United Kingdom have landed in 

Canada.21 For about three weeks now, cases of the illness have sprung up all 

across Lower Canada. The first cholera death was registered in Quebec City 

on June 9th.22 I have yet to witness the disease myself. The ill are usually 

 
18 Ibid., p.36. 

19 Lord Aylmer was the commander of British military forces in North America as 

well as Governor General of British North America and Lieutenant Governor of 

Lower Canada from 1830 to 1835. His portion of the government was known as the 

Chateau Clique, a group of elite men who governed the colonies. Bilson. A 

Darkened House. p. 12. 

20 Osborne. Preparing for the Pandemic. p.34. 

21 Bilson. A Darkened House. p. 22. 

22 Osborne. Preparing for the Pandemic. p.34. 
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sent to the Emigrant Hospital.23 I mostly work in the General Hospital, which 

will not give care to the victims of this epidemic.24 However, a few of my 

fellow sisters have dealt with Cholera patients on their rounds. 

Yesterday, an inspector named Charles Fletcher visited the 

hospital. He inspected the facility, counting beds and questioning us on our 

medical knowledge. The government sent him to inform us of the ways in 

which we can treat cholera. Most nuns are already experienced in 

bloodletting and the use of leeches. However, these traditional remedies do 

not work in the majority of cholera cases.25 When I asked what more we 

could do, he replied that army generals were experimenting with blood 

transfusions. An army physician gave a transfusion of seventeen pints of 

filtered rainwater mixed with 180 grains of muriate of soda, 206 grains of 

carbonate of soda, and 204 grains of phosphate of soda. The patient, Private 

James Williams, who was almost dead, was cured within ten minutes of the 

transfusion.26 However, such experimentation was not expected of us. Sister 

Marie-Joseph had asked what more we could do. The Doctor had replied that 

we should have the patient ingest an acidulated drink or beef tea, then apply 

boiling water to the stomach. This will create a blister, whereby the malady 

can leave the body. Dr. Fletcher urged us to instruct our congregants of the 

symptoms of cholera. Once the disease claims a victim, we are instructed to 

discard the bodies immediately. Furthermore, we are to throw away anything 

 
23 Bilson. A Darkened House. p. 26-27. 

24 Ibid., p.28. 

25 Bilson. Canadian Doctors and the Cholera. p.114. 

26 Ibid., p.114. 
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that came into extended contact with the victim and deeply sanitize the 

dwelling.27 

The doctor informed us that these measures were meant to prevent 

contagion through miasma.28 When asked why he was not spreading this 

information himself, he explained that the public does not trust doctors the 

way they do nuns. Most people cannot afford a proper physician, so they 

resort to the untrained eye of laymen. Thus, it is us who are responsible for 

spreading the information among the public.29 

Mother Superior escorted him to the door. There is something 

most unagreeable about that man. Physicians like to think so highly of 

themselves. They only treat those wealthy enough to employ them whereas 

we treat everyone. Most of our parishioners do not read pamphlets and 

medical journals. They will rely on what they are used to, which is the 

Church. I must stop complaining and rid myself of these evil thoughts. We 

are all God’s children. I must now go to dinner.30 

Sr. Madeleine-Evangeline 

August 2nd, 1832 

 
27 Osborne. Preparing for the Pandemic. p. 33-35. 

28 Cholera did not meet the known parameters for contagion in 1832, which was 

limited to human-to-human contact. There was fierce debate within the medical 

community whether it was reproduced through contagion like Smallpox or through 

miasma, as a result of filth and rotting organic matter. In Canada the Anglophone 

community believe the epidemic was caused by miasma, whereas the Francophone 

community attributed the disease contagion through Irish emigration. Ibid., p. 31. 

29 Bilson. Canadian Doctors and the Cholera. p.107. 

30 Contrary to their european sisters who were cloistered, Canadian nuns occupied 

an important role in social work that extended their place beyond the restrictions of 

canon law. This agency garnered them more respect and independence in the 

medical field in Canada. The prominence of women in the medical field created an 

environment in which Doctors were held low esteem by patients. Dumont-Johnson. 

Les communautés religieuses et la condition féminine. p. 85 
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Dear Diary, 

There is little time to breath around here. The cholera has plagued 

most of Lower Canada. The cities were particularly hit by the disease. 

Schools were closed for fear of putting pupils at risk.31 We nuns are still 

working tirelessly from dusk till dawn. In the wake of the epidemic, there 

are more at-home visits to be made leaving few to attend the patients at the 

hospital. As a postulant, the senior nurses have yet to give me any of the 

critical cases. Thus I resort to redressing wounds, administering sutures and 

cleaning up bodily fluids. The Senior Sisters have been more lenient and 

doting towards the younger postulants. They are afraid of losing the younger, 

weaker nuns to the disease.32 Sister Terese who was on the brink of death 

recently received new bedding. On Thursday, we will have recourse to the 

luxury of a roast dinner. I was able to secure more writing implements which 

have allowed me to write in this makeshift diary once more. As death and 

disease surround us, I find great comfort in writing.  

I have very little time to myself. I wake before dawn, splash my 

face with cold water and get dressed to attend mass. After prayer, I eat a 

small meal before going about my rounds. I bring care to the elderly 

providing at-home medical and spiritual comfort. I then hand out clothes, 

food, bandages and medicine to the poor.33 With the arrival of many 

Irishmen, the streets are filled with vagrants, some of which are unable to 

 
31 Bilson. A Darkened House. p. 25. 

32 Bruyère. Lettres d’Elizabeth Bruyère Vol. 1. p. 42. 

33 D’Allaire. L’Originalité De L'oeuvre Sociale Des Congrégations Religieuse De 

Montréal Aux XIXème et XXème siècles. p. 26. 
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speak English or French.34 Irish Catholics have recourse to our 

congregation’s services.  

Today’s first case was Mr. Robitaille, he lost his leg to diabetes 

over the winter. However, he likes to pretend that he lost it on the battlefield. 

I humored him in silence because the thought makes him feel better. I then 

attended a case of partial paralysis and visited a few young mothers and their 

newborns.35 Today, I visited Mme Gauthier, who lost her husband to cholera 

last week. She must rely heavily on our help, since taking up the double 

burden of provider and mother to her five children. Immediately after her 

husband’s death we had to sanitize the entire abode, disposing of most of her 

linens and furniture. She cried when she had to part with her grandmother’s 

quilt. Poor M. Gauthier never received the appropriate funeral rites.36 His 

body was whisked away on the back of a chariot mere moments after his 

passing. Mme Gauthier and I have been praying for his soul and the fate of 

their children, who are now fatherless. Little Maryse asked when her father 

would return from work. I had to tell her that her father was in Heaven. Bless 

her soul. The health commission has prohibited funerals for victims of 

cholera. Bodies are taken away to be disposed of in mass burial grounds.37 

The mere idea of these cemeteries is haunting. Thousands buried without 

funerary rites far from their family members. After rounds, I work at the 

hospital or in the orphanage. The epidemic has created many orphans. 

Hence, the congregation has created a home for orphans of the cholera.38 We 

 
34 Osborne. Preparing for the Pandemic. p. 34. 

35 Bruyère. Lettres d’Elizabeth Bruyère, Vol. 1. p. 18. 

36 Osborne. Preparing for the Pandemic. p. 34. 

37 Bilson. A Darkened House. p. 25. 

38 D’Allaire. L’Originalité De L'oeuvre Sociale Des Congrégations Religieuse De 

Montréal Aux XIXème et XXème siècle. p. 28. 
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take in children from ages two to ten years. So far, I have only cared for the 

youngest of the children. It is like being back home. I put them to sleep, 

make sure they eat and teach them catechism. I am lucky I got the day shift, 

some of our sisters are up all night tending to tears and nightmares. I shall 

now retire for tomorrow is another busy day. 

 Sr. Madeleine-Evangeline 

September 17th, 1932 

 

Dear Diary, 

I write to you early in the morning. I have been up for what feels 

like days. Today started out like any other. There was a shortage of hands at 

the hospital. I went through my rounds, distributed soup to the poor and gave 

a lesson in catechism to the children at the orphanage. Around seven, 

someone came banging at the door. It was Antoine, the eldest son of Mme 

Gauthier. It was raining and the nine-year-old was standing there completely 

drenched. I ushered his shaking body inside. In a stutter, he cried; It has got 

her, it has got her too, Maman is ill. I told him to calm down. I tried to flag 

down another nun, but the only ones left in the building were too old to be 

of much help. In a panic, I grabbed the nearest medicine bag, took the boy’s 

hand and proceeded to run. We burst into the apartment to find Mme 

Gauthier folded in half, moaning in agony. The room reeked, there were 

puddles of vomit everywhere. Mme Gauthier was only partially conscious 

lying on the floor surrounded by her children. The poor things were helpless 

and petrified. Once I got their mother to bed, I went to fetch the next-door 

neighbor. Mme Verret took care of the children while her husband went to 
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fetch the doctor. Mme Gauthier looked possessed. She was white as a sheet, 

drenched in sweat and thrashing in her bed. Having thrown up the entire 

contents of her stomach, her vomit now consisted mostly of rice water.39 I 

applied a cold flannel to her forehead and gave her some water infused with 

lemon.40 The doctor arrived just as she was turning blue. He confirmed my 

diagnosis, she had cholera. I held Mme Gauthier down as the doctor began 

bloodletting. Her state did not improve. She howled as we applied boiling 

water to her stomach to form a blister. I had never seen someone in such 

distress. She was growing more cadaverous by the minute, the room seeped 

into a deep silence. She died as the clock struck ten. The doctor and I said a 

quick prayer for the body which was later collected within the hour. I stayed 

to clean up the mess. As I scrubbed the floorboards with diluted vinegar, I 

processed what had just happened.41 The children were now destitute. Their 

lives forever altered by this horrifying disease. Sister Margaret had already 

picked up the children from the neighbor. The four eldest children would be 

taken to the orphanage and the baby to the nursery.42 As I now prepare 

myself for bed, I pray: Heavenly Father, you have inflicted quite a plague 

on us. Please put an end to this epidemic. Forgive your children, for they are 

traumatized. No one deserves such a fate. Amen. 

 

Dear M. and Mme. Saint-Jean 

 
39 Osborne. Preparing for the Pandemic. p. 32. 

40 Bilson. Canadian Doctors and the Cholera. p.114. 

41 Ibid., p.18. 

42 D’Allaire. L’Originalité De L'oeuvre Sociale Des Congrégations Religieuse De 

Montréal Aux XIXème et XXème siècle . p. 28. 
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I hope all is well with you and your family. I am full of sorrow as 

I must report to you that your daughter Sr. Madeleine Evangeline died this 

past evening. Two days ago, she began to feel weak. She attributed it to our 

strenuous work. However, yesterday it grew worse. She contracted cholera. 

She was contaminated by one of her patients. Her body was collected this 

morning and buried outside of Montreal. I hope you’ll take comfort in 

knowing that she is now in Heaven. Sr. Madeleine Evangeline was a clever 

girl, a diligent worker and devoted servant to God. Her presence will be 

missed though we know she has ascended to a better place. As we cleared 

her room, we found these pages written by her. We hope they can be of 

comfort. My deepest condolences. Our Prayers are all with you in this dark 

time.                                                           

Mother Superior 
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The elitist and racist nature of the Constitution is well documented. 

These features can be traced back to the Constitution’s authorship—with the 

Framers being members of the wealthy, elite, and white slave-owning class. 

The American conception of ‘liberty’ arose within this context, reflecting a 

set of values which prioritized property ownership. Property in this case 

became a proxy for whiteness and elite status and was used to enforce 

particular standards for citizenship and rights. The Framers of the 

Constitution were also male, and they drafted a Constitution that embodied 

not only their economic status and race but also their gender and the power 

it afforded them in early-American society. It is in this context that the status 

of married women as dependent on their husbands and, more generally, as 

‘femes-covert’ is to be considered. The founding documents set out the 

vision of what America was to be, and they defined the American project as 

a project which idealized white race, high economic status, and male 

supremacy. The case of Martin v. Massachusetts, which involved the 

question of whether to restitute confiscated property to the son of a female 

loyalist who had abandoned America with her husband following the 

revolution, provides further clarity on this characterization of the American 

project, and particularly the role that gender played within it. Specifically, 

this case defines and reveals the gender dependence encoded in the 

American project, as ultimately the judges chose to reinforce the implicit 

status of women as dependent on their husbands rather than the explicit 

ideals of American liberty and nationhood 

         Before considering the gendered aspects of the American project, 

it is important to consider other instances of subjugation embedded within 

it: namely, race and the subjugation of African Americans by slave-owners 

and the lawmakers. Overt examples of the dehumanization of Africans and 
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African Americans in revolutionary America as well as white superiority are 

located within the founding documents. The Constitution offers the “three-

fifths clause”, whereby slaves—who were predominantly African 

American—were qualified and counted as three-fifths of a person for census 

purposes.1 The Constitution also offers the protection of ‘property’ for 

property owners, with property explicitly stated as being escaped slaves and 

property owners meaning white slave-owners.2 Considering again that the 

founders of America and Framers of the Constitution were of the white 

slave-owning class,3 it is not hard to imagine how the enactment of such 

regulations was to their benefit. At the time, America was “a nation already 

deep in the mire of oppression based on skin color”, and while founders were 

advocating for a nation built on justice, equality, and freedom, such notions 

were not applied to the subjugation and dehumanization of African 

Americans.4 

The overt examples of racist ideals employed in American nation-

building were further supported by later court decisions that interpreted the 

intention and meaning within the founding documents. In Dred Scott v. 

Sandford,5 Justice Taney quotes the Declaration of Independence in his 

decision, specifically the section stating “that all men are created equal; that 

 
1 U.S. Const., art I, § 2, cl. 3. 

2 U.S. Const., art IV, § 2, cl. 3. 

3 Juan Williams, “The Survival of Racism under the Constitution,” William and 

Mary Law Review 34, no. 1 (1992): 11-12. 

4 Williams, “The Survival of Racism under the Constitution,” 11-12.;  Williams, 

11-12.. 

5 Scott v. Sandford, 60 U.S. 393 (1857). Dred Scott v. Sandford was a legal case in 

which a slave (Dredd Scott) sued his owner for freedom given that Scott and his 

family had previously lived in a 'Free State' while under 'employment' of the owner. 

It started at the state court level and was then appealed to the Missouri Supreme 

Court. 
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they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that 

among them is life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”6 The quote is 

misleading: despite the reference to equality and liberty, Justice Taney goes 

on to state in plain language that “the enslaved African race were not 

intended to be included.”7 Bruce Miller argues in Do Black Lives Matter To 

The Constitution that not only were African Americans already considered 

three-fifths of a person, but that the Dred Scott decision further relegated 

them “from the ranks of humanity itself” by excluding them from the 

Declaration of Independence’s universal equality of man.8 This particular 

form of subjugation is therefore also important to the American project on 

an intellectual level. There was an inherent dissonance in founding a nation 

based on “liberty” while also enslaving a large number of people. This 

dissonance was addressed by legally declaring African Americans to be 

property and also by legally declaring African Americans three-fifths of a 

person—in short, by making African Americans less than human. The Dred 

Scott decision merely made explicit what had been implicitly embedded 

within America’s founding documents. 

Shortly after the decision in Dred Scott v. Sandford, post-Civil War 

amendments to the Constitution abolished certain formal institutions of 

racism—most importantly, slavery. They also accorded other civil rights to 

African Americans that had previously been denied.9 Nevertheless, as Miller 

has argued: 

 
6 Scott v. Sandford, 60 U.S. 393,409-410 (1857). 

7 Scott v. Sandford, 60 U.S. 393, 409-410 (1857). 

8 Bruce Miller, “Constitutional Law—Do Black Lives Matter to the Constitution?,” 

Western New England Law Review 40, no. 3 (November 2018): 463. 

9 U.S. Const. amend. XIII. 
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If the regime established by our fatally compromised charter was 

founded on white supremacy, it would be surprising if the lasting impact of 

that foundation could be eradicated by the adoption, eighty years later, of 

three amendments which were themselves enforced only minimally for 

another eighty years, and inconsistently after that.10 

It is unsurprising then, that in Plessy v. Ferguson, a decision issued 

after the post-Civil War amendments, Justice Harlan stated that “The white 

race deems itself to be the dominant race in this country. And so it is, in 

prestige, in achievements, in education, in wealth, and in power.”11 While 

Justice Harlan was known as one of the racial equality champions at the 

time,12 he nevertheless made legal decisions based on inherently racist 

arguments and rooted in white supremacy. Regardless of future amendments 

to the Constitution and the accordance of civil rights to African Americans, 

the founding documents not only metaphorically ‘set the stage’ for racism 

within the American project, but quite literally set the institutional structures 

for it as well. 

         The Constitution’s three-fifths clause, its designation of slaves as 

property, as well as the Dred Scott and Plessy v. Ferguson decisions, all offer 

clear demonstrations that the American project was, in part, a white 

supremacist project. This was rooted in the values of the elite at the time of 

the Constitution’s drafting and was channeled through the Framers. 

However, these values also prioritized a patriarchal social model, which is 

 
10 Miller, “Constitutional Law—Do Black Lives Matter to the Constitution?,” 461-

462. 

11 Plessy, 163 U.S. at 551, overruled by Brown v. Bd. of Educ., 347 U.S. 483 

(1954). 

12 Miller, “Constitutional Law—Do Black Lives Matter to the Constitution?,” 464-

465. 
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less explicit but just as important to a full understanding of the founding 

documents upon which America was built. As the 1805 case of Martin v. 

Massachusetts demonstrates, the gender dependence of women was also 

built into the American project. 

In 1776, Abagail Adams asked her husband John Adams—a 

representative at the Continental Congress in Philadelphia—to “Remember 

the Ladies” in the drafting of the Constitution.13 In this request, Abagail was 

referring to the reform of common law marriage, and specifically the system 

of coverture, under which women were classified as dependent on their 

husbands and unable to manage their own property.14 John Adams dismissed 

his wife’s request. Mary-Beth Norton cites this exchange as the first instance 

where a “request that protections for women be included in the nation’s 

fundamental laws was rejected out of hand.”15 

The development of dependence and coverture in post-

revolutionary America had much to do with the British system of social 

organization brought to America by British settlers. Under British tradition, 

the most “basic unit of society and economy was […] the household,”16 as 

opposed to every individual being their own agent in society. Households 

were represented by a male head—the husband, the father—who had control 

over the financial, political, and religious decisions of the family, among 

other responsibilities.17 All remaining members of the household, women 

included, were dependents. While male children would eventually leave to 

 
13 Mary Beth Norton, “The Constitutional Status of Women in 1787,” Law and 

Inequality: A Journal of Theory and Practice 6, no. Is 1 (1988): 7. 

14 Norton, “The Constitutional Status of Women in 1787,” 7. 

15 Norton, 7. 

16 Norton, 8. 

17 Norton, 8. 
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establish their own households, mothers (married women) and their 

daughters would remain legally subordinate to the male head of house.18 

Daughters too, would leave the household for marriage, but their legal 

subordination would transfer from their fathers to their husbands. This 

model of social organization was still deeply embedded in American culture 

and society during the revolution and continued to be during post-

revolutionary times as well. Norton cites this social setting as an explanation 

as to why women and their requests for reforms of the common law marriage 

would go on to be dismissed by the founding fathers.19  Similar to the 

‘ignorance’ of the intersection of race and equality in the new nation, the 

subjugation of women and its incompatibility with the American project was 

not set to be addressed. Not coincidentally, in both cases, the subjugation of 

women and of African Americans left the white male on top.  

From its conception within the British tradition, married women’s 

dependence evolved along with the American people. The inclusion of 

domination as an aspect of this concept developed out of revolutionary 

discourse and the ‘rhetoric of independence.’20 The particular emphasis on 

powerlessness came out of the American victory of political independence, 

whereby independence was understood as a result of power and strength.21 

The already developing notion of female dependence in America was further 

refined during discussions on political representation, citizenship, and the 

right to vote in the new nation. It is important to note that the discussions 

 
18 Norton, 8. 

19 Norton, 8. 

20 Joan R. Gundersen, “Independence, Citizenship, and the American Revolution,” 

Signs 13, no. 1 (Autumn 1987): 62. 

21 Gundersen, “Independence, Citizenship, and the American Revolution,” 62. 
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and debates on the right to vote were latent with economic overtones. 

Considering the authorship of the Constitution—the Framers being members 

of the elite, property owning class—it is not surprising that the discourse on 

the right to vote was directly linked with property ownership.22 The idea of 

a social contract was constructive of citizenship: only those who had 

property, and therefore economic and political independence, could enter 

into the social contract.23 As the status of women under the tradition of 

common law marriage was that of femes-covert, those who could not 

administer or hold property, it followed that the founding fathers “failed to 

perceive women as a part of their [policy].”24 Accordingly, the Constitution 

did not contain any explicit reference to women.25  Thomas Jefferson, a 

founding father, did not support women’s right to vote.26 As he (and others) 

subscribed to a mutually inclusive view of citizenship and political rights, 

he, as a result, presumed that women were dependent citizens in order to 

disqualify them as voters.27 This rationalization is reminiscent of the 

justification used in addressing the dissonance between a nation founded on 

liberty that also enslaved African Americans. Anyone who was not a full 

citizen was othered: African Americans were not citizens at all, while 

women were partial, dependent citizens. 

The case of Martin v. Massachusetts dealt with property: 

specifically, the property of Anna Martin, a feme-covert who had fled 

 
22 Victoria Bissell Brown and Timothy J. Shannon, Going to the Source: The 

Bedford Reader in American History (Boston: Bedford/St. Martins, A Macmillan 

Education Imprint, 2016), 142. 

23 Brown and Shannon, Going to the Source, 142. 

24 Norton, “The Constitutional Status of Women in 1787,” 8. 

25 Norton, 15. 

26 Gundersen, “Independence, Citizenship, and the American Revolution,” 64. 

27 Gundersen, 65. 
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America following the revolution with her husband. Anna’s husband, 

William Martin, was a British loyalist and a member of the British army in 

the War of Independence.28 When the couple left, they left behind a 

significant amount of property, most of which Anna had inherited from her 

father when he died.29 Upon their departure, the state of Massachusetts 

confiscated the property.30 In 1805, Anna and William’s son, James Martin 

returned to Massachusetts in order to retrieve his mother’s property.31 The 

state denied him this request, according to the Massachusetts Confiscation 

Act of 1779.32 James Martin therefore took his request to the courts. While 

the legal decision that lay ahead would materially determine whether James 

Martin’s inherited property would be returned to him, the same decision 

would also have an impact on the American project. On one hand, a 

judgment that declared that the confiscated property was to be kept by the 

state would solidify American liberty and nationhood, as it ensured the 

continuance of punitive measures against loyalists who fled America after 

the revolution. Alternatively, a judgement returning the confiscated property 

to James Martin would be indicative of British sympathy and antithetical to 

the interest of the United States of America. The final decision, however, 

was to give Anna Martin’s confiscated property back to her son—a decision 

seemingly inconsistent with liberty within the larger context of American 

nation building. Why would a country trying to assert itself as an 

independent nation restore property to someone who had abandoned it? 

 
28 Brown and Shannon, Going to the Source, 140-141. 

29 Brown and Shannon, 140-141. 

30 Brown and Shannon, 140-141. 

31 Brown and Shannon, 140-141. 

32 Brown and Shannon, 140-141. 
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The underlying implication of the decision in Martin v. 

Massachusetts was a statement on gender roles and the tradition of common 

law marriage in America. If the judges decided that the state was to keep 

Anna Martin’s property, a decision befitting of the nation, it would also 

mean that they interpreted women as independent from their husbands and 

able to manage their own property—shattering the notion of the feme-

covert. However, the decision to restitute Anna Martin's property to her son, 

in stark contrast to the interests of the newly independent America, would 

reaffirm and reinforce traditional gender roles.  The decision made by the 

judges was therefore not incompatible with liberty in the context of 

American nation-building. In fact, the gendered aspect of the American 

project reveals itself through this decision. As common law marriage and 

the gender dependence associated with it were constitutive of the American 

project, a feme-covert being interpreted as independent from her husband 

would have contradicted the social and political constructs of gender 

dependence and coverture, and, as a result, would have undermined the 

American project itself. The decision to instead reinforce such traditional 

gender roles and notions of dependence by extension reinforced American 

ideals of nationhood and independence. While the judges did not issue the 

decision that explicitly solidified liberty, they were nonetheless able to do 

so implicitly and ‘fill two needs with one deed’. 

The judges were decisive and clear in their decision that Anna 

Martin, a feme-covert, was not included in the statute. Justice Theodore 

Sedgwick stated that “A wife who left the country in the company of her 
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husband did not withdraw herself—but was […] withdrawn by him.”33 This 

example demonstrates the extent of married women’s dependence—leaving 

a country and crossing international borders was not something that a 

dependent wife could do. This sentiment is further expanded on by Justice 

Simeon Strong who goes so far as to state that “The law considers the femes-

covert as having no will—she is under the direction and control of her 

husband—is bound to obey his commands— and in many cases […] cannot 

jointly with her husband act at all—or at least [not] so as to make herself 

liable to punishment.”34 Chief Justice Francis Dana adds that not only is his 

interpretation that femes-covert were not covered by the statute, but also 

that he interprets the statute such that it “never intended to include them 

[femes-covert]” at all.35 Recalling Justice Taney’s remark in Dred Scott v. 

Sandford that “the enslaved African people were never intended to be 

included [by the Declaration of Independence],”36 the parallel is clear. Just 

as ideals of white race were constitutive of the American project, so were 

ideals of gender dependence. The lengths that the Martin v. Massachusetts 

 
33 Justice Theodore Sedgwick, James Martin (Plaintiff in Error) v. The 

Commonwealth and William Bosson and Other Ter-Tenants (1805) quoted in 

Victoria Bissell Brown and Timothy J. Shannon, Going to the Source: The Bedford 

Reader in American History (Boston: Bedford/St. Martins, A Macmillan Education 

Imprint, 2016), 153-154. 

34 Justice Simeon Strong, James Martin (Plaintiff in Error) v. The Commonwealth 

and William Bosson and Other Ter-Tenants (1805), quoted in Victoria Bissell 

Brown and Timothy J. Shannon, Going to the Source: The Bedford Reader in 

American History, (Boston: Bedford/St. Martins, A Macmillan Education Imprint, 

2016), 155-156. 

35 Chief Justice Francis Dana, James Martin (Plaintiff in Error) v. The 

Commonwealth and William Bosson and Other Ter-Tenants (1805), quoted in 

Victoria Bissell Brown and Timothy J. Shannon, Going to the Source: The Bedford 

Reader in American History  (Boston: Bedford/St. Martins, A Macmillan 

Education Imprint, 2016), 156. 

36 Scott v. Sandford, 60 U.S. 393, 409-410 (1857). 
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judges went to in order to maintain the integrity of the feme-covert 

demonstrates how they understood the construct to be defining of their 

nation. 

By asserting the importance of patriarchy and the concept of 

femes-covert to the American project, Martin v. Massachusetts serves as 

an important historical object with regards to understanding the nature of the 

United States and especially the Constitution. While the racist and white-

supremacist nature of the Constitution is laid out plainly—particularly 

through the three-fifths clause and the provisions for slaves being property—

the subjugation of women was presented less explicitly. Martin v. 

Massachusetts demonstrates that while gender dependence was not 

explicitly included in the wording of founding documents, it was embedded 

within them, and was but one of the proxies used to maintain an American 

project founded on idealized notions of high economic status and a white, 

male supremacy.  
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Debating how to approach a historical scholarship of black women’s 

sex and sexuality, historian Cynthia M. Blair asks “how do we write a history 

that our subjects would recognize themselves in? That gives voice to the 

multiple ways that black women’s sexuality is both historical and deeply 

personal, dangerous and freeing and constraining, all at the same time?”1 

This questioning arose from Blair’s research on black women working in 

sexual labour economies in United States urban centres such as Chicago and 

Philadelphia from the late nineteenth to early twentieth century. 

Simultaneously, this speaks to a wider concern of the underdeveloped 

scholarship on African American women’s histories, a continued result of 

the fragmented archives from an Atlantic slavery era defined by its brutality 

against black women. This oppression in the historical archive is perpetuated 

through a dearth of representation of black women, especially those in 

sexual labour economies, as historical agents having roles in the social, 

political and economic histories of urban spaces in the United States.  

While this paper will explore a myriad of historical perspectives 

relating to African American women’s sexuality, gender and their positions 

as sexual labourers, there will be a focus on the methodologies of Cynthia 

M. Blair and historian Saidiya Hartman, specifically through their books I've 

Got to Make My Livin': Black Women's Sex Work in Turn-of-the-Century 

Chicago and Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of 

Social Upheaval, respectively. Both texts examine the histories of urban 

black women during the United States Progressive Era (1890s–1920s) and 

the ways in which these women navigated sexual labour economies. 

 
1 Cynthia M. Blair, “African American Women’s Sexuality,” Frontiers: A Journal 

of Women Studies 35, no. 1 (2014): 8. 
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Significantly, their traversing these spaces occurred during a period of 

extensive social, political and economic reform that sought to criminalize 

and pathologize black women migrating from the rural Southern United 

States to working in Northern urban centres like Chicago, New York City 

and Philadelphia.  

In order to reconstruct these narratives, Blair and Hartman employ an 

approach innovated by the latter, called ‘critical fabulation’, which 

simultaneously works alongside and against the archival silences 

perpetuated during Atlantic slavery to piece together historical narratives of 

black women both enslaved and emancipated.2 Alongside Hartman, this 

approach is also used by other historians, such as Marisa J. Fuentes in her 

book Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved Women, Violence and the Archive. 

Fuentes’ text works within the archival silences to use critical fabulation as 

an approach to examine the lives of enslaved and free(d) women in 

eighteenth century Barbados. Engaging with these methods of critical 

fabulation to reject the archive’s limitations, this paper will first investigate 

how African American women’s sexuality and gender has been historically 

constructed during and following enslavement, into the Progressive Era. 

Then, I will examine the role of black women as sexual labourers in urban 

geographies and economies. With a historiographical perspective that treats 

black women as historical agents and highlights the development of 

historical understandings of sex work, these historians subvert, reject and 

attempt to rectify previous discourses that have limited black women’s 

sexuality to enslaved violence. 

 
2 Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 26 Vol. 12, no. 2 (June 2008): 

11-12. 
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Discussions of black women’s gender and sexuality prior to abolition 

are traditionally characterised through white terms, perspectives and 

standards that emerged during slavery. This construction of black women’s 

sexuality is a focus in Anthony W. Neal’s 2009 book Unburdened by 

Conscience, in which he examines how economic historians, such as Robert 

W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman, characterized  sexual assault and 

trafficking of enslaved women by their masters.3 Neal highlights how Fogel 

and Engerman, writing in the late twentieth century, continued the 

perpetuation of racist mythos around black women’s sexuality, 

characterizing the sexual violence experienced by enslaved women as a 

power dynamic where they were collaborators in their forced prostitution.4 

Framing sexual assault against black women as a collaborative, negotiable 

dynamic demonstrates how economic historians continued to 

mischaracterize enslaved violence as a form of sex work.  

The conflation of sexual violence as a form of labour or as an 

economic signifier is rooted in the legal and social constructions of black 

enslaved women’s bodies as sites of power for white owners; through rape, 

captors solidified their ownership, status and dominancy.5 Fogel and 

Engerman’s characterization of sexual violence through transactional terms, 

suggesting that assault is negotiable, ignorantly neglects the fact that 

enslaved women had no legal subjectivity, autonomy, or consent in the 

classification of their bodies and the violence they endured. In conflating 

 
3 Anthony W. Neal, Unburdened by Conscience: A Black People's Collective 

Account of America's Ante-Bellum South and the Aftermath, (University Press of 

America: Maryland, 2009), 53.  

4 Neal, Unburdened by Conscience, 53.  

5 Ibid.  
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sexual violence with sexual labour, historians like Fogel and Engerman 

sustain the unfounded classification of black women’s sexuality to be rooted 

in willful submission, coercion, and collaboration. Neal also examines the 

language used by another prominent historian of American slavery Kenneth 

Stampp, who in his 1956 book The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-

Bellum South, relies on passive language that refers to coerced prostitution 

as “sexual relations” or entirely absolves white slave owners’ actions by 

suggesting that they were seduced by enslaved women.6  

Fogel, Engerman and Stampp’s writing of this period does not engage 

with contemporary framings and terms that would typically classify sexual 

violence against enslaved women as rape, and instead writes through a 

perspective that takes into consideration the legal definition of rape in the 

context of the antebellum south. The rape of an enslaved woman by her 

white owners did not constitute a legal offense as enslaved women were not 

viewed as persons.7 Despite the context, these historians are examining their 

continual conflation of black women’s coerced trafficking under the 

conditions of slavery which impedes the development of historical 

discourses around black women’s sexual labour. Specifically, the framing of 

sexual violence as transactional or even consensual acts between white 

owners and enslaved women actively overlooks the legal structures that 

condoned these transgressions of autonomy. They also ignore the limited 

agency of enslaved women to negotiate or participate in forms of 

prostitution, and the contexts in which these women would choose to 

participate in prostitution as a form of economic and social survival during 

 
6 Neal, Unburdened by Conscience, 52.  

7 Rachel A. Feinstein, When Rape Was Legal: The Untold History of Sexual 

Violence During Slavery (Routledge: New York, 2019), 5. 
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slavery. It is critical to note that situating black women as the seducers of 

white men also disregards white slave-owning women’s complicity and 

involvement in the sexual assault and prostitution of enslaved women.8 By 

limiting the narrative of assault to ‘transactions’ between white men and 

enslaved black women, historical investigations neglect how black women 

were violently sexualized and collectively oppressed by all white people in 

the Antebellum South, regardless of gender.  

Neal’s investigation of the historiographical connection between 

black women’s sexual labour to a legacy of enslaved violence ties into an 

integral component of Hartman’s research on sex work in the Progressive 

Era. Through her study of black lives following the abolition of slavery, 

Hartman looks at the “afterlife of slavery,” referring to the ways in which 

slavery continues to impact black communities through racialized violence, 

discrimination, systemic barriers, and scholarship’s neglect of black 

narratives.9 In some cases, the constructions of black women’s sexuality was 

utilized as a financial advantage in sexual labour economies since white men 

would seek out black women due to slavery-rooted sexualized stereotypes. 

However, social attitudes towards black women’s sexuality, especially by 

white reformers, continued to be viewed through the violent construction of 

the immoral African “Amazon” that emerged during this era.10 These 

 
8 Feinstein, When Rape Was Legal, 50. 

9Markus Nehl, “Rethinking the African Diaspora: Saidiya Hartman’s Lose Your 

Mother (2007),” in Transnational Black Dialogues: Re-Imagining Slavery in the 

Twenty-First (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2016), 79. 

10 Cynthia M. Blair, I've Got to Make My Livin': Black Women's Sex Work in Turn-

of-the-Century Chicago, (University of Chicago: Chicago, 2010, 67.; Michael B. 

Kahan, “‘There Are Plenty of Women on the Street’/ The Landscape of 

Commercial Sex in Progressive-Era Philadelphia, 1910–1918.” Historical 

Geography 40 (2012): 49. 
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stereotypes’ effects are apparent in Hartman’s study on the treatment of 

black women, whether they did and did not participate in sexual labour 

economies. Specifically, by revisiting the issues of misogynoir in the work 

of prominent African American sociologist and historian W.E.B. Du Bois, 

who documented social dysfunction in Philadelphia’s black tenements, 

Hartman examines how social attitudes towards black women’s sexuality 

were collectively thought of as an abject and a societal problem.  

Within the context of urban centres in the late nineteenth century, 

Hartman examines the reform movements that occurred in response to The 

Seventh Ward in Philadelphia, which housed one of the largest black 

populations at the time after the migration of freed black communities from 

southern states.11 With the promise of economic opportunity and social 

freedom in urban spaces, the racially and economically segregated Seventh 

Ward eventually became overcrowded leading to increased crime, poverty 

and unlivable conditions for its black residents.12 In response to the 

neighbourhood’s deterioration, Hartman highlights how black social 

reformers such as Du Bois attributed conditions within the Ward to a social 

upheaval of intimate life that resulted from the young black women who 

migrated to cities and became involved in different forms of sexual excess.13 

Hartman examines a series of graphs titled “Morality of American Negroes”, 

created by Du Bois, which attempts to map social and moral depravity in 

black communities, demonstrating that unmarried black women and 

 
11 Saidiya Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of 

Social Upheaval, (W.W. Norton & Company, Inc.: New York, 2019), 85. 

12 Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments, 90. 

13 Ibid., 91. 



historiae 

 
 

 

 

 

107 

‘disorderly’ women (a euphemism for sex workers) were among the 

populations causing this depravity.14  

Suspected prostitution became a target for Du Bois and other social 

reformers who believed that single black women were destabilizing the 

structure of black families by not fulfilling their gender role through 

matrimonial reproduction.15 In asserting that the role of black women in their 

communities is strictly tied to their reproductive and familial caretaking 

capabilities, Du Bois also invokes subjugating hypersexualized notions of 

black women’s bodies that emerged during slavery, which he claims to 

condemn. Specifically, placing significance in the reproductive potential of 

these women emerges from slave owners and traders who used enslaved 

women’s bodies to exercise control and ensure the continuation of 

subsequent generations of slaves.16 Situating black women’s reproductive 

capabilities at the centre of issues of social degeneracy only reinforces 

discourses where black women’s autonomy is appropriated as the cause of 

social disarray. It also places the burden of responsibility on these women to 

be solely responsible for any social issues, shifting accountability from a 

myriad of external factors which actually proliferated forms of crime, 

violence, and any behaviours considered forms of ‘social upheaval.’ 

Not all black women in the Ward were working in sexual labour 

economies, but Du Bois’s characterization of unmarried black women to be 

suspected prostitutes recalls a slavery-era notion that black women’s 

 
14 Ibid., 96. 

15 Ibid., 90-91.  

16 Jennifer L. Morgan, “Kinship, the Middle Passage, and the Origins of Racial 

Slavery,” in Women and Migration: Responses in Art and History, ed. Deborah 

Willis, Ellyn Toscano and Kalia Brooks Nelson (Cambridge: Open Book 

Publishers, 2019), 195.  
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sexuality—especially those who resorted to different forms of sex work to 

support themselves and their families—threatened to destabilize social 

morality. Instead of understanding of how black women’s sexuality was 

constructed and informed by the conditions of slavery, Hartman states that 

Du Bois relies on this construction in believing:  

 

Sex work was a crime masked by other categories, like 

larceny and assault and battery. Under slavery, the law of 

property dictated that black women submit to any white 

man who wanted them; now poverty dictated their course. 

Black women, once sold, now were coerced to sell their 

bodies for ready cash. This new traffic in women bore the 

imprint of the older trade in commodities.17   

 

Demonstrated in this statement, Du Bois essentially overlooks the afterlife 

of slavery and its effects on the perception of black women’s gender and 

sexuality. Similar to other male historians, he conflates the social and sexual 

agency of these women in the Progressive era with a regression back to a 

time when women would have been limited in exercising this agency. 

Through a careful examination of Du Bois’ documents and the language 

used to frame the issue of black women’s sexuality and labour, Hartman 

creates connections between slavery-era constructions that persisted 

following emancipation, leaving traces on scholarship well into the late 

twentieth century.   

 Hartman’s emphasis on the development of social condemnation of 

black women’s sexuality is significant in understanding how constructions 

 
17 Hartman, Wayward Lives, 97. 
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that emerged in slavery have informed subsequent discourses on black 

women’s sexual autonomy, especially as it pertains to their participation in 

forms of sexual labour. Hartman demonstrates how notions of sexuality have 

been slow to develop within historical scholarship, especially when 

historians have continued to construct one-sided narratives, neglecting 

deeper examinations of black women’s lives and causing a greater silence in 

the historical archive. In her scholarship, Hartman presents an alternative 

method of examining black women’s histories with an understanding of their 

previous historical construction in mind. This archival silence informs her 

and Cynthia M. Blair's approach to how historians can subvert limited 

narratives through an expansion of black women’s histories.  

 Both Blair and Hartman focus on examining the lives of black 

women sexual labourers during the Progressive Era from the late nineteenth 

to early twentieth centuries. In doing so, both historians challenge previous 

portrayals of this period’s social, political and economic reforms as a time 

when progress equally and positively benefited many American 

demographics. Black women who migrated to urban spaces and participated 

in sexual labour economies were imbued with a new kind of belief in social 

and economic freedom that Hartman refers to as ‘waywardness,’ reclaiming 

the term from reformers. She states:  

 

After the slave ship and the plantation, the third revolution 

of black intimate life unfolded in the city. [...] The 

tenement and the rooming house furnished the social 

laboratory of the black working class and the poor. The 

bedroom was a domain of thought in deed and a site for 
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enacting, exceeding, undoing, and remaking relations of 

power.18  

 

As these women exercised new and varying forms of agency, social 

concerns and calls for reforms similar to Du Bois’ in Philadelphia 

simultaneously targeted their new social freedom. While Blair and Hartman 

examine how urban black women were both positively and negatively 

shaped by notions of progress during this era, their consideration of black 

sex workers significantly takes the time to reconstruct the lives of these 

women in a multifaceted capacity that has been overlooked by mainstream 

historical scholarship previously.  

 Following the legal abolishment of slavery, many formerly 

enslaved communities migrated from Southern states to Northern urban 

centres such as Chicago, Philadelphia, and New York City, which were 

thought to have more economic and social opportunities and less racial 

terrorism.19 Through critical fabulation, Hartman illustrates this journey 

through the reconstruction of a fifteen year old girl named Mattie Jackson 

(née Nelson) from Hampton, Virginia, where Mattie and her mother were 

sentenced to servile labour in their former owner’s house.20 Hartman 

examines Mattie’s migration to New York City in the early twentieth century 

in documents such as travel logs and archival portraits to piece together the 

trajectory of her experience as a young black woman in New York. As 

colourism was prominent in urban areas, there was a lack of opportunities 

for black women with darker complexions like Mattie; eventually, she was 

 
18 Hartman, Wayward Lives, 61.  

19 Blair, I've Got to Make My Livin', 2. 

20 Hartman, Wayward Lives, 47. 
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able to find domestic work at a boarding house.21 It is at this boarding house 

that Hartman looks at the different ways Mattie traversed a new intimate life 

and her relationships with older men who also stayed there to uncover how 

young black women explore their sexuality within an urban geography.22 

While there is nothing to indicate that Mattie participated in New York’s 

sexual labour economy while working and staying at the boarding house, as 

a black woman with social freedom, she was still vulnerable to the series of 

reforms that were occurring in the city, and at one point was arrested under 

the Wayward Minors Act for suspected promiscuity.23 Hartman’s 

application of critical fabulation to reconstruct her journey allows for a 

depiction of an intimate portrait of young black women’s lives in urban 

spaces that had been previously unthought of in historical scholarship.  

This entry into black intimate life in urban spaces is a focus in 

Blair’s text I’ve Got to Make my Livin’, which delves into a deeper 

examination of black women’s sex work and how they “negotiated their 

economic lives on the shifting terrain of turn-of-the-century sexual 

ideologies."24 Women who migrated to cities and worked in sexual labour 

economies found that they endured the same forms of racial and gender 

discriminations that were rampant in the south. However, Blair frames their 

experiences as one of the many ways these women attempted to challenge 

the social environments that intended to exclude them. Blair’s focus on black 

women’s sex work in Chicago calls upon a myriad of sources, such as maps 

and arrest records, to demonstrate the significance of these women within 

 
21 Ibid., 55.  

22 Ibid., 61.  

23 Ibid., 65.  

24 Blair, I've Got to Make My Livin', 3. 
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what can be considered an urban geography of sex.25 Through an 

examination of Chicago’s history, Blair highlights its connection to sex work 

by focusing on the growth of Chicago’s economy that coincided with an 

urban form of prostitution that emerged during an era of social and economic 

change.26 

One of Blair’s main discussions situates black women sex workers 

as playing major roles in urban  transformation through the  proliferation of 

sex work, referring to both the black women who worked in the nightclubs 

in Chicago’s Black Belt, a predominantly black neighbourhood, or those 

who worked inside and close to the Twenty-Second Street Levee, home to 

elite brothels that typically catered to middle and upper class white men.27 

Blair’s inclusion of the maps where different forms of sex work occurred 

demonstrates how these women diversely navigated both the economic 

terrain of the sex economy as well as different social and class categories. 

Her study of these districts also gives voice not only to sex workers, but to 

the black women who ran brothels in the Levee; specifically attempting to 

reconstruct the narratives of Vina Fields and Maggie Douglas from censuses 

in 1900 and 1910.28 While it was not common for black women like Fields 

and Douglas to be entrepreneurs in sex work, Blair’s examination of the 

census attempts to illustrate a diverse sexual economy, and record those 

women who transgressed misogynoir that would have impeded them from 

their participation in this economy.  

 
25 Ibid., 5. 

26 Ibid. 

27 Blair, I've Got to Make My Livin', 2, 132, 52.  

28 Ibid., 132.  
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Black women who demonstrated relative agency and economic 

freedom by working in these economies became susceptible to the threat of 

reform movements advocating against ‘sexual immorality’ through the 

eradication of sexual labour economies and the women who participated in 

them. There was an increasing call from religious groups, civic reformers, 

and white feminists for reforms around Chicago’s proliferation of 

prostitution.29 United against prostitution and all forms of sexual labour, 

reformers cited this issue as a rise in “white slavery,” euphemistically 

describing a moral panic concerning the sex trafficking of young white 

women.30 The afterlife of slavery emerges again through the appropriation 

of this term by white reformers appropriating  the violent conditions of 

slavery in order to equate it with all forms of sex work. However, the term 

‘white slavery’ overlooks the experiences of black women still affected by 

slavery’s legacies; some looked towards sexual labour as their main source 

of income in order to escape their indefinite indentured servitude.  

Commenting on how white slavery arguments negatively impacted 

black women’s sex work, Hartman writes:  

 

In the throes of the moral panic that ushered in the first 

decades of the twentieth century, reformers and the 

journalists decried prostitution as “white slavery” and so 

would the legislators and the prosecutors, yet there was 

nothing white about it, at least not as it concerned the 

black women of the ward, whose violated bodies and 

exploited capacities were the norm, not the exception.31  

 
29 Ibid.  

30 Ibid., 136. 

31 Hartman, Wayward Lives, 97-8.  
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As sexual labour economies became more prominent with the growth of 

urban centres, reforms that emerged under the guise of progress continued 

to proliferate varied forms of oppression towards black women sex workers 

in these cities. Hartman’s statement underlines how reformers did not take 

into account how slavery created the conditions that fueled the systemic 

barriers that threatened these women’s wellbeing and safety. The 

appropriation of this term is weaponized against these women to reproduce 

notions of black women’s abhorrent sexuality in their demonstration of 

autonomy.  

 The consequences of white slavery arguments resulted in city 

officials overlooking white and male-owned places of sex work as the issue 

of prostitution became racialized; black people were foregrounded as major 

participants and patrons in this type of labour.32 For brothel owners like 

Fields and Douglas, whose livelihoods depended on the sex economy, a 

series of “jump raids” by police in Chicago and Philadelphia led to a 

disproportionate number of arrests and convictions of black women sex 

workers and brothel owners.33 Around this time, the creation of the 

Wayward Minors Act in New York made young black women vulnerable to 

arrest for any type of sexual act, whether it was transactional and non-

transactional. Additionally, the New York State Tenement House Act, 

originally crafted by Progressive reformers to protect the poor from crime 

and unlivable conditions, was revised in 1909 to eradicate prostitution.34 

Blair’s and Hartman’s explorations of these women’s lives employ an 

 
32 Blair, I've Got to Make My Livin', 137.  

33 Ibid., ; Hartman, Wayward Lives, 250-1.  

34 Hartman, Wayward Lives, 221, 251.  
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approach that examines artifacts such as maps, flyers and police reports to 

read between the lines and attempts to reconstruct how black women 

navigated cities during a time of oppressive reform and racialized tensions.  

Both historians craft investigations that give voice to black 

women’s experiences as they traversed urban spaces as economic 

participants and entrepreneurs, situating them within a historical moment 

they previously had not been considered a part of. The significance of this 

approach is reflected upon by Hartman who states:  

 

For the most part, the history and the potentiality of their 

life-world has remained unthought because no one could 

conceive of young black women as social visionaries and 

innovators […] transformation of black intimate life was 

the consequence of economic exclusion, material 

deprivation, racial enclosure, and social dispossession; yet 

it, too, was fueled by the vision of a future world and what 

might be.35 

 

In this statement, Hartman emphasizes how black women were integral to 

this era’s legacy of progress, whether through the social freedom/s black 

women exhibited and participated in, or in how they were affected by social 

reforms that attempted to stifle those emerging demonstrations of freedom.   

 Returning to Blair’s initial questions on how historians can move 

forward in attempting to reconstruct the multifaceted experiences of black 

women and their sexual worlds in historical scholarship, her and Hartman’s 

investigation of black women’s experiences in the Progressive Era attempts 

to expand the limitations of existing scholarship. Their work also signals 

 
35 Ibid., xv.   
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how black women’s sexuality as a critical historical discourse is emerging 

from more diverse scholarly perspectives, whose research considers the 

intersections of race, gender and sexuality that have informed the 

construction of historical events. In their examination of how enslaved and 

emancipated black women’s sexuality has been limited by previous 

historians’ conflation of coerced prostitution with an informed sexual 

labour, or their characterization of black women’s sexuality as abhorrent, 

Blair and Hartman demonstrate where the limits of this topic began. As a 

way to subvert these narratives, the two historians treat black women as 

historical agents through their approach of critical fabulation, constructing 

narratives that give voice to the multitude of experiences these women had 

and their place within a scholarship of sexual labour.    
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Mamie-Till Mobley, her Murdered Son and the Segregated Media 
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the Western Canadian field course and an active council member with the 

Redpath. Since her graduation, she is now taking contracts with various 

museums and heritage institutions including the Vimy Foundation in which 

Holly is the new social media and communications chaperone for their 

pilgrimages to Europe in April and August of 2020. 
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“I saw his tongue and it had been choked out and was lying down on his 

chin. I saw that his [right] eye was out and it was lying mid-way at the cheek. 

I looked at [the other] eye and it was gone. I looked at the bridge of his nose 

and it looked like someone took a meat-chopper. I looked at his teeth because 

I took so much pride in his teeth – but I only saw two. I was looking at his 

ears [because] they were like mine...and I didn’t see the ear. But that’s when 

I discovered a hole [on his right temple] and I could see daylight on the 

other side. Was it necessary to shoot him?” – Mamie Till-Mobley 

 

Throughout the first half of the 20th century, thousands of black 

bodies, especially black male bodies, were the targets of extreme violence 

in the Jim Crow South.1 Over 500 documented lynchings took place in the 

state of Mississippi alone in the post Second World War period, with an 

ever-increasing defensiveness on the part of white southerners.2 By the mid-

1950s, the southern racial caste system, which had been gradually becoming 

more racist, reflected the white ‘obligation’ for upholding social hierarchy, 

and enforced violence and racial oppression onto black Americans. With a 

long history of lynching in the American South, black bodies “comprised 

the bloodiest battleground”3 because they symbolized a threat to the purity 

of white power structures and ‘white’ ways of life.  

 
1 Harvey Young, “A New Fear Known to Me,” Southern Quarterly 45, no. 4 

(Summer 2008): 29. 

2 Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years, season 1, episode 1, 

“Awakenings: 1954-1956,” directed by Judith Vecchione, written by Steve Fayer, 

featuring Ralph Abernathy, Unita Blackwell and Julian Bond, aired January 21, 

1987, on PBS. 

3 Christine Harold and Kevin Michael Deluca, “Behold the Corpse: Violent Images 

and the Case of Emmett Till,” Rhetoric & Public Affairs 8, no.2 (Summer 2005): 

267. 
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The tragedy of Emmett Till, a fourteen-year-old black boy from 

Chicago, Illinois, brutally lynched in the South while he was visiting his 

uncle Moses Wright in Money, Mississippi, lied at the center of American 

consciousness from its occurrence in August 1955 to the present day. 

Emmett was accused of wolf-whistling at a white shopkeeper named 

Carolyn Bryant. Roy Bryant, Carolyn’s husband, and his half-brother, J.W. 

Milam, admitted to kidnapping Emmett in the middle of the night for this 

‘crime’, beating and shooting him, and throwing him into the Tallahatchie 

River on the night of August 28th, only a week after his arrival.4 This pattern 

of lynching was not uncommon for black communities living in the South: 

when a black individual went missing, it became routine to look “along the 

riverbanks and under bridges”5 in search for their loved ones. Emmett’s 

disappearance and death revitalized the on-going battle for racial equality in 

the United States and put a larger spotlight on the violent systematic racism 

that was intensifying in the South. In the wake of the Brown vs. Board 

decision one year prior, Emmett’s murder became even “further proof of the 

lack of democracy, equality and freedom in the South,”6 and so fueled an 

ever-growing Northeastern black push for social and civil rights. 

When Emmett’s body was discovered, Mamie Till-Mobley, his 

mother, requested he be transported back to Chicago, demanding to see her 

son immediately when he arrived. Despite funeral director A. A. Rayner’s 

 
4 American Experience, season 15, episode 6, “The Murder of Emmett Till,” 

directed by Stanley Nelson Jr., written by Marcia A. Smith and David C. Taylor, 

featuring Andre Braugher, Pat Antici and Oudie Brown, aired January 20, 2003, on 

PBS.   

5 Young, “A New Fear Known to Me,” 33. 

6 Darryl Mace, In Remembrance of Emmett Till: Regional Stories and Media 

Responses to the Black Freedom Struggle (Kentucky: University Press of 

Kentucky, 2014), 76. 
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instructions by the State of Mississippi prohibiting him from opening the 

box crate, Mamie would not be stopped from seeing Emmett. As she was 

“forced to deal with his face,”7 she realized that her son’s death was much 

more than a southern lynching, which had been a customary public event in 

the South, but rather the violent and brutal murder of her black son. She held 

an open-casket funeral at the Roberts Temple Church of God in Christ, 

where an estimated fifty thousand people viewed Emmett’s disfigured 

corpse. Chicago’s JET Magazine photographer, David Jackson, was 

contracted to take photographs of the event, in which he captured much more 

than a mother’s pain, but also black suffering at the expense of the American 

South. Many newspapers such as the Chicago Tribune and Chicago 

Defender refused to let Emmett’s story disappear by re-publishing Jackson’s 

photos and the emotions that were evoked because of them. 

The images published of Emmett’s open-casket funeral illustrate a 

distressed mother and “captures her scream”8 as she focused on the boy’s 

lifeless body, which was only originally recognized by officials who 

identified a Till-initialled family ring on the corpse’s finger. Mamie’s sorrow 

recorded in the images was felt beyond the photographs, as parents related 

to her mourning and children related to Emmett. The reception from 

northern American youth of Emmett’s “severely mutilated face...illustrated 

the rhetorical and political force of images” and turned young African 

 
7 American Experience, season 15, episode 6, “The Murder of Emmett Till,” 

January 20, 2003.  

8 Shawn Michelle Smith, “The Afterimages of Emmett Till,” American Art 29, no. 

1 (Spring 2015): 26. 
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Americans into potential victims solely because of the colour of their skin.9 

As the local northern media presented Emmett’s brutalized black body, his 

fate was transformed from a “customary” murder in the long-standing 

pattern of Southern lynching to an internationally-broadcasted message of 

social warning to black communities, as “illustrating the ugliness of racial 

violence”10 in the most vivid way possible. Mamie’s loss of her only son 

affected adults, while the gruesome photos of Emmett’s corpse paired with 

images of a wholesome child created self-reflective reactions by black 

youth. The emotional trauma from these published photos had the capacity 

to shock its audiences, as the “sensational photographs dared us to look,”11 

and insured public involvement on an emotional and activist level. 

Emmett Till’s murder in 1955 galvanized a new generation of 

young civil rights activists because Mamie and the various Chicago 

newspapers, like JET Magazine, exposed the brutal truth of racial violence 

happening in the South in the 1950s. Her relentless crusade to bring justice 

to her son allowed her to both use motherhood as a political weapon against 

the Southern treatment of African Americans, and to promote herself as a 

strong civil rights activist. Alongside “Mamie’s sledgehammer,”12 the 

media’s portrayal of the event sparked a huge wave of activism throughout 

the United States (mainly in the North), because of a determination to 

 
9 Christine Harold and Kevin Michael Deluca, “Behold the Corpse: Violent Images 

and the Case of Emmett Till,” Rhetoric & Public Affairs 8, no. 2.2 (Summer 2005): 

266. 

10 Harold and Deluca, “Behold the Corpse: Violent Images and the Case of Emmett 

Till,” 266. 

11 Maurice Berger, For All the World to See: Visual Culture and the Struggle for 

Civil Rights (New Haven: Yale University Press: 2010), 105. 

12 Harold K. Bush, “Continuing Bonds and Emmett Till’s Mother,” Southern 

Quarterly 50, no.3 (Spring 2013): 3. 
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continuously challenge readers to confront the boy’s mutilated body, the 

mistreatment of the murder case, and its cautionary message to all African 

Americans. Both Mamie and the media used Emmett’s death to highlight the 

systemic racism in the South, and in turn revolutionized a younger 

generation into the civil rights movement of the late 1950s. Emmett became 

a symbol of social change and sparked determination in black youths that 

were willing to become involved, like sociologist and activist Joyce Ladner 

who claimed “that if they did it to him, they could do it to us.”13 Activists 

that persisted in the civil rights movement from their early personal 

interactions with Emmett’s story included Martin Luther King Jr., many 

members of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), 

Muhammad Ali, Huey Newtown (a founder and leader of the black Panther 

Party) and Rosa Parks, who only three months after his story was published, 

refused to give up her seat on a Montgomery bus. The ripple effect of 

Emmett’s murder, through the voice of Mamie Till-Mobley and with visual 

reinforcement by the media, became the ultimate tool in creating and 

energizing a new generation of youth activism: “the Till generation.”14 

 “Mamie Till-Mobley was not the first mother to recover the 

tortured body of her son”, as thousands of other mothers and family 

members “had to cut down the hanging bodies...or search the ashes of 

bonfires for bones in order to arrange a proper burial.”15 Like many other 

parents of deceased children, Mamie’s hope was “that somehow her son’s 

death could become meaningful”16, as she insisted: “Emmett’s dead, and I 

 
13 Berger, For All the World to See, 113. 

14 Mace, In Remembrance of Emmett Till, 4. 

15 Young, “A New Fear Known to Me,” 33. 

16 Bush, “Continuing Bonds and Emmett Till’s Mother,” 16. 
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cannot bring him back, but his death has changed my entire way of thinking. 

The things that happened to him must not happen to anyone else.”17 Her 

status as a mother challenged the traditional exclusion of black women from 

political participation and allowed her to position herself as a strong, 

nurturing mother fighting for parental justice, which was seen as much less 

threatening to the South.18 As Mamie claimed her role as a grieving mother, 

she also defined herself as a political figure in the hearts of African 

Americans across the nation, as she exposed the racial violence of the South 

and in so, strongly advocated for social change.19 Mamie forced audiences 

both in the United States and internationally to confront the ugliness of racial 

division by using the lifeless body of her son as a symbol of ‘truth’ for what 

Southern life for African Americans was truly like. As a southern-born, 

Chicago-bred woman, bringing Emmett home “from a muddy river bottom 

in the Mississippi Delta to a public exhibition in urban Chicago,”20 was 

much more than a mother reclaiming her son. This action also commented 

on the increasingly polarized racial ideologies between the North and the 

South in the late 1950s. Although black women had always participated in 

political activism in the private sphere, such as within their church 

communities, for example, Mamie’s place in the public eye on a national 

level allowed her to become a distinct black female figure on the early civil 

rights battlefront. Mamie’s visual description of Emmett’s mangled body 

 
17 Mace, In Remembrance of Emmett Till, 119. 

18 Ruth Feldstein, “‘I Wanted the Whole World to See’”: Constructions of 

Motherhood in the Death of Emmett Till,” in Motherhood in Black and white: Race 

and Sex in American Liberalism, 1930-1965 (London: Cornell University Press, 

2000), 89. 

19 Feldstein, “‘I Wanted the Whole World to See,’” 89. 

20 Harold and Deluca, “Behold the Corpse: Violent Images and the Case of Emmett 

Till,” 271. 
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when he arrived back home to Chicago lit the way for both African 

Americans and white liberals alike to spark dialogue, ignite emotion and 

resultantly mobilize a new generation of activists. 

At the funeral, Mamie strategically pinned images above Emmett’s 

casket of him in his formal Christmas suit, where visitors were forced to 

interact with both the ghostly images of a humble boy, and the ghastly 

images of the mutilated body in front of them. Mamie’s decisive pairing of 

these images of her beautiful son beside his gruesome, unrecognizable 

corpse compelled visitors to visually recognize the terrors of the Jim Crow 

South that did this to her boy.21 As a result of having an open-casket funeral, 

the personal terror of Emmett’s lynching was experienced by each visitor 

that viewed him, and in turn galvanized African Americans to demand equal 

social rights legislation in the United States.22 Mamie wanted to make it as 

“real as possible...that if they walked by the casket...if other people could 

see it with their own eyes,”23 then black communities would be forced to 

participate together in the fight for civil rights, so that theirs and their 

children’s fates would not be that of Mamie and her boy. 

During the trial, which took place in Sumner, Mississippi, Mamie 

testified and confirmed the identification of Emmett’s body. Although the 

identification should have focused on the body itself and its condition, it was 

Mamie’s authority and her ‘expert’ ability which became the fixation of the 

defense team.24 Mamie confirmed the body found in the Tallahatchie River 

was indeed her son because she recognized his hairline and teeth – those that 

 
21 Berger, For All the World to See, 104. 

22 Feldstein, “‘I Wanted the Whole World to See,’” 93. 

23 Berger, For All The World to See, 104. 

24 Feldstein, “‘I Wanted the Whole World to See,’” 109. 
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were remaining. However, it is worth questioning: how could a mother bear 

to look at the body of a young boy and identify it as her son? And in turn, 

how would the prosecution tell a mother that she was mistaken? In 

consequence, it was not the body that was on trial, but black motherhood 

and its presumed unreliability which was the fate of Mamie’s testimony. 

Although the all-white jury was not convinced, Mamie brought her motherly 

credentials back to Chicago, where she broadcasted not only her 

involvement in the trial, but her personal experience. This served to transport 

northerners into the Sumner segregated courtroom with her and to witness 

for themselves the severe social and racial inequalities conducted in the 

South. Allowing the public to relate and understand her journey became 

Mamie’s greatest tactic in assembling the masses, as she was able to 

reincarnate Emmett as an inspiration for social change in the social 

consciousnesses of her audience. 

Mamie’s mission for racial justice on her son’s behalf became a 

persistent theme in her crusade to portray him as “an iconic victim”25, and 

to identify him as not only an example of the dangers of white supremacy, 

but most significantly, as a victim of the horrible violence occurring in the 

South. As she cleverly converted herself into an influential civil rights 

activist through the Jackson photographs, the Chicago publications and her 

speeches with the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured 

People (NAACP), Mamie became determined to “claim her son’s 

martyrdom”26 and use parental mourning as the primary weapon to spark a 

 
25 Phillip C. Kolin, “Sacred Vision and Dramatic Space: Voices, Time and History 

in the Face of Emmett Till,” Southern Quarterly 45, no. 4 (Summer 2008): 25. 

26 Shawn Michelle Smith, “The Afterimages of Emmett Till,” American Art 29, no. 

1 (Spring 2015): 79. 
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new wave of civil rights activists. Mamie was able to transfer her “personal 

pain […] into political terms by reframing how her son’s death was 

understood and debated.”27 As a parent bringing her child home, Mamie 

turned herself into an activist by bringing to the North the visual evidence 

of social inequality that was the American South in the form of the mutilated 

body of a young black boy. By creating a sense of national empathy with the 

loss of Emmett, Mamie was incredibly successful in mobilizing both adults 

and youth alike. As she was relatable on a spiritual and essential level, 

Mamie’s advocacy for civil rights as a mother, warning others that this could 

have been anyone’s child, was powerfully effective because her efforts 

stimulated the undeniable need for social change.   

The media was able to broadcast Mamie’s message for racial 

justice by republishing Emmett’s story daily or weekly, for months after his 

death. The alliances that Mamie formed with major publications such as 

JET, The Chicago Defender and The Chicago Tribune were vital in their 

mutual aim of societal change.28 Jackson’s photos captured not only 

Mamie’s sadness, but also disrupted “northern blacks’ sense of security as 

well as liberal white people’s denial or ignorance by reminding them that 

the boundary between freedom and oppression in the United States was both 

fragile and conditional.”29 Lynching in the South “was an event”30 where 

black bodies were spectacles for white crowds; the idea that Emmett’s 

mutilated body was tied down in the river revealed that he was never meant 

 
27 Feldstein, “‘I Wanted the Whole World to See,’” 110. 

28 Bush, “Continuing Bonds and Emmett Till’s Mother,” 13. 

29 Berger, For All The World to See, 103-104. 

30 Harold and Deluca, “Behold the Corpse: Violent Images and the Case of Emmett 

Till,” 268. 
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to be discovered, and therefore the media’s exposure of this private turned 

public murder was sensational. The shifting of audiences from white crowds 

who would buy “souvenir picture cards... [of the] abused, deceased black 

body”31 and advertise white supremacy changed when the publicity of their 

lynchings became international headline news and unveiled the horrors of 

the South. This led to a shift of audience in the mid-1950s, as the ‘white’ 

fascination with the black body on display declined, and the “image of black 

suffering was reframed almost exclusively for an African American 

audience.”32 The media’s portrayal of Emmett’s murder sparked discussion 

over the hypocrisy of promoting American democracy abroad when the 

home front was confronted with Emmett’s disfigured face.   

JET Magazine became the leading media force recounting 

Emmett’s story, as it was the first to publish Emmett’s death and expose 

graphic photos of his bloated and beaten body in the September 15, 1955 

edition. With Jackson’s photographs and Mamie’s personal photo collection 

“posted prominently in barbershops, hair salons, and churches across the 

nation”, Emmett’s brutalized face became an inescapable reality of the slow 

pace of racial uplift in the United States during this time.33 Although 

magazines were designed for adults, black youth had access to them, 

therefore also remained informed of Emmett’s death. Seeing the body of a 

boy perhaps their age, or the age of a sibling or a friend at school, made 

youth groups feel incredibly uneasy. Their eagerness to contribute to the 

civil rights movement increased because Emmett symbolized a loved one, a 

topic too close to home. 

 
31 Young, “A New Fear Known to Me,” 33. 

32 Ibid., 33. 
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As reporters from the north travelled south to cover the trial, they 

were immersed into the strict racial caste system and described the visual 

discrimination they observed and were treated to in the South. Chicago 

Tribune focused its resources and publications on bringing the “realities of 

Deep South white supremacy to the public’s attention,”34 as reporters 

recounted their own experiences of harsh segregation and unfair treatment. 

Journalists revealed that they sat at the back of the courtroom, barely close 

enough to hear the case; even Mamie herself was sat at the back table to 

overhear the trial.35 “No Negroes will be allowed inside”36 was the primary 

concern of police officials at the courthouse during Emmett’s trial, which 

only illustrated further southern fears of integration. In many magazines in 

the South, Emmett’s murder was ruled an “African American affair”, which 

allowed them to play up southern responses to Emmett’s slaying, including 

the murderers’ defense of saving the sanctity of whiteness.37 The 

illustrations and descriptions of the American South scared black youth in 

many communities, both in the North and the South, because they related to 

Emmett on a childhood level.  

One of the main reasons why this trial was so particularly 

significant was that Emmett was a young boy from the North, unaccustomed 

to southern racial customs, so his gruesome death was a visual representation 

of not just a lynching, but showcased the severity of southern race relations 

that remained uncontested by the American government. Paul Holmes from 

 
34 Mace, In Remembrance of Emmett Till, 56. 

35 Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years, season 1, episode 1, 

“Awakenings: 1954-1956,” January 21, 1987. 

36 Mace, In Remembrance of Emmett Till, 72. 

37 Ibid., 61. 
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the Chicago Tribune interpreted it as “the way of life . . . [that] is going on 

trial,” and therefore Roy Bryant and J.W. Milam were only “pawns [...] in 

the region’s resistance to social change.”38 Emmett’s future was then 

eradicated by not only the two men accused, but by a system that failed to 

provide democracy to all Americans. His murder, therefore, was the specific 

result of a defective discriminatory social system. The media’s skillful use 

of imagery and vivid descriptions of racial injustice in the trial was 

successful in raising civic awareness because Emmett’s corpse became 

unavoidable; it was broadcasted nationwide, and ultimately represented the 

potential fate of American black youth. 

When Mamie put the image of her son’s body in American 

consciousness, “she might’ve saved thousands of young black men’s and 

young black women’s lives,”39 as Emmett’s violent death was based solely 

on the colour of his skin, a true threat to the South. Emmett’s body 

emphasized that black bodies, “their meaning, their treatment and their 

possibilities,”40 were at stake. In 1955, when civil rights were increasingly a 

topic of discourse, Emmett became a young martyr for social change. Both 

black and white youth mobilized in the cause for civil justice and equality in 

the United States in the 1950s because of events like Emmett’s lynching. 

The exposure to the print media coverage that documented the Till murder 

helped young Americans to fully visualize the extent of this violence, which 

became evidently relatable to youth across America. Fear, concern and anger 

 
38 Ibid., 69. 

39 American Experience, season 15, episode 6, “The Murder of Emmett Till,” 

January 20, 2003. 

40 Harold and Deluca, “Behold the Corpse: Violent Images and the Case of Emmett 
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mobilized American youth to participate in the civil rights movement, and 

the potential threat of American youth became apparent the day that 

Emmett’s mutilated face was published across newspapers. When his story 

became public on a national level, the threat of racial violence in the United 

States became undeniably real. 

American youth, especially black youth, were motivated because 

they associated themselves with Emmett and were convinced that activism 

was the only way in which they could successfully participate in the civil 

rights movement. The published photographs stunned young black 

consumers, especially “those ranging from adolescence into early adulthood 

because [this event occurred] during this critical time in the development of 

[their] individual’s identity.”41 The photos of Emmett Till in the media 

recruited thousands of black youth as their childhoods were identified with 

Emmett’s, a new wave of youth commonly referred to as the ‘Till 

Generation’. Encountering his body and seeing Mamie’s heartbreak directly 

paralleled the social struggle of their own families, and for many black 

youth, civil rights became a more personal and individualized battleground 

from the mid-1950s onward. Many African Americans “of a certain age can 

recall exactly when and how they came to learn of important events”42 within 

their own childhoods because they were talked about by their parents or 

broadcasted through the media. Emmett’s lynching is regarded as “one of 

the events of the era that left a generational mark”43 because of the incredible 

influence it provided to strengthen all American civil rights societies, 

including the SNCC, NAACP, and the black Panther Party. 

 
41 Young, “A New Fear Known to Me,” 33. 

42 Berger, For All The World to See, xii. 
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Minnijean Brown Trickey, a member of the Little Rock Nine from 

Arkansas, stated that “it was the Till lynching” that resonated with her 

because, “had he lived, Till too would have been entering in the eleventh 

grade in 1957.”44 Civil rights activist John Lewis professed: “[Till’s 

lynching] galvanized the country. A lot of us young black students in the 

South later on, we weren’t sitting in just for ourselves—we were sitting in 

for Emmett Till. We went on Freedom Rides for Emmett Till.”45 These two 

examples are only a small fraction of civil rights activists’ origin stories in 

how Emmett was imprinted on their childhoods and encouraged their 

participation in the civil rights movement. Mamie Till became their mother 

too, and therefore many youth felt it was their duty and obligation to help 

her through this tragic and sad time. The exponential increase of youth 

participation in the civil rights movement after Emmett’s murder succeeded 

because many of them became civil rights leaders of their respective 

communities, and would continue their fight through the 1960s and 1970s, 

helping to pass historic legislations like the Civil Rights Act of 1964 or the 

Fair-Housing Act of 1968. 

The facts of what actually happened in that store on the 24th of 

August in 1955 will probably always remain unknown, but Emmett’s death 

was never about the accuracy of the encounter: his legacy lies in how he 

galvanized a new wave of civil rights activists in the wake of his death.46 

The story of Emmett Till’s murder, narrated by his grieving mother Mamie 

and fortified by the media, stimulated an entirely new generation of youth 

activists in the late 1950s as it related to the “individual and collective 
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memories...”47 which re-established national self-awareness and revitalized 

the urgency for equal rights. 

Looking at Mamie’s distraught eyes as she gazed upon the 

monstrous body of her fourteen-year-old boy, the published photographs had 

an electrifying effect on African Americans and white liberals alike, as they 

symbolized the racial violence of the South and the urgency of its demise. 

This event “still has resonance, it still has power”48 because it no longer 

portrayed lynching in the South as socially acceptable, but rather as a shock 

of reality by focusing on the daily trauma of black suffering. The South stole 

the innocent childhood of Emmett Till, and it became apparent that children 

his age were at risk, and that it was the nation’s responsibility to bring racial 

violence to an end. Mamie utilized her status as a mother to expose these 

horrors through the death of her son, and in turn immortalized him in the 

hearts and minds of millions of black youth across the United States.  

The post-mortem photographs of Emmett were consciously 

reproduced and repeated in the media because this senseless crime remained 

an event in time that “could not [then] and can never be fully fathomed.”49 

The graphic images of Emmett’s broken body and Mamie’s lifework as a 

civil rights activist have lived on in the hearts and minds of black youth who 

were coming of age during this turbulent era, because Emmett marked the 

urgency for social change. Just as Mamie declared: “the murder of my son 

has shown me that what happens to any of us...had better be the business of 

 
47 Mace, In Remembrance of Emmett Till, 133. 

48 Harold and Deluca, “Behold the Corpse: Violent Images and the Case of Emmett 

Till,” 264. 

49 Smith, “The Afterimages of Emmett Till,” 25. 
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us all,”50 and so Emmett’s murder now symbolizes a historical transition and 

a crucial turning-point in the childhoods of thousands of black youth across 

the country; the ‘Till Generation’. Although this event took place in the 

1950s, from their graves, the Till family continues to inspire us all to 

continue the fight for civil freedoms around the world. 
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Propaganda during World War II displayed meat as a symbol of 

male power, creating a narrative linking meat and rugged masculinity, and 

asking women to limit their meat intake in order to ensure the greatest 

possible physical specimen of the American male for wartime victory.1 

During the 1950s, the United States was experiencing socio-political 

upheaval with the Civil Rights movement and with the looming threat of 

communism; thus it was of utmost importance to solidify social roles and 

the American identity, specifically the functions of men and women. Post-

war America was captivated by the role of the American man. By 1951, 

29% of the workforce was female, creating a “tension” between the sexes.2 

Men were accustomed to finding their identities in their work; this, 

however, was interrupted by the emergence of women doing the same.3 

Not only was there a new kind of competition in the workforce, 

but war had rattled family life and people were desperate to stabilize the 

familial archetype. A new pressure now existed for men to become more 

involved and more assertive in their family life. In its March 24, 1947 issue, 

Life published an editorial that expressed concern over the state of the 

“western family”, blaming what it called “women’s interna- tional strike 

against motherhood” for the breakdown in family life.4 It did not seek to 

clarify what this strike might be, but in essence, the concern was that 

women were rebelling against typical social standards, and were 

subsequently blamed for much of the social unrest. One solution to this 

 
1 Kristin L. Matthews, “One Nation Over Coals: Cold War Nationalism and the 

Barbecue,” American Studies 50, no. 3/4 (2009): 23. 

2 Eleanor Perenyi, “Women of American, Now Is the Time To Arise: Maybe?” 

Esquire, 1, (July 1962): 34-37. 

3 Matthews, “One Nation Over Coals”, 23-24. 
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crisis was for men to reassert themselves as the providers of their families 

and by prioritizing their loved ones.5 This, however, presented a problem: 

how were men supposed to venture into the domesticated private sphere, 

so closely linked to femininity, without losing their masculinity? If women 

could now do manual labour and work in business, how was it possible to 

create a special “male” identity in the home? 

 

The private kitchen is typically associated with femininity and 

every instruction related to home cooking was directed towards women. 

However, between 1946 and 1960, there was an emergence of “male” 

cookbooks which instructed men on how to prepare meat at home.6 These 

cookbooks focused on how to cook meat over an open fire, assuming that 

this caveman-like cooking style was inherently masculine.7 The intent of 

these cookbooks, and other products, reflected a marketing strategy 

designed to cultivate a stereotypical image of masculinity.8 Meat, and 

products that complemented its consumption, were traced back to primitive 

times and the traditional social construct of men as hunters and providers 

of meat.9 To connect consumer masculinity to the household, there was a 

return to the wartime ideology whereby consumption of meat logically led 

to the ideal physical specimen of an American man. 

 
5 Matthews, “One Nation Over Coals”, 24. 

6 Rebecca Swenson, "Domestic Divo? Televised Treatments of Masculinity, 

Femininity and Food," Critical Studies in Media Communication 26, no. 1 (2009): 

39, doi:10.1080/15295030802684034. 

7 Swenson, "Domestic Divo? Televised Treatments of Masculinity, Femininity and 

Food,", 39. 

8 Elizabeth Caldwell Hirschman, Branding Masculinity: Tracing the Cultural 

Foundations of Brand Meaning (New York: Routledge, 2016) 3. 

9 Matthews, “One Nation Over Coals”, 24. 
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Looking at the mid-20th century content coming from both Life 

Magazine and Esquire Magazine we will see the ways in which the media 

presented the connection between meat and masculinity. Meat occupied a 

large portion of food consumption in homes. Subsequently, cooking meat 

in the home was declared an acceptable masculine practice, albeit only 

through certain avenues. In this paper, I argue that masculinity was being 

redefined in post-Second World War America, and that through an 

emerging American institution, the backyard barbecue, men carved out a 

space for themselves within the private domestic sphere. It was an initiative 

to make men feel, once again, comfortable in their homes. This endeavor 

was supposed to contribute to the stability of American life and afford men 

the protagonist role in strengthening American life. 

 

Esquire and Life Magazine 

Before discussing the content of Esquire Magazine and Life 

Magazine, it is important to know some details about their histories and 

intentions. Because of the gendered elements of both magazines, their 

mission statements no doubt influenced their content, stories, 

advertisements and photographs that they sold to the American public. 

Both magazines were founded by American white men in the early 20th 

century, at a time when media culture focused on feminine consumerism.10 

It curated a rhetoric which sought to emphasize female buying power, to 

the point where marketing books focused solely on a female audience. The 

role of the woman as the socially accepted consumer became the norm in 

 
10 Kenon Breazeale, "In Spite of Women: "Esquire" Magazine and the Construction 

of the Male Consumer," Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 20, no. 1 
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the 1920s.11 Although Esquire sought to turn away from the dominant 

female focus, much like Life, it upheld the prevalent trend of magazines to 

sell a seductive lifestyle. Through advertisements, Esquire and Life turned 

its readers into consumers.12 

Life Magazine was the first photojournalist magazine in the 

United States, and its first issue was published in November 1936. It was 

an incredibly successful magazine; by 1940, it boasted a readership of over 

2.8 million Americans, specifically those from the middle and upper 

classes.13 Henry Luce, Life’s creator, saw a vision of American 

international leadership, specifically through the vehicle of capitalism and 

consumerism.14 In his mission statement for Life Magazine, Luce stated 

that it was created to “see life, to see the world...see women that men 

love...to see and be instructed.”15 It is evident that Luce understood the 

power of magazines to shape the world around them.16 While we do not 

have the data on the gender of the subscribers, we will see later that Life 

had a primarily female readership. 

Similarly, in its conception, Esquire Magazine was committed to 

an extremely gendered rhetoric. Its opening mission statement from its first 

issue, released in September 1933, asserts that Esquire “aims to become 

 
11  Breazeale, "In Spite of Women: "Esquire" Magazine and the Construction of the 

Male Consumer," 2-4. 

12 Breazeale, 5. 

13 Breazeale, 5. 

14 Breazeale, 2.  

15 Breazeale, 2. 

16 Mary Alice Sentman, "Black and White: Disparity in Coverage by Life Magazine 

from 1937 to 1972," Journalism Quarterly 60, no. 3 (1983): 501, 

doi:10.1177/107769908306000318. 
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the common denominator of masculine interests.”17 It seeks to reorient the 

readership demographic of the magazine, which has “bent over backwards 

in catering to...the feminine audience” and subsequently left male readers 

to feel like “intruders” without a place to call their own.18 The editors 

accuse other magazines of making a “step-child out of the interests of male 

readers” in favour of women. From its beginnings, it seems Esquire was 

created with a special mandate which was decidedly anti-feminine in a time 

when the media was catering specifically to female tastes. It sought to 

create an acceptable concept of the male consumer.19 The magazine sought 

to antagonize the female consumer by making the issue of “tastes” a 

gendered one.20 It is through this lens, of creating a new space for male 

consumers, that one must view the Esquire content discussed in this essay. 

  

 Beef and America 

The rise in popularity of beef as an American food began in the 

20th century, partly due to the successes of the American food industry. 

The latter is discussed in the “Special Food Issue” of Life Magazine 

published on January 3rd, 1955. The opening letter of this issue describes 

how the food industry has contributed to a healthier, stronger and smarter 

American. Life focuses particularly on the increasing life expectancy of 

each subsequent generation.21 The editors go so far as to claim that food 

 
17 “As For General Content”, Esquire,1 Sept. 1933, 4. 

18 Ibid. 

19 Breazeale, "In Spite of Women: "Esquire", 1. 

20 Ibid. 

21 “A Triumph and Some Thoughts to Preface An Issue About Food”, Life, 3 Jan. 

1955, 3. 
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during this period was “America’s biggest business.”22 They describe a 

new “national” diet, whereby items grown on the east coast are eaten on 

the west coast. This food exchange has subsequently led to the growth of 

the supermarket.23 Of all this remarkable innovation, the growth of the  beef 

industry is the biggest victory documented. While this food issue seeks to 

highlight the wonders of the American food industry, beef encompasses a 

particular feeling of pride. One article titled “How Beef Gets to Beef-

Eating Nation” highlights the process by which beef made its way into 

stores.24 It seems that, at a time when there was ideological instability due 

to the Cold War, beef represented the growing economy and embodied a 

symbol of American pride. By calling on Americans to pride themselves in 

their beef industry, they were also hailing beef as a special source of 

national identity right from its conception. 

When first looking at this article, the visual elements are striking. 

Pictures are used to depict the six different professions required for a piece 

of  meat to make its way from the fields to the store-fronts; The Rancher, 

Agency Man, Feeder, Commission Man, Packer, and finally the Retailer.25 

All six occupations are decidedly male seeing as there are no women 

pictured. The Rancher is the first step in this process, and he’s responsible 

for delivering and taking care of the calf for the first 6 months of its life. In 

the image, the Rancher is wrangling a young calf, engaging in decidedly 

physical work.26 He passes the calf to the next stage facilitated by the 

 
22 Ibid. 

23 Ibid., 1, 3. 

24 “How Beef Gets to Beef Eating Nation”, Life, 3 Jan. 1955, 78-79. 

25 “How Beef Gets To Beef Eating Nation”, Life, 78-79. 

26 “How Beef Gets To Beef Eating Nation”, Life, 78. 
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Agency Man. At this point the animal is now called a “steer”; however, 

there is no discussion of the castration process, as it might add an unsavory 

and “un-masculine” tone to the article. The Agency Man functions as a 

transporter and delivers the steer from the farm to the Feeder, then onto the 

Commission man, the Packer, and finally, the Retailer. The Rancher, 

Agency Man and Feeder are all wearing casual clothes and depicted as 

stereotypical farmers equipped with a cowboy hat, blue jeans, and cowboy 

boots.27 In contrast, the Commission Man is illustrated wearing a fedora 

hat and a suit with his jacket casually placed on the back of his chair. The 

fedora becomes a standard element of a men’s uniform at this stage. The 

remaining jobs, the Packer and the Retailer, are also wearing these 

fashionable hats.28 

Life Magazine’s “Food Issue” was published during a time of 

unrest. The magazine itself declares food as “America’s biggest weapon” in 

the Cold War, citing the ability to save complete populations on the brink of 

starvation and likely an allusion to the famines in the Soviet Union at this 

time.29 The consumption of meat, and having your choice of many different 

cuts, took on a level of propaganda-style narratives, where meat became a 

symbol of the riches of democracy and capitalism.30 This kind of rhetoric is 

an effort to indoctrinate the readership to see food as a source of national 

pride and identity. The representation of each profession in the beef industry 

invites the reader to see the multi-layered, sophisticated, and truly all-

American beef industry. The male readers of this article would be able to 

 
27 Ibid., 79. 

28 Ibid., 79. 

29  “A Triumph”, Life, 3. 

30 Matthews, “One Nation Over Coals”, 6. 
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easily identify with one of the six men, whether they be of the working or 

middle class. Similarly, female readers would see their husbands, fathers, 

and sons throughout the article, despite the absence of female representation. 

The beef industry shows itself to be a complicated, sophisticated and modern 

entity. What this article is teaching the reader is that beef is a man’s game 

and, more specifically, an American man’s game. If beef represented 

American masculinity, then cooking steak at-home was a viable, masculine 

activity. 

 

Man, the Chef 

An article from Esquire in 1951 entitled “Man the Chef” signals 

the distress surrounding masculinity, specifically in the kitchen. The article 

calls for a re-emergence of “culinary simplicity” that was left behind after 

the events of Pearl Harbour. Adding pineapples and grated carrots to 

coleslaw is said to have shocked many men, whereas women were swept 

away by the “cult of the beautiful” food.31 Protecting American identity in 

the food industry was not simply a postwar phenomenon. Bob Brown, in 

his 1938 Es- quire article “Name It and You Can Have It” discusses hors 

d’oeuvres as an assault on “simple American food”, likening the 

acceptance of French appetizers as a defeat from a war within the culinary 

world.32 Being pompous is clearly an anti-American attitude, and France 

was closely associated with femininity; thus, eating fancy food was wrong. 

This is why Brown argues that, although the United States accepted 

appetizers, it refused to call them “hors d’oeuvres”; therefore Americans 

 
31 “Man The Chef”, Esquire, 1 Feb. 1951, 62. 

32  Bob Brown, “Name It And You Can Have It” Esquire, 1 Jan. 1938, 102. 
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did not give in to foreign food items too easily.33 He tries to create a new 

name for this newly introduced food category, declaring them “dingle-

doos” because “strong men have become stutterers” trying to pronounce 

hors d’oeuvres.34 The fight to establish and maintain American identity was 

already a concern before the war. However, postwar insecurities 

surrounding masculinity intensified this push to maintain the relationship 

between American identity and food. 

The change in female opinion regarding simple food is said to 

have had a direct impact on the breakdown in the American family unit by 

creating a “booming business” for divorce courts.35 “Man the Chef” goes 

on to discuss how simple food is masculine food, as it is honestly conceived 

without trying to hide anything. As the author attempts to place blame on 

women for the change in American food culture, they make the connection 

that women are also to blame for the instability in the nation’s social life. 

It accuses women of not heeding the “wise counsel” of men who ask for 

simple salads, without luxurious foods within it, but refuses to take into 

account why women might be experimenting with food to begin with. The 

conclusion of the “Man the Chef” article alludes to the fall of mankind as 

recounted in Genesis: the woman succumbs to temptation and ultimately 

draws the man into the fall through the consumption of “an apple.”36 It 

challenges men to take over the kitchen in order to curate a “great and 

abiding virtue” for the American way of life.37 

 
33 Ibid. 

34 Ibid. 

35 Ibid., 62. 
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To connect culinary changes and the increase in divorce rates may 

seem like a stretch, but the 1951 article does not seek to offer extensive 

evidence, possibly because this claim was rather believable to the readers 

at the time. Rising divorce rates would have been common knowledge, 

which explains why the author does not seek to support his claim with 

numbers or percentages. Although some of the contents of the arti-cle may 

be almost humorous in retrospect, it signals a greater underlying belief that 

somehow women were responsible for what was “wrong” in American 

society, and men were being called upon to be the answer. The backyard 

barbecue was the means by which men entered the home.  

 

Backyard Barbecue 

Barbecue was not a 20th century innovation, rather, it had been a 

part of the United States’ culture from its earliest days. While cooking food 

over open pit fires had been around for most of history, the term “barbecue” 

was coined by Native Americans, and later adopted by American settlers.38 

Initially, barbecue was a community gathering centered around food, and 

in the colonial days, it featured a lot of drunkenness and fistfights.39 It was 

only with the 19th century reform movements, specifically the temperance 

movement, that the nature of BBQs changed, along with the changing 

temperament of all Americans.40 In the 20th century, especially in the first 

 
38 Robert F. Moss, Barbecue: The History of an American Institution (University of 
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two decades following the Second World War, barbecue came to represent 

the “good life” in America.41 

Barbecue represented the leisure culture that became a staple of 

post-war America due to the rise of capitalism and consumer culture. 

Hosting a barbecue allowed people to escape the harshness of the male 

“business world”, while also providing “the kind of relaxation that runs 

deep.”42 This provided a perfect image of barbecue as not only a masculine 

activity, but an escape from postwar life that everyone could partake in. 

Creating a clear division of labour within the world of barbecue in the 

home, where the father was the chef and the mother took care of all the 

preparations, allowed people to once again discern the difference between 

the distinct gender roles.43 It provided masculinity an opportunity to prove 

its success in another sphere. While professional cooking was highly 

masculinized, the private kitchen was the female domain; however, the 

backyard barbecue created a space where a man could be a man while 

cooking in the home. Barbecuing was a culturally acceptable way for a man 

to cook and yet retain his masculinity.44 

 

While it was respectable for men to cook meat in the home, the 

specifics of cooking had to be navigated in very particular ways. A “how-

to” article published in Esquire in 1951 focuses on the ways in which men 

could cook across seasons, cementing the “outdoors” as the male domain. 

Once men entered the domestic domain, they ran up against “fussy 

 
41 Ibid., 177. 

42 Ibid., 180. 
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feminine influence,” which is why Esquire provides the male reader with 

a guide on how to create the perfect “indoor kitchen” so that they can 

continue to cook in the winter.45 This masculine indoor kitchen has 

incredible features such as beer and soda on tap, a revolving dishwasher to 

minimize clean up, and of course, a charcoal grill.46 The article emphasized 

how a man’s cooking was never to be considered a “chore”but rather a 

pleasure.47 These types of articles were teaching men how to safely 

manoeuvre cooking meat at home, while cementing their place in the 

private kitchen. 

By 1955, Life was declaring cooking steak a male “ritual.” The 

typical family man is described as tolerant toward their wives’ work in the 

kitchen, but also immersed in “masculine knowhow” as soon as beef enters 

the equation.48 There is evidence of an ingrained love for beef; Life calls 

steak the most “acceptable” food to all and implies that beef itself is a 

carrier of the American spirit. The article elaborates in detail the 

complexities within the world of “amateur steak chefs” who cannot agree 

on issues such as the right cooking method and the charcoal versus wood 

fire grills debate. However, the author calls on the reader to settle the 

disagreements and simply “decide...his own taste.”49 There are two things 

all steak chefs agree on: steaks must be thick for cooking, and be of top 

quality, which is naturally U.S Prime or choice steak.50 

 
45 “The Chef – Winter and Summer”, Esquire, 1 Feb. 1951, 64. 

46 Ibid. 

47 Ibid., 65. 

48 “US Food Favorite Embroils Men In Ritual”, Life, 5 Sept. 1955, 93. 

49“US Food Favorite Embroils Men In Ritual”, Life, 5 Sept. 1955, 93. 
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The image which accompanies the article presents a picture of 

outdoor cooking in suburban America. Pictured here is what looks like a 

family gathering, with a middle-aged white man cooking enormous pieces 

of T-bone steak on top of a charcoal grill.51 A woman, who is presumably 

his wife, is placed next to him, watching him cook the beef. Interestingly 

enough, the woman has a raw piece of steak placed right next to her and it 

seems that, as a female, she is meant to pass her husband the raw beef when 

he has finished cooking the other pieces of steak. The entire image is almost 

performative in its nature, as the gender roles are very clearly outlined. The 

remaining guests are laughing and conversing as they sit in the background 

waiting for their food to be cooked by the man of the household.52 The 

caption underneath the image describes how Quincy Jones, an architect, 

actually constructed an “outdoor” grill in the middle of his living room.53 

The existence of such an undertaking would suggest that outdoor grilling 

was commonplace to the point of being ubiquitous and somewhat 

unremarkable. Outdoor grilling was heavily ingrained into the social world 

of the mid-20th century United States to the point that innovation and 

elaboration was required. 

  

 Advertisements 

While Life does not have a specific mission statement towards one 

gender in the way Esquire does, there are many hints throughout the issues 

which point to a heavy female readership. For one, many of the 

advertisements featured in the magazine discuss family life, raising 

 
51  “US Food Favorite Embroils Men In Ritual”, Life, 93. 
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children, and recipes for cooking. In 1955 Franco- American Gravy 

published an advertisement telling potential buyers that their gravy was 

made with “lean beef” and was quite low in calories, so that consuming it 

would not affect one's weight.54 Diet and watching one’s figure was not 

something men of this time were overly preoccupied with; it was a female 

experience. Another ad in 1962 for Swift’s Premium describes beef as a 

wonderful food for those on a diet as it “satisfies your appetite longer” for 

those who might be “calorie counting.”55 The “meat power” of beef also 

claimed to offer a brighter and clearer complexion, and healthier looking 

teeth. Almost contradictorily, the images used in this advertisement feature 

men playing hockey, engaging in decidedly physical activity; thus they 

would not necessarily be worried about counting their caloric intake, much 

less their complexion. These marketing tactics show us that women were 

the main targets, while demonstrating that even women did not see the 

consumption of meat as a naturally female behavior. 

  One constant throughout the many articles and advertisements 

surrounding outdoor grilling is a picture of a man cooking while surrounded 

by some extended family. A West Bend Grill advertisement (see Figure 2) 

shows a man cooking with his son, both happy and smiling. The man is 

cooking the meat while his son assembles a skewer.56 Another ad for 

charcoal briquets shows a man outdoors, cooking over burning coal, wearing 

a chef’s hat. His smiling wife is displayed behind him, setting dishes out on 

the patio table.57 They are both wearing aprons, suggesting that either parent 
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could be the real chef.  Nevertheless, the chef’s hat worn by the man 

confirms his position as the head cook. 

This dynamic is consistent throughout both Esquire and Life. 

Although grilling is meant to be a man’s game, it is not a role designed for 

a single bachelor. The content in these magazines make it very clear that 

the ritual for outdoor cooking is specifically for married men. Not only this, 

but when performing this ‘ritual’ they had to always be surrounded by their 

families. The American family unit in the post-war period became an 

anchor and a hope for society. In order to strengthen the need for a strong 

male presence and male dominance, the ideal for masculinity reorganized 

itself around the family. Advertisements portraying the ideal of masculinity 

surrounded by loved ones perpetuates the idea that a true man was the head 

of and provider for his household, and this was the real picture of America. 

 

The Representation of Race 

The advertisements and content published in Life and Esquire 

would give the impression that backyard barbecuing was the exclusive 

territory of the American man. Throughout my research, I only encountered 

white men who performed the cooking at a grill. This is why further 

research into the barbecue culture of the mid-20th century is necessary, as 

it begs the question, was barbecue the territory of all-American man, or 

simply just a white American male? Using the content from Ebony 

magazine, which features content similar to that of Life and Esquire, we 

will see the image African Ameri- cans readers saw of the institution of 

barbecue. 
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One comment that must be made regarding the advertising content 

of both magazines is that solely white Americans were highlighted, and 

middle-class white Americans at that. The reality is that post-war America 

was a lot more diverse than would be suggested by the pictures published 

by these magazines. In 1968, the Kerner Commission, which was 

established by President Lyndon B. Johnson to investigate the causes of the 

1967 Detroit Race Riots, concluded that white Americans buying these 

magazines would not “understand or accept” African Americans as 

ordinary and normal in the United States based on the content presented.58 

In her study of African American representation in Life Magazine, Mary 

Alice Sentman concluded that from 1937, the first full year of publications, 

to 1972, the last full year of publications, Life content was, on average, only 

2.7% about African Americans.59 

Esquire did not perform any better regarding the representation 

of black Americans. Because Esquire was a magazine focused on creating 

“male consumers”, it left out African American men who were unable to 

participate in consumer culture mainly due to systemic economic inequality 

and racism.60 When African Americans were mentioned, it was mainly to 

discuss their cultural forms and innovations such as jazz, which Esquire 

described as “exciting” mainly due to its “exotic” nature.61 Rather than 

being incorporated into these existing magazines, African Americans 

 
58 Mary Alice Sentman, “Black and White: Disparity in Coverage by Life 
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59 Sentman, Black and White, 508. 
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forged their own way through Ebony magazine, founded in 1945, by 

modelling itself after Life and by including elements of Esquire, such as 

pictures of scantily clad women.62 With Ebony, we finally see the African 

American male slowly making his way into the mainstream consumer 

culture, showing us participation in the new masculine “good life” required 

buying power, and those without it were unfortunately left out of this new 

American ideal. 

While Ebony magazine features content similar to that of Life, its 

first mention of barbecue only comes in the year 1964. Immediately, the 

differences in representation of barbecue culture are starkly apparent. In 

the July 1964 issue, an advertisement for Kraft BBQ sauce is featured 

where the accompanying image only shows cooked meats placed on the 

grill; not one person is pictured.63 Another article in this issue discusses 

ways to save money on meat, calling it “budget barbecue”, while 

specifically mentioning the ways a “hostess” could still put on a great 

outdoor barbecue.64 There is, once again, no people pictured in the article’s 

images; rather it is only the presentation of cooked food ready to consume. 

Contrastingly, an article in Life on how to barbecue coupled with a sauce 

recipe, features images of two white middle-class American couples.65 

What can be seen through these different representations is that there is 

strong imagery focused on connecting all things barbecue with visibly 

white Americans. African Americans are never pictured in any of the 

advertisements, articles or images discussing barbecue in all three 
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magazines. This would suggest that barbecue is culturally white American; 

however, this falsely represents the history of African Americans and 

barbecue. 

African Americans have been a part of the history of barbecue 

since the time of the American colonies. African Americans historically 

held outdoor barbecues themselves, or were the cooks and grill masters for 

white community barbecues.66 Arguably, this would mean that African 

Americans provided some of the foundation of what would become an 

American institution. However, as previously mentioned, they were left out 

of this narrative in the mid 20th century due to class and racial bias. What 

is interesting is that Ebony did not follow the emerging trend which 

connected the masculine family man to outdoor grilling, considering that 

barbecue was very connected to African American history. This shows how 

backyard barbecue was truly a white, middle-class, male phenomenon. 

Evidently, the changing conception of mid-20th century masculinity left no 

place for the African American man. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The intentional connection between meat, masculinity and 

barbecue was successful in the 1950s to 1960s, and we do well to survey 

the influence of this ideology. The integrity and health of family was of 

primary concern in postwar American due to rising divorce rates in the 

wake of the Second World War. 

Did the increase of masculine presence in the domestic sphere help combat 

these rising divorce rates? While there were 2,291,000 marriages in 1946, 
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16.4% of couples divorced in this same year; the highest it had been since 

1867.67 Twelve years later, this rate had decreased by half, to 8.4%.68 While 

the decrease in divorce rates over time is not necessarily attributable to men 

cooking beef in their backyards, it was surely influenced by the strict 

reinforcement of gender roles and the comfortable placement of men in the 

family home. The media was teaching the American public that static 

gender roles would lead to a happy and healthy country and create the 

stability that so many were longing for. 

While the goal of stabilizing family life and marriage in 1950s 

America was certainly attained, sadly the divorce rate rose again in the 

1960s. In 1967, there were 50 times as many divorces as in 1867, along 

with significantly fewer couples getting married.69 This is why the goal of 

protecting family life through barbecue, leisure time, and the reinforced 

role of man as the  head of household was both successful and unsuccessful. 

Barbecue became a sensation in 1950s America, and the cultural emphasis 

on spending time together as a family surely helped solidify family life. 

However, the drop in the divorce rate is likely equally attributable to 

postwar anxiety that fostered a desire for society as a whole to stick 

together, when things felt fragile and uncertain. 

While the lasting effect of men re-entering the domestic sphere, 

through barbecue, was short lived, the cultural phenomenon of barbecue as 

a masculine field has sustained itself throughout the 21st century. This is 

evident in the commercials we see on television, the link between 
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barbecues and sporting events (another male stronghold), as well as the 

content on cooking and food channels. The Food Network, an incredibly 

popular television channel available to 96 million homes within the United 

States, has predominantly white, male showrunners or “hosts”. However, 

they do not model after the “Julia Child'' style of cooking shows.70 Rather, 

these shows focus on cooking as a leisure activity and as a way to display 

masculinity, with things such as “tailgate parties”, cooking competitions, 

and backyard barbecues.71 If a male chef ventures into a more domesticated 

and feminine cooking activity, like a family dinner, an effort made to make 

this event seem like an anomaly, allowing men to navigate their 

involvement in the home kitchen but only through very specific channels 

in order to keep their masculinity intact.72 These modern day male-led 

cooking shows harken back to the rules set in place by 1950s backyard 

barbecue culture, and show that these stereotypes have had a long term 

staying power. 

Postwar culture argued that the best way to combat adversity and 

preserve free-market capitalism was through the aggressive consumerism 

of Americans. In the 1959 “Kitchen Debates” between President Richard 

Nixon and Nikita Khrushchev, Nixon argued that capitalism was a human 

right, and concluded that it was through this economic system that 

Americans were fighting in the Cold War.73 Barbecue presented itself as a 

cure-all; it was highly consumeristic, reinforced “approved” gender roles, 

and celebrated the best aspects of American life. Men and BBQ became 

 
70 Swenson, "Domestic Divo” 37. 

71 Ibid., 41. 

72 Swenson, "Domestic Divo”, 45. 

73 Matthews, “One Nation Over Coals”, 12. 
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one of the defining aspects of American life in the 1950s and 1960s, but it 

was a by-product of the emergence of consumerism as a protection for the 

capitalist society of the United States. The problem with identifying 

consumerism as the solution was that consumerism, at this time, was 

dependent upon the spending habits of females. There needed to be a place 

in this field for male action and expression. Barbecue provided a very 

legitimate way for men to become consumers while simultaneously 

reasserting their dominance over women and their classic role in the family 

home. Creating a sphere for men within the domestic realm allowed the 

United States of America to grasp onto a semblance of stability in a time 

that was anything but. 
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A Changing Rwanda: How a Home Identity can Harm or Heal in 

Collective Trauma 

 

Maggie McDonald 

  

I’m a 3rd year student in History and English Literature. I’m interested in 

studying the experiences of women and their writings through fiction. In 

history research, I focus on how history evolves in the present, and the 

ramifications of violence in the contemporary world. After my degree, I plan 

on attending teachers college and acquiring a masters of education to 

hopefully make reading and writing enjoyable and accessible for individuals 

who struggle to fit in the exclusivity of the school system. It was an honour 

and unique experience writing this paper, and am grateful to all the members 

of the Montreal Life Stories Project for sharing their deeply personal and 

moving life stories. 
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‘Home’ is one of the most significant facets of human identity. 

Historically, physically and psychologically, human beings are inseparably 

attached to their homes. However, what does ‘home’ really mean? Is home 

a state of mind - ‘where the heart is’ - or is it simply one's place of birth? 

And, how does home shape our identity? These are the questions that racked 

my brain while listening to the numerous life stories of Rwandan genocide 

survivors and witnesses, each distinctly brave and compelling. I wondered 

how individuals in the Life Stories Project felt towards their homes after the 

trauma of the Rwandan genocide. Growing up unexposed to violence of this 

scale, I have always thought ‘home’ to be irrevocably tied to a sense of 

safety. The Rwandan genocide is powerful in this respect, as violence 

occurred directly inside survivor’s homes, with conflict surrounding three 

identities: Hutu, Tutsi and Rwandan. Moreover, a fourth identity is brought 

forth as survivors integrate into the Montreal community. While life 

storytellers often express optimistic outlooks on home and identity, these 

concepts are capable of invoking extremist ideas that generate 

marginalization and violence.1 Such is the case with the nationalist and 

ideological nature of the genocide that served to dehumanize Tutsis, “not 

because they were bad people”, but exclusively “because they were Tutsi.”2 

Through the varying identities within the Montreal Life Stories Project, 

listeners hear that ‘home’ is a place of both memory and present space, 

existing mentally and physically. Home and identity act as both separate and 

 
1 Life storytellers refer to the personal accounts of life stories of Rwandans before, 

during and after the genocide of 1994. This paper primarily focuses on the oral 

history research obtained by the Life Stories Project based in Montreal. 

2 Berthe Kayitesi, interview by Monique Mukabalisa, December 30, 2009, 

transcript, The Living Archives of Rwandan Exiles and Genocide Survivors in 

Canada, Montreal, Canada. 
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tethered to the trauma of the genocide. As ‘home’ contributes to one's sense 

of individual and collective identity, it has the potential to be used in 

negative, as well as positive implications. Ultimately, this paper serves to 

highlight ‘home’ as a component in the healing process to remembering the 

Rwandan genocide, and reconstructing Rwandan identity, without erasure 

of the past.  

 It is imperative to note some common characteristics of Rwanda. 

Before delving into the essay, I would like to emphasize a disclaimer 

regarding identities, and notions of ‘home’.” Each life story, upbringing, 

individual personality and context is unique. Throughout the life stories, 

listeners hear from Hutus, Tutsis, those who directly experienced the 

genocide, those in a different place witnessing only from news and phone 

calls, people from rural or city upbringings, those who had big families and 

small ones, and so forth. It is paramount to understand that though identity 

can be shared, every person has a personal identity that does not always fit 

into the standards of collective identity. Furthermore, all identities are multi-

faceted, and connections exist between people with seemingly oppositional 

identities. With that being said, for the purpose of this research paper, I will 

discuss common characteristics seen through the varying experiences of 

individuals participating in the Life Stories Project3. This does not mean it 

is the same for every Rwandan, Hutu or Tutsi. I will attempt to be as honest 

 
3 I focus on interviews of Anita Muhimpundu, Berthe Kayitesi, Marie-Josée Gicali, 

Frédéric Mugwaneza and Emmanuel Habimana. These are interviewees that I 

extracted the most compelling research regarding Hutu and Tutsi identity and 

strong relationships with Rwanda and Canada. All interviewees shared valuable 

information regarding home and identity, but I focus on these five storytellers as 

not to overwhelm the content of my paper, or complicate its objectives.  
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as possible in obtaining the true intention behind the words of storytellers, 

as to not make falsely gross generalizations.4 

As Emannuel Habimana states, “geographically, Rwanda, is really a 

beautiful country,” and its surrounding culture mirrors this.5 As 

aforementioned, all survivors’ backgrounds are not the same, and Rwanda, 

like all countries, is diverse in upbringings and ethnicities. However, a 

meaningful amount of life stories indicate that Rwandans have strong family 

ties, due to their close relationships with primary and/or extended family 

members. Often, survivors express considerable affection for siblings, 

cousins, aunts and uncles, and recount detailed memories of their parents 

and grandparents. Anita Muhimpundu, for example, notes her strong 

relationships with cousins who she feels “are still [her] little sisters, not [her] 

little cousins.”6 Rwanda also maintains a strong sense of community through 

church. Survivors found refuge with nuns and priests during the genocide, 

and some, such as Anita, grew up with parents who played crucial roles 

within their respective church. Anita enlightens listeners on the value of 

 
4 This paper specifically addresses interviewees who were born in Rwanda, at some 

point immigrating to Montreal. I do not discuss the experience of exiles, or 

highlight when storytellers lived in other places in Africa (such as Kenya or 

Burundi). Exile addresses ideas of lack of agency with home, rejection from one's 

home, loss of home, and so forth. These are necessary to explore in the broad scope 

of home and identity, though for the focus of this paper, I will not address the 

experience of exiles. However, these experiences are certainly important to grasp 

the entire picture of Rwandan displacement.  

5 Emmanuel Habimana, interview by Jean-Bosco Gakwisi and Agnès D’Ormano, 

October 7, 2011, transcript, The Living Archives of Rwandan Exiles and Genocide 

Survivors in Canada, Montreal, Canada. 

6 Anita Muhimpundu, interview by Sandra Isimbi and Annie Fréchette, February 4, 

2010, transcript, The Living Archives of Rwandan Exiles and Genocide Survivors 

in Canada, Montreal, Canada. 
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church in her upbringing, as it contributed to “a feeling of national 

belonging.”7 

 Parents are often depicted as loving, hardworking, and disciplinary, 

but fair. Frédéric Mugwaneza describes his father as “similar to how all 

Rwandan dads are with their children: they remain at a distance.”8 Similarly, 

Berthe Kayitesi portrays her father “as a very gentle character ... but he 

almost never expressed or shared his feelings.”9 Generally, parents protected 

their children from ethnic tensions, choosing to keep secret the connotations 

behind Tutsi identity, along with continual fear building in the country. As 

such, Marie-Josée Gicali felt her parents “were really embarrassed” to tell 

her what “abanari” meant, preferring to conceal her Tutsi identity.10 

Understandably, as hardworking individuals, the undermining implications 

of being Tutsi create an internalized shame for parents. Throughout the life 

stories, there is a recurring theme of parents protecting their children from 

hardship. For example, as Frédéric outlines, his mother “experienced 

hardship in her life, but [she] always hid her suffering.”11Perhaps this 

prevalent, and shared cultural norm among the parents of interviewees 

constituted silence surrounding national conflict. However, it seems to have 

incited an extraordinary resilience in the survivors as well. Resilience, 

diligence and a hard-working mentality are evident in members of the Life 

 
7 Muhimpundu, interview. 

8 Frédéric Mugwaneza, interview by Emmanuel Habimana and Anita 

Muhimpundu, July 14, 2009, transcript, The Living Archives of Rwandan Exiles 

and Genocide Survivors in Canada, Montreal, Canada. 

9 Kayitesi, interview. 

10 Marie-Josée Gicali, interview by Sandra Gasana and Monique Mukabalisa, 

February 1, 2009, transcript, The Living Archives of Rwandan Exiles and 

Genocide Survivors in Canada, Montreal, Canada. 

11 Mugwaneza, interview. 



historiae 

 
 

 

 

 

171 

Stories Project, especially through the maintenance of their strong 

characters, which allows them to live and lead successful lives after 

extensively traumatic events.   

Home identity is shaped by memories that one carries through their life. As 

life storytellers grow, memories of home are frequently bound to influential 

family members. For many, family is associated with feeling at home, 

comprising a generational space of loved ones. We share parts of ourselves 

with family, both literally by blood, and mentally through memories. 

‘Home’ embodies this. It is a space of physical occupation, which continues 

its presence through memory even after displacement. Although Rwanda is 

not where life storytellers currently reside, these memories create a space of 

‘mental home’, connecting the past to a physical space in the present.   

 Rwandan identity is distinct in the experience of men and women. 

Berthe puts into perspective the role of Rwandan women during the period 

leading up to the genocide. She shares that, “not only through education, but 

also through social discourse—it's as if the boy child was more important 

than the girl child…it went without saying: you are a girl and so you do the 

housework.”12 Frédéric, on the other hand, expresses that in light of the 

experiences of boys and girls, “there really wasn’t a particular difference.”13 

Perhaps this is due to male privilege in a patriarchal society. Consequently, 

men were ignorant to the limitations of women because they, themselves, 

did not experience nor comprehend gender discrimination. Furthermore, it 

is paramount to give attention to varying identities outside of the Rwandan 

 
12 Kayitesi, interview. 

13 Mugwaneza, interview. 
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context to create an intersectional perspective of identity14. As previously 

mentioned, identity is multifaceted, and individuals relate and contrast with 

varying facets. Intersectionality addresses identity as complex; with 

overlapping and interdependent systems of disadvantage. Thus, “each 

person experiences social structures slightly different because the 

intersection of their identities reflects an intersection of overlapping 

oppressions.”15 For example, Emmanuel Habimana faces oppression as a 

person of color, but has privilege in being a male Hutu. This suggests that 

‘homes,’ though they are shared, also have a complex system of 

disadvantages and advantages relating to identity separate from a collective 

‘umbrella’ culture. Hence, though there are undoubtedly prevalent patterns 

of characteristics that amalgamate into a unified Rwandan identity, 

intersectionality is necessary to not make sweeping generalizations about 

different relationships to home.   

 Through shared and isolated experiences, life storytellers allow 

listeners to get a glimpse into Rwandan life and its cultural identity at the 

time. Establishing these similarities paints Rwandan identity as a collective 

‘home’ that is tied to, yet separate from the dichotomy of Hutu and Tutsi 

 
14 Notably, LGBTQ+ identities are not represented within the interviews. This 

could be for various reasons; less queer visibility during the time of interviews, 

queer and transphobia within Rwanda and Montreal, lack of reason to bring up 

sexuality and gender, or sheer coincidence. LGBTQ+ representation is critical for 

an intersectional perspective of identity, and should be addressed; however because 

it is not mentioned throughout interviews I have excluded it from this paper. This is 

not meant to exclude queer and trans individuals from the conversation of home 

and identity, who are irreplaceably important to topics of this nature.  

15 Carrie Stallings, Anastasia Pulak and Taylor Burton, “Intersectionality,” 

Subcultures and Sociology,  Grinnell College, February 18, 2018, 

https://haenfler.sites.grinnell.edu/subcultural-theory-and-

theorists/intersectionality/.. 
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relations. This potentially implies a further divide through claiming 

exclusive ownership to the home of Rwanda, or a strengthened solidarity, 

accepting varying groups and uplifting the oppressed under a unified 

‘umbrella’ identity.  

 The other ‘home’ apparent in the Life Stories Project exists in 

Canada, more specifically, in Montreal, where Rwandans immigrated and 

integrated post Genocide.16 A bilingual atmosphere characterizes Montreal’s 

identity. Montreal acted as a “natural middle ground between Quebec and 

Canada,” distinguished by a diverse culture where “a significant portion of 

its immigrant population is composed of people displaced by mass 

violence.” 17 Despite this diversity, racism plays a role in experiencing 

Montreal as Rwandan, where Tutsis and Hutus are grouped together as 

simply ‘black’. Rwandans encounter racism in other western countries, 

where Emmanuel affirms, “whether you come from Angola, from Senegal, 

from wherever, you are first and foremost black.”18 Additionally, a Spanish 

classmate calls Anita “chocolate” during her schooling in Montreal.  

Western societies are heavily racialized in different respects from that of 

Rwanda, allowing privilege for whites and systemic disadvantage for people 

of colour. However, to live in a “culturally diverse metropolitan city” like 

 
16 I would like to acknowledge that Concordia University is located on Indigenous 

lands. The Kanien’kehá:ka Nation are keepers of the land and waters we use today. 

Montreal is currently home to numerous populations of Indigenous peoples, still 

fighting for equal rights and representation. Though this perhaps is less relevant in 

the direct context of Rwandan Hutu-Tutsi conflict, indigenous peoples are 

imperative to recognize, as we deconstruct systemic oppression first by 

acknowledging the history of our homes. 

17 Steven High, Oral History at the Crossroads: Sharing Life Stories of 

Displacement and Survival (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 

2015), 11. 

18 Habimana, interview. 
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Montreal, also enables a neutral “civic identity” that is separate from this.19 

The diversity of Montreal also allows for “transnational communities” that 

ease integration for immigrants, as well as various support systems within 

these communities and educational institutions that attempt to aid in the 

transition.20 Marie-Josée Gicali expresses, “the way [they] were welcomed 

was great”, through the university having “people ready to provide 

information”, alleviating some confusion.21 Similarly, Frédéric notes that 

due to the multiculturalism of Montreal, “[they did not] feel like strangers in 

this society.”22 After the initial culture shock, many participants in the Life 

Stories Project describe Montreal in a positive light. Feeling at ‘home’ in 

Montreal is highlighted usually at the end of interviews, as storytellers detail 

the life they have curated here, often with families, partners and careers. 

Marie-Josée, for example, married a Quebecois man, and lives with her 

family in Montreal. Emmanuel teaches at Université du Québec à Montréal, 

and continues his research based in the city. However, integration is often a 

lengthy process, and obtaining legal rights to live and work in Canada is 

challenging. Emmanuel explains that acquiring immigration status is “a long 

process [with] a lot of emotions.”23 It requires extensive time and effort. 

Moreover, various interviewees detail the unfamiliarity of moving to 

Montreal. When noticing the extreme environmental difference, Anita 

questioned, “What is this? What kind of a country is this? Are we in a 

fridge?”24 Likewise, Marie-Josée states that even with the support of her 

 
19 High, Oral History at the Crossroads, 160. 

20 High, 160. 

21 Gicali, interview. 

22 Mugwaneza, interview. 

23 Habimana, interview. 

24 Muhimpundu, interview. 
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school and organizations, moving to Montreal “wasn’t easy at first. It was 

like [she] was alone. [She] was far away from [her] social network [in 

Rwanda], a network [she] had formed after the genocide.”25 In fact, 

connecting with survivors is a recurring theme throughout the Life Stories 

Project. And, as Marie-Josée expresses, it is difficult resettling oneself to a 

country where ‘survivor identity’ is not at first easily accessible.  

 There is a disparity between those in the Life Stories Project that 

moved to Montreal as adults, and those who moved as children. Anita 

illustrates this during her interview. Moving to Canada at thirteen, she felt 

“[one] can integrate very fast in Montreal.”26 Maturing from adolescence to 

adulthood in Montreal, Anita concludes, “Montreal is home.”27 The 

language barrier affected her father the most because church life was less 

accessible since most Adventists in Montreal were Francophone Haitians. 

Furthermore, returning to school after acquiring multiple qualifications in 

Rwanda, her parents struggled as they “started from scratch.”28 Despite these 

fluctuating experiences, interviewees express happiness with their Canadian 

lives. For instance, Marie-Josée exclaims, “[she loves] this welcoming 

country, [she loves] the people here; how open they are, and their 

authenticity.” 29 Consequently, finding a new ‘home’ transforms identity, as 

life stories shift from being Rwandan to, eventually, Rwandan-Canadian. 

However, this does not exclude survivors from Rwanda who subsequently 

identify with their ‘home’ of origin. In this context, home exists just as 

 
25 Gicali, interview. 

26 Muhimpundu, interview. 

27 Muhimpundu, interview. 

28 Muhimpundu, interview. 

29 Gicali, interview. 
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multifaceted as identity; one can have numerous homes, and identify in 

numerous categories.  

 One thing Rwandans carry with them to Montreal is their strong 

sense of community, which is subsequently, heightened by the diversity of 

Montreal. Life storytellers are able to connect to the city through “civic 

identity,” yet they remain in touch with their upbringing through the 

Montreal-Rwandan community. Multiculturalism in Montreal is quite 

extraordinary; it allows immigrants to maintain their cultural identity, while 

connecting each population under a collective ‘home’. This enables 

individuals outside of the Rwandan community to be exposed to the life 

stories of survivors. Correspondingly, Rwandans have the opportunity to 

educate others while acquiring some healing in the process. In this respect, 

shared ‘homes,’ with varying populations, is a give and take relationship 

where we recognize and find value in each individual identity.  

 Life storytellers continue to feel great attachment to Rwanda after 

the genocide. Marie-Josée expresses her persistent admiration for Rwanda; 

“every day [she thinks] about [the] little country that [she loves] so 

much…with the good and the bad memories. Rwanda is [a] part of [her].”30 

Berthe agrees stating, “[she lives in Montreal] physically while [she is] often 

mentally [in Rwanda].”31 Since ‘home’ shapes one's identity, survivors often 

feel irreversibly connected with Rwanda, regardless of living miles away for 

years. For some survivors, recounting life in Rwanda is important to share 

their identity with their Montreal-born children. Anita imagines if she has 

children, she will “tell them about Rwanda, about peace, fraternity, sharing, 

 
30 Gicali, interview. 

31 Kayitesi, interview. 
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culture, food, [traditional] clothing. [She will] tell them about [her] home, 

[and she] won’t place too much emphasis on things like [the politics of the  

genocide].”32 Although remembering the genocide is important, she desires 

to share the beauty of Rwandan culture instead because it is a part of her 

identity that is, in some ways, separate from the genocide. Post-genocide 

Rwandan identity  post genocide is complex. Rwandans explore their new 

lives in Montreal all while acknowledging the transformations caused by the 

genocide, and while maintaining the Rwandan culture that existed separate 

from said trauma and discrimination. It is difficult to reconstruct identity, as 

life continually progresses, and to reconnect to a home where violence and 

discrimination was rampant. Emmanuel Habimana recalls the fear of 

returning home. As a Hutu, he was sickened by the thought of shaking hands 

with murderers. However, his return home proves to be healing. Revisiting 

a place with harmful memories is often therapeutic for storytellers. For 

example, Berthe confesses that by sharing her experience on multiple 

occasions, she has been able to truly [accept] who [she is].”33 Home and 

identity are permanently tethered, and to revisit a home, either physically or 

through storytelling, allows for the understanding of oneself, and who they 

have become throughout their homes, both in Montreal, Rwanda and 

beyond.  

 Marie-Josée notes that, “[parents] raise [their] children with the 

future in mind; [they] raise them so that they can adapt to [any] society, adapt 

to being good to others, helpful, compassionate, sensitive to the problems of 

others.”34 Moreover, survivors sharing their life stories to their children 

 
32 Muhimpundu, interview. 

33 Kayitesi, interview. 

34 Gicali, interview. 
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indicates a new forming identity; one that remembers the past with a positive 

future in mind. Frédéric hopes his daughter will reside in Rwanda one day, 

“to get a glimpse of the life that [he] had there and [he] would like to show 

her—the same way [his] mother showed [him].”35 Life stories mold 

alongside one's ever-changing life, eventually passed through generations, 

where Rwandan identity and Montreal identity then mix and coexist. Hence, 

rather than a new home in Montreal, eradicating Rwanda as home, it enacts 

the opposite; adding upon it, constructing a layer upon the multi-layered 

identity.  

 As Montreal-Rwandan identity is established in relation to pre and 

post genocide, it is now essential to examine the Hutu-Tutsi identity conflict 

leading up to, during, and after the genocide. Often life storytellers lack 

comprehension of racial tensions as children and adolescents, or are 

completely unaware of their Hutu or Tutsi identity. Frédéric admits his 

naivety as a teenage student. Growing up in a “bubble”, he was “ignorant of 

the ethnic groups, ignorant of Rwanda’s fundamental problems.”36 As life 

storytellers mature, awareness regarding their respective identities and 

ethnic implications manifest separately for Hutu and Tutsi people. For 

Tutsis, identity is enforced through prejudice and disadvantage. Hence, this 

designates their oppressive role. Such was the case with Marie-Josée. 

Unaware of her Tutsi identity, she was segregated in school as “abinari,” a 

discriminatory word used to describe Tutsis, at an alarmingly young age. On 

the contrary, Hutus either embraced their identity, sporting “small medals 

with the party symbol,” or they had the privilege to refute their identity 

 
35 Mugwaneza, interview. 

36 Mugwaneza, interview. 
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altogether.37 This is portrayed through Emmanuel Habimana who articulated 

no desire to connect with his Hutu identity prior to the genocide. Thus, Hutus 

had the authority to accept or deny their identity, whereas Tutsis identity was 

involuntarily assigned.  

 The lack of awareness from life storytellers as children testifies to 

the illegitimate construction of identity regarding ethnic tension. Certain 

Rwandans felt disoriented when referring to Hutu-Tutsi tensions, as “ethnic 

lines were not always clear within or between families.38 Frédéric’s family 

serves as an example of this. His father’s political party sided with the Tutsi 

minority, whereas his uncle, a senior figure in a political group, sided with 

the Hutu. Thus, Frédéric expresses, “the grief of having some family 

members killed and the guilt of having [others] do the killings.”39 

Consequently, identity becomes complex under a strong force of division, 

and coerces individuals under falsely constructed presuppositions. The 

conception that Hutus are murderous and Tutsis are inferior is not innate. In 

fact, it is a manufactured social construct that was created and accepted. 

With that, Frédéric is disoriented in his feelings towards his identity, and 

rightfully so. Identities are not composed of projected negative 

characteristics, and they are not made real by a prejudicial and violent 

regime.  

 Emmanuel Habimana has interesting sentiments towards his 

identity. He recognizes his privilege to ignore the ethnic divide in Rwanda, 

and he realizes this contributes to collective denial of Tutsi oppression. By 

affirming his identity, he addresses the genocide as real and worthy of 

 
37 Mugwaneza, interview. 

38 High, Oral History at the Crossroads, 4. 

39 Mugwaneza, interview. 
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acknowledgement. Additionally, Habimana sheds light on the oppressed 

identities that exist under the same national identity of ‘home.’ He ends his 

interview hoping that one day Hutus and Tutsis will reconcile; he says, “we 

[Hutus] have also lost loved ones during this genocide, but let us build our 

country together…to live together in this small country and abroad, to share 

this Rwandan identity because we said no to Hutuland, to Tutsiland, and we 

are all Rwandans.”40 Habimana depicts Rwandan identity as able to outlive 

problematic oppression and Hutu-Tutsi ‘othering’. To erase Tutsi and Hutu 

identity entirely is to erase the realities of the genocide, and subsequently a 

long history of violence and discrimination. However, a unified ‘home’ 

identity has potential to create equilibrium between the two without 

forgetting history. This is a beautiful sentiment, and although it takes time 

and cumulative effort to dismantle oppressive structures and heal a violent 

past, Rwanda’s strong sense of community and home provide hope for 

reconciliation. The process of reparation has begun in the Life Stories 

Project, providing a shared identity amongst survivors, as they relate to one 

another, and discuss problems and progress in rebuilding Rwanda. 

Habimana is graciously accepted within this community, despite his Hutu 

identity. He shares the same incentive to rebuild a home with survivors. As 

Berthe, and many other survivors state, the genocide is “a phenomenon that 

is of concern to everyone.”41  

  ‘Home’ and ‘identity’ carry political implications within the 

genocide. For the former, Hutu nationalists believed that eliminating Tutsis 

would better their country. For the latter, the dehumanizing qualities 

 
40 Habimana, interview. 

41 Kayitesi, interview. 
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manufactured by Hutus towards Tutsis, and the irrational idea that Tutsis 

were a threat characterized the genocide as ideological.  In the past, Tutsis, 

apparently, had distinct physical and cultural qualities from the ‘typical’ 

Hutu. However, any distinction between the two had gradually become less 

prevalent due to intermarriage, blending of cultural practices, and various 

other forms of ethnic mixing. 42 Though the differences between the two 

groups were founded by different origins, the polarizing of these identities 

were centered around politics, thus physical ethnic differences are not 

particularly relevant to the basis of identification. During pre-colonial and 

colonial Rwanda, the Tutsi monarchy enacted authoritarian laws, including 

the biru code, which enforced myths that designated Hutus as inferior, and 

Tutsis as superior. 43 Consequently, Tutsis were granted economic and social 

power over Hutus. This visibly fuelled tensions, because the Hutus 

considered themselves to be the ‘original’ inhabitants of Rwanda. 44 German 

and Belgian colonizers used these tensions to their advantage. They 

implemented numerous methods to further the divide, such as creating 

identity cards for Tutsis and Hutus. 45 Thus, as Rwanda gained 

independence, harmful notions towards identity had been set in place, and 

nationalism took form. As a place becomes independent from colonial rule, 

not only does it enter a state of political uncertainty, but an uncertainty 

regarding a ‘home’ identity. A ‘home’ is finally owned by its own people, 

 
42 John F. Clark, “Rwanda: Tragic Land of Dual Nationalisms,” in After 

Independence: Making and Protecting the Nation in Postcolonial and 

Postcommunist States, ed. Lowell W. Barrington (Ann Arbor: University of 

Michigan Press, 2006), 76. 

43 Clark, “Rwanda: Tragic Land of Dual Nationalisms,” 77. 

44 Clark, 78. 

45 Clark, 78. 
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and this can incite national excitement, as well as a whirlwind of opinions 

concerning how a country can redefine itself. Hutus, concerned that 

independence meant more oppression, had a strong incentive to 

revolutionize the country under a group of Hutu elites. After Rwanda’s 

independence in 1961, Hutu nationalists, who eventually perpetrated the 

genocide of 1994, controlled the country. 46 

 In the hopes of not being marginalized, as they were under colonial 

rule, nationalism developed an extremist ideology that rationalized violence 

and discrimination towards Tutsis for decades. Some older survivors 

remember the political crises caused prior to the genocide. Emmanuel 

recounts the crisis in 1963 where “there was unrest in the south of the 

country.”47 He says, “Tutsis were massacred in retaliation for the inyenzi 

attack that came from Burundi.”48 In 1963, Tutsi exiles in Burundi attempted 

to invade Rwanda, and overthrow the Kayibanda/PARMEHUTU, thus the 

Hutu nationalist government responded by massacring ten to fourteen 

thousand ordinary Tutsis. 49 Inyenzi, Habinama explains, was a name given 

to Tutsi refugees that had left the country, equating them to cockroaches. 

These crises, prior to the genocide, indicate that the dehumanization of 

Tutsis leading to the genocide is a continuation of oppression that is founded 

since colonial times. Violence and identity conflict was not sudden. Rather, 

it was continuous and accumulated.  

 Nationalism is directly tied to the notion of ‘home’ as a means to 

identity. It is an identification with one’s own nation and the exclusive 

 
46 Clark, 86. 

47 Habimana, interview. 

48 Habimana, interview. 

49 Clark, “Rwanda: Tragic Land of Dual Nationalisms,” 88. 
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support for its interests, often leading to the detriment of other nations. Hutu 

nationalism is evident in certain life stories, which depict events leading up 

to the genocide. Habimana expresses, “the Hutus who were quite militant 

and who were proclaiming their ethnicity were scaring [him].”50 Similarly, 

Frédéric indicates problematic nationalism present within young teenagers. 

He states, “it became fashionable to wear small medals…with the party 

symbol.”51 Hutu nationalism was unique because it identified Tutsis as a 

separate nation within the same country, and both Hutus and Tutsis shared 

Rwandan cultural practices. Thus, Rwandan identity, under a nationalist 

regime, became fragmented, as opposing identities existed in the same 

‘home.’ It begs the question as to how Hutus justified their nationalist ideas 

in light of the obvious fact that Tutsis were also born and raised in Rwanda. 

The genocide was not only an accumulation of Hutu anger by oppression 

under the Tutsi monarchy during the colonial era. This could be justified to 

instigate a more equal regime, but it does not answer the question concerning 

the rationalization of overt violence on a mass scale. Rather, perpetrators of 

the genocide project ideas of Tutsis, not as a separate nation from Rwanda, 

but as separate from human beings. As previously mentioned, Marie-Josée 

recounts being called “Abanari,” essentially translating to ‘cockroach,’ 

which is akin to “Inyenzi.” She is called this at an alarmingly young age, 

around seven or eight years old, in her school, which was notably a public 

institution. This explicit kind of dehumanization that grows throughout 

decades manufactures the ideology in the minds of perpetrators that Tutsi 

identity is not worthy of equal treatment. In fact, in accumulation with the 

 
50 Habimana, interview. 

51 Mugwaneza, interview. 
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history of the past, not only are Tutsis to be considered inhuman under the 

nationalist regime, but they are also considered to be a direct threat to 

humanity.  As Emmanuel reflects on the atrocities committed by 

perpetrators, he adds, “even animals are killed with certain dignity to avoid 

their suffering.”52 Victims of the Rwandan genocide were not even treated 

as such.  

 An ideology is delicate in its theoretical nature, as well as its 

potential to be either lenient or limiting. While the lenient ideology is open-

minded, the conclusive ideology is pernicious; through its clear-cut 

righteousness, it imposes on those who challenge its assertions, or eliminates 

those who fundamentally cannot be part of it. This is how ideological 

genocides occur. Victims, defined by boundless suppositions, are then 

managed by boundless, unfounded methods. Because ideology is fictitious, 

it can be justified in extremist, unreasonable methods. Victim groups are 

regarded as vermin, or ‘cockroaches’, and then treated as such; to be 

eradicated as if they will contaminate and spread throughout the country. 

Ideology does not assume genocide as a precursor to the benefit, but rather, 

it assumes genocide as the benefit itself. Victim groups are precisely the 

problem; killing Tutsis was the direct goal of Hutu nationalist ideology.  

 Ironically, ideological perpetrators become what they set out to kill. 

Formulating an ideology, which dehumanizes the identity victims, 

perpetrators in turn dehumanize themselves, embodying the identities they 

falsely fear. Ideological genocides arise when nations are in a state of stress, 

which is seen in Hutu anxieties regarding the continuation of Tutsi 

superiority. Consequently, this misleads perpetrators to believe they are 

 
52 Habimana, interview. 
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honorable by saving their people. The paradox is that the intent to enhance 

the wellbeing of their distressed home condones any means, including 

genocide, to ensure this. Thus, something rooted in the savior and de-

marginalization of Hutus is what creates the incentive to commit atrocities 

against Tutsis.  

 In conclusion, these political implications are to make clear that 

‘home’ and identity have a long history of violence and oppression within 

Rwanda. Moreover, these notions will always exist, as history does not 

magically disappear. Rather, it is continually being built upon. This does not 

destine Rwanda to a never-ending cycle of destructive ideology. ‘Home’ and 

identity are capable of influencing in a positive, as well as in a constructive 

manner. Ideology is pertinent to the concept of ‘home’ and identity, as 

identities are molded by socially constructed ideas. That is to say that the 

distinctions between identities are often experienced as real, although 

presumptions regarding identity are manufactured. As previously stated, 

‘ethnic mixing’ and a shared culture in Rwanda have gradually obliterated 

the ethnic differences between the Tutsi and the Hutu. This supports the idea 

that ‘home’ can deconstruct problematic and ideological notions regarding 

different identities, not just in the case of Rwanda, but in the diverse 

landscape of Montreal, as well. In the life stories project, the Rwandan-

Canadians often reference how Rwanda is changing. After the genocide, 

Rwandan strove to rebuild the country. Despite this having some positive 

connotations, as Frédéric illustrates, “even if one day we become the richest 

country in Africa or something like that, the genocide will always be part of 

Rwandan history and the people who have experienced it directly must be 
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placed front and center in connection to it, they must be respected.”53 The 

genocide is inevitably entertwined with Rwandan history, as are Tutsi and 

Hutu identities. Experiencing trauma to such a massive degree not only 

changes the lives of individuals, but it alters identity as well. For instance, 

throughout the interviews, Habimana is confronted with his Hutu identity. 

Although it is very difficult to be perceived “as the villain, [and the] 

murderer”, he has accepted this identity for himself.54 Whereas, Tutsis are 

confronted with being “survivors.” They are forced to endure life with lost 

loved ones and painful memories. Frédéric “noticed a lack of stability [in his 

life] after the genocide,” and Marie-Josée describes the anger and guilt she 

felt towards being a survivor. 55 These are just some examples of numerous 

trying emotions throughout the Life Stories Project. Post-genocide thoughts 

towards Rwanda prove the shifts of identity, and to look back on ones place 

of ‘home’ where hardships were experienced can be difficult. Despite this, 

there is an undoubted attachment to one’s ‘home’ that stays alive through 

memories, and the desire to heal through sharing stories of the genocide is a 

means to reconstruct ‘home’ again. The genocide cannot be erased, and 

Rwanda cannot continue on as if nothing happened. Rather, it must be 

acknowledged to construct Rwandan identity in a healing manner. Through 

these stories, one realizes that ‘home’ and identity are both separate and tied 

to traumatic events. Rwanda must remember the atrocity that occurred, but 

also bound together to reconcile its foundation: that of a strong community 

in a beautiful landscape. Identities are perhaps ultimately circumstantial: 

ethnicity, place of birth and the turn of life events is out of one's control. 

 
53 Mugwaneza, interview. 

54 Habimana, interview. 

55 Mugwaneza, interview. 
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However, the preconceptions regarding identity are a choice. How we think 

of different identities, how we think of what makes something home, and 

how we remember history is an ever-changing process that is capable of 

modification. This provides people a sense of power, and hope in the 

capacity to change negative and divisional ideas of differing identities. As 

Hutus oppressed the Tutsis, their experiences are immensely different. 

However, they both reside in the same home, and in Montreal, they are both 

Rwandan-Canadians, integrating into a new society whilst feeling connected 

to their place of birth. This is significant in reconciliation and maintaining a 

Rwandan identity: it is something that should not be lost, but built upon. 

Through this, history can be remembered. Identities will be recognized not 

by a melting pot but as a mosaic; a picture of the past that serves to strive 

for an honest, inclusive and healing ‘home’ in the future.   
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Marchers in the first gay rights march in Barcelona, June 26, 1977, author 

unknown.1 

On June 26, 1977 around 4,000 marchers filled the Rambles in 

Barcelona, carrying banners of the Gay Liberation Front of Catalonia 

(FAGC) and shouting for the decriminalization of homosexuality in the 

Spanish State. Trans women marched on the frontlines. Among them was 

Silvia Reyes, who marched proudly in her high heels, chanting, “Enough 

already!”2 Every marcher was taking a big risk simply by being there. This 

was the very first gay rights march in the Spanish State, less than two years 

 
1  Manifestació Homosexual, 1977, from the Arxiu Fotogràfic de Barcelona, AFB3-

114 Diario de Barcelona. Printed with the permission of the archive. 

2 Beatriz Pérez, “Las transexuales no teníamos otra salida que la prostitución,” El 

Periódico,December 26, 2018, 

https://www.elperiodico.com/es/sociedad/20181226/las-transexuales-no-teniamos-

otra-salida-que-la-prostitucion-7217596. 
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after the death of the dictator Francisco Franco, and in the midst of the state’s 

uneasy and uneven transition from repressive regime to modern democracy. 

It was arguably a momentous event, particularly when contrasted with the 

clandestine character of queer life until just shortly before this. 

Most of the newspaper coverage of the event did not express the 

sense of momentousness that it took on. The historical significance of the 

event has been captured more recently in the 2018-2019 Spanish 

documentary series, Nosotrxs Somos which provides the first-person 

perspective that was missing from newspaper journalism. In the main, the 

newspapers reported bare facts with very little editorializing, a style that has 

been favoured in journalism for its perceived “objectivity.”  Traditionally, 

emotional readings of events are deemed more biased, and the first-person 

perspectives are considered less truthful. However, as confirmed through the 

representation of the 1977 protest in the 2018-2019 Spanish documentary 

series Nosotrxs Somos, I argue that emotion, and first-hand testimonies can 

provide a nuanced and rich account of history that is no less accurate for it. 

This 1977 protest occurred in a context of mass mobilization, which 

was fundamental to the period known as the “Transition,” a period of 

democratization which followed the death of Spain’s dictator Francisco 

Franco. It often refers to the years between Franco’s death in November of 

1975 and the creation of the 1978 Spanish Constitution, but of course people 

were mobilizing for change before his death, and the Constitution did not 

bring justice or accountability for the 39 years of military dictatorship.3 As 

 
3 Paloma Aguilar, “Justice, Politics, and Memory in the Spanish Transition,” in The 

Politics of Memory: Transitional Justice in Democratizing Societies, ed. Alexandra 
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Franco’s successors began invoking the language of democracy, thousands 

of people took to the streets to demand amnesty for those imprisoned by the 

regime. The first big demonstrations took place in Barcelona on February 1 

and 8, 1976.4 The authorities estimated there were more than 30,000 

attending.5 Throughout the summer of 1976, there were demonstrations for 

amnesty all around Catalonia, with violent police reactions.6 The harsh 

responses to peaceful assemblies and the manipulations of the electoral 

system made the general elections of June 30, 1977 very controversial, with 

many people calling for a boycott.7 1976-1977 also saw mobilizations in 

favour of Catalan autonomy, another key issue for the Transition.8 Graffiti 

for amnesty, abstention, and Catalan autonomy covered Barcelona during 

those years.9 Often, the early activists were part of many political groups, 

and the movements all fed into each other.10 This included queer groups, 

 
Barahano de Brito, Carmen González-Enríquez, and Paloma Aguilar (Oxford 

University Press, 2001), 111, 114, 117. 

4 Antoni Mas i Segura, “Memòria i història de la transició,” in Memòria de la 

transició a Espanya i a Catalunya, ed. Antoni Mas i Segura and Rafael Aracil 

(Edicions Universitat de Barcelona, 2000), 33. 

5 Carme Molinero, “Los primeros gobiernos de la monarquía y la ‘questión 

catalana,’” in Adolfo Suárez y la transición política, ed. Manuel Redero San Roman 

(Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca, 2017), 149. 

6 Mas i Segura, “Memòria i història de la transició,” 37. 

7 Ibid., 38, 44. 

8 Molinero, “Los primeros gobiernos de la monarquía y la ‘questión catalana,’” 

160. 

9 Arxiu Fotogràfic de Barcelona put together an exhibition of a photoseries done 

between 1974-1977 of Barcelona graffiti. “Arxiu Fotogràfic de Barcelona. De Mur 

a Mur,” accessed January 30, 2019, 

http://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/arxiufotografic/virtuals/de-mur-a-mur. 

10 Jordi M. Monferrer Tomás, “La construcción de la protesta en el movimiento gay 

español: la Ley de Peligrosidad Social (1970) como factor precipitante de la acción 

colectiva,” Reis, no. 102 (2003): 197, https://doi.org/10.2307/40184541; Montserrat 

Guibernau, Catalan Nationalism: Francoism, Transition and Democracy, 
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which drew on this context of civic participation.11 While politicians were 

willing to pact with members of the regime in order to enter government, 

many people on the streets were not willing to make the same concessions.12 

The controversial and contested period of the Transition has 

nevertheless become mythicized as a perfect, and peaceful process by the 

Spanish State.13 Ideologically, this foundation was important in legitimizing 

a government emerging from a dictatorship. However, this view distorts the 

reality of the Transition. The expectations at the time were very low, as many 

feared a repeat of the Spanish Civil War of 1936-1939.14 With that 

perspective, it is easy to remember the Transition as a perfect, peaceful 

process. This categorization only serves to hide the violence and repression 

of these years, which should not be erased simply because it was better than 

expected. The continued struggle of queer groups throughout the 1970s and 

1980s helps to show the imperfections of this Transition period, and is an 

example of just how much is left out of official histories. 

Before beginning my analysis of the specific newspaper articles I 

have chosen for this essay, it is important to mention some of the norms of 

the journalism field. Journalistic practices have undergone profound 

changes in the last few decades, both in terms of technologies and the 

theoretical approach. One important tenet of journalistic writing, which has 

 
Routledge/Cañada Blanch Studies on Contemporary Spain 9 (New York, NY: 

Routledge, 2004), 66. 

11 Tomás, “La construcción de la protesta en el movimiento gay español,” 197. 

12 Carsten Humlebæk, Spain: Inventing the Nation (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 

180. 

13 Ibid., 172. 

14 Aguilar, “Justice, Politics, and Memory”, 97. 
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been challenged in the last decades, is the idea of the “neutral voice” as a 

marker of objectivity. The importance of this distinction between reality and 

interpretation is made evident by the separation in newspapers between 

“editorials” and “news”, the interpretation of facts being put in a different 

section to the facts themselves.15 However, the very act of choosing what is 

important to tell, regardless of “voice”, is an act of interpretation, and 

therefore the very idea of achieving absolute objectivity through any kind of 

news reporting is problematic. This idea has led to some erosion of arbitrary 

boundaries between “opinion” and “news.” Consequently, journalistic styles 

that bridge these categories have become more popular in many places.16 

The neutral voice has become even less important in modern film 

documentaries, which have mostly abandoned the voice of the “outside 

narrator,” and instead placed a primacy on the first person perspective.17 

The journalism field in the Spanish State underwent many changes 

during the Transition period. 1976 saw the launch of the first major left-wing 

Spanish newspaper since the start of Franco’s dictatorship, El País, as well 

as the first Catalan language newspaper since 1939, l’Avui.18 However, there 

were still censorship boards, and when there were particularly contentious 

events, censors would send the journalists prewritten statements they had to 

publish.19 Like so much of society at the time, journalism was in a state of 

 
15 Ryan J. Thomas, “Advocacy Journalism,” in Journalism, ed. Tim P. Vos (Berlin: 

De Gruyter, 2018), 394. 

16 Ibid., 401. 

17 Stella Bruzzi, New Documentary, 2nd ed (New York: Routledge, 2006), 15. 

18 Guibernau, Catalan Nationalism: Francoism, Transition and Democracy, 65. 

19 Josep M. Solé i Sabaté et al., “Els mitjans de comunicació durant la transició,” in 

Memòra de la transició a Espanya i a Catalunya, ed. Rafael Aracil Martí and 

Antoni Mas i Segura (Edicions Universitat de Barcelona, 2000), 349. 
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imperfect transition. The gay rights march was not contentious enough of an 

event to warrant this direct censorship, but the journalistic style that most 

newspapers followed (with certain exceptions) created a particular 

impression of the event. The bare-bones style of reporting diminished the 

significance of it, removing the march from both the context it was born out 

of, as well as its importance. 

The Gay Liberation Front of Catalonia (FAGC) organized the 

protest as part of their larger campaign for the abolition of the Law on Social 

Dangers and Rehabilitation (LPRS), which defined the behaviour that the 

regime considered immoral. LPRS was a 1970 update of the 1933 Law on 

Vagrants and Thugs, which in 1954 had been altered to include crimes of 

homosexuality.20 What was new about the 1970 law was that it called for the 

creation of “re-education centres.”21 The law targeted the unemployed, drug 

users, sex workers, beggars, and homosexuals, as well as anyone suspected 

of having “criminal inclinations.”22 The LPRS made it possible to imprison 

people whose actions were not covered in the Penal Code, and allowed 

harsher sentences for people who had also committed a crime covered by 

the Penal Code, making them doubly criminalized.23 

 
20 Gema Perez-Sanchez, Queer Transitions in Contemporary Spanish Culture: 

From Franco to LA MOVIDA (State University of New York Press, 2007), 25, 

http://muse.jhu.edu/book/5218. 

21 Ibid., 29. 

22 “Ley 16/1970, de 4 de Agosto, Sobre Peligrosidad y Rehabilitación Social,” 

Boletín oficial del estado español (Jefatura del Estado, August 6, 1970), 

https://www.boe.es/buscar/doc.php?id=BOE-A-1970-854#analisis.  

23 Tomás, “La construcción de la protesta en el movimiento gay español,” 183–84. 
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Because those sentenced under the LPRS were considered to be in 

a “dangerous state” (often described as carriers of a “disease”), they did not 

have the same rights as those tried for crimes in the Penal Code.24 This 

meant, for example, that they had no possibility of a retrial or a pardon, a 

reduction of punishment for good behaviour or work, or conditional 

freedom. Additionally, they were not covered by the 1976 partial amnesty, 

which was given to some political prisoners.25 Besides the consequences for 

those brought to trial (including difficulty finding jobs, regardless of whether 

you served time), LPRS had an extensive social reach by creating a general 

association between homosexuality and criminality.26 This law affected 

queer lives in multi-faceted ways, making LPRS a logical target for the queer 

community to mobilize around. This, together with their relationship to the 

amnesty movement more generally, explains the successful mobilization 

around the issue in the 1970s.27 

The 1977 march was not the start of this mobilization, but rather 

the result of seven years of clandestine activist work. The precursor to the 

FAGC, the clandestine Spanish Movement of Homosexual Liberation 

(MELH), began as a reaction to LPRS, and its abolition was an important 

goal of the group.28 The group sent anonymous letters and pamphlets to 

personalities and politicians petitioning them to intervene. They also 

 
24 Ibid., 184, 186. 

25 Ibid., 186. 

26 Ibid., 187. 

27 Jordi Petit, “De La Peligrosidad Social a Las Siglas LGBT,” Mientras Tanto, no. 

91/92 (2004), 197. 

28 Jordi Petit, 25 años más: una perspectiva sobre el pasado, presente y futuro del 

movimiento de gays, lesbianas, bisexuales y transexuales (Icaria Editorial, 2003), 
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collected signatures, and worked closely with other political associations 

and groups.29 MELH dissolved in 1975, many of the main founders creating 

in its stead the FAGC, which was inspired by similar Fronts in Argentina 

and France and was more explicitly political than the MELH had been.30 

Although their activism work was not mentioned in the newspapers I looked 

at, queer campaigning does pre-date 1977. The queer activism of these years 

was done clandestinely out of fear of being targeted with LPRS, which might 

explain in part the lack of media visibility. The absence of this larger context 

of activism and any details of the LPRS in news coverage strips the 1977 

march of a very important framework. Sometimes this absence seems to be 

a reflection of the political views of the newspaper, but for some newspapers 

the reasons are less clear. 

Looking at the ABC gives us an example of how a right-wing 

newspaper chose to represent the march, in this case by giving only a very 

brief account of the protest, under the title “Manifestación de homosexuales, 

en Barcelona” (demonstration of homosexuals, in Barcelona).31 According 

to an Annual Report by El País, in 1977 ABC had an estimated circulation 

figure of 156,725, placing them among the top five most popular newspapers 

 
29 Tomás, “La construcción de la protesta en el movimiento gay español,” 191–93. 

30 Geoffrey Huard, Les gays sous le franquisme: discours, subcultures et 

revendications à Barcelone, 1939-1977 (Éditions Orbius Tertius, 2016), 129; 

Armand de Fluvià, El moviment gai a la clandestinitat del franquisme (1970-1975) 

(Barcelona: Editorial Laertes, 2003), 57. 

31 “Manifestación de homosexuales en Barcelona,” ABC, June 28, 1977, sec. Orden 

Pùblico, ABC Hemeroteca, 

http://hemeroteca.abc.es/nav/Navigate.exe/hemeroteca/madrid/abc/1977/06/28/001.

html. 



historiae 

 
 

 

 

 

199 

in Spain.32 The virulence of ABC’s opinion pieces make evident the right-

wing perspective of the paper – on page 2 of this June 28, 1977 issue, an 

article explained that communists, whether they be Russian or Spanish, were 

ultimately all the same enemy (a very Francoist kind of statement).33 

Fourteen pages later, a short article appeared in the “Public Order” 

section of the newspaper, beside a slightly longer article about a suspended 

trial against Communist activists, and one about the violent protest in 

Vitoria, a week prior. The article about the march was the shortest on the 

page. It began by stating that more than four thousand people attended the 

demonstration organized by the FAGC as part of the International Day of 

Gay Pride. It then went on to explain that, “the homosexuals, accompanied 

by members of certain political organizations” walked up the Rambles to 

Plaça Catalunya, where they were dispersed by police with rubber bullets.34 

The vagueness of the phrase:  “certain political organizations,” glossed over 

the presence of groups that were very undesirable to conservatives (i.e. 

unionists, communists, Catalan nationalists). While part of the article’s 

general brevity may be owed to the fact that it was a Madrid newspaper, and 

not a local one, the dry reporting also served to brush over the event. Given 

the political stance of this publication, the editors presumably felt like it was 

the desirable thing to do. Moreover, its placement beside communists and 

 
32 El País, “La Verdadera Difusión de La Prensa En España,” Annual Report, 1977 

Many thanks to Carme Teixeiro, archivist at the Centre de Documentació 

Montserrat Roig del Col·legi de Periodistes de Catalunya, for her generous help 

finding sources for circulation figures of 1977. 

33 “Al Fin y al Cabo Son Comunistas,” ABC, June 28, 1977, ABC Hemeroteca, 

http://hemeroteca.abc.es/nav/Navigate.exe/hemeroteca/madrid/abc/1977/06/28/001.

html. 

34 “Manifestación de homosexuales en Barcelona,” ABC. 
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the violent protest at Vitoria, in the “Public Order” section, serves as its own 

form of implicit criticism. 

La Vanguardia, a conservative (but slightly less fervidly right-

wing) newspaper, added only a few more details. La Vanguardia (which 

between 1939 and 1978 was called La Vanguardia Española) was the 

biggest newspaper in 1977 according to El País, with a circulation of 

205,849.35 In their 28 June 1977 issue, page 25 included a small column 

titled “Cuatro mil homosexuales se manifestan por las Ramblas” (Four-

thousand homosexuals protest on the Rambles).36 The smaller under-title 

reads “Fueron disueltos por las fuerzas del orden público” (They were 

dispersed by the forces of public order [police]). It appeared beside a longer 

article about a failed attempt to create a veterinary school in Catalonia, and 

a short article about an exhibition of drawings in Barcelona. Therefore, this 

article about the march seems to be placed within the context of “local 

news.” The article about the march mentioned its organizers, and described 

the motive for the protest as being amnesty for sexual crimes, and the 

abolition of the LPRS. It mentioned that several unions and political 

organizations also took part, and that although there were many banners 

calling for sexual freedom, there were also Catalan flags, as well as anarchist 

and red ones. The article concluded by stating that the demonstration did not 

interfere with traffic and was even applauded by onlookers, and then said 

 
35 El País, “La Verdadera Difusión de La Prensa En España.” 

36 “Cuatro mil homosexuales se manifestaron por las Ramblas,” La Vanguardia 

Española, June 28, 1977, sec. Información de Barcelona, Biblioteca Virtual de 

Prensa Historica, 

http://prensahistorica.mcu.es/es/publicaciones/numeros_por_mes.cmd?idPublicacio

n=1000984&anyo=1977. 
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the protestors were met by police who shot at them with rubber bullets. The 

mention of the lack of disturbance caused by the march plants a seed of 

criticism for the actions of the police, but it is implicit rather than explicit. 

There is also very little detail as to what LPRS actually is, or what it does. 

This might simply be because the controversies around the LPRS were 

common knowledge, or perhaps it was because it was a delicate subject. 

Left-wing newspapers did not necessarily add more information, 

but their interpretation of the event was slightly more explicit. L’Avui was 

the first major Catalan-language newspaper to appear after Franco took 

power. It is the smallest of the newspapers looked at in this essay with a 

1977 circulation figure of 50,591. Nevertheless, it was in the top twenty 

newspapers listed by El País’ Annual Report (out of 70).37 It was only a year 

old when the issue for June 26, 1977 came out, with a small article titled “La 

manifestació fou un éxit” (The demonstration was a success) on page 14.38 

The article bore the secondary title “La policia, però, carregà durament a 

Canaletes” (Police, however, attack harshly at Canaletes [Street]).  It 

appeared in the local news section (“Catalan Countries”), beside an article 

about the organization of sanitation in Mallorca, and an article about Catalan 

schooling in France. 

The article about the march stated that between four and six 

thousand people participated in the demonstration, and that it was organized 

to call for amnesty for sexual offences and the abolition of the Law on Social 

 
37 El País, “La Verdadera Difusión de La Prensa En España.” 

38 “La manifestació fou un éxit,” Avui, June 28, 1977, sec. Països Catalans, Servei 

de Gestió Documental, Arxius i Publicacions: Ajuntament de Girona, 

http://pandora.girona.cat/viewer.vm?id=948469&view=hemeroteca&lang=en. 
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Danger. Avui’s article described where the march started, and how the 

protest was accompanied by the sound of shouts for sexual freedom, and 

included red flags, Catalan flags, and CNT (Confederación Nacional del 

Trabajo) flags. The article mentions that not only “gais” (quotation marks 

original) participated, but also people from various groups and political 

affiliations. This clarification was made in all of the newspaper articles I 

looked at, and it seems to be generally agreed upon as the march’s greatest 

marker of success. 

In continuation, the article mentioned that the protesters did not cut 

off traffic at any point. Furthermore, it stated that the protesters only handed 

out pamphlets, and were even applauded by some onlookers for doing so. 

This juxtaposition emphasizes the idea that the protestors did not represent 

a great disorder for the city. Moreover, it sets up the context for the entrance 

of the police, who “energetically dispersed” protesters using rubber bullets. 

This creates an implicit critique of the force used by police. The article 

provided more detail than La Vanguardia, explaining that the confrontation 

lasted several hours with people running, many beatings, a cutting off of 

traffic and some wounded. Nevertheless, it concluded that the march was a 

success, because they were not expecting so many participants, or to be so 

well received by the public. 

The characterization of police was not surprising for a Left-wing 

Catalan newspaper, and the reporting is more favourable to the protestors, 

because it explicitly declares the march to have been a success.39 However, 

 
39 Pagès i Blanch describes more fully how police forces in Catalonia were the 

primary actors of repression against the populace. Pelai Pagès i Blanch, “El 
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an ordinary reader of this article would not get a sense of exactly why the 

protest was organized, what the LPRS is, and how it affected homosexuals. 

It does not provide much of the rationale or context for the event. As 

mentioned, it is possible that the writers assumed prior knowledge on the 

part of readers, but it could also be an attempt to avoid difficult topics. 

Despite its implicit advocacy of the march, the article still stays in the 

journalistic style of dry reporting. However, it is possible that this was done 

because it was a way to favourably present the protestors without directly 

critiquing the government. This protest was, after all, a criticism of the legal 

repression against homosexuals carried out by the government. In this way, 

the adoption of the neutral voice could be something of a protection for the 

newspapers. Whatever the case, the reporting does fail to provide some 

contextual information which would have given a better sense of the 

significance of the event. 

The most extensive coverage was in El País, and some of the 

information does not seem to be mentioned anywhere else. Like l’Avui, it 

was founded in 1976, and was tied to the political Left. This Madrid 

newspaper had a circulation figure of 128,805 in 1977, placing it among the 

top ten newspapers in 1977.40 Its digital archives are not scans of the original 

pages, but rather a transcription of the articles themselves. Therefore, 

although the text written by Alfons Quintà on June 28, 1977 titled 

“Manifestación en el “Día del orgullo homosexual”” is accessible, I do not 

 
franquisme, un règim repressiu,” in Franquisme i repressió: la repressió franquista 

als Països Catalans (1939-1975), ed. Pelai Pagès i Blanch (Universitat de 

València, 2004), 18. 

40 El País, “La Verdadera Difusión de La Prensa En España.” 
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know what page it was on, or if it originally included a photograph.41 I do 

know, however, that it was in the “Society” section of the newspaper, which 

included articles about the death of 53 people on a highway, international 

anti-nuclear day, the founding of an association for abused children, the 

death of of Lady Olave Baden-Powell, and a report on the consumption of 

saccharine.42 The exact theme of the Society section is not clear to me, but 

as far as I can surmise, this section must have been a sort of amalgamation 

of local news and curiosities. 

The text itself is very interesting. Although the author maintained 

the voice of an outside “narrator,” it is clear that Quintà was present at the 

march. In the first paragraph, Quintà stated that both homosexuals and 

sympathizers attended the march, estimating they were four to five thousand 

people. The article then mentioned that the march was organized by the 

FAGC, and that one of the main goals was the abolition of the LPRS. Quintà 

then stated that El Pais was a first-hand witness to the many wounds suffered 

by protesters at the hands of police (mentioning the beatings and the rubber 

bullets), and that some protesters had to be taken away in cars. Similarly to 

L’Avui, Quintà emphasized this disproportionate use of violence by police. 

Quintà goes further to defend his point by making it clear this was a first-

hand account of the events, which assumes a need to pre-emptively defend 

the description. It therefore assumes others will categorize the event 

 
41 Alfons Quintà, “Manifestación en el ‘Día del orgullo homosexual,’” El País, 

June 28, 1977, sec. Sociedad, 

https://elpais.com/diario/1977/06/28/sociedad/236296811_850215.html. 

42 El País, “Noticias de Sociedad,” June 28, 1977, 

http://elpais.com/diario/1977/06/28/sociedad/. 
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differently, and also invokes a first-person perspective in a way that the other 

newspapers avoid.    

In the following paragraphs of the article Quintà described many 

details that did not appear in any other newspapers I found, even l’Avui. He 

stated that before the police arrived, the demonstration had a “partially 

effective character” to it, because of the “indescribable outfits of numerous 

“travestis”.43 This mention of trans marchers (and their attire) stands out, as 

it was markedly absent from any of the other newspapers. It is also somewhat 

mysterious what Quintà meant by saying that this gave the demonstration a 

“partially effective character”: perhaps he was arguing that this was a less 

aggressive, more light-hearted way to draw the attention of bystanders. 

Alternatively, he was perhaps referencing the perception that drag and more 

flamboyant presentations could detract from the “seriousness” of the protest. 

Gay activist and scholar Jordi Petit has addressed the topic of transphobia in 

the early movement in numerous interviews. More specifically, how gay 

men, in particular, were worried about what the inclusion of trans people did 

for the image of the gay liberation movement.44 It is unclear from the 

description, however, what Quintà was arguing, or indeed what it was that 

made the outfits so “indescribable.” Besides this description of trans 

marchers, Quintà also mentioned an element of violence not present in any 

other coverage. He stated, “some groups with libertarian tendencies threw 

stones at buses shortly after the start of the demonstration, in an unjustifiable 

 
43 Quintà, “Manifestación en el ‘Día del orgullo homosexual.’” 

44 El Fil Rosa, Jordi Petit Reflexiona Sobre La Discriminació a Persones Trans a 

Les Primeres Manifestacions Gais, accessed February 13, 2019, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=53&v=_6AeZvg8hT4. 
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and incomprehensible manner.”45 Quintà does not specify whether who this 

libertarian group was, or why they were throwing stones, details that could 

change the narrative quite dramatically. This aspect of the event is 

completely missing from the other newspapers, as well as recent scholarship 

of the event, thus leaving me with many questions about when, how, or if it 

actually happened. 

Quintà, like most of the other newspaper articles, described the 

many banners present, but gave more detailed information than the other 

authors. He started with a mention of the Catalan flags, red flags, and the red 

and black (anarcho-syndicalist) flags, before stating that there were about 40 

banners, and that one held up by a lesbian group read in Catalan: “Woman, 

it is you that we love and for you that we fight”. Other banners read, 

“Sexuality is not heterosexuality”, “Out with the Law on Social Danger,” 

and “I’m homosexual, I’m beautiful.” This last sign, inspired by the motto 

of the Black Power movement in the United States (“I’m Black, I’m 

Beautiful”), brings into view an aspect of the queer movement in the Spanish 

State, but also of the Catalan Left.46 Intellectuals and activists interested in, 

and inspired by the Black Power movement, adopted (some would argue 

appropriated) a lot of the language they used.47 Quintà’s descriptions of these 

banners allow us to glimpse some of the greater arguments of the FAGC – 

 
45 Quintà, “Manifestación en el ‘Día del orgullo homosexual.’” 

46 Rosalía Cornejo-Parriego, “‘Black is Beautiful’: cuerpos negros en Triunfo,” 

Journal of Iberian and Latin American Studies 23, no. 2 (May 4, 2017), 159, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14701847.2017.1334998. 

47 Ibid., 169. 
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the arguments for acceptance of homosexuality beyond just the abolition of 

LPRS. 

In addition to these descriptions, Quintà specifically mentioned the 

banners of the CNT (Confederación Nacional de Trabajo) by name, the 

Revolutionary Communist League, Communist Action, and Bandera Roja 

(Red Flag, another communist organization). While other articles only 

alluded to the organizations through the descriptions of their flags, Quintà 

offers the most specificity when it comes to naming the political groups that 

took part in the demonstrations. This is significant because they had only 

recently been legalized.48 However, for many people these groups were still 

very undesirable. Their obvious collaboration with FAGC illustrates how 

the queer movement was not interested in attempting respectability in the 

eyes of the State, but rather to change the state’s policing of respectability. 

The explicit mentions by Quintà and l’Avui point to the acceptability, or 

perhaps the interest of these newspapers, in naming these new legal elements 

of public debate. 

An interesting, but odd (because I have not found mentions of it in 

any other newspapers or in fact in interviews with participants) conclusion 

to the article is Quintà’s explanation about a supposedly commemorative 

aspect to the event. Quintà states that homosexual Catalans were 

commemorating their predecessor, Joan Llovera, a city councillor, who 

Quintà says was burned on those very Rambles in the seventeenth century 

for crimes of homosexuality. Quintà then mentions that the alias of the 

 
48 Mas i Segura, “Memòria i història de la transició,” 19, 34, 39. 
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FAGC’s general secretary was Joan Llovera, and that he attended the 

demonstration in New York for the International Day of Homosexuals. He 

is referring to the gay activist and scholar Armand de Fluvià, one of the 

founders of both the MELH and the FAGC.49 This raises the question of 

whether Quintà knew de Fluvià personally, or how he heard about de 

Fluvià’s visit to New York. It is possible Quintà interviewed attendees of the 

march, but where exactly he got his information is unclear. El País gives the 

most specific detail on the event, and seems to provide the most explicitly 

favourable view of the protestors and their cause.50 It is the article that 

follows the neutral voice style the least. However, there is still little 

discussion of the LPRS, which raises the same question as l’Avui’s reporting, 

as to what extent the anxieties of censorship played into this reporting, or 

whether the problems with LPRS was simply assumed to be common 

knowledge for the newspaper’s readership. 

Despite their differences in political affiliation, ABC, La 

Vanguardia, l’Avui and El País all followed a fairly similar structure in their 

coverage of the event. Their political differences may have meant they had 

different motivations behind their choices, but the end result was 

surprisingly similar. All mentioned the LPRS, but gave no further details for 

the law or the more specific complaints of the queer community. None gave 

 
49 De Fluvià, El moviment gai a la clandestinitat del franquisme, 50-51. 

50 Alfons Quintà, despite emerging in the Left-leaning context of El País, and being 

involved with the creation of the first Catalan television channel (TV3), later made 

ties with a socially conservative group connected the right-wing Popular Party 

(PP), and became a harsh critic of Catalanism. Narcís Genís Reixach, “Qui era 

Alfons Quintà?,” El Punt Avui, December 22, 2016, 

http://www.elpuntavui.cat/opinio/article/8-articles/1034068-qui-era-alfons-

quinta.html. 
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details about FAGC or the activism against the LPRS. Moreover, all 

mentioned the international inspiration, but none realized (or mentioned) 

that it was the first of its kind in Spain. ABC’s placement of the article served 

to frame the protest in a negative light, and the brevity downplayed its 

importance. L’Avui, El País, and even the conservative La Vanguardia 

provided implicit critiques of the police intervention, hidden behind the 

neutral voice. Quintà, in El País, gave the most detailed account, but still 

provided surprisingly little context, either because he thought it was obvious 

or because he feared censorship. The neutral voice and fact-based reporting 

can therefore be used in different ways: to downplay the importance of an 

event, to remove its meaning, or to criticize actions while protecting yourself 

from pushback. None of these uses are about an inherent objectivity, nor do 

they represent the “reality” of the situation. The use of the neutral voice 

when reporting an event is the result of deliberate choices around how to 

interpret and how to present the facts. Therefore, it is not inherently less 

biased than media that choose to use emotion, first person perspectives, and 

audio-visual materials. 

Modern documentary filmmaking often uses all three. The medium 

has undergone an even more dramatic evolution than print journalism, given 

that its early iterations reflected the same ideas about objectivity.51 This 

outlook changed as many discovered that documentary filmmaking lends 

itself to a persuasive representation of events thanks to its ability to 

incorporate images, music, and other cues for the viewer. The possibility of 

using these tools for manipulation is immediately apparent, leading to a 

 
51 Stella Bruzzi, New Documentary, 2nd ed (New York: Routledge, 2006), 15. 
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negative characterization of the medium, which Stephanie Craft summarizes 

in her book on documentary journalism as the view that: “The neutral voice 

of journalism delivers information; the biased voice of documentary tells a 

story or makes an argument about that information.”52 As mentioned, this 

neutral voice can, in its own right, be a tool for manipulation, forcing the 

readers’ trust by adopting a tone that pretends a neutral, unbiased stance. 

The neutral voice in journalism is not, therefore, without argument. The use 

of the neutral voice, and the compiling of facts without contextualization or 

interpretation, does not necessarily create a more realistic representation of 

events. Recognizing this has allowed for some wider acceptance of the value 

of a first-person style, and clearer arguments. The prioritizing of the 

subjective, the first person perspective, and emotion, can allow for a more 

nuanced portrayal of history. It can, if done well, allow for the inclusion of 

many voices into the documentary’s historical narrative. 

A documentary series that places a primacy on the first person 

perspective, and allows for a lot of nuance is Nosotrxs Somos (“We Are”). 

It is a documentary series about queer activism in the Spanish State which 

ran a total of seven episodes aired between 2018-2019 on the online platform 

Playz, of the Spanish television network RTVE.53 Each episode is named 

after a colour of the rainbow, and focuses on a different theme. For example, 

there is an episode dedicated to trans experiences, “Naranja: Cuerpos 

 
52 Stephanie Craft, “Documentary Journalism,” in Journalism, ed. Tim P. Vos 

(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018), 424. 

53 RTVE.es, “Estrenamos ‘Nosotrxs somos’, la primera serie documental sobre la 

lucha del colectivo LGTBI en España,” RTVE.es, June 28, 2018, 

http://www.rtve.es/playz/20180628/estrenamos-nosotrxs-somos-primera-serie-

documental-sobre-lucha-del-colectivo-lgtbi-espana/1756729.shtml. 
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diversos, derechos iguales” (Orange: Diverse Bodies, Equal Rights), and an 

episode specifically on gay women, “Violeta: La revolución lesbiana” 

(Violet: The Lesbian Revolution). There is an explicit attempt to recognize 

gender diversity, as well as different orientations, starting with the gender 

neutral spelling “nosotrxs” (instead of “nosotros,” which is the accepted 

masculine and mixed gender plural spelling) for the title. The title is drawn 

from a banner seen in one of the most famous photos of the event, by the 

photographer Colita.54 The banner says in Catalan, “Nosaltres no tenim por, 

nosaltres som” (We are not afraid, we are), which a voiceover translates to 

Spanish for the viewer. The use of this Spanish translation of a Catalan 

phrase, as a title for the whole series, is interesting, because it is a reflection 

of the role of Catalan activists in spearheading the movement. 

I have chosen to analyze the first episode, “Amarillo: Peligrosos y 

enfermos” (Yellow: Dangerous and Sick), which focuses on the 1970s. The 

episode aired on July 4, 2018, and serves as an introduction to the origins 

and progression of the queer movement starting in the 1970s, with an 

emphasis on the legal repression and incarceration of queer people.55 The 

episodes use archival footage, official documents, and interviews with 

members of the queer community, as well as with scholars (though there is 

not always a distinction between the two). Each episode has, at its centre, an 

intergenerational conversation: in “Amarillo,” a young trans man, 

 
54 Colita, Manifestantes por la liberación gay, June 26 1977, published in El País, 

June 28 2017, 

https://elpais.com/ccaa/2017/06/28/catalunya/1498647028_431114.html. 

55 César Vallejo, “AMARILLO: Peligrosos y enfermos,” Documentary, Nosotrxs 

Somos (RTVE, July 4, 2018), http://www.rtve.es/playz/videos/nosotrxs-

somos/nosotrxs-somos-capitulo-1-amarillo-enfermos-peligrosos/4654077/. 
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Alejandro, and an older gay man, Antoni Ruiz, sit down to talk about their 

very different queer experiences. They meet at the “re-education centre” in 

Badajoz, where Antoni was incarcerated at age seventeen. Antoni is not the 

only one who gives first hand accounts of life inside a re-education centre, 

and most of the episode is, in fact, based around clips from interviews with 

activists from the 1970s. 

Early on, over photos of New York, a voice-over describes the 

Stonewall Riots in New York. This is one of the few cases of voice-over in 

the documentary. The voice-over is used to give information on key dates, 

or in this case, an international context. Stonewall has frequently been 

presented as the birthplace of the gay rights movement, though some 

criticize an overemphasis on its role as a “turning point.”56 Nonetheless, the 

riots, which followed a police raid at a gay bar called the Stonewall Inn, and 

were spearheaded by trans activists, Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. Johnson, 

are certainly important in the development of the gay rights movement, as 

many groups and organizations emerged in its aftermath.57 It is interesting 

that this event is included as the moment of inception for the movement, 

even in the Spanish context. The event clearly had a resounding influence 

and has taken up an important place in the collective memory surrounding 

gay rights. The gay liberation movement in the Spanish State took a lot of 

 
56 Simon Hall, “The American Gay Rights Movement and Patriotic Protest,” 

Journal of the History of Sexuality 19, no. 3 (September 2010): 560, 

https://doi.org/10.1353/sex.2010.0011; Jessi Gan, “‘Still at the Back of the Bus’: 

Sylvia Rivera’s Struggle,” Centro Journal 19, no. 1 (Spring 2007): 127. 

57 Hall, “The American Gay Rights Movement and Patriotic Protest,” 561. 
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inspiration from the U.S., not just through Stonewall, but also through much 

of the work of gay, feminist, and black rights movements.58 

Although there is some use of voice-over, most of the story of the 

documentary is told through clips from different interviews, which allows 

for the inclusion of different queer experiences in the 1970s. There is an 

inclusion of different voices about the effects of LPRS, broadening the view 

away from just cisgender gay men, for example. Boti G. Rodrigo, a lesbian 

activist, explains that lesbians were not affected in the same way by LPRS 

because they simply “didn’t exist” in most people’s eyes. Silvia Reyes 

explains that (cis) lesbians were not put in women’s prisons, but rather in 

asylums. Boti says she would have preferred direct attacks rather than a 

negation of her existence. Reyes was negated in a different way. She was 

imprisoned as a homosexual (in men’s prisons), because legislators 

considered her and homosexuals to be committing the same crime. Armand 

de Fluvià explains the different tactics used to try to “cure” them: with 

psychiatrists, by showing photos of naked bodies, and trying to instil in them 

the “correct” response. He also explains that the main way was through 

manual labour. For instance, most footballs at the time were made by people 

in these re-education centres. The documentary does not expand on this 

more, but it is curious that they were forced to make footballs specifically, 

symbols of a hyper-masculine culture. Both de Fluvià and Ruiz make a point 

to declare the ineffectiveness of the tactics used in these re-education 

 
58 Petit, “De La Peligrosidad Social a Las Siglas LGBT,” 196. 



historiae 

 
 

 

 

 

214 

centres. Ruiz explains that shortly after being released from prison, he went 

to the first ever Gay Pride March in Valencia. 

 The documentary outlines the introduction of the LPRS in 1970, 

and its role in the origins of queer activism in the Spanish State. De Fluvià 

explains his role in creating MELH, the first movement of resistance against 

the LPRS. He describes the clandestine nature of the early movement and 

the very necessary international support. The movement, in its beginning 

stages, was focused still figuring out its theoretical framework. De Fluvià 

recounts how the first lesbian who joined took them to task for not 

recognizing that they were part of a sexist system. This introduces the idea 

of the link between the feminist movement and the gay liberation movement, 

and how one benefited from the other. 

The documentary also links the FAGC to the different groups that 

began popping up all over the Spanish State in 1976 (in Valencia, the 

Balearic Islands, the Basque Countries, Navarra...). This kind of mutual 

support is shown through the story of Mar Cambrollé, an activist from 

Andalusia. Another activist refers to her name pre-transition, mentioning 

that she had not yet begun to identify as a woman. She visited de Fluvià in 

Barcelona in 1976 (describing this stay as “a Master’s program” in queer 

activism), and returned to Andalusia ready to form her own organization. 

She also went to Barcelona in 1977 to take part in the Barcelona protest. 

These cross-regional links, and the willingness to put themselves on the line 

outside their home-region, were important to the movement. The presence 

of each marcher was significant, given the risks associated with taking part 

in the march. J.R. Ahumada  remembers that some of his communist friends 
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told him not to go to the march, because there would be “terrible beatings.” 

But Ahumada says he knew that if they did not come out then, they never 

would. 

The descriptions of the march are interspersed and overlaid with 

black and white archival footage of it. Silvia Reyes explains how she and 

her friends dressed up for the occasion. The dresses, heels, and make up, 

were all acts of defiance. They marched in the first row, and we see them in 

video footage and photographs, including the famous photograph by Colita. 

It is mentioned how exciting it was to see not just gays and lesbians (who 

were not directly affected by LPRS for the most part), but also allies. This 

echoes something almost all the newspaper reporting at the time took away 

from the march: the idea that there was support for this protest even from 

people who did not have a stake in it. This was an important visible marker 

in how gay people were gaining some acceptability, that there was beginning 

to be an understanding that they were part of the same anti-Francoist struggle 

– the same struggle for amnesty, equality and freedom. 

While the documentary does generally provide a progressive 

timeline (how different things are for the young Alejandro versus Antoni’s 

experiences of secrecy and imprisonment), it does not situate 1977 as a 

turning point in terms of state repression of queer lives. After all, the LPRS 

was still in place when the 1978 Constitution was proposed.59 “Acts of 

homosexuality” was removed in January of 1979 (as well as “minors of 21 

years of age” who leave the family and are “morally perverted”), but the law 

 
59 Petit, 197. 
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(and its many ambiguities) remained in place until November 1995.60 The 

documentary focuses on the “Law on Public Scandal,”, which was used 

against queer people in much the same way as LPRS, and was not abolished 

until 1988. The law was different, but its function was much the same. As 

Raúl Solís explains in his book La doble transición, the same officers who 

had been detaining trans women under Franco with the LPRS were detaining 

them in the 1980s with the Law on Public Scandal.61 The documentary 

focuses on how, although the law was not targeting homosexuals (it did not 

specifically mention them), its application was used against homosexual 

couples, thus making it a kind of “camouflaged” repression. 

The documentary goes on to explain that there was progress in the 

1980s, however. FAGC’s second campaign was successful in achieving the 

legalization of gay and lesbian collectives (FAGC was legalized in 1981), 

but the period also saw a “de-mobilization” of the queer movement. Groups 

were fractured due to various political differences (many queer woman felt 

marginalized and joined feminist groups instead, and more hard-line queer 

activists opposed the new “partying” culture of the queer community). The 

documentary also mentions the compensation the government afforded 

some people in 2010, but Silvia Reyes stresses that no politician has ever 

apologized for LPRS. The episode ends with what they identify as a major 

 
60 “Ley 16/1970, de 4 de Agosto, Sobre Peligrosidad y Rehabilitación Social”; 

“Ley 77/1978, de 26 de diciembre, de modificación de la Ley de Peligrosidad y 

Rehabilitación Social y de su Reglamento,” Boletín oficial del estado español 

(B.O.E.) (Jefatura del Estado, January 11, 1979), 

https://www.boe.es/eli/es/l/1978/12/26/77. 

61 Raúl Solís Galván, La doble transición: Prólogo de Mónica Oltra Jarque 

(Editorial Libros.com, 2019), 10. 
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issue today that is often overlooked, senior homes for queer people where 

they can feel comfortable and safe. This ties together the struggle of the old 

generation with the present moment, and the importance of knowing the 

history of the movement and giving back to the queer generation that came 

before us. The 1977 protest is placed in conversation with the present, 

underlining its importance to the current moment. 

The creators of the documentary managed to include a lot of nuance 

and some of the ambiguities in this history of queer activism, but there are 

certain themes that do not appear in the narrative. Although the documentary 

does contextualize the 1977 protest as being part of the Transition, it does 

not really delve into the movement’s relationship to other liberation 

movements of the time (besides the feminist movement). As we have seen 

from newspaper reporting, Catalanism, as well as anti-capitalist ideas were 

very visible components of the 1977 protest.62 Moreover, de Fluvià has been 

quoted in a newspaper article explaining that the first the appearances of the 

queer movement in the public sphere were within the mark of other 

demonstrations. He states, “we went out scared, with signs covering us up 

to our eyes, but instead we were met with applause in all parts.”63 It was this 

participation (and acceptance) in other movements that gave them strength.64 

 
62 By “Catalanism” I am referring to the understanding of Catalan identity as being 

distinct from Spanish identity, and in this case support for regional autonomy. 

Guibernau, Catalan Nationalism: Francoism, Transition and Democracy, 66–67, 

127. 

63 João França, “1977: El día en que la homosexualidad salió de la clandestinidad 

para tomar la calle,” eldiario.es, June 25, 2017, 

https://www.eldiario.es/catalunya/barcelona/homosexualidad-salio-clandestinidad-

calles-Barcelona_0_657585022.html. 

64 Petit, “De La Peligrosidad Social a Las Siglas LGBT,” 197. 
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In fact, FAGC took part in the 1976 demonstration for amnesty, and in a 

meeting for the right to be of age at 18, as well as in the march on Catalonia’s 

national day (September 11), among others.65 The FAGC symbol was a 

raised fist (for the working classes), four red stripes (for the Catalan flag), 

and a pink triangle (referencing the repression of queer people).66 FAGC was 

explicitly Catalanist and anti-capitalist, and that informed their militancy 

against state repression. However, the documentary makes no mention of 

these specificities. 

The absence of any possible regional differences among the queer 

movements, in terms of repression or in terms of activism, reveals what the 

creators considered to be necessary nuance and what they considered only 

extra details. This is interesting given the explicitly nationalist perspective 

of the FAGC, and the importance of the organization across the Spanish 

State in inspiring many other regional queer movements forward. The 

documentary does show the latter point, but the narrative of the documentary 

seems to prioritize a building of consensus within the queer movement rather 

than exploring regional specificities. It would be interesting to explore these 

possible differences, not just in reference to Catalonia, but for all the regions 

of the Spanish State. 

The fracturing of the queer movement in the 1980s is discussed, so 

it is not that the documentary creates a wholly “united front” narrative, but 

it does create a national consensus. I think part of this is due to the fact that 

 
65 França, “1977: El día en que la homosexualidad salió de la clandestinidad para 

tomar la calle.” 

66 Ibid.  
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it is airing on a Spanish television channel, and also to how controversial the 

topic of Catalan autonomy is at the moment. It would be inaccurate to project 

the independent aims of today onto the demonstrations of 1977, as they were 

for regional autonomy, not full independence. Nevertheless, the topic of 

Catalan identity is so controversial in Spain that the creators probably 

preferred to avoid the topic entirely, for fear that it would distract from the 

topic at hand – queer rights. In my opinion, the total absence of regional 

differences (Catalan or otherwise) from the narrative indicates how the 

format (Spanish television), and the political needs of the movement 

(acceptance, empathy) inform the structure and message of the documentary. 

The use of first-person perspectives in documentaries, although 

often dismissed as “biased,” can provide more contextualization than 

narratives using the neutral voice, because their very subjectivity is what 

allows for ambiguities and complexity. The first-person perspectives in 

Nosotrxs Somos provide an in-depth explanation of the repressive legal 

machinery of the Francoist state, while also showing how it was not fixed in 

the Transition, and continued to exist long after the Constitution. Despite 

some of the specificities it leaves out, Nosotrxs Somos manages to provide a 

nuanced understanding of the 1977 gay pride march and its aims. It uses the 

first-person perspective to ensure a diverse perception of the march, 

including the voices of lesbians, trans women, and gay men. This diversity 

extends to age as well, by incorporating the experiences of queer people 

today, young and old, into the narrative. 

Nosotrxs Somos shows how the presence of argument and analysis 

does not jeopardize the “truthfulness” of any representation of events. The 
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neutral voice in the reporting of the 1977 march only served to hide the 

subjectivities of the coverage, as the lack of contextualization or the 

placement of the article both informed how readers would interpret the 

event. This was true for right-wing or conservative newspapers, like ABC 

and La Vanguardia, as well as for left-wing newspapers, like l’Avui and El 

País. Depending on the newspaper, the march might seem like a threat to the 

order of things, a footnote to local news, one demonstration among many, 

or an example of the new political groups working together. It might also be 

seen as a success, or as a failure. Although the neutral voice for a long time 

claimed “objectivity” and a monopoly on truth, the ability of a well-made 

first-person perspective documentary like Nosotrxs Somos proves what 

“neutral” journalism can fail to provide. Despite some of the complexities 

missing from the documentary, it is still significant for how it manages to 

weave many voices into the history of one moment in 1977, when people 

took to the streets to say “enough already!” 
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