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letter from the editors...

 We have made many changes in our fifth issue of the journal.  The most obvious change being our published format.  
In this age of technology and sustainability, we thought it best to move with the times and forego our printed medium for 
a more economical and ecologically-friendly version.  What follows is the result of those efforts. Who says history never 
changes?
 
 With this change to our format we are now able to expand the journal for future issues.  We will be able to accept 
more outstanding papers from our students.  We will also be able to incorporate more graphics, and hopefully, add new 
sections to the journal in future issues, such as student travel and research.  So keep those snapshots of travel and courses 
around the world. We’d love to have them.  We have been able to make these changes through the constant and enthusiastic 
support of the chair of our department, Professor Craige Champion.  The department is welcoming as the new chair Professor 
Carol Faulkner and we greatly look forward to working with her in the coming year. With each year that passes and the 
journal continues to receive submissions for publication we are heartened that the journal will continue to be an outlet for 
exceptional student work.  This would not be possible without the help of everyone in the History Department. To that end 
we would like to thank the administrative staff of the History department, Patti Blincoe, Patti Bohrer, and Fran Bockus.  
They do an incredible job, not only for us, but for all history students and faculty.  Without their continued help, we would 
be lost.   We also thank the College of Arts and Sciences for their continued financial support, which has allowed us to grow 
and expand. Without their support, there wouldn’t be a journal.

 For this issue we received dozens of submissions from every era and subject matter. We are seeing a much wider 
variety of topics and we’re very pleased to present this year’s chosen papers.  This was one of our main reasons for deciding 
to move to a format where we can showcase a larger number of papers.  In the future, we hope to publish work that have 
been submitted for the Distinction in History.  In the past we have been constrained by space and financial limitations.  As 
we move forward, these barriers will no longer hinder their publication.  To all those who submitted papers, we thank you 
for your part in this project.  It is only due to your continued interest that we can continue to publish student work.  To our 
undergraduates, we hope this journal will encourage you to strive to excel and see your own potential.  To our departing 
seniors, we wish you a bright future and hope you depart with a happy history here at SU.

         The Editorial Staff...
               Ashley Rossettie
          Kelly Bogart
               Kari Foley        
          Brad Rice
          Katherine Perti
          William Ruff
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AnorexiA MirAbilis: A seculAr seduction

Nicholas a. Ross

Hagiographical accounts of  the late Middle Ages emphasize an asceticism centered on food that 
became specifically a female genre. These accounts of  selfless denial were intended to inspire the masses in 
times of  doubt. Particularly with women, as they were ‘susceptible’ to demonic influence, the accounts began 
to follow a prototypical model. Saint Catherine of  Siena’s story, “Leyenda,” written by her confessor and hagi-
ographer, Fra Raimondo da Capua della Vigne, reveals this ‘holy’ struggle. Her dual goals of  faith and purity 
were pitted against her family’s worldly endeavors in an increasingly secular period.1 The hagiography tells of  
her growing desire to please everybody, beginning in childhood and continuing up to her untimely death. The 
struggles of  her life culminated in this saintly denial of  food like many other female ascetics of  her time. Saint 
Catherine’s story labels her relationship with food as anorexia mirabilis, a divine loss of  appetite. A psycho-
medical examination of  her situation, however, forces one to ask: was her condition really divine in origin, or 
was the weight of  society’s unreachable goals too great, inducing a compulsive need for self  discipline mani-
fest outwardly as this obsessive concern with food?

To answer this, one must consider women’s role as nurturers and their subsequent association, literally, 
as food. Close examination of  Catherine’s denial of  food in the context of  her disturbing childhood leads one 
to see that Catherine most definitely suffered from acute anorexia nervosa, heretofore considered a modern 
phenomenon. The increased attention given to anorexia nervosa has spurred a historical revision in the in-
terpretation of  anorexia mirabilis, revealing that, underneath its possibly divine inspiration, there exist ties 
to a deeper, emotionally twisting, struggle. It can be seen that her denial of  food, although possibly divinely 
inspired, places the origins of  anorexia nervosa much before modernity.
 
 Catherine Benicasa was born on 25 March, 1347, entering the world in the midst of  the Great Plague. 
People were dying in the streets, blurring the distinction between the private and the public. The religious and 
the secular were no longer in a position of  power as everybody was at risk with this disease. It was an increas-
ingly dismal time as “the dead seemed to outnumber the living.”2 The inability of  elites and laymen to render 
these tragedies explicable made for a turbulent epistemological and psychological environment. It is possible 
that Catherine was affected by these communal stresses. Additionally, her familial environment added to this 
anxiety, as she survived her frail twin, Giovanna, at birth. One cannot be certain whether the disappearing 
social structure affected her development adversely, yet it can be inferred that she was impacted greatly by 
the guilt that she bore in being chosen to survive her twin.  Fra Raimondo emphasizes Catherine’s strength in 
dealing with her own survival; her life played out in an inspiring tale of  fervor.

As Catherine grew older, economic misfortune drove her mother, Lapa Piacenti, to obsess over the 
family’s socioeconomic future. Catherine had always sought to please Lapa, offering herself  as a means to 
solve the Benicasa family problems. Historian Rudolph Bell suggests that the mother did everything possible 
to prepare her daughter for marriage, a common means to increase family wealth, “keeping after her to scrub 
her face and put on makeup.” Although Catherine involved herself  with these affairs out of  a sense of  duty, 
“such prettiness did not sit well with the child.”3 Catherine’s older sister, Bonaventura, also coaxed her to fol-
1 Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988) 85.
2 Rudolph Bell, Holy Anorexia (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), 31.
3 Ibid, 31.
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low their mother’s advice, explaining that she had found wealth and happiness in the same way. In acquiescing, 
the young girl, “became more worldly, yet never evil or unmindful of  the Church’s teachings, a shy and hesitant 
participant in the doings of  Siena but increasingly a participant.”4 Catherine yearned to exceed both her filial 
obligations but also the religious expectations to remain a beautiful virgin. These goals present themselves as 
opposing ideals, creating an irreconcilable conflict for the mere mortal.

Although setting Catherine up for disappointment from the start, her hagiographer had faith in her 
superhuman nature. Again, it is important to note that this retelling of  her life came from the work of  her 
confessor. As such, her story inevitably follows the prototypical model that is to depict a saintly candidate torn 
between the secular and the spiritual. It is therefore difficult to decipher whether this conflict was indeed real, 
or a literary construct, serving to dramatize her portrayal as an ideal woman exemplifying the standards of  
religious authorities.

Nonetheless, it is without question that Catherine was left feeling more helpless and guilty as we see ev-
ery element of  continuity and security taken away from her.  One can see a turning point in Catherine’s mental 
state with the death of  Bonaventura, who passed away during childbirth in 1362. Catherine blamed herself  for 
this death, citing her own involvement in worldly affairs as a reason as the cause of  God’s punishment.5 Feeling 
betrayed, she began to distance herself  from her family and the secular; “[she] was repelled by all worldliness, 
absolutely refused to take any bridegroom but Christ, and entered upon the conquest of  her body.”6 Bell argues 
that Catherine turned to the spiritual, seeking control over what she identified as the source of  her problems: 
the profane.7 She began flagellation, took a vow of  silence for three years (except for confession) and reduced 
her sleep to less than thirty minutes per day. She also refused to eat meat, developing a “strong repugnance 
for its very odor,” and soon ate nothing but bread, water and vegetables.8 Catherine soon lost half  her body 
weight. These austerities were considered extreme even by the rigorous standard of  the time. 9 Such compulsive 
behavior is indicative of  increasing mental instability.10 Given that this psychological breakdown coincided with 
debilitating circumstances, her ascetic practices become even less likely an expression of  spirituality.11

A series of  misfortunes continued to plague Catherine’s situation. Soon after this tragedy, her younger 
sister, Nanna, who had been the family’s ‘replacement’ for Catherine’s twin, died at the age of  fourteen. Twice 
now, Catherine was left with the guilt of  being a survivor.12 Catherine felt even more obligated “to be a good 
girl.” Moreover, as the only surviving daughter, she became her mother’s sole focus to secure her family’s social 
standing. Catherine showed signs of  opposition and rebelliousness by cutting off  her hair, to which her mother 
responded, “vilest girl…do you think perhaps that you are not going to do what we wish? ...Your hair will grow 
back and even if  your heart should break, you will be forced to take a husband...”13

In 1370, Catherine’s mother fell gravely ill. Catherine’s sense of  duty overcame the longstanding ten-
sions between the two. She pleaded with God to restore her mother to health, in exchange for a life of  “hard 
penance and solitude.”14 Raimondo describes this “personalized sense of  guilt for the sins of  others,” which 
was particularly telling of  saintly nature.15 Soon, her father fell ill, and as he lay dying, Catherine pleaded with 
God to grant him immediate entrance into heaven in exchange for a cross that she might bear here on earth: 
more physical suffering. 16 His death seems to mark the end of  her childhood, and life as the family knew it.17

4 Bell, 38.
5 Ibid, 38.
6 Bell, 39.
7 Ibid, 45-46.
8 Ibid, 43.
9 Ibid, 43.
10 Ibid, 52.
11 Ibid, 43.
12 Ibid, 40.
13 Ibid, 41.
14 Bell, 47.
15 Ibid, 37.
16 Ibid, 40.
17 Ibid, 40; 48.
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Twice now, Catherine’s efforts to save her family, while keeping with spiritual teachings, had failed. Her 
inability to realize either her secular or spiritual obligations pressed her mind to desperate action.18 It is thus with 
great caution that one must examine her anorexia: was Catherine’s change in appetite a holy departure of  hunger, 
inspired by her commitment to the salvation of  others, or was she experiencing a mental implosion that forced 
her to subconsciously seek stability by any means of  self  control?

Pressed to this point of  desperation, Catherine pleaded with her mother to let her join a nunnery. Initially, 
Lapa refused. She feared the loss of  her last daughter. Catherine then became feverish, with boils that covered her 
body. Her mother invested all her energy in taking care of  her even submerging her in boiling water. These efforts 
proved unsuccessful; it was not until Catherine fell gravely ill that her mother conceded to her request.

In joining the Sisters of  Penance, a tertiary monastic order, Catherine retained her youthful virginity, and 
also continued with her denial of  food. Fra Raimondo sees this as a ‘holy’ rejection of  the physical body.19  But 
was it? Catherine’s mind turned to conquer the one thing remaining in its control: food. Why food? Women and 
food were intrinsically linked in the Middle Ages. The role of  serving merely as a ‘vessel’ for reproduction and 
nourishment for the developing child was imposed on women; they were food. This imposition, however, had 
positive connotations. Like Christ, lifting his shirt so his followers might suckle from his wound, women did the 
same for their children. In so doing, they performed the symbolic and necessary duty of  physical strengthening, 
which allowed for the growth of  a soul.

On the other hand, the same association of  women as food could have negative connotations. Dogma 
related, “woman is to man as flesh is to spirit.”20 Flesh became associated with the physical: it was merely food.21 In 
such a way, women as bodies held a contradictory role: on one hand as food, which led to the nourishment of  the 
soul, but on the other hand as flesh (food) as a source of  sinful desire. Here we see why food, and the rejection 
of  food, becomes particularly important to the female saint.

Catherine was practically encouraged to bring out her relationship with food as society continued to 
segregate ascetic trends along gender lines, making the Eucharist miracle “almost entirely a female genre.”22 We 
find that Henry Suso was the sole male occurrence of  similar holy refusal of  food according to data collected 
by Richard Kieckhefer.23 Carolyn Bynum states, “[it] was important for only one type of  male saint—the hermit 
(who was often a layman)—whereas it was a crucial component of  the reputation of  holy women,” society had 
labeled “food as a female concern,” for without conscious denial it was impossible for the female to dominate 
the physical in search of  the spiritual.24

Yet, this does not explain why Catherine’s denial of  food reached extremes so rapidly. Surviving practi-
cally without eating, many labeled her as an “unholy egotist.”25 Even Church leaders began to question whether 
her affliction was truly anorexia mirabilis, as she was suspected of  consciously manipulating her lifestyle in a quest 
for sainthood.26 She tried to dispel these rumors by forcing herself  to eat in front of  others, despite the painful 
vomiting that ensued, which she saw this as penance for her sins.27 Her legend tells that she came to maintain 
nourishment from the host alone; to the chagrin of  her critics, she still seemed healthier than those around her!28 
After an official investigation of  her practices, they were deemed truly Orthodox. She quickly developed a group 
of  religious followers. Raimondo highlights her miraculous lifestyle as she survived without food at all under the 
increasingly popular model of  transubstantiation.

18 Ibid, 42
19 Bell, 40.
20 Bynum, 263.
21 Ibid, 262.
22 Ibid, 76.
23 Richard Kieckhefer, Unquiet Souls: Fourteenth Century Saints and their Religious Milieu (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1984), 172. 
24 Bynum, 275.
25 Bell, 29.
26 Ibid, 29.
27 Ibid, 28.
28 Ibid, 26.
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Coined by Hildebert de Lavardin in the 11th century, the idea of  transubstantiation holds that the host, ini-
tially bread in appearance and ‘substance’, is transformed ‘substantially’ into Christ’s body. It remains bread only in 
‘accidents’ (i.e. appearances). In such a way, the Eucharist is purified of  the profane as it becomes truly divine: “body 
as locus of  the divine had become so powerful by the thirteenth century that the consecrated host was frequently 
compared to the bodies of  the saints and even revered as a relic of  the Church.”29 In the eyes of  her hagiographer, 
Catherine’s miraculous loss of  appetite represented the holiest self  sacrifice. Denying food, she denied herself, as 
women were food. In such a way, anorexia mirabilis was divine, as it was denial for the sake of  self  control, allowing 
one to release the spirit from the body, to unite with God.

Interestingly, monastic orders are frequently cited as the beginning of  the modern obsession to conquer the 
physical to maximize output of  the body; the same was Catherine’s curse that led her to her saintly death. As Michel 
Foucault says, such discipline seeks a “functional reduction of  the body,” allowing one to control the mortal flesh 
through self  improvement.30 Yet, Catherine deemed her efforts crushed as she felt useless, unable to resolve the con-
flict of  the Papacy during the times of  Urban VI. Furthermore, her unrealized hopes to lead her followers to establish 
a community of  religious purity, in light of  the Great Schism, left her completely isolated. Her eating and vomiting 
patterns began to resemble those of  an acute anorexic. In a childish reversion, she gave up, helpless, and brought 
about her own death in refusing even water. Her final month, spent in delirium and self-hatred, represents the socio-
biological and neuro-biological breakdown and imbalance attributed to anorexia nervosa.31

In modernity, the Science of  Man looked to identify a “norm.” The definition of  a statistical norm allowed 
society to locate, more effectively, the ‘abnormal.’32 Mass produced representations of  earthly perfection led individu-
als to strive for unrealistic goals, resulting in a hopeless cycle of  self-disapproval, compounded by an inextinguishable 
sense of  failure. One can locate similar trends with the Medieval ascetic. Their quest to realize self-control of  the 
body was reached through denial of  self. The modern acute anorexic’s quest to realize self-control of  body image is 
reached through denial of  food.

In the final analysis, can anorexia mirabilis be so different from anorexia nervosa? Anorexia mirabilis was iden-
tified as feminine, divine in origin, and positive in its ends. Anorexia nervosa has become a medical concern to males 
and females alike, grounded in the secular, with destructive and superficial tendencies. Ultimately, however, in seek-
ing a common end, self-control, through similar methods of  physical denial, the two clearly are born from the same 
mental imbalance. As such, anorexia mirabilis must be seen as a medical condition; anorexia nervosa can be located 
in a context far before modernity.

29 Bynum, 255.
30 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage Books, 1977) 165; 149.
31 SA Wonderlich, LR Lilenfeld, LP Riso, S Engel, JE Mitchell, “Personality and anorexia nervosa,” International Journal of Eating 
Disorders, 37 (2005) S68-71.
32 Foucault, 184.
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The Oneida Land CLaim

Deborah Toole

 The Oneida Land Claim began in the Spring of  1965 when Jake Thompson, the President of  the 
Oneida Nation of  New York, and his wife Geralda met with a lawyer named George Shattuck.  They were 
seeking a settlement of  the land claim issue because they felt that the Oneidas still owned a large portion of  
New York State.   Initially Madison and Oneida counties were sued for the rental value of  approximately 
100,000 acres of  land for the years of  1968 and 1969.  This evolved into a lawsuit filed against private property 
owners living in the disputed area, which has since been dismissed.  The Oneida Nation claims on their website 
that this lawsuit was filed because, “fourteen years went by, and New York State refused to take settlement 
negotiations seriously.”1   The land claim was based on violation of  the 1790 Indian Trade and Intercourse Act, 
which stated that only the federal government could purchase land from Indian tribes.  As the group Upstate 
Citizens for Equality note on their website, “of  particular interest is the fact that while New York was signing 
these illegal treaties with the Oneidas, the federal government was not only fully aware of  the transactions, but 
did absolutely nothing to stop them.”2   It does appear that the Oneida Indians were dealt with unfairly and 
that much of  their land was taken in violation of  federal legislation, but a solution is necessary to this land 
claim which is fair and equitable to both the Oneida Indians and the citizens and businesses that own property 
in the contested area.

 The Oneida Nation originally consisted of  approximately 5.5 million acres of  land in what is now 
central New York State.  This was a land of  vast forests, plentiful fish and game and good farmland.  In the 
18th century, waterways were important means of  transportation due to poor road conditions.  The Oneida 
territory provided a passageway to Lake Ontario and then on to the Great Lakes in the west and the Hudson 
River which led to the Atlantic Ocean in the east.  “This land was literally a gateway to the American west.”3  
 

The Oneida people were influenced by French traders who had settled in the area and married Indian 
woman. They were also influenced by men such as Reverend Samuel Kirkland, the founder of  Hamilton 
College and Philip Schuyler, father in law of  Alexander Hamilton, then Secretary of  War.  Schuyler also 
purchased much of  the Oneida land mainly for the purpose of  increasing transportation.    “Those Oneidas 
more associated with white man had clear economic advantages.”4   Due to these outside influences, there was 
a split among the Oneida people, basically among the sachems, or chiefs, of  whom many had converted to 
Christianity and the warriors, who became known as the “Pagan Party” and adhered to the traditional Iroquois 
religion.   Each group, the sachems and the Pagan Party, wanted to appear to maintain control of  the Oneida 
land and this division within the tribe was used to take land from the Oneidas.  “Playing on the growth of  
divisions within the Oneida world, especially their religious splits, New York State officials…basically used a 
divide and conquer strategy that chipped away at the tribal base.”5

1 Oneida Indian Nation, “Land Claim Information,”   available from  http://www.oneidaindiannation.com/; Internet; accessed 
10 December 2005.
2 Upstate Citizens for Equality, Inc.  “Federal Indian Policy and the Oneida Land Claim,” available from http://www.upstate-
citizens.org. Internet; accessed 9 December, 2001.
3 George C. Shattuck,  The Oneida Land Claims- A Legal History (Syracuse, New York, Syracuse University Press, 1991) 66.
4 Lawrence M. Hauptman, Conspiracy of Interests- Iroquois Dispossession and the Rise of New York State.  (Syracuse, New 
York, Syracuse University Press, 1999) 44. 
5 Hauptman 1999, 67.



The Oneida Land Claim                                                                               9
 There were 27 land transactions between New York State and the Oneidas between 1785 and 1842.   In March 
1783, the New York State Legislature took over the lands of  all of  the Iroquois tribes that had sided with the British in 
the Revolutionary War.  This did not include the Oneidas and the Tuscaroras, who had sided with the Americans.  The 
Treaty of  Fort Stanwix (1784) guaranteed the Oneidas that they would keep their land.  “The Oneida and Tuscarora 
nations shall be secured in the possession of  the lands on which they are settled.”6   But despite this assurance, in 1788 
a land agreement was signed in which the Oneidas thought they were saving their land from speculators by leasing it 
to the state of  New York.  “Instead state officials soon claimed that this agreement was an Oneida cession of  much 
of  their land.”7   The 1788 treaty was signed after New York State had ratified the United States Constitution, which 
did not allow states to make treaties with the Indians without federal approval.   The Treaty of  Canandaigua (1794) 
confirmed that roughly 270,000 acres of  land was reserved for the Oneidas.  Then in 1795, the state attempted to 
negotiate a treaty with the Oneida sachems, whom were authorized to sign treaties for the tribe with the consensus of  
the tribe members’ approval, but the treaty was rejected.  Even though the state was notified that the treaty did not have 
federal approval, they brought random Oneida tribe members to Albany and the treaty was signed.  “Documentary 
evidence that there were communications between the State of  New York and the federal government, particularly 
Mr. Pickering, who was the Secretary of  War, under whose jurisdiction [was] Indian Affairs… that New York was 
advised that to proceed in this matter would contradict federal law.”8   Therefore the State of  New York did not deal 
fairly or in accordance with federal laws with the Oneida Nation.

One argument that was used against the Oneida’s right to make their land claim was the idea of  laches, which 
is a legal term that means in this case that the Oneida had waited too long to file their claim. This is not true.  The 
Treaty of  Canandaigua resulted from an Oneida leader requesting federal assistance regarding the loss of  their land.  
“The Oneidas have been diligent in the pursuit of  their land.  As soon as the Oneidas realized what was happening 
to them in the late 18th century, the Oneidas called upon the federal government for its oft-promised protection.”9  
It appears that this was not the only time that the Oneidas attempted to pursue legal action against New York State 
in regard to the land claim.  “There is evidence that the Oneidas consulted a lawyer in 1874 on the claims.”10   The 
Oneida were also misled by the Bureau of  Indian Affairs and told that they were not a federally recognized tribe and 
that only federally recognized tribes could file a lawsuit.  The Oneida were able to prove that they had not allowed too 
much time to pass because the Supreme Court decision of  1985, “effectively nullified the counties’ contention that 
the Indians had not made a timely effort to sue, thus had forfeited their legal rights.”11 

“Oneida Nation vs. County of  Oneida was the first of  the modern day claim cases filed in federal court.”12  
The initial goal was for the “United States to fulfill its treaty and legal obligations and help force the state to make a fair 
settlement.”13 Getting the case heard at the federal level was the hard part.  They needed to prove a “federal question,” 
which is something that is not covered under state law.  That is why this land claim requested rent for only a two year 
period, not repossession of  the land.  “This had kept many Native American land claims out of  the federal courts 
because an action to recover land, an “ejectment” action, may be covered in state courts.”14   

Another problem for the Oneidas was that they already had a similar claim in the Indian Claims Commission.  
Previously the Oneida claim had been dismissed by the federal courts because it was being handled in the Indian 
Claims Commission (ICC).  The ICC claim “was limited to the value of  the land at the time of  the illegal taking 
without interest,”15 which was approximately $3 million.  The Oneidas dropped this claim when they began to make 
headway with the land claim in the federal courts.   Now the Oneida had the attention of  both the counties and the 
State of  New York.   Before the Supreme Court agreed to hear the Oneida land claim it appeared that, “Bureaucrats 
at the state and federal levels did not take the Oneida claim seriously because they did not believe the Oneidas could 
effectively pursue the claim themselves.”16  

Although it is apparent that the Oneida have a right to file their land claim, its existence does create many 
problems for not only the state and counties involved, but the people that live on the disputed land.  If  the 1788 treaty 
6 Arlinda F. Locklear, “The Oneida Land Claim,” in Iroquois Land Claims.  eds. Christopher Vecsey and William A. Starna.  (Syracuse, 
New York, Syracuse University Press, 1988) 146. 
7 Hauptman 1999, 67. 
8 Shattuck 1991, 49. 
9 Locklear 1988, 149.
10 Locklear 1988, 150. 
11 Shattuck 1991, xix. 
12 Locklear 1988, 144.
13 Shattuck 1991, 13.
14 Shattuck1991, 21.
15 Shattuck 1991, 10. 
16 Shattuck 1991, 19. 
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was recognized as a lease, the Oneidas still owned most of  their land in 1790 when the Intercourse Act was 
signed and this would increase the claim territory from 260,000 acres to over 5 million acres.  There also is the 
question of  the value of  the land.  How can a fair value be calculated for land that was wilderness and now has 
homes, roadways and modern conveniences, such as electricity, running water and sewers?  “What was vacant 
and unimproved land when the Indians ‘owned’ it is now enormously valuable property.”17  

The Oneida have also begun purchasing land and since 1998 have purchased over 4,000 acres in 
Madison County.  Is this land also part of  the sovereign nation and thus exempt from property and school 
taxes?  According to Madison County, the Oneida, “continue to avoid a fair contribution to the costs of  the 
services and infrastructure that they and their businesses enjoy daily.”18   In the year 2000, Madison County 
had to increase taxes by almost 6% to compensate for land that had been taken off  the tax rolls.   The Oneida 
Nation has now requested to have 17,310 acres placed in a federal trust.  This land includes the Turning Stone 
Casino and Resort.  “Trust land is owned by the federal government but set aside for exclusive use of  an Indian 
tribe.  The land is permanently free from all local taxes and laws.”19

One solution to the lost tax revenue created by the Oneida Nation buying property is referred to as 
the “Silver Covenant Chain Grant Program.”  This is a voluntary program and the Oneida Nation decides 
where the money is paid and the amount of  the payment.  This creates a problem for the recipients, as the 
Oneidas have admitted that payments made through the Silver Covenant Chain Grant Program are temporary 
and voluntary. “This means the monies can not be considered either reliable or enforceable.”20   Proof  of  this 
statement is the case of  the Stockbridge Valley School District, which had its payment withheld because the 
Oneida Nation wanted a specific teacher fired before they would make payment to the district.   The school 
district did not fire the teacher, but did have to make budget cuts in January 2005.  “Stockbridge Valley cut 
Spring sports, business courses, and some music programs to compensate for losing $120,000 grant from the 
Oneida Indian Nation.”21  

In conclusion, the treaties that were signed by the Oneida Indians and New York State after 1790 
violated the Indian Trade and Intercourse Act, which required approval by the federal government.  New York 
State delivers a bolt of  cloth to the Oneidas every year in honor of  the federal treaty of  1794, but the state 
has neglected to honor “another provision of  that same treaty [which] promised to keep the Oneidas secure 
in their reservation land.”22  The state should not be held solely responsible though, as the federal government 
knew of  these transactions at the time that the treaties were being signed and neglected to act then.  As stated 
in the legal argument used by the Oneida Nation in their Supreme Court case in 1973, “The overriding legal 
premise for jurisdiction is that the United States Government, no less than any individual citizen, must obey its 
own treaties, laws and promises.”23    

It does seem hard to believe that even after the Supreme Court decided in favor of  the Oneida land 
claims that the state would not negotiate with Oneidas.   Some type of  compensation should be made to 
the Oneidas, whether it be monetary or land settlements granting sections of  land to the tribe to be part of  
the sovereign nation and therefore not subject to taxes.  Although both of  these solutions may create more 
problems, as in the case of  the Pequot tribe in Connecticut in 1983, “some 1,200 acres were given to the tribe 
as a reservation along with $900,000 and a ‘settlement area’ that the tribe could purchase and add to their 
reservation.”24   The Pequots then built a casino which was very successful and ten years later attempted to 
buy 17,000 acres and annex it into their reservation.  Since the Oneida already have a casino that is successful, 
the Pequot situation could be repeated in upstate New York.  Although it can be argued that it is already 
17 Allan Van Gestel, “New York Indian Land Claims,” Iroquois Land Claims, eds. Christopher Vescey and William A. Starna. 
(Syracuse, New York, Syracuse Press, 1988) 124.  
18 County of Madison. “Press Release May 1, 2000.” Available from:  http://www.madisoncounty.org/motf/OINTrustMain.html 
Internet; accessed 8 December 2005.
19 Glenn Coin, “Consultant hired to fight Oneida’s land trust,” The Syracuse Post Standard.  7 December, 2005. 
20 Madison County, Office of the County Executive.  Press Release, “Silver Covenant Chain Program, Not an Adequate Solu-
tion.” Available from http://www.madisoncounty.org/motf/MadCoSJCoin.htm. Internet; accessed 8 December 2005.   
21 Glenn Coin, “Stockbridge Valley School District Budget Cuts,” The Syracuse Post Standard.  30 December  2004. 
22 Shattuck 1991, 7.
23 Shattuck 1991, 32. 
24 Upstate Citizens for Equality. “Federal Indian Policy and the Oneida Land Claim.  Available from http://www.upstateciti-
zens.org. Internet; accessed 9 December 2005.   
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occurring, as the Oneida Nation is buying up land in the land claim territory and then refusing to pay taxes on the 
property.   The one thing that should not be allowed to happen is for homeowners and private businesses to lose their 
property to the Oneida Nation land claim.  Even though the Oneida Indians were not dealt with fairly in the treaties 
of  the past, the past wrongs cannot be made right by bad decisions now.    
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The UniTed STaTeS & haiTi’S PoliTical economy 
in hiSTorical PerSPecTive

James W. Livengood

Two hundred years ago, St. Dominique was the site of  the world’s only successful slave revolt, the first 
Black republic, and the first true democracy in the western hemisphere.  Haiti is now, and has been for some 
time, the poorest nation in the world.  How has this come to be? Haiti’s tragic legacy can be traced to the na-
ture of  her genesis.  The Haitian Revolution at the turn of  the 19th century bore an independent Black republic 
onto the world stage.  The potential for Haiti’s greatness – as with its revolutionary counterpart, the United 
States – pivoted on the willingness of  the Atlantic powers to trade in material resources.  However, the bloody 
campaign by which Haitian slaves achieved freedom shook the known world to its very core.  Despite the 
ideological linkages and potential trading partnership between the Haiti and the nascent U.S., the specter of  
a St. Dominguan-style slave revolt on American soil seemed all too real.  The U.S. joined the French, British, 
Dutch, Spanish, and Portuguese empires in a diplomatic embargo on the newly sovereign Haiti.  The terms of  
Haiti’s relationship with the West had been set before the ink on her constitution was dry.

 How, then, can we understand the past two centuries of  Haiti’s history?  We start by looking to its most 
powerful neighbor – the United States.  Haiti’s development, or lack thereof, can be traced along its historical 
relationship with the U.S., beginning at the dawn of  Haitian independence.  Examination of  this relationship 
reveals a truly astonishing subversion of  Haitian sovereignty – and obliterates the myth of  Haitian ineptitude.  
The product of  this relationship is evident in Haiti’s current dysfunction.  However, theories that attempt to 
explain Haiti’s crisis often fail to grasp the importance of  American influence in Haiti’s development.  The 
elemental components of  any viable society include civil structure, commerce, the rule of  law, and capacity 
for productive labor.  These components, to the extent that they have existed in Haiti, have been either heavily 
influenced or directly orchestrated by the United States.  The deliberate, systematic, and often clandestine ac-
tions of  the U.S. in dealing with Haiti must be acknowledged in order to achieve any meaningful appreciation 
of  Haiti’s past, its current crises, or its potential in the future.

 In 1791, at the beginning of  the Haitian Revolution, each Western power was deeply invested in the 
economy of  chattel slavery.1  Slavery was especially central to the operation of  the emerging United States.  
For this reason, news of  the Haitian Revolution became incendiary across the United States.  If  France, with 
all of  its wealth, military prowess, and investment in slavery could cede the most valuable colony in the world 
to a rebel slave army, then certainly the same could happen to the much weaker United States.  This presented 
a series of  problems for the U.S. federal government.  Though France, England, and Spain had all suffered 
devastating military defeats on the island of  Hispaniola fighting the rebels, they still exerted considerable po-
litical and commercial influence over the U.S.2 The United States reacted hastily to its own fears and European 
influence, immediately condemning the atrocities of  the St. Dominguan slave revolt and joining the Atlantic 
powers in an economic and diplomatic embargo on Haiti.3

1 Genovese, Eugene D. From Rebellion to Revolution: Afro-American Slave Revolts and the Making of the Modern World. 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press; 1979). 
2 Dunkel, Greg. “U.S. Embargos Against Haiti: 1806-2003”, in Clark, Ramsey et al. (eds.), Haiti: a Slave Revolution: 200 
Years after 1804. (New York: International Action Center, 1994).
3 Blackburn, Robin. “The Force of Example,” in Geggus, David (ed.), The Impact of the Haitian Revolution in the Atlantic 
World, (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2001), 15-22
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 In 1825, France, broke and desperate, having lost nearly all of  its Atlantic empire, succeeded in an 
audacious extortion of  Haiti.4  In exchange for France’s recognition of  Haiti’s independence, Haiti would 
pay restitution to France in the amount of  150 million gold francs to “compensate” slave-holding plantation 
owners for their “loss of  property.”  In effect, France forced Haiti into signing this agreement at the threat of  
military intervention. The debt was valued at more than twice the total net worth of  Haiti’s economy.5 This 
initial debt (estimated at around twenty-one billion dollars today) was not repaid until late in the 20th century, 
and was funded only by loans from French banks.  This was a turning point in Haitian relations with the West, 
as it marked the beginning of  what would become a persistent cycle of  international indebtedness for Haiti.  
Whereas colonialism provided the extraction of  raw materials and labor from undeveloped lands, the emer-
gence of  a new post-colonial global economy would create a new paradigm in international relations.  Though 
colonialism was still a reality in 1825, the model that the French established to leverage wealth and military 
power over its former colony would prove potent in the century that followed.

 The corollary to foreign debt is foreign occupation.  By 1915, German interests controlled nearly 80% 
of  Haiti’s commerce.6 Its location near the Panama Canal made it an attractive target to European military re-
gimes looking to control new trade routes to the Pacific.  With Haiti’s government still subject to crippling debt 
and continuing political instability, the U.S. feared that Haiti would fall under control of  France or Germany.  
Thus began the first U.S. Marine occupation of  Haiti in 1915.  Though some describe this event as originating 
from  “benevolent intentions,”7 it was clear from the beginning that this was exactly what it appeared to be 
in the eyes of  Haitians: a foreign military dictatorship.  The U.S. State Department promptly installed a new 
client-president.  A U.S. Marine stationed in Haiti at the time later recalled: “When the National Assembly met, 
the Marines stood in the aisles with their bayonets until the man selected by the American Minister was made 
President.”8  Under the auspices of  the newly installed regime, the U.S. convinced Haiti to sign a treaty that 
turned over all of  her financial and governmental operations to the U.S. government for 20 years.9  In addition, 
the new regime agreed to disband the Haitian military, replacing it with a Marine-controlled gendarmerie.  One 
U.S.-led initiative, known as the corvée, required all Haitian men to work on roads for three days a year, and 
all men who could not afford to pay taxes to work off  their debt through service to the government.10 These 
men were literally roped together and forced to work – a practice starkly similar to the chain-gang in the U.S., 
which was itself  a form of  slavery-like conscription.  Finally, in perhaps the most flagrant violation of  Haitian 
sovereignty to that point, the U.S. oversaw the drafting of  a new constitution in Haiti.11   This included provi-
sions overturning existing laws barring foreign ownership of  Haitian land.  When Haitian lawmakers objected, 
the State Department dissolved the Haitian legislature and implemented the new constitution. 

 The first U.S. occupation of  Haiti came to an end in 1934 when President Franklin Roosevelt deemed 
the military occupation too expensive in the midst of  a global depression, and too hazardous in the face of  civil 
opposition in Haiti. 12  This was one of  the most crucial periods in Haitian-U.S. relations for several reasons.  It 
marked the culmination of  forces that would ultimately constitute an American economic-imperialist strategy 
in the 20th and 21st centuries.  These forces, which had been gathering since the turn of  the 19th century, are 
typified in a three-fold American perspective: 1) the U.S.’ economic agenda is paramount – foreign sovereignty 
exists only in rhetoric and the absence of  America’s intentions or ability to intervene.  2) “Third World” (i.e. 
4 This extortion was not only years in the making, but was actively encouraged by the U.S. Per the embargo of 1806, the U.S. 
refused to recognize Haiti’s independence until it paid restitution to France. This condition was abandon during the American 
Civil War, when strategic exigencies necessitated the Union’s recognition of Haiti
5 Stinchcombe, Arthur L. “Class Conflict and Diplomacy: Haitian Isolation in the 19th-Century World System.” Sociological 
Perspectives, Vol. 37, No. 1 (Spring, 1994), 1-23
6 Schmidt, Hans. The United States Occupation of Haiti, 1915-1934. (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1995), 35.
7 Weatherly, Ulysses G. “Haiti: An Experiment in Pragmatism” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 32, No. 3 (Nov., 1926), 
353-366.
8 Guma, Greg. “The First US Takeover of Haiti set the Stage for Later Interventions.” CommonDreams.org. March 10, 2004.
9 Rogozinski, Jan. A Brief History of the Caribbean: From the Arawak and the Carib to the Present. (New York: Penguin, 
1992). 239.
10 Schmidt, Hans. The United States Occupation of Haiti, 1915-1934. (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1995). 101.
11 The distinction of which violation was the most egregious is quite difficult to parse, considering the U.S. occupation of Haiti 
to that point.  However, in light of the U.S.’ rhetoric surrounding the sanctity of its own constitution, this action is blatantly an-
tithetical to the notion of constitutional democracy.
12 Cooper, Donald B. “The Withdrawal of the United States from Haiti, 1928-1934”. Journal of Inter-American Studies, Vol. 5, 
No. 1 (Jan., 1963), 83-101.
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non-European) states can only “develop” under U.S. guidance, and under a narrow definition of  the term – what-
ever they gain from U.S. involvement is only to their benefit, because they can achieve nothing on their own. 3) 
The U.S. will be the driving force in the world economy.  Global capitalism is an “open market,” and American 
prosperity (even at the expense of  other nations) is a function of  American ingenuity and nothing more.  This 
outlook began to take shape during the first half  of  the 20th century, with the rise of  a true American empire.  It 
is significant for Haiti because it signaled the new era of  influence that the U.S. – and its cohort institutions, later 
on – would have over Haiti and much of  the developing world for the century to come.  A new global hegemony 
was fast in the making, and it was clear early on that Haiti would be unable to escape its bottom rung.

 The U.S. fulfilled its vision as the supreme political and economic world power in the period following 
World War II.  During this period, the U.S. – with its preeminent political and military influence – became the 
most potent agent in restructuring the world economy.13  The U.S. devised and executed the advent of  a new type 
of  commercial enterprise: the transnational corporation.  The U.S. envisioned the role of  “emerging markets” to 
be both producers of  inexpensive consumables and consumers of  American-made products. From the American 
perspective, the genius of  this system is that an American corporation would be allowed to extract resources, 
operate factories, employ cheap labor, and produce a range of  goods all outside the bounds of  U.S. domestic law.  
Meanwhile, the company would be based officially within the U.S., and the proceeds from this business, in the 
form of  either revenue or goods produced, would technically be a part of  America’s economy.  Simultaneously, 
when American markets became saturated, the U.S. was able to use its political and military influence to ensure 
that foreign markets would absorb any excess goods that could not be sold elsewhere.  It is this nexus of  political, 
military, and economic control over the developing world – particularly in Asia, Latin and South America, and 
the Caribbean – that formed the paradigm of  American hegemony in the 20th century.  The United States rela-
tionship toward Haiti during the late 20th and early 21st centuries provides an austere example of  this hegemonic 
world order.

 The crux of  U.S.-Haitian relations was displayed in a series of  touchstone events that occurred during 
the first and second administrations of  President Jean-Bertrand Aristide (1991, 2001-2004).  A Catholic priest 
and outspoken critic of  western capitalism, Aristide won an internationally recognized landslide victory in Haiti’s 
first truly democratic election.  He was promptly ousted during a military coup while visiting the U.S., having 
served only eight months in office. The leader of  the coup – who had been the captain of  the death squad Tot-
Ton Macoutes under the oppressive, U.S.-supported Duvalier regime of  the previous decades – admitted that the 
CIA had paid and instructed him and his forces leading up to the junta.  George H.W. Bush’s administration 
halted international aid to the regime and issued an embargo on Haitian goods.  However, he exempted from the 
embargo U.S. corporations operating in Haiti.  These dual actions ensured two things: that aid to Haiti’s majority 
poor population would cease, regardless of  its effects, and that U.S. enterprise in Haiti would remain literally and 
symbolically separate from Haiti and her well-being.  When Bill Clinton took office in 1992, he allowed his pre-
decessor’s policies to continue for several years, and even allowed the Texas Oil Company to sell oil to the junta, 
effectively breaking international law. It was not until 1994, when Aristide had only one year remaining in his 
term, that Clinton executed a military re-installation of  Aristide to power.  Still, he did this only on the condition 
that Aristide adopt the free-trade platform of  his opponent in the 1990 election, a platform that was favorable to 
U.S. agro-corporations and detrimental to Haitian growers.

 The second chapter in this saga occurred following Aristide’s second election to the presidency in 2000.  
He won an astonishing majority of  the popular vote (over 90% by some estimates), reflecting his tremendous 
support within Haiti’s majority poor population.  However, there had been a disputed Senate election involving 
his Lavalas party earlier that year, and the opposition, in tandem with the United States, used this as a pretense to 
deny the legitimacy of  the Aristide administration.14  Again, the U.S. imposed an aid freeze on Haiti and encour-
aged France and the U.N. do likewise.  Moreover, exceeding its level of  involvement in the first Aristide admin-
istration, George W. Bush’s administration convinced the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) and the 
World Bank to withhold loans promised to Haiti meant to finance, among other things, Haiti’s roads, hospitals 
and clinics, drinking water, and national debt.  This meant that Haiti, which had no tax base,15 virtually no domes-
tic economy, and suddenly no international aid, was expected not only to finance its own operations, but also to 
continue paying interest on its crippling national debt (much of  which stemmed from its original debt to France).  
With nowhere else to turn, Aristide made a series of  decisions that would ultimately guarantee his demise.
13 Hoogvelt, Ankie. Globalization and the Post-Colonial World: The New Political Economy of Development. (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2001).
14 The Bush administration’s condemnation is particularly ironic considering its own electoral “victory” in 2000.
15 Haiti’s wealthy elite, largely a commissary of U.S. industrial interests in Haiti, refused to pay taxes to a government that they 
deemed illegitimate.
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 He began open dialogues with two of  America’s enemies, Cuba and Venezuela, in an attempt to address Haiti’s 
food and energy crises.  Equally bold, he demanded publically that France return Haiti’s debt, which now totaled over 
$21 billion.  He also disbanded the Haitian military, hoping to end the cycle of  military coups that had plagued Haiti 
throughout its history.  The U.S., which had sent several diplomatic surrogates to Haiti to facilitate “political reconcili-
ation” in a “democracy-building effort,” began to act in 2003.  It has been confirmed that the ostensibly independent 
U.S.-based group called the International Republican Institute (I.R.I.) organized, trained, and armed members of  the 
disbanded military in clandestine locations near the Haitian border in neighboring Dominican Republic.16  Soon there-
after, a rebel coup descended upon Jean-Bertrand Aristide in his presidential palace.  Despite his calls for international 
military protection, the U.S. Marines arrived in time only to demand his resignation and fly him out of  the country 
without informing him of  his destination.  President Bush announced the next morning that “Haiti’s constitution 
is working, and I would encourage the people of  Haiti to resist violence and give the new government a chance to 
work.”17

 The story of  America and the Aristide administration is such a powerful example of  American hegemony 
because it highlights every precise measure the U.S. uses to execute its agenda.  In Haiti’s 1990 presidential election, the 
U.S. supported a former World Bank official who ran on a pro-western, free trade platform.  When he was defeated, 
the CIA aided in his opponent’s coup, effectively guaranteeing that the status quo of  chaos would continue.  If  Haiti’s 
government remained fractious and ineffectual, then power remained with wealthy Haitian business elites who had a 
vested interest in the continuation of  U.S. commerce in Haiti.18  The U.S. decided to act “on Haiti’s behalf ” – osten-
sibly in response to the violent military regime – only when American economic demands were appeased.  When this 
strategy was overcome, as in Aristide’s 2000 reelection, then active political and military destabilization was coupled 
with economic sanction and isolation.  As this example demonstrates, the political, military, and economic power of  
the U.S. are used deliberately, consistently, and with regard only for America’s own agenda.

 It is crucial to understand the extent of  direct U.S. involvement in Haiti, as detailed above, in order to appreci-
ate the nature of  the relationship as well as America’s notion of  foreign sovereignty.  It is equally crucial to understand 
the implications of  this relationship for Haiti’s people.  The forces that continue to destabilize Haiti, many of  which 
the U.S. has either dictated or encouraged, have created a society in paralyzing disrepair.  Before the Aristide adminis-
tration, a pair of  dictators, Francois “Papa Doc” and Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier, ran the country between 1956 
and 1986.  They brutally oppressed political dissidents, neglected the plight of  Haiti’s enormous poor class, and em-
bezzled treasury funds while ignoring Haiti’s glaring infrastructural, educational, and public health deficiencies.  They 
protected the business elite and foreign enterprise, which allowed for the emergence of  institutions such as Free Trade 
Zones, corporate agro-businesses, and sweatshop-style textile production through free trade and anti-labor policies.  
The sum of  their governance was a destitute Haiti with few or no viable democratic institutions, no likelihood of  true 
political independence, and no cultural or political legacy upon which to build a functional society.  Factions of  the 
Duvalier death squads filled the power vacuum left by Baby Doc’s removal in 1986.  These regimes, not surprisingly, 
did nothing to address the destruction left in their predecessors’ wake.  

It is important to recognize Haiti’s internal failures within the context of  U.S. hegemony.  The Duvaliers and 
their military successors essentially mortgaged their country’s future in return for personal wealth and power (which, 
it bears noting, amounted to pittance when compared with the wealth gained by U.S. interests in the process).  In this 
sense, it was the deliberate actions not only of  the United States, but also of  Haiti’s governmental and commercial elite 
that wrought Haiti’s current crises.  Haitian land and labor have been undervalued and forfeited as the Haitian govern-
ment has refused to protest the persistent cycle of  national debt. by participating in a world economy structured by, 
and for the benefit of, several influential nations, Haiti’s ruling class was, by definition, selling out.  For most countries 
in the global South, there is little distinction between selling out and entering into a world economy whose direction 
is determined by so few interests.

 This brings to the forefront the human element often neglected in critiques of  U.S. hegemony, much less of  
globalization in general.  A telling example, and perhaps the most important one for Haiti, is the case of  the global-
ized food industry and its resultant patterns of  labor migration.  The advent of  industrial farming drastically reshaped 
the economies in Haiti and the U.S., respectively.19 As capital-intensive agro-business replaced the small, private farm, 
American food production reached astronomical levels while vastly exceeding domestic demand.  Meanwhile, Haiti’s 
domestic agricultural economy largely (or, at times, entirely) met Haitian food demands.  Day-to-day foods such as 
rice and vegetables were grown, traded, and consumed locally, while crops that often yielded surpluses – such as sugar 
and coffee – were exported.  Haiti’s labor force, including nearly all of  its rural population, relied on this domestic 
16 Bogdanich, Walt & Nordberg, Jenny. “Mixed U.S. Signals Helped Tilt Haiti Toward Chaos.” The New York Times. January 29, 2006.
17 Press Conference. President George W. Bush. Washington, D.C., February 29, 2004. 
18 Shilliam, R. “What the Haitian Revolution Might Tell Us about Development, Security, and the Politics of Race.” Comparative 
Studies in Society and History 2008 Vol. 50 No. 3 pp. 778 – 808
19 Sassen, Saskia. Globalization and Its Discontents: Essays on the Mobility of People and Money. (New York: New Press, 1998).
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economy.  Back in America, grain supplies greatly exceeded domestic capacity for consumption. Thus, the U.S. needed 
to find new markets to keep corporate growers in business by keeping the price of  grain competitive.  Herein lies the 
nexus of  capital and the state.  The agro-business lobby is one of  the strongest private political interests in the U.S., 
having a virtual stranglehold on America’s federal and state legislatures.  Knowing that it is in America’s broad eco-
nomic interests to sell the food that this industry produces, the federal government pushes free trade agreements on 
countries in its sphere of  influence.  

Clearly, Haiti is within this sphere.  With a tariff-free trade of  goods across borders, American consumers can 
buy Haitian-grown goods at a relatively discounted rate, and vice-versa for Haitian consumers.  However, the produc-
tive capacities and market sizes of  the two nations are highly disproportionate.20  For example, a bag of  Haitian-grown 
potatoes, which sells for $5 in Haiti, is competing with a bag of  American-grown potatoes, which sells for $1.  This 
means that Haitian consumers, like any consumer, will opt for the cheaper of  the two products.  This eventually drives 
Haitian growers to bankruptcy, at which point a U.S. corporation can purchase (thanks to special preferential legisla-
tion reminiscent of  the American-drafted 1916 constitution) the potato fields from those farmers. Capital-intensive 
machinery then replaces the farmer and his employees, who, if  they are lucky, are offered their old jobs at a tenth of  
their original wage.  This happened consistently in the 20th century all across the developing world, and to a devastat-
ing degree in Haiti.21

So what happens to these displaced workers?  Some join governmental police forces or rival militias.  Many 
more of  them migrate to cities to find work.  Those who migrate to cities often find the conditions there to be less 
than optimal.  The relatively few productive plants, factories, and industrial jobs that are hiring do so at a severely 
reduced rate (as compared to the wage offered to the same worker in the U.S., or even in neighboring D.R.), and likely 
do not pay enough to meet the basic needs of  one individual, much less a family. Meanwhile, the working conditions 
are barely survivable.  Those who can afford to own a home likely face a commute so long and onerous that it can be 
completed only once a week.  Others are forced to work limitless hours, or work without pay, at the factory operators’ 
discretion – thanks to the government sanctioned, U.S.-designated rules of  the Free Trade Zones.  Others will face a 
humiliating strip-search when, or if, they are allowed to leave their place of  work.  For these reasons, city life is typi-
cally not a viable alternative to the village economies from which many of  these workers come.

Others opt to leave the country altogether.  Most do not even attempt to enter the United States, 22 under-
standing that they, as immigrants, much less dark-skinned immigrants, much less Haitian immigrants, will not be 
welcomed. Most who leave migrate to neighboring countries to find only slightly better working conditions, even if  
those improvements are negated by severe social stigmatization experienced by Haitian migrants.23  Those who enter 
other Caribbean nations such as Jamaica, the D.R., or Belize, for example, might have the ultimate “privilege” afforded 
to people in their position: working in the tourism industry.  Others remain as day laborers on farms or in corporate 
textile factories.  Very few find their conditions to be equal to those of  their non-Haitian counterparts.

Finally, there are those few who attempt to enter the United States.  Among them, even fewer succeed.  Nearly 
all Haitians who attempt to apply for citizenship or other legal documentation are denied.24 Those who try to enter 
by boat most often drift onto the shores of  Cuba, or some other unintended destination. Some are intercepted at 
sea and returned to Haiti, usually in flagrant violation of  international humanitarian law. 25  The Coast Guard, which 
requires potential migrants to explain the imminent danger that has caused them to flee, frequently performs these 
interviews in the presence of  armed Haitian guards.  Other are denied any interview at all.  Those who succeed in 
penetrating the American border encounter a culturally complex, socially disparate, and often ethnically antagonistic 
society.  These are the lucky ones.

20 Georges, Josiane. “Trade and the Disappearance of Haitian Rice.” Trade and Environment Database Case Studies, No. 725, June 
2004. 
21 Quigley, Bill. “The U.S. Role in Haiti’s Food Riots.” CounterPunch Magazine. April 21, 2008
22 Hofstetter, Richard R. “Economic Underdevelopment and the Population Explosion: Implications for U.S. Immigration Policy.” Law 
and Contemporary Problems, Vol. 45, No. 2, U.S. Immigration Policy (Spring, 1982), 55
23 The Trinity College Haiti Program. “The Emerging Presence In the U.S. of the Haitian Diaspora, and its Impact on Haiti.” Sympo-
sium Report. October 2002. 
24 Between 1981 and 1990, only 11 of the 22,940 Haitians intercepted at sea were granted asylum in the U.S. [Lennox, Malissia. 
“Refugees, Racism, and Reparations: A Critique of the United States’ Haitian Immigration Policy.” Stanford Law Review, Vol. 45, 
No. 3 (Feb., 1993).] After Aristide’s coup in 1991, only 11,000 Haitians were allowed to apply for asylum, while nearly 27,000 were 
returned to Haiti.  Far fewer than half of the 11,000 applicants were granted asylum. [Robinson, R. and Hooks, B. “Haitians: Locked 
Out Because They’re Black.” Washington Post, August 24, 1992.] 
25 Lennox, 1993
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American immigration policy toward Haitian immigrants has historically been consistent, if  not always en-
tirely clear.  The prevailing sentiment, however, is clear: Haitians are unwanted.26  During the Bush I and Clinton ad-
ministrations in the 1990s, migration into the U.S. became even more difficult for Haitians.  President Bush issued an 
executive order,27 which President Clinton would later uphold,28 mandating the complete exclusion of  Haitians from 
U.S. soil without a determination of  their claims for political asylum.29  Similar practices in the margins of  legality are 
commonplace in dealing with Haitian migrants at sea. Take, for example, the ruling from a D.C. circuit court in 1987 
regarding a Haitian woman defending her status as a refugee; the court ruled that “a Haitian refugee is not entitled to 
either a hearing or legal counsel because she is interdicted at sea; exclusion and deportation proceedings are limited to 
aliens arriving ‘at any port within the United States’.”30  The list of  marginal practices goes beyond cases of  mid-sea 
interdiction – the practice by which Haitian immigrants intercepted at sea are denied the right to apply for asylum.  
Special actions for Haitian immigrants include accelerated deportation programs, nuanced qualifications for asylum, 
forcible repatriation, refugee detention programs and the arbitrary designation of  political/economic refugee status.  
Together, these constitute a complex system of  obstacles meant to prevent Haitians from attempting to enter the 
U.S., altogether.  Simultaneously, the Haitian government receives aid contingent in part on its cooperation in blocking 
Haitians from attempting to leave Haiti, with few stipulations mitigating the circumstances that force them to migrate. 
The effect of  such stipulations is to make legitimate the harassment, imprisonment, and even slaughter of  Haitians 
trying to escape the country.

Considering this, it is remarkable that any Haitian is able to succeed in migrating to the U.S.  The deep legacy 
of  Haitians in the U.S. proves that, over time, there has been a significant diffusion of  the Haitian Diaspora into the 
U.S.31 The experience of  Haitian immigrants in the U.S.32 is too complex to be detailed in this discussion.  However, 
the connection between the diffusion of  the Haitian Diaspora into the U.S. and the role of  the U.S. state in creating 
that dispersal deserves recognition.  Haitians are trusted with some of  America’s most sensitive occupations – from 
childcare to nursing to elderly care – while simultaneously being undervalued as a population within U.S. society.  The 
Haitian immigrant’s experience in the U.S. is similar to that of  other immigrant groups from the global South insofar 
as an immigrant’s presence in the U.S. is an indirect result of  U.S. economic policy in his or her home country.  That 
is to say that a Haitian woman might immigrate to the U.S. because she was displaced from her rural farm by a U.S. 
investor, while a man from Honduras might immigrate for the same reason.

The pattern wherein foreigners reluctantly immigrate to the U.S. only to encounter xenophobia speaks to 
the effects of  a global economic hegemony coupled with American ignorance and racism.  The U.S. is the primary 
overseer of  processes that encourage global migration.  Likewise, the U.S. is the prime beneficiary of  cheap labor, 
a corollary to this vast migration pattern.  At the same time, and in opposition to its own interests, the U.S. actively 
denies, in law and rhetoric, the necessity and value of  migrant labor within the U.S. In essence, the U.S. intentionally 
liberalizes every aspect of  the global economy other than labor migration into its borders.  This is profoundly racist, 
and exposes the myth that globalization assures equal access to prosperity.

An understanding of  America’s long-term involvement in Haiti puts Haiti’s current destitution into context.  
Haiti has not displayed anything resembling a functional society since it gained independence in 1804.  One foreign 
military, political, or economic incursion after another has determined each phase of  its history.  Still, one cannot 
simplify Haiti’s dilemma as purely the result of  foreign intervention – a view that implies Haiti can succeed on its own 
if  the world would just leave it be.  Rather, the Haiti has been crippled beyond the point that governmental, financial, 
or cultural restructuring alone can redress.  It can seem that the cultures of  violence, corruption, desperation, anger, 
and hopelessness have left the country spiritually bankrupt.  It can seem that the violence that liberated Haiti from its 
oppressors has merely been redirected at a series of  new invaders, ultimately leaving the country with nothing beyond 
its own anger.  Reflecting on Haiti’s current condition, one finds it difficult to avoid such defeatist notions.

But as tragic as Haiti’s history can seem, it can nonetheless be a source of  pride, not only for Haitians, but 
for all in the African Diaspora.  One who has experienced the Haitian community in America is likely to discover the 
fierce pride with which Haitians speak of  their country’s past and potential for the future.  Haitians have not given up 
on Haiti, even if  the world has.  The question is how to begin addressing the complex emotional wounds and logistical 
26 For further discussion, see Chisholm, Shirley. “U.S. Policy and Black Refugees.” A Journal of Opinion, Vol. 12, No. 1/2, African 
Refugees and Human Rights (Spring - Summer, 1982), pp. 22-24
27 Executive Order No. 12,807, 57 Federal Reg. 23,133 (1992). 
28 Sciolino, Elaine. “Clinton Says U.S. Will Continue Ban on Haitian Exodus”. The New York Times, Jan. 15, 1993.
29 Rohter, Larry. “Policy on Haitian Refugees Blurs in Political Transition.” The New York Times. November 24, 1992. 
30 Haitian Refugee Ctr., Inc. v. Gracey, 1987
31 Chang, Grace. Disposable Domestics: Immigrant Women Workers in the Global Economy. (Cambridge, Mass.: South End Press, 
2000).
32 This experience is not homogenous, but I refer to it as “the Haitian immigrant experience” to suggest that it is unique among immi-
grant groups, given the complex history between the U.S. and Haiti.



The United States & Haiti’s Political Economy                                                            19

malfunctions that date back 400 years.  The answer is unclear. Still, it is useful to identify several places to start.  First, 
the international community must recognize that every capitalist system, no matter how vast, powerful, or deeply 
entrenched it may be in our global community, is dialectical.  The prosperity that the global North has experienced in 
the last several centuries on the backs of  individuals in the global South will come to an end sooner or later.  We can 
see this happening already.  Global food shortages, water shortages, and energy crises affect everyone. Indeed, the 
indulgences of  capitalism’s winners can ultimately make losers of  us all.

When this fact becomes clear, we will finally appreciate the need to level prosperity across nations as a means 
of  security, if  nothing else.  Once that happens, the opportunity for earnest rebuilding efforts will be open.  Haiti still 
has a vast and remarkably proficient labor force.  Likewise, there is a wealth of  Haitian talent living outside of  Haiti.  
It is possible, if  not likely, that the promise of  a stable society will create a mass repatriation of  Haitians into their 
homeland.  What will be necessary to make Haiti’s society viable? Viability hinges on several factors: rule of  law, pro-
ductive labor, access to resources, and, generally speaking, a national feeling that there is something to lose.  Haiti has a 
productive labor force and, if  allowed to reclaim its own land, potential access to natural resources.  Rule of  law is now 
virtually absent in Haiti, and many destitute Haitians feel they have nothing more to lose.  Returning land to Haitians is 
imperative.  If  this happens, then Haiti’s labor force will again have access to resources, which is fundamental to pro-
ductivity. When properly regulated, economic productivity brings social gains.  When social gains are made, citizens 
feel they have vested interests in the wellbeing of  the nation as a whole.  When Haitians have something to lose, then 
the rule of  law becomes more important, and can even become a collective goal.  The rebuilding of  infrastructure, 
government, and national identity will be contingent on the realization of  these potential gains.

The details of  this process are too complex to be elucidated in this conclusion.  What must be emphasized 
here is the agency on the part of  all of  actors in Haiti.  The United States has a profound and immediate moral obli-
gation to redress its persistent usurpation of  Haiti’s sovereignty.  Employing America’s vast wealth and organizational 
prowess would be a good start in this endeavor.  Likewise, Haitians must come to grips with their own participation 
in their current condition.  There are few historical plights equal to that of  the Haitians’, but this must not be allowed 
to determine Haiti’s future.  Haitians must prove to themselves and the world that their resolve is more powerful than 
the efforts of  their oppressors.

Despite its manifold tragedies, Haiti is not a failed state.  It is merely a state that has yet to succeed.  If  history 
can be any guide, it stands to reason that the dawn of  Haitian prosperity lies somewhere in the future.  Just how near 
that future is has yet to become clear.
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From rome to AAchen: 
the ShiFt From romAn to medievAl Society

Manuel l. Iravedra

 Recent controversies have made the beginning of  the medieval era rather difficult to pinpoint.  At the 
root of  the problem is the fact that the “Middle Ages” are so ambiguously defined: the term simply refers to 
whatever is sandwiched between the end of  classical antiquity and the beginning of  the Renaissance.  The end 
of  the classical era is traditionally synonymous with the fall of  Rome, and so we must ask when Rome fell, if  
it fell at all, and if  it did not, how we can concretely differentiate the late classical from the early medieval.  

 Merriam-Webster identifies two components to every society: first, a governmental or political system 
(“institutions”) and, second, a shared culture (“traditions”).  In the case of  Ancient Rome, these elements 
translate to central and local Romanitas, or “Roman-ness.”  Both aspects – political and cultural, central and 
local – must be examined individually to arrive at an informed conclusion regarding the “fall” of  Rome; 
furthermore, they must also be reviewed in light of  the existence of  two independent yet interconnected 
halves of  the empire.

The Deposition of  Romulus Augustus in the West

 The political transition to medieval times in the West came with the deposition of  Emperor Romulus 
Augustus by Odovacar in 476 CE.  Odovacar, a Germanic-born Roman general, was subsequently recognized 
as rex Italiae (“King of  Italy”) by the Eastern Emperor Zeno but was never officially declared Western Emperor, 
a title he had dismissed as meaningless.  In his 1776 book, The History of  the Decline and Fall of  the Roman Empire, 
Edward Gibbon argued that this shift in leadership marked the “total extinction” of  the Western system of  
governance.  Rome (or, in this case, Ravenna) would never again house an emperor after Odovacar’s successes 
– the Western Empire had officially ceased to be.  In the East, Constantinople became the “New Rome.” 

 By the end of  the 5th century, what had been the Western Empire was now entirely in the hands of  
barbarians, split up between Franks, Visigoths, Ostrogoths, Vandals and the like.  By 493, Theodoric, an 
Ostrogothic king, had supplanted Odovacar in Ravenna at the suggestion of  Emperor Zeno.1   Theodoric 
developed a peculiar Romano-Ostrogothic reign, trying to rule as a Roman would and even being respectful 
to the Senate.2  He had been raised in Constantinople and wanted to see a continuation of  the Roman way of  
life.3  While Theodoric himself  was illiterate and thus authored no records, his secretary Cassiodorus often 
commented on his love of  things Roman.4  Despite his efforts, Theodoric watched what was left of  the empire 
fragment.  For example, in southern Gaul and Iberia, the Visigoths established a proper state and issued a 
collection of  laws, titled the Breviary of  Alaric, that exempted them from Roman laws.5  Also during this time, 
the Sallian Franks broke away from Roman imperial allegiance and began to settle in northern Gaul.6
1 Jordanes, “Theodoric, King of the Ostrogoths,” Medieval Sourcebook, http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/jordanes-
theodoric1.html (accessed May 6, 2008).
2 Edward Peters, Europe and the Middle Ages (Upper Saddle River: Pearson, 2004), 81.
3 Cassiodorus, “Letters of Theodoric,” Medieval Sourcebook, http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/theodoric1.html (ac-
cessed May 6, 2008).
4 Ibid.
5 Peters, Europe, 78.
6 Ibid.
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 Things had changed.  According to Bryan Ward-Perkins’ The Fall of  Rome and the End of  Civilization, the 
standard of  living experienced a “startling decline” in the following two centuries,7 characterizing the onset of  
the Middle Ages.  As an archaeologist, he based his conclusions on the quality and quantity of  pottery, the size 
of  cattle bones, and other physical evidence.  In his own words,

This was a change that affected everyone, from peasants to kings, even the bodies of  saints resting 
in their churches.  It was no mere transformation – it was decline on a scale that can reasonably be 
described as ‘the end of  a civilization.’8 

Ward-Perkins’ “end of  a civilization” also resulted from the removal of  Romulus Augustus.  We may reasonably 
conclude that the Western political transition took place in the late 5th century, when independent nations began 
to surge up in reaction to the disintegration of  central authority.

The Fall of  Constantinople in the East

 In the East, the fall of  the Roman government came much later, in the 15th century.   In 1453, Ottoman 
forces under Mehmed the Conqueror breached Constantinople’s walls and claimed the city in the name of  
Islam.  Mehmed began to use the title Kayser-i Rum (“Caesar of  Rome”) and continued to refer to the city as 
Constantinople, even though it had technically been renamed Istanbul.9  Nearly a millennium after the fall of  
Rome, the Roman Empire had finally lost all forms of  centralized power.

 In the case of  the Byzantine Romans, there was no marked transition to medieval society and no 
equivalent to the Manchesterian “Dark Ages.”  Instead, there was a period of  great wealth under Justinian 
shortly after Odovacar’s conquest of  the Western Empire.  With the fall of  Rome, Constantinople had become 
the largest and wealthiest city in the world.  By the 15th century, the Renaissance had already started, and the 
“world lit only by fire”10 had essentially come to an end.  The Eastern Empire had done much more than hold 
off  barbarians for over a thousand years, it had spared its people the reduced standards of  living experienced 
in the West, as elaborated on by Ward-Perkins, and served as the last bastion of  genuine Romanitas.

 In his Fall of  the Roman Empire, Peter Heather claims that past 700 CE the Eastern emperors were 
“ruling an entity best understood as another successor state rather than a proper continuation of  the Roman 
Empire.”11  Heather made a value judgment, alleging that the Eastern Empire was not a surviving part of  the 
Roman Empire but rather an heir to it.  This is demonstrably false.  The Greek city of  Byzantium, later renamed 
Constantinople, fell to Emperor Septimius Severus’ forces and was assimilated into the Roman Empire as early 
as 196 CE, nearly three centuries before the deposition of  Romulus Augustus.  The city was distinctly Roman 
from that point onward.  While the fall of  Rome substantially reduced the amount of  land under official 
Roman control, it is overly simplistic to assert that the Roman Empire came to an end while Constantinople 
was experiencing its golden age.

 The medieval era only truly refers to Western Europe’s post-Roman reinvention.  While the Byzantine 
Romans certainly dealt with the medieval Europeans, and were even helped by the Western Roman Catholics 
at the behest of  Pope Urban II,12 they were never “medieval” themselves.  In their case, the first major political 
transition came with Mehmed’s troops and acclimation to the Ottoman system.  While in the West, we may 
speak of  classical, medieval, and Renaissance, in the East we may only identify classical followed by Ottoman.

Diocletian’s Tetrarchy

 When faced with the idea of  governmental downfall, some historians argue that the Roman Empire 
really collapsed when Diocletian split it in 286 CE, or that this split severely weakened it.  For instance, Edward 
Gibbon wrote in his General Observations on the Fall of  the Roman Empire in the West:
7 Bryan Ward-Perkins, The Fall of Rome and the End of Civilization (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005),  87.
8 Ibid.
9 Donald Quataert, The Ottoman Empire, 1700-1922 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 178.
10 William Manchester, A World Lit Only by Fire (Boston: Back Bay Books, 1993).
11 Peter Heather, The Fall of the Roman Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 431.
12 Urban II, “Speech at Clermont,” Medieval Sourcebook, http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/urban2-5vers.html (accessed 
May 6, 2008).
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This dangerous novelty impaired the strength, and fomented the vices, of  a double reign; the 
instruments of  an oppressive and arbitrary system were multiplied . . .13 

 The institution of  Tetrarchy differs from the aforementioned processes of  Germanic takeover in the 
West and Ottoman takeover in the East in fundamental ways.  While all involve governmental reform, the 
Tetrarchy was Emperor Diocletian’s bidding, not a foreign conqueror’s.  The splitting of  the empire was meant to 
prolong its life, not shorten it.  Furthermore, Diocletian’s Tetrarchy did not keep future emperors from reuniting 
the halves and ruling over a consolidated empire, like Constantine did shortly after the initial split in 324 CE.  
In his Life of  Constantine, Eusebius tells of  Constantine’s victory over the Eastern Emperor Licinius and the 
reunification of  the empire:

And now, the impious being thus removed, the sun once more shone brightly after the gloomy 
cloud of  tyrannic power. Each separate portion of  the Roman dominion became blended with 
the rest; the Eastern nations united with those of  the West, and the whole body of  the Roman 
empire was graced as it were by its head in the person of  a single and supreme ruler, whose sole 
authority pervaded the whole.14

 Because the Eastern Empire flourished under Justinian as the former Western Empire lay in a heap, 
we must wonder if  Diocletian’s initial division forged an ‘Eastern identity’ of  sorts that allowed the Byzantine 
Roman government to survive for so long after the fall of  Rome.  In this light, Diocletian did not hurt the empire 
so much as take the steps necessary for its survival, albeit in reduced form, after realizing it had grown too large 
to be managed entirely from a single city; thus, it is not fair to say Diocletian’s reforms had effects en par to those 
adopted under Odovacar or Mehmed.

A Cultural Legacy

 It can be argued that, culturally, Rome has yet to fall.  In this case, we may speak of  transformation 
rather than reinvention.  After the deposition of  Romulus Augustus, the Romans did not immediately stop 
thinking of  themselves as Roman.  Once he took over Odovacar’s post, Theodoric tried to fill the shoes of  the 
Western Emperor and minimize trauma: he deferred to the Senate, he continued minting coins depicting the old 
emperor’s likeness, and even attempted to reconsolidate the territories by marrying off  his daughters.  While this 
ultimately did not work, it is important to recognize that the barbarians did not seek to destroy the Roman way 
of  life but instead to incorporate themselves in it.  Because Henri Pirenne explained it beautifully in Mohammed 
and Charlemagne, it becomes counterproductive to paraphrase:

The appearance of  the Germanic tribes on the shore of  the Mediterranean was by no means a critical 
point marking the advent of  a new era in the history of  Europe.  Great as were the consequences 
which it entailed, it did not sweep the boards clean nor even break the tradition.  The aim of  the invaders was 
not to destroy the Roman Empire but to occupy and enjoy it.  By and large, what they preserved 
far exceeded what they destroyed or what they brought that was new.  It is true that the kingdoms 
they established on the soil of  the Empire made an end of  the latter in so far as being a State in Western Europe. 
. . . The Empire, however, was far from becoming a stranger to the lost provinces.  Its civilization 
there outlived its authority. . . . They barbarized [Rome], but they did not consciously germanize it.15 

  While the system inevitably changed in the long run, the Romans had set the benchmark as far as 
empires went: they had dominated Europe for centuries and had achieved levels of  production (and standards 
of  living) that would not be seen again until the 19th century, according to Ward-Perkins.16  Before the adoption 
of  Christianity as the official state religion by Theodosius in 380 CE, most Romans had enjoyed unparalleled 
religious tolerance the likes of  which would not be seen again until the rise of  the Ottoman Empire.

13 Edward Gibbon, General Observations on the Fall of the Roman Empire in the West (UPENN Electronic Resources), 
http://ccat.sas.upenn.edu/jod/texts/gibbon.fall (accessed May 6, 2008).
14 Eusebius, “Life of Constantine,” Medieval Sourcebook, 
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/vita-constantine.html (accessed May 6, 2008).
15 Henri Pirenne, Mohammed and Charlemagne (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1954), 32.  My emphasis
16 Ward-Perkins, End of Civilization, 100.
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 Rome’s cultural legacy can be most obviously examined in religious terms.  Christianity, as the official Roman 
religion, went on to be the one constant among all new Western nations.  It was an alliance with the Pope that validated 
Charlemagne’s Frankish empire and allowed it to expand so efficiently.  The Roman Church was possibly the most 
powerful institution of  the Middle Ages.  In a sense, the Pope became the new Roman emperor after the collapse 
of  the West.  He ruled over millions of  faithful from the safety of  Rome, excommunicated instead of  executed, and 
conquered new lands and defended territories by calling for crusade.  Romanitas was replaced with religious fervor: 
in Medieval Europe, massive numbers of  people were brought together through shared faith rather than the shared 
nationality of  the Roman age.

 Roman influence was not limited to the Church, though it was often associated with it.  Well into the Middle 
Ages, Latin continued to be the language of  learned men.  Charlemagne, with the blessing of  the Church, endeavored 
to recreate Roman times: he called himself  Holy Roman Emperor and declared his capital city of  Aachen the “New 
Rome.”  Even today we can see Rome’s legacy – for instance, the ancient Roman symbol of  the fasces, a bundle of  rods 
that represents strength through unity, is still employed by governments worldwide (particularly in France and the 
United States).  More generally, the diligent spirit of  Roman urbanization directly inspired the modern metropolis.

 While post-Roman societies were not necessarily fixated on the past, it can be argued that Roman culture 
somehow influenced every civilization that arose after it.  As mentioned previously, we speak of  transformation in this 
case, not substitution or abandonment.  For instance, while Latin continued to be studied and employed, it became 
necessary to learn new languages for everyday speech.  For instance, in a letter to his friend Syagrius, Sidonius wrote 
about how strange it was to be learning German.17  Besides new languages, Romans had to contend with a new take on 
Christianity: the Ostrogoths, who were the only military force in Italy during the 490s, were typically Arians.  Edward 
Peters claims that this religious difference was a source of  great strife between the two groups during Theodoric’s 
reign.18  Regardless, Roman tradition plowed on, and Catholicism would eventually displace Arianism and regain 
control of  the Italian peninsula.

Conclusions

 In light of  these examinations, we may conclude that the barbarian Odovacar medievalized the Western 
Empire’s administration in 476 CE with the takeover of  Ravenna.  There was no resurgence of  Roman central power 
in the West, at least not on a secular level.  The deposition of  Romulus Augustus put a crack in the political system 
that could not be repaired even by Theodoric’s Romanized rule.  The former Roman provinces experienced marked 
economic decline during this transitional period.  In sharp contrast, the Eastern Empire’s administration was never 
medievalized.  Roman power was centralized until the fall of  Constantinople to Mehmed the Conqueror’s Muslim 
troops in 1453 CE.  The transition took place so much later than that of  the West that it was one of  classical directly 
to Ottoman or Renaissance, virtually skipping the medieval period.  The Eastern Empire never experienced a marked 
decline in standard of  living comparable to what the West endured in the 5th century.

 Culturally, the medieval and late classical periods were very similar because medieval societies appreciated 
Roman accomplishments and wanted to make them their own.  The main difference between the periods was the shift 
in leadership, or central Romanitas, rather than changes in culture, or local Romanitas. There was no marked cultural 
transition to the medieval era because the early Middle Ages borrowed their traditions from late antiquity to begin 
with.  Again Pirenne rings true, “By and large, what [the barbarians] preserved far exceeded what they destroyed or 
what they brought that was new.”19 

17 Michael Maas, Readings in Late Antiquity (New York: Routledge, 2005), 307.
18 Peters, Europe, 81.
19 Pirenne, Mohammed and Charlemagne, 40.
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Disconnected Mindsets: The United States, Cuba, The  
Soviet Union and the Build-up to the Cuban Missile Crisis

Frank  Dariano

 When mentioning the Cuban Missile Crisis, most Americans who lived through it conjure up memories 
of  a world seemingly on the brink of  destruction. Common reflections include hiding under desks, stocking 
up on essential items, and waiting for a catastrophe to happen. For two weeks in October, 1962, Washington, 
Moscow, and Havana postulated over various possibilities, each with devastating results. This is the classic 
view of  the crisis: a spontaneous doomsday that almost was. The reality is that the Cuban Missile Crisis was 
the culmination of  more than a century of  tension fostered by each of  the countries not recognizing one 
another’s mindset. In 1989, leaders involved in the Crisis gathered in Moscow to discuss how the countries 
got so alienated. Former Secretary of  Defense Robert McNamara stated “the decisions of  each of  the three 
nations, immediately before and during the crisis, had been distorted by misinformation, miscalculation, and 
misjudgment”1. McNamara was specifically referring to conclusions made during the crisis. However, his’ 
words also apply to the psychological effect the prelude to the crisis had on the U.S., Cuba, and the Soviet 
Union. The Cuban Missile Crisis was by no means a spontaneous occurrence. Rather it was the product of  a 
mutual lack of  understanding of  mindset by the U.S. towards Cuba and the Soviet Union and vice versa. 

 The first indication that a discrepancy existed between the respective mindsets of  the players in the 
Cuban Missile Crisis was that the U.S. had a long-standing tradition of  anti-totalitarianism. In general, but 
specifically with regard to what it saw as its own sphere of  influence, the U.S. had established an uncompromising 
attitude towards intruders. Particularly, some U.S. leaders involved in the crisis had a personal history that would 
influence them along these lines. For example, one can look at President John F. Kennedy’s position regarding 
the 1938 Munich conference. The conference, which saw Britain establish a policy of  appeasement to limit 
Hitler’s Germany, made quite the impression on a young John Kennedy. As a third year student at Harvard 
University, Kennedy watched allied leaders, including his own father Joseph Kennedy, argue “that Britain 
had been right to conciliate Hitler and that the best interests of  the world would be served by a compromise 
peace”2. Seeing the result, with Hitler invading Poland a year later, Kennedy spent his senior year writing an 
eventual bestselling book, Why England Slept. Kennedy took the position that appeasement was “a weak policy 
forced upon British governments by British public opinion… [and] called on America to arm so as to not 
have to follow a similar policy if  challenged by totalitarianism”3. Secretary of  State Dean Rusk, another key 
U.S. player in the crisis, had been in England and Germany during the early years of  the appeasement debate. 
Initially supporting England’s stance, Rusk retraced when he saw the results. While teaching at a women’s 
college Rusk’s “conversion was so complete that tears could come to his eyes when he pleaded with students 
not to be seduced by appeasement and isolationism”4. Rusk and Kennedy’s stances were not novel. The 
United States had long since maintained a staunch anti-totalitarian policy towards intruders to its sphere of  
influence.

 Previous landmark decisions in foreign policy set the groundwork for the U.S.’s policy against intrusion 
by other countries into Latin America. These decisions would set up the mindset the U.S. used in the Cuban 
1 Laurence Chang, ed., and Peter Kornbluh, ed., The Cuban Missile Crisis, 1962. A National Security Archive Documents 
Reader. (New York: New Press, 1998), IX.  
2 Ernest May, ed., and Phillip Zelikow, ed., The Kennedy Tapes. (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 1997), 2. 
3 Ernest May, ed., and Phillip Zelikow, ed., The Kennedy Tapes. (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 1997), 2.
4 Dean Rusk. As I Saw It. (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1990), 36-37.
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Missile Crisis. The origins of  this mindset go back to the Monroe Doctrine of  1823. It was at this time that Cuba was 
singled out as a vital possession to the United States. President John Quincy Adams considered it “an importance…
with which that of  no other foreign territory can be compared”5. His predecessor, James Monroe had already put 
this sentiment into international conduct with the Monroe Doctrine. In the doctrine, delivered in his annual speech 
to congress, Monroe stated “the American continents…are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future 
colonization by any European powers”.6 Such a statement was understandable, given that Monroe was trying to remain 
neutral to wars in Spain and Portugal at the time. In the interest of  neutrality, the U.S. would consider any attempt by 
a European power “to extend their system to any portion of  this hemisphere, as dangerous to our peace and safety”7. 
With this groundwork, the U.S. could further assert its claim to Cuba as being within its sphere of  influence.

 Cuba’s independence from Spain gave the U.S. its next opportunity to hold Cuba under its influence. The U.S. 
had tried to further its interests in Cuba before. In 1859, it attempted to annex Cuba for use as a slave state. U.S. troops 
assisted in the Cuban war for independence by landing on the island in 1898.8 In 1903, the U.S. formally declared 
its international stance on Cuba with the Platt Amendment. Originally drafted in 1901, the amendment stated Cuba 
could never enter “into any treaty or other compact with any foreign power or powers which will impair or tend to 
impair [its] independence”9. The doctrine was designed to ensure European powers (particularly Spain) would not 
interfere with Cuba militarily and economically. It also granted the U.S. the right to intervene in Cuba to protect its 
independence and granted land in Cuba for U.S. naval stations.10 Though formally abolished in 1934, the amendment 
set a precedent for dealing with Cuba. With this formal stance the U.S. made massive economic investment in the 
country during the first half  of  the 1900’s. One further document shaped this stance to accommodate international 
conflict in the post-war era. 

 Following the end of  World War II, the Marshall Plan collectively formed the U.S.’s international stance for 
the Cold war. While these policies are concerned with Europe rather than Cuba specifically, they reflect an implicit 
effort to build up strength against totalitarian advances. In this case, the U.S. was looking to strengthen Europe 
against the advance of  communist leanings. The Marshall Plan of  1947 was a post-war effort by the U.S. to rebuild 
Europe economically. In his speech advocating the plan, then-Secretary of  State Marshall deemed Europe’s inability 
to supply itself  so great it required “substantial additional help or [else it would] face economic, social, and political 
deterioration of  a very grave character”11. The plan resulted in massive economic aid to Europe. While it may be 
an overgeneralization to say that the plan outright saved certain countries from communism, Marshall cautioned 
European countries of  the consequences for not accepting U.S. policy. Marshall told Italian citizens prior to their 1948 
elections “that a Communist victory at the polls meant self-disqualification from the new American aid program”12. He 
also told France the amount of  aid it would receive from the U.S. depended “on retention of  a ban on Communists in 
the cabinet”13. With this stance toward Europe, the U.S. benefitted economically from a new government in Cuba.  
 
 The return to power in Cuba of  Fulgencio Batista in 1952 opened the door for increased economic relations 
between Cuba and the U.S. Batista returned to power following “nearly a decade of  graft, corruption, and scandal at 
all levels of  civilian government [which] had more than adequately paved the way for the return of  military rule”14. 
U.S. industry had been in Cuba beforehand, but with a friendly leader now in place, the U.S. fully engaged the Cuban 
economy. Sugar cane made up the backbone of  the export economy shared by the two countries. Of  the 5.8 million 
citizens in 1953, “575,000 Cubans were employed as paid agricultural workers, half  of  whom were cane cutters”15. 
Some 70 percent of  Cuban peasants made their sustenance off  of  small scale farming. U.S. corporations poured 
5 Laurence Chang, ed., and Peter Kornbluh, ed., The Cuban Missile Crisis, 1962. A National Security Archive Documents Reader. 
(New York: New Press, 1998), IX.
6 James Monroe, The Monroe Doctrine (accessed 2 December 2008); available at http://www.ushistory.org/documents/monroe.htm
7 James Monroe, The Monroe Doctrine (accessed 2 December 2008); available at http://www.ushistory.org/documents/monroe.htm P.1
8 Laurence Chang, ed., and Peter Kornbluh, ed., The Cuban Missile Crisis, 1962. A National Security Archive Documents Reader. 
(New York: New Press, 1998), 3.
9 Platt Amendment, Article I. Documents Relating to American Foreign Policy 1898-1914 (accessed 2 December 2008); available at 
http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/to1914.him
10 Platt Amendment, Article III, VII. Documents Relating to American Foreign Policy 1898-1914 (accessed 2 December 2008); avail-
able at http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/to1914.him
11 “Marshall Sees Europe in Need of Vast New U.S. Aid; Urges Self Help in Reconstruction.,” Washington Post, 6 June 1947,  Pp. 1-3.
12 Barry Machado, In Search of a Usable Past: The Marshall Plan and Postwar Reconstruction Today (Lexington, VA: George C. 
Marshall Foundation, 2007), 51
13 Barry Machado, In Search of a Usable Past: The Marshall Plan and Postwar Reconstruction Today (Lexington, VA:  George C. 
Marshall Foundation, 2007),  51
14 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 289.
15 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 294
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into Cuba over the next five years. Most notable was the Cuban Electric Company, a division of  New York’s 
Electric Bond and Power, which made for 90 percent of  Cuba’s electricity and “represented the largest single 
investment on the island, valued by the firm at $256,942,000”16. As a result of  this relationship, Cuba enjoyed 
one of  the most successful economies in its region. By 1957, its per capita income was second in Latin America 
“at $374 after Venezuela ($857). Only Mexico and Brazil exceeded Cuba in the number of  radios owned among 
individuals”17. While Cuba’s economy under Batista was booming, it still could not compete with the U.S. This 
unattainable standard was felt most in the lower classes, which further alienated them and drove them to favor 
Castro’s rebellion.

 The economic interconnectedness with the U.S. was a mental disadvantage to Cubans as it gave them 
an impossible standard of  living. U.S. ambassador Phillip Bonsal pointed out “that the average income in 
Cuba was about one-third that of  Mississippi, the poorest state in the union”18. This is one assessment of  the 
discrepancy in economic and social status between the two countries. Cubans wanted to enjoy the benefits 
and culture many Americans had in the 1950’s. A Canadian ambassador to Cuba mentioned at the time that 
“Cubans read news supplied from the United States…go to Florida and New York on their holidays…[and] 
send their children to school in the United States and invest their savings in Florida real estate”19. However, 
many Cubans could not financially enjoy these benefits. Because of  the seasonal schedule of  the sugar cane 
industry, many rural workers had less than four months work per year. Accounting for a quarter of  the labor 
force, they “typically earned less than $80 a month”20. To make matters worse, Cuba increasingly depended on 
U.S. products. Purchases of  North American imports increased “to $777 million in 1958. Cubans paid North 
American prices when the purchasing power of  the U.S. dollar was declining and the U.S. consumer price index 
was rising”21. Inflation led to hikes in food and real estate prices. Economic discrepancy, in addition to rural 
areas, was very apparent in Havana, which became a playground for American businessmen in the 1950’s.

 During the 1950’s, the American presence in, and view of, Havana further alienated Cuba’s mindset, 
giving greater cause for Castro’s rebellion. Havana was the fourth most expensive city in the world during the 
decade.22 In the city, industries which catered to pleasure and escapism for tourists flourished. Major U.S. hotel 
chains like Hilton opened new hotels and casinos. American travel agencies advertised “Gambler’s Specials 
[where] passengers could fly in at night to party and gamble and then depart on a morning plane”23. Prostitution 
was big as “270 brothels were in full operation. By 1958, an estimated 11,500 women earned their living as 
prostitutes in Havana”24. One can give credence to Alma Guillermoprieto, a Mexican journalist who lived in 
Havana at the time, who writes “any Yankee who ever came here was a Yankee in search of  the exotic”25 This 
decadent culture was a stark contrast to the rural poverty of  the lower classes. More importantly, the Havana 
culture alienated innumerable citizens in the ghettos around the capital. Many of  Havana’s poorest lived in 
“eight to a room in hovels of  tin sheeting and cardboard without sanitary facilities…and increasingly without 
hope… [Upwards of  5,000] walked the streets of  Havana in 1958, many of  whom were homeless women and 
children”26. The actions of  American tourists in Havana exacerbated negative feelings. Even some Americans 
were disgusted with how their fellow citizens acted. Arthur Schlesinger Jr. put it best:

  My fellow countrymen reeled through the streets, picking up fourteen-
  year-old Cuban girls and tossing coins to make men scramble in the gutter.
  One wondered how any Cuban-on the basis of  this evidence-could regard
  the United States with anything but hatred.27  
             

16 Cuban Electric Company, Information For Claims on Tax Deduction (27 November 1968)
17 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 296
18 Council on Foreign Relations, The Cuban Revolution and Latin America (Archives, 8 October 1962).
19 Council on Foreign Relations, The Cuban Revolution and Latin America (Archives, 8 October 1962).
20 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 299
21 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 297 
22 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 297
23 Thomas Patterson, Contesting Castro (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 52
24 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 305
25 Alma Guillermoprietio, Dancing With Cuba (New York: Pantheon, 2004), 61
26 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 304
27 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 305
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Thus, Cuba had much to be alienated with when Castro’s struggle to overthrow Batista began. Fidel Castro’s efforts 
to overthrow Batista began a year after Batista regained power. Castro supporters, hoping to eliminate the casinos and 
brothels once Castro was in power, “conspired to destroy the casinos. Just before opening ceremonies for the Riviera 
hotel in 1957, for example, police quashed a plot to blow up the building”28. However, Castro’s revolution started 
where alienation and poverty was most prominent: the rural farms and mountains. Castro’s formal attack began on 
July 26th, 1953 when he “daringly attacked the Moncada Army Barracks…at the southeastern end of  the island”29. The 
attack did not bring immediate success; in fact it was largely a failure which resulted in Castro being exiled to Mexico 
for three years. From this act, Castro’s effort to depose Batista became known as the July 26th movement. 

After being smuggled back into the country, Castro and his supporters retreated to the mountains of  the Sierra 
Maestra in the southeastern part of  the country. The land was “a wilderness both geographic and political…distant 
from their base of  support in Havana and Santiago”30. The mountains were a bastion of  support for Castro. The area’s 
residents included some “50,000 peasants, living in varying degrees of  indigence and impoverishment”31. Nearly half  
the peasants were squatters who struggled for sustenance by farming land they did not own. Throughout the 1950’s, 
they fought a constant war with larger farmers who violently forced them off  their land. When Castro came to the 
Sierra Maestra he “stepped into a tradition of  rebellion”32. The squatters became Castro’s earliest followers. By the 
summer of  1957, Castro wrote that over the peasants “our control is absolute, our support unconditional…The entire 
Sierra is up in arms”33. With this initial backing, Castro could begin his takeover.

Castro spread his movement to urban areas of  the country thanks to a deteriorating economy in the more 
economically sound regions. The urban parts of  Cuba had traditionally been well off  but by 1958, Cubans had 
realized that the economic security they hoped to receive under Batista was not going to materialize. The middle and 
upper classes soon felt the effects of  economic collapse as unemployment rose to 18 percent by December, compared 
to just under 9 percent in January.34 The employed found that their wages were dropping almost as dramatically as 
unemployment was rising, as “a total of  62 percent of  the population with work earned under $75 monthly”35. With 
discontent crossing geographic and economic lines, Castro’s forces headed west, defeating some 12,000 of  Batista’s 
troops with little struggle. The U.S. supported Batista politically and militarily, hoping he “might be able to save himself  
through constitutional reform”36. However, misuse of  support from external forces signaled his final downfall.

      
 By 1958, Batista’s abuse of  his political support gave Castro the last bit of  influence necessary for a successful 
overthrow. Batista responded to Castro’s advance by cracking down even further, but his abuses were so blatant that 
he lost solidarity with even his most powerful supporters. In March, Batista poisoned his relationship with the U.S. 
by suspending “constitutional guarantees (freedom of  expression, right of  assembly, freedom of  movement) and 
imposed press censorship”37. This was done to quell internal opposition by keeping external media criticism out of  
Cuba. However, such action only hurt Batista as “soon a number of  cabinet members resigned, throwing the Cuban 
government into disarray”38. Following this, two key groups refused to support Batista. The first was the Cuban 
communist party, or PSP. The PSP never formally supported Castro, but Batista’s abuses had become too severe. As 
the summer of  1958 wore on, they allied themselves with Castro, gaining “positions later to serve as the basis of  PSP 
authority in post-revolutionary Cuba”39. Even the Eisenhower administration soon could not maintain its backing in 
the face of  Batista’s corruption.

 Once the Batista regime alienated the U.S.’s support, it was only a matter of  months before Castro’s takeover 
was complete. Batista’s first major mistake was his misuse of  the weapons provided by the U.S. On March 24th, John 
Foster Dulles approved a plan prohibiting any more military support “until…conditions improved to the point where 

28 Thomas Patterson, Contesting Castro (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 57
29 Thomas Patterson, Contesting Castro (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 17
30 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 291
31 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 292
32 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 292
33 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 293
34 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 304
35 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 304
36 Alexsandr Fursenko and Timothy Naftali, One Hell of a Gamble (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1998), 7
37 Thomas Patterson, Contesting Castro (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 127
38 Thomas Patterson, Contesting Castro (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 127
39 Louis Perez, Cuba, Between Reform and Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 310.
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arms furnished will be dependently used for hemispheric defense and not used up [in] internal strife”40. The U.S. 
hoped Batista would save some face by keeping a promise to hold free elections in 1958. Such a measure of  good 
will was desperately needed, after Castro’s general strike brought him ever closer to Havana. U.S. officials hoped a 
free election on November 3rd would at least ensure a smooth exit for Batista. However, he did not deliver, even 
as his candidate’s opponent declared victory for Castro in the election. Batista gave the election to his candidate, 
Andres Aguero, a decision regarded as his “last big mistake”41. By awarding his candidate an election popular 
opinion said he had already lost, Batista ended all chance of  a peaceful end to the insurrection and “gave impetus 
to Castro’s rallying cry that the dictatorship had to be banished”42. Within a few months, Castro’s takeover was 
complete. Castro knew that further U.S. intervention was still a possibility. Sure enough, Batista’s defeat was in no 
way an end to U.S. opposition of  Castro. 

 With Castro now in power, the U.S. sought ways to regain some control in Cuba. Castro wanted to 
decrease foreign presence in his country “by nationalizing key industries and distributing lands to poor farmers-
restructuring Cuban society at the expense of  North American interests”43. He was also dangerous to the U.S.’s 
“hegemony in Latin America, for he endorsed revolutions against dictators, some of  whom stood fast with the 
United States as allies”44. Seeing this, the U.S. recognized Castro’s anti-American stance and responded in all 
manner of  ways to remove him. Particularly intriguing were covert actions by the Central Intelligence Agency. 
The CIA’s main objective was to replace Castro’s government “with one more devoted to the true interests of  the 
Cuban people and more acceptable to the U.S. in such a manner as to avoid any appearance of  U.S. intervention”45. 
Essentially, the CIA and the U.S. wanted to foster opposition of  Castro inside and outside Cuba in order to 
successfully overthrow the new government. It would then appear the Cuban people’s mindset matched the 
U.S.’s and Castro was not proper for this mindset. With this theme set, the CIA began propaganda campaigns to 
discredit Castro.

 Before attempting to force Castro out, the CIA looked to initiate an overthrow via propaganda. Radio 
broadcasts disseminated anti-Castro material to Cubans and Americans alike. The CIA helped opposition parties 
in Cuba and the U.S. purchase airtime on radio stations in Florida and Massachusetts. The CIA went on to set 
up a U.S.-controlled radio station on Swan Island, off  the coast of  Honduras. From the island, propaganda 
broadcasts created in the U.S. could enjoy “adequate coverage of  all parts of  Cuba, most especially in the Havana 
region”46. The CIA also used newspapers and speaking tours to get its anti-Castro message out. They seized 
popular newspapers in Miami and Havana, including the Cuban weekly Avance. The CIA printed Avance in the 
U.S., allowing for full control over the publication’s content. Within Cuba, the CIA’s action group produced 
and distributed “anti-Castro and anti-Communist publications regularly”47. Finally, the CIA sent two popular 
Cubans on speaking tours throughout Cuba “to gain hemisphere support for the opposition to Castro”48. Media 
throughout the hemisphere and American journalists in the country supported these missions. While it injected 
propaganda into Cuba, the CIA went on to engineer remarkable operations to discredit Castro’s image.

 The CIA’s attempts cause an overthrow of  Castro became rather amusing when the mission of  destroying 
Castro’s popular image was at hand. The CIA knew full well the power Castro commanded over his supporters. 
When he entered Havana in January, 1959, journalist Nancie Matthews reported that Castro’s arrival was “like the 
second coming of  Christ-beard and all”49. Castro’s image was a major source of  identification for his supporters. 
Destroying this image was the goal of  the CIA’s next efforts. First was a plan to “contaminate the air of  a radio 
40 U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States (Washington D.C.:Archives, 4 November 1958), VI, 67, 67n
41 Earl Smith, The Fourth Floor: An Account of the Castro Communist Revolution (New York: Random House, 1962), 155
42 Thomas Patterson, Contesting Castro (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 196
43 Thomas Patterson, Contesting Castro (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 121
44 Thomas Patterson, Contesting Castro (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 121
45 Central Intelligence Agency, A Program of Covert Operations Against The Castro Regime with TAB B: “Propaganda” (Ar-
chives, 16  March 1960)
46 Central Intelligence Agency, A Program of Covert Operations Against The Castro Regime with TAB B: “Propaganda” (Ar-
chives, 16  March 1960)
47 Central Intelligence Agency, A Program of Covert Operations Against The Castro Regime with TAB B: “Propaganda” (Ar-
chives, 16  March 1960)
48 Central Intelligence Agency, A Program of Covert Operations Against The Castro Regime with TAB B: “Propaganda” (Ar-
chives, 16  March 1960)
49 Central Intelligence Agency, A Program of Covert Operations Against The Castro Regime with TAB B: “Propaganda” (Ar-
chives, 16  March 1960)
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station where Castro broadcast his speeches with an aerosol spray can that produces reactions similar to those of  
lysergic acid”50. This idea was later quashed when the chemical was found to be unreliable, but other actions were 
taken to chemically distort the Cuban leader. 

In another example of  covert action, Jake Esterline, task force chief  for the Bay of  Pigs invasion, recalled 
a box of  cigars intended for Castro. The cigars contained a chemical “intended to produce temporary personality 
disorientation”51. The idea was to have Castro smoke one of  the tainted cigars before a speech. Esterline also 
remembered talk of  a plan to treat the cigars with “thallium salt, a chemical used by women as depilatory-the thought 
being to destroy Castro’s image as “The Beard” by causing the beard to fall out”52. CIA director Richard Bissell 
remembers an idea to drug “Castro’s food [which] would make him behave in such an irrational manner that a public 
appearance could have very damaging results for him”53. None of  these plans made it past the planning stage for 
various reasons (the thallium salt cigars, for example, were not sent because Castro did not make the trip to the U.S. 
which was to be used to deliver them). Nevertheless, Esterline concluded that these plans were “non-lethal means to 
make Castro look ridiculous”54. Seeing that none of  these plans would work, the CIA planned direct action. What the 
U.S. did not recognize was that its actions were destroying any chance of  solidarity with Castro. This is evidenced by 
Castro’s choice of  a different ally for his new government.   

 In response to America’s desire to overthrow him, Castro distanced himself  from Washington and united 
with the Soviet Union in terms of  political mindset. Castro knew that America’s acceptance of  any “Latin American 
regime would depend upon its being perceived as non-communist” While Castro’s government was a stark contrast to 
his predecessor’s, the new leader did not initially call his regime communist. Prominent members of  his government 
were seen as communists, including Castro’s brother Raul and Ernesto “Che” Guevara. However, Castro said in an 
interview with NBC’s Meet The Press that “there might be some communists in his movement but…that their influence 
is nothing “55. Despite this, communist conceptions of  Cuba by the U.S. government remained. Castro intensified his 
connection to the Soviet Union following the March 4th, 1960 explosion of  the “La Coubre, a Belgian ship bringing 
French weapons to the Cuban Army…in Havana harbor”56. Washington publicly denied involvement in the attack, but 
Castro’s told Soviet officials he was sure the United States was behind it. This set off  a series of  actions to eliminate 
U.S. presence in Cuba.

 The actions taken by Castro outlined his change in political ideology and the results of  U.S. alienation. In May, 
U.S. oil companies in Cuba refused Castro’s demand to refine oil promised to Cuba by the Soviet Union. That same 
month, Castro opened formal relations by Moscow by allowing a Soviet Embassy to be built in Havana. Then, “on 
June 10th, the Cuban Government nationalized the [oil] refineries. When Cuba’s foreign-owned electric utilities refused 
to operate using Soviet oil, Castro nationalized them too”57. Khrushchev followed by backing Castro. In July, he told 
a group of  Soviet professors he would “support the Cuban people with…rocket fire should the aggressive forces in 
the Pentagon dare to start intervention against Cuba”58. Khrushchev, in an unprecedented warning added that the 
U.S. should be aware of  the Soviet Union’s missile capacity. The Soviet missiles, he claimed, could hit a precise target 
13,000 kilometers away. He presented this as a caution “to those who would like to solve international problems by 
force and not by reason”59. By November, Castro accepted full support from Moscow when he declared in the PSP 
newspaper Hoy he had been a Marxist since he was a student and that he now viewed Moscow as Cuba’s “brain and 
great leader”60. With this, the full effect of  Castro’s alienation from the U.S. was complete. What was amazing about 
this was how Castro was then able to predict the U.S.’s response to the alliance.

 On March 6th, 1960, two days after the La Coubre explosion in Havana harbor paved the way for full relations 
between the Soviet Union and Cuba, Castro and Raul met with Aleksandr Alekseev in Havana. Castro told Alekseev, 
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52 J.S. Earman, CIA Inspector General Report on Plots to Assassinate Fidel Castro (23 May 1967)
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head of  the KGB, he expected the Eisenhower Administration and future presidents to quickly respond to his 
accusation that the U.S. was to blame for the explosion. He predicted the U.S. would retaliate in four main ways:

  “1. The implementation of  terrorist acts against him or his closest
  associates. 2. A break in diplomatic relations. 3. The introduction 
  of  economic sanctions. 4. An overt attack. In order to justify this the
  Americans will arrange an explosion in their consulate or on one of
  The American steamers or the murder in Havana of  American citizens
  so as to be able to blame these acts on the Cubans.”61

Amazingly enough, Castro’s prediction would prove to be largely accurate. He even told Alekseev of  his plan to 
counter such actions. Along with the nationalization of  U.S. industries, Castro planned to cut off  the water supply at 
the U.S. base at Guantanamo Bay. To stifle any counterrevolutionary efforts against him, Castro would mobilize his 
militia and revolutionary army, adding that efforts to expose traitors would “continue until the last drop of  blood”62. 
From this it is more than clear that Castro was moving away from the U.S. in mindset. The steps he took to ally Cuba 
with Moscow delineate this. More importantly, he had already begun planning for U.S. actions against his country, 
showing the foresight necessary to stop a far more formidable opponent. When the U.S. took such action, its efforts 
largely resulted in failure. Perhaps this is evidence of  the greater mindset the U.S.’s enemies had during the crisis.

 Beginning in 1960, the U.S. and the CIA started working on direct action to overthrowing Castro. When 
John F. Kennedy became president in early 1961, invasion of  Cuba became the optimal means of  achieving this. 
Kennedy wanted to keep the policy of  making it seem as though the U.S. had no part in action against Castro. He 
continued Eisenhower’s plan to train Cuban exiles in Guatemala for an invasion of  Cuba. However, the chances of  
maintaining such secrecy in these actions had dwindled dramatically. Khrushchev and Castro were uncompromising 
in accusing the U.S. More telling was the skepticism of  Kennedy’s advisers. In a February 11th, 1961 memorandum, 
Arthur Schlesinger told the president that “however well disguised any action might be, it will be ascribed to the 
United States”63. Most telling was the opinion of  Assistant Secretary of  State Thomas Mann. Commenting on reports 
of  the planning of  the invasion which had ran in U.S. newspapers, Mann said that “anyone who knows how to read 
already knows that the United States is supporting training bases in Guatemala and financing revolutionary groups 
in the United States”64. Schlesinger advised Kennedy to wait for Cuba to make the first move, hoping for an invasion 
of  Panama or the Dominican Republic, countries still under the U.S.’s sphere of  influence. Kennedy’s decision to go 
ahead with the invasion marked the beginning of  his blunders which led to the actual crisis. 

 More than just a failure in action, the Bay of  Pigs invasion was a large mistake in that it further widened 
the gap in mindset between the U.S. and its enemies. Given that carrying out the invasion with any form of  secrecy 
was impossible thanks to the attention it received in the U.S. media, it is interesting that the U.S. went ahead with it. 
CIA deputy director Richard Bissell simply stated that the U.S. did because “it was too late to stop now”65. Even so, 
the planning of  the Bay of  Pigs only worsened its slim chances at success. Unbeknownst to Kennedy, the CIA had 
plotted the invasion site using maps charted some 66 years prior. Any amount of  planning, regardless of  how careful 
the CIA could have been, was largely worthless since Castro already knew the invasion was coming. He sent some 
40,000 troops to the mountains above the bay to eliminate the CIA forces which could aid the U.S. from within. These 
troops reduced the number of  what Castro called “irregular groups from…more than 1,000 to less than 200”66. To 
further sabotage the invasion, Castro had the beach lit with floodlights which “would illuminate the entire…invasion 
force with one flick of  a switch”67.  Amazingly, the CIA was still confident its message would be accepted if  it came 
seemingly from the exiles.

Despite all of  this, the CIA still hoped that the invasion would bring vindication to their effort to assist anti-
Castro forces, as “agents reported that the Cuban people would welcome the landing”68. This mindset, in the face of  
the massive evidence that their plan had already been exposed, comes off  as completely oblivious. In turn, this only 
further advances the fact that the U.S. was not prepared in terms of  mindset to achieve their goal. Combined with 
poor planning, the Cuban exiles had no chance against Castro’s forces, which consisted of  a bevy of  artillery, tanks, 
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a variety of  guns, pistols, rifles, and “300,000 fully mobilized militia”69. The Bay of  Pigs was a failure which perfectly 
exposes the U.S.’s improper mindset and obliviousness to Cuba’s mindset and superior planning. These mistakes 
would only continue, further damaging the U.S.’s reputation among its enemies.   

   
Following the disastrous Bay of  Pigs invasion in April, 1961, the U.S. blundered in its relations with the 

Soviet Union over the issue of  Berlin and in the process alienated even further Castro’s biggest ally. The existence 
of  western-controlled West Berlin in communist East-Germany was as Khrushchev put it “a bone in the throat of  
Soviet leaders”70. Having an island nation of  the west surrounded by a strong ally of  the Soviet Union only conjured 
up memories of  embarrassment from the end of  World War II. Eisenhower’s failure to resolve the American position 
on both West and East Germany only aggravated this. When the U.S. and Soviet Union met in Vienna, Austria 
in June, Khrushchev hoped to convince Kennedy “that Berlin had to be the first step towards a détente”71. East 
Germany’s economy was weakening from immigration. Thousands of  professionals escaped via West Germany, 
leading Khrushchev to promise the East German leaders to “resolve their difficult situation by the end of  the year”72. 
Much was at stake regarding Berlin at the Vienna summit. The result of  Vienna was all the more corrosive.

The U.S.’s refusal to extensively discuss Berlin further strained relations with the Soviet Union. Dean Acheson, 
one of  the minds behind the Truman Doctrine, advised Kennedy to focus on issues where an agreement which 
benefitted both sides could be created. Simply put, Acheson believed there was “no ‘solution’ for the Berlin problem 
short of  the unification of  Germany”73. Using this conclusion, Kennedy focused on other issues, such as a nuclear 
test ban and Laos. Khrushchev saw these matters as secondary, largely dismissing them on the conference’s first day. 
He wanted to be clear he “had come to talk about Berlin and to size up the young leader”74. A failure to reach an 
agreement on Germany would lead the Soviet Union to make a treaty with the East Germans, allowing them “to cut 
Allied access to West Berlin”75. Kennedy told the Soviet Premier he would accept such a treaty if  allowed to keep 
troops in West Berlin. This concession did nothing for Khrushchev. Kennedy could not understand how the Premier 
could not only fail to see the U.S.’s commitment to West Berlin, but also “willingly endanger U.S.-Soviet relations to get 
his way on Berlin”76. No matter how staunch the U.S. stance on Berlin was, the Soviet Union was simply less forgiving 
since it was most important to them. Khrushchev’s response to Kennedy was clear: “if  you want war, that’s your 
problem”77. This position, a shock to Kennedy, was evidence that Moscow considered Berlin an ally and a symbol. 
The treaty Khrushchev promised never happened. However, the Berlin Wall served the same purpose as it manifested 
both Khrushchev’s resolve and Kennedy’s lack of  comprehension of  his foe’s interests. Khrushchev was also clear in 
his understanding of  Cuba, as evidenced by his words on the subject of  U.S. intervention during the summit.

Khrushchev’s view of  the situation in Cuba showed how imperfect the U.S. efforts to control Castro were. 
During the Vienna conference, Khrushchev said the U.S. believed “that when people rise against tyrants, that is the 
result of  Moscow’s activities”78. The Premier contended his country did not instigate rebellions, but nevertheless 
when one occurred the U.S. was always first to point fingers at other nations. Khrushchev considered this assumption 
problematic. The U.S.’s habitual ability to always see the U.S.S.R. as an external force blinded its leaders from seeing 
what was really occurring in Cuba. During the 1959 revolution, U.S. business was the only external force and because 
it supported Batista’s oppression, Khrushchev argued, the Cuban people fully turned against it. The same logic 
applied in the Bay of  Pigs as it “only strengthened the revolutionary forces and Castro’s own position because the 
people of  Cuba were afraid that they would get another Batista”79. Khrushchev even stated that while he didn’t see 
Castro as a true communist, “U.S. policy can make him one”80. Soviet policy, to Khrushchev, was more popular in 
non-communist countries because the Soviet Union allowed a country to decide how it wanted to rule itself. The U.S. 
pressuring of  Castro with sanctions allowed the Soviet Union to assist him as it did. More pressure could force Castro 
closer to Moscow, straining relations between the two sides. It is clear that Khrushchev knew relations between the 
three nations could become far worse if  the United States continued its desire to control Cuba. However, the U.S.’s 
position in Cuba was unchanging.
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With an open invasion resulting in disaster, the U.S. spent the rest of  1961 formulating Operation Mongoose, 
yet another plan to unseat Castro. Authorized by President Kennedy on November 30th, it had the same aims as 
previous anti-Castro operations. Brigadier General Edward Lansdale looked to create a “movement within Cuba 
capable of  leading a revolt that would lead to the downfall of  the Castro government”81. Through various forms of  
propaganda, Lansdale hoped to trigger Cuba’s citizens to overthrow Castro by October, 1962. Like the Bay of  Pigs, 
many U.S. officials were highly doubtful of  the plan. CIA leaders felt rebel groups in Cuba would not survive in the 
face of  Castro’s influence. While Kennedy maintained the invasion could not involve the U.S. military, CIA officials 
contended “Lansdale’s plan could not work without the eventual involvement of  the marines”82. Government officials 
were equally pessimistic of  the plan. State Department intelligence director Roger Hillsman said it would be almost 
“impossible to unseat the present regime in Havana by anything short of  outright military intervention”83. Even more 
critical was McGeorge Bundy, who saw Mongoose as an attempt to heal the Kennedy Administration’s damaged ego 
after the Bay of  Pigs. He felt U.S. officials were trying to make themselves “feel better by planning tough actions 
they knew they would never use”84. However, the most accurate analysis of  the situation came from CIA Director 
John McCone, who felt the U.S. was being too cautions in trying yet another covert uprising. Even more amazing, in 
early 1962 McCone asked about developing “a policy for action if  missile bases are placed on Cuban soil”85. Though 
McCone called his question purely a hunch, it was frighteningly accurate as to what was to come from Moscow and 
Havana.

Regardless of  its planning, another CIA operation would not have been effective as Castro and Khrushchev 
were already taking even more drastic steps to confront U.S. intervention in Cuba. Mongoose, in all likelihood, 
could not have further alienated the U.S.’s enemies. Because they were much more willing to use outright military 
defense, Cuba and the U.S.S.R. probably would not be affected by U.S. covert action. In fact, as the U.S. was planning 
Mongoose, the Soviet Union was busy testing out its nuclear arsenal. In September of  1961, Castro sent a five-page 
letter to Khrushchev requesting a list of  weapons he and Raul thought necessary for Cuba’s security. Specifically, he 
asked for “eight divisions of  surface-to-air missiles-388 missiles in all”86. While the list was shortened slightly, the 
Soviets quickly worked out a deal to make this happen. Perhaps this was because Alekseev reported from Havana 
that “a new intervention would take place between September and December, 1961”87. While the Kremlin saw this 
warning as inconsequential (how could they not given the U.S.’s previous efforts), it still made effort to ready its 
nuclear capabilities. A series of  Soviet nuclear tests took place in late 1961, the most notable being the 58-megaton 
bomb exploded on October 30th. Less than a year later, Khrushchev and Castro were planning advanced Soviet 
defense for Cuba.

By August of  1962 the Soviet Union and Cuba had drafted a formal agreement to militarily defend and assist 
one another. By this time, controversy over nuclear testing and placement had become the main issue separating the 
U.S. and the Soviet Union. Khrushchev had long since been critical of  the U.S.’s Jupiter missiles in Turkey as they 
were well within range of  Soviet territory. In April of  1962, Khrushchev met with his defense minister, Rodion 
Malinovsky. Khrushchev had already shared the idea of  placing missiles in Cuba with his close friend, Deputy Prime 
Minister Anastas Mikoyan. This idea was accelerated when Malinovsky informed him “that American Jupiter missiles 
had recently become operational in Turkey”88. Upon hearing this, Khrushchev presented Malinovsky with an idea 
to “throw a hedgehog down Uncle Sam’s pants”89. Khrushchev did not necessarily expect to get a full scale war out 
of  this idea. He knew that such an undertaking, though dangerous and difficult to conceal, would create a common 
ground between the Soviet Union and the U.S. 

By placing missiles in reach of  its shores, “the Soviet Union could truly speak to America as an equal”90. 
Acting on this, Raul Castro negotiated a treaty in early July formally allowing the Soviet Union to station troops in 
Cuba. The agreement allowed Soviet forces in Cuba to handle “any matter military or otherwise as they saw, [while] 
not having to give any account of  their acts to the Cuban Government”91. U.S. and CIA officials knew this meeting 
had taken place, but made a costly jump to conclusions. Initially, no document proving an agreement was made during 
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Raul Castro’s visit was detected. Schlesinger concluded that since “no communiqué was issued…our intelligence 
people concluded that [Castro’s] mission had failed”92. Schlesinger added that the U.S. could further doubt outright 
military presence since “a launching pad directed against the U.S. would be too blatant a provocation”93. As the U.S. 
continued to prepare for Operation Mongoose it became clear Schlesinger’s conclusion was a grave one.

Moscow’s final push towards placing missiles in Cuba proved just how wrong the U.S.’s assumptions were. 
Just like his comments on Operation Mongoose, John McCone seemed to be the one U.S. official in touch with the 
reality of  the situation. Disagreeing with the president, who still hoped to win via propaganda and defections in Cuba, 
McCone blatantly told Robert Kennedy that use of  the U.S. military had become necessary. CIA operations would 
not be enough because “the Soviets seemed to be the ones making the dramatic military commitment in Cuba”94 
McCone’s judgment became all too accurate when Khrushchev sent “dozens of  military freighters…speeding towards 
Cuba with military equipment in August, 1962”95. Moscow did not have enough missiles to compete with the U.S. 
In placing medium-range missiles in Cuba, McCone thought, the Soviet Union was looking to find a way to quickly 
catch up to the U.S. and intensify the situation. If  this was not bad enough for the U.S., the exposure of  a military 
agreement between Cuba and the U.S.S.R. in August proved that Schlesinger had been wrong. In early September, 
President Kennedy warned that placement of  Soviet military forces in Cuba, a violation of  the 1934 U.S.-Cuba treaty, 
would bring harsh retaliation. Amazingly enough, Kennedy was still unaware that Soviet troops and missiles were 
entering Cuba right under his nose. CIA intelligence had reported some 3,000 to 5,000 Soviet personnel in Cuba, 
but this was just “a fraction of  some 42,000 that were on the island by October 1”.96 Kennedy’s obliviousness came 
out most blatantly when Arthur Lundahl arrived at the White House on October 16th. The aerial photography expert 
informed the President and his staff  of  the medium range ballistic missiles (MRBM’s) that “had been discovered on 
U-2 photography of  October 14th at two locations”97. To a person inexperienced in interpreting photographs, the 
missile sites might not be recognizable amongst the farmlands and building surrounding them. Lundahl made this 
distinction, telling Kennedy his staff  had not “misled [him] on anything…Yes I am convinced they are missiles”98. The 
true consequence of  the U.S.’s stubborn refusal to look beyond its mindset was revealed. The next two weeks would 
be some of  the direst in American history.

It is actually quite interesting to think that the severing of  connections between the U.S. and Cuba could 
have been avoided long before missiles reached the island. A meeting in August, 1961, between Che Guevara and 
Kennedy advisor Richard Goodwin showed that compromise could be reached. At a conference in Uruguay, Guevara 
told Goodwin he wanted to see “a truce with the United States [however] the Cubans were serious about building 
a socialist state…and this phase of  the revolution was irreversible”99 With this, Guevara showed the U.S. that some 
common ground was possible for the two countries. This could not happen if  it was not mutually accepted that Cuba’s 
change in government was to be permanent. This sentiment in mind, Guevara “criticized the United States for having 
unreasonable hopes that this process could be changed”100 The U.S. might have avoided a broken relationship with 
Cuba if  it could have looked past the existence of  communism. Refusal to let go of  the idea of  total control over its 
“sphere of  influence” doomed any chances of  compromise. While the U.S. could not have foreseen the seriousness 
the situation eventually reached, it is reasonable to conclude that relations with Cuba would only be strained if  it did 
not at least tolerate Cuba’s mindset. As this did not happen, the downward spiral towards nuclear conflict is easily 
understood. It is simply a case of  a basic, yet vital, requirement not being met and the consequences which resulted.       
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To Be A Tudor Woman:  
Social Expections and the Women Who Defied Them

Jessica spriggs

Introduction: The Common View of  the Female in the Tudor Period

 During the Tudor period, marriage was looked at as an extremely crucial point in a young woman’s life, 
where one had to implement a well designed strategy in order to ensure the right match. This was especially 
evident in the royal court and the aristocracy, where a well organized relationship with the right man could 
mean a great deal of  influence and power for a woman and her family. While it was a social norm to use 
marriages as an economic or political transaction between families, it is often hard to discern whether the 
majority of  the motivation came from the woman’s personal desires or from the pressure of  her family’s 
wishes. In a patriarchal society, the common belief  was that women were not sophisticated or tactful enough 
to design a courtship for their own means, but evidence left behind from some women who lived during this 
period speaks otherwise.

 This paper will bring together examples from throughout the upper classes in the Tudor period to 
examine whether or not women during this time truly had the opportunity to use their marriages for their 
own gain. Furthermore, the differences between divisions of  the upper class, namely the royal court and the 
aristocracy, will be addressed, as well as the amount of  influence that the reigning monarch had over the social 
matches of  the upper class.

Chapter 1: Social Norms: The Use of  Women as a Tool for Family Advancement

 For a woman during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, courtship and marriage were regarded as 
vital steps in life, determining not only their own personal happiness and security but that of  their families 
as well. When it came to marriage, emotional security between the two people involved was secondary to 
the economic benefit of  the union. Furthermore, because women were not often seen in the work force and 
therefore had no income of  their own, they were often measured in worth by their ability to be manipulated 
in their family’s favor. Nowhere was this more crucial to a young woman’s life than in the nobility and the 
royal court. Not only could a woman make strides for her family’s name, but every move she made could be 
influential in the lives of  those surrounding her. 

Because women were so strongly tied to social mobility and the social hierarchy in general, a marriage 
between a noble of  one family and a lady of  another could tremendously affect other women in the same 
social circle. In the royal court, families would do just about anything in order to get “a pretty and promising 
daughter accepted as one of  the Queen’s maids of  honour, but unless a girl’s rank automatically entitled her 
to a place in the royal entourage, competition was fierce”1. Parents of  young ladies had to make whatever 
arrangements they could, often as soon as they had a child, to ensure that they could use their daughter to 
achieve social advantages for their family. As Alison Plowden put it, “marriages in royal and noble families 
were made not in heaven but at the council table, with political or dynastic advantage in mind, and frequently 
planned when those most closely concerned were still of  nursery age.”2

1 Plowden, Allison. Tudor Women: Queens and Commoners. (New York:  Athenium, 1979), 40. 
2 Ibid, p. 8
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These plans were concocted by the family with the expectation that their child would concede to their bidding 
with no objection. It was a woman’s duty, being of  little other use to their family, to fulfill any obligation with regards 
to matrimony that their family placed in front of  them. Being raised to believe that they were worth little while they 
were outside of  marriage, women often felt that it was best to make a marriage to form an economic partnership, 
even if  it was with someone whom they felt they had no emotional connection to3. It was universally understood that 
a woman was the property of  her father, and that in the marriage process, control over a woman was exchanged from 
father to new husband, and so the subservience a woman experienced growing up was expected to continue in the 
new household. 

While most of  these ideas were common across class boundaries, there were certainly differences between 
the nobility and the royal court. The upper class outside of  the royal court had more freedom to make marriage 
compacts as they pleased. Some families felt that it was important for their children to be well educated in order to 
propel their chances of  marrying someone above their current social status. More traditional men argued that women 
were too weak of  mind to properly use their education, but others, namely scholars like Thomas More, believed that 
an educated woman would be a better companion for their husband because they would be more stable and rational 
than other women4. 

If  families did not want to educate their daughters, they often “placed them out” into wealthy homes to be 
brought up in a better environment than they had at home. Their hopes in “placing out” their daughters was that they 
would be brought up with social graces that they would not have acquired at home, and that hopefully this would lead 
to the daughter attaining a more suitable marriage5. Again, women did not complain when placed in another home 
because they understood that opportunities such as this came along rarely and they had an obligation to fulfill for their 
families. In the best case, noblewomen whose homes these women were placed into would offer them patronage, and 
often “helped them find husbands, and introduced them at court”6. Most families knew that by placing their children 
out with their social contacts, they were strengthening their relationship to prepare for the future. 7 “For an intelligent 
girl, eager to improve herself  and ready to seize her chances, the possibilities were almost limitless- the career of  
young Mistress Anne Boleyn being perhaps a classic example of  this”. 8 

Thomas Boleyn, Anne’s ambitious father, was a great example of  an aristocrat hoping to climb the ranks 
of  society and land himself  and his daughters in positions that might be of  benefit for the growth of  their family. 
He threw them into the study of  social elegance, preparing them for the lavish lifestyle they would face at court 
by schooling them in French and courtly activities such as riding and dancing.9 Like other fathers of  similar social 
position, Thomas used his connections in order to secure places for his daughters as ladies in the royal court; Mary 
served Margaret, the Archduchess of  Austria, and Anne served Mary Tudor, the king’s sister and the new Queen of  
France.10 While Mary made little progress for her family aside from becoming mistress to Henry VIII and obtaining a 
respectable marriage to William Carey11, Anne’s reputation from her time in France under Queen Claude earned her a 
position as a lady in Queen Catherine’s court, which is where the story of  Anne Boleyn and Henry VIII began.12 

Chapter 2: The Royal Court

Placement in the court meant a great deal of  things for young women. They were given salaries, which were 
modest, but significant financial support often came in the form of  dowry contributions from their queen.13 This 
meant that women in the court who were unmarried would become more attractive to courtiers who were seeking 
candidates for marriage. These women were also able to establish friendships with other women in the court in order 
to relay information or gain favor. Being present at court meant being able to overhear the rumblings between men, 
and women could use the information they became privy to for their own benefit or for the benefit of  their family.14 
Women at court were also able to socialize with other women and make personal connections that could be of  further 
benefit to their families. 
3 Mendelson, Sara and Crawford, Patricia. Women in Early Modern England. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 131.
4 Plowden, 36
5 Ibid, 37
6 Harris, Barbara J. “Women and Politics in Early Tudor England. (The Historical Journal, 1990). 263 
7 Ibid, 264
8 Plowden, 40
9 Ibid, 41
10 Ibid, 41
11 Ibid, 45
12 Ibid, 44-45
13 Mendelson and Crawford, 372
14 Ibid, 375
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Connections were diligently maintained by both men and women by the giving of  gifts and tokens.15 
Gifts were used between families as general signals of  interdependence, while tokens were items of  a more 
personal nature and were most often given between women or between betrothed women and men.16 The 
exchange of  gifts “gave donors and recipients a specific claim on each other’s resources and assistance”.17 A 
good deal of  information about gift-giving in the court comes from the letters of  Lady Lisle.18 Most of  the 
tokens she sent out were to other ladies or countesses of  the court as was normal for a woman of  her position 
to do. However, on one occasion she sent a token to Thomas Culpepper. This normally might have suggested 
a personal relationship or courtship, but as a married woman looking to preserve her image, she made it known 
that it was the first time she had ever exchanged tokens with a man. 19 

While gift-giving between families was common, it was not without reservations. The members of  the 
court knew that in giving or receiving a gift, there was an expectation of  a reciprocal favor or gift.20 Lady Lisle, 
for example, sent gifts to Eleanor, the countess of  Rutland, in hopes that she would use her influence towards 
the advancement of  Lisle’s daughters. 21 This process was an important way for men and women of  the upper-
class to obtain positions, favors, or incomes for their families when it was not possible by their own personal 
connections.22

The ability of  an aristocratic woman to achieve a court position (as a “lady-in-waiting” or a member 
of  the Queen’s household) depended on a number of  factors. Those who were born into wealth or were born 
to courtiers had the least trouble in obtaining prominent court positions, especially if  they had a talent or were 
particularly beautiful.23 Single aristocratic women could, with risk, use their sexuality to enter a clandestine 
relationship with a courtier, with the hope that if  a child resulted, her lover would take her for his wife.24 While 
this worked for women like Anne Hyde, it did not work for everyone: some women were removed from court 
in shame when their lover refused to acknowledge the child as their own, as was Mary Trevor. 25 

For women who did not want to depend on their sexual proclivity with nobles to arrange a decent 
marriage for themselves, becoming mistress to the king was sometimes pursued. This was often a dangerous 
route, but was usually worth the risk if  the woman played her cards right. Mistresses often faced the threat of  
rivals who knew that the mistress of  the king could quite easily fall out of  favor if  she failed to please him or if  
a better option came along.26 These women had a very unique opportunity to be close to the king, and hopefully 
not only establish connections through this relationship for her own future, but for her family as well. Mary 
Boleyn, for example, was a mistress of  Henry VIII for a period of  time in the 1520s, and their affair resulted 
in a great deal of  attention for the Boleyn family. However, when the King grew bored, as was common of  
Henry, Mary had to settle for an arranged marriage with William Carey, a companion of  the king but no great 
aristocrat by any means.27 Even Elizabeth Blount, the mistress of  Henry VIII before Mary, who bore the king 
a son (who later became the duke of  Richmond28), was married off  to a less than worthwhile husband. 29 The 
example made by these women made it clear to those following close behind that the risk involved with an 
affair of  this nature might not be worth the end result. 

A third way for a woman to gain influence in the royal court was to take a formal office.30 Aristocratic 
women did not necessarily need to be married to be appointed to an office, while it did make them more 

15 Harris, 271
16 Ibid, 266
17 Ibid, 265
18 Ibid, 266
19 Harris, 266
20 Ibid, 267
21 Ibid
22 Ibid, 268
23 Mendelson, 366
24 Ibid
25 Ibid
26 Mendelson, 370
27 Plowden, 45
28 Ives, Eric. The Life and Death of Anne Boleyn. (Malden: Blackwell Publishing. 2005), 16
29 Ibid
30 Mendelson, 370
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accessible to those who had the power to select them to these positions.31 What did matter, however, when a woman 
was given an office in court, was how they could maintain their influence through their talent, through their networking 
with other nobles, and through their continued efforts to come into the good graces of  those of  higher social 
standing.

For women who had established themselves as ladies of  the court, a common way to establish patronage was 
through the act of  “courtly love”. In this practice, a man would assume the role of  faithful servant, and the woman, 
who was of  higher standing, would play the “mistress” of  his affections, whom he would woo with songs and poetry.32 
In return for his service, the lady would act as patron to the man, bringing him into her circle and hopefully advancing 
his social position at court.33 This practice was expected to be completely platonic between the two parties involved34, 
and was most evident in the sport of  jousting35, where a man would ask a woman to sport his “favor” in order to 
boost his morale in the coming competition. It is argued that this model of  patronage was demeaning to women of  
the court, making them appear to be objects, even more than this, that they were weak.36 The woman was expected to 
give “lip service” to these men, and yet not to act upon their knight’s devotion.37 

The amount of  advancement a woman could achieve at Court not only depended on social contacts, but the 
ambition and drive to succeed that a woman possessed. While some women might have settled once they achieved 
placement in Court, some strove for higher ends. For examples of  how women could achieve great power and 
influence by taking advantage of  opportunities, we can look to two women: Anne Boleyn and Bess of  Hardwick. 

Chapter 3: Anne Boleyn: Designer of  Her Own Fate or Family Pawn?

 One of  the most famous stories of  social climbing to ever occur in England was that of  Anne Boleyn, Henry 
VIII’s controversial second of  six wives. Anne was the second eldest of  the three children of  Elizabeth Howard, 
daughter of  the Earl of  Surrey, and Thomas Boleyn, a knight of  increasing social status38. Though her father certainly 
used her for the advancement of  the family, evidence suggests that Anne was quite manipulative in her own right, 
using whatever opportunities she had to make connections which would better her status and assist her in her search 
for a good marriage.

The Boleyn family had only begun its ascent into high society through the efforts of  Geoffrey Boleyn, the 
grandfather of  Thomas Boleyn, around the middle of  the fifteenth century. Geoffrey began in the trade class, working 
his way up through the government of  London, making connections with gentry and lower nobility through his 
marriage to Anne, the daughter of  a lord, and eventually becoming knighted by Henry VI39. His son William continued 
establishing connections when he married Margaret Butler, the daughter of  an Irish earl, and he came into royal favor 
when he fought for Henry VII40. It was clear to Thomas that he was expected to continue the growth of  the Boleyn 
name through his own descendents, and so he prepared his children the only way he knew how: by sending them off  
to be educated.

Both Anne and her sister Mary were placed out around the age of  12, and Anne ended up in the household of  
Margaret of  Austria41. Thomas Boleyn knew that if  his daughters were to ever enter the social world of  the English 
court, they needed not only to develop their social skills, but to develop connections within high society as well. 
Luckily for Anne, Margaret was truly impressed by her demeanor and willingness to learn, writing to Thomas, “I find 
her so bright and pleasant for her young age that I am more beholden to you for sending her to me than you are to 
me.”42

31 Ibid, 371
32 Ives, 70
33 Ibid
34 Warnicke, Retha M. “The Conventions of Courtly Love and Anne Boleyn”. In State, Sovereigns & Society in Early Modern Eng-
land, by Charles Carlton. )New York: St Martin’s Press), 105
35 Loades, David. The Tudor Court. (Totowa: Barnes and Noble Books. 1987), 102
36 Warnicke, 105
37 Ibid
38 Weir, Alison. The Six Wives of Henry VIII. (New York: Grove Press. 1991), 145-6.
39 Ibid, 145
40 Ibid
41 Denny, Joanna. Anne Boleyn: A New Life of England’s Tragic Queen. (Philadelphia: Da Capo Press. 2004), 28-9.
42 Denny, 29
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 In Margaret’s court, Anne developed skills that she and her family hoped would earn her a place in the 
court of  Catherine of  Aragon, Henry VIII’s wife. One of  her first endeavors was to master the French language, 
which she practiced by writing letters to her father back home43. This fine-tuning of  her French later made her 
indispensable when Henry VIII’s sister, Mary Tudor, was looking for “ladies in waiting” to attend to her while 
she was married to the French King, Louis XII44. Anne also made sure to use those around her to learn how to 
behave within the court. She spent a great deal of  time in court observing other ladies so she might imitate their 
behaviors, which helped make her transition into English court life much easier45. It seems that, even at an early 
age, Anne knew what was expected of  her and what she needed to do to achieve it and her time with Margaret 
of  Austria provided her with the skills that made her future achievements possible. 

 Anne’s time as attendant to Mary was short, but when Mary returned to England, Anne stayed under 
the service of  Queen Claude, the wife of  Francis I. Anne’s opportunities remaining in the French court were 
promising, but she had to play her cards right or she would risk depreciating her worth. Francis I was well known 
for being sexually promiscuous with the ladies of  Queen Claude, his wife46, and in 1515, Mary Boleyn became 
his mistress47. When he grew tired of  her, she was passed along to members of  the nobility, discarded with little 
to show for her endeavors. Observing her elder sister’s mistakes, Anne was extremely cautious in her behavior 
at court, staying in the presence of  “women of  the highest moral standards”48 in order to keep her reputation 
clean. This was an extremely important decision for Anne, for had she made herself  available to King Francis, 
or even to his courtiers, she would not have been able to justify making Henry VIII wait until their marriage to 
have her “maidenhead”. Anne knew this, and was “eager to make a good marriage”49 upon her return to England. 
However, while Anne was making her own way in France, she was unaware that her father was planning for her 
a marriage that would reunite the Boleyn and Butler families.

 Thomas Boleyn and Sir Piers Butler were, at the time, both claimants to the earldom of  Ormonde, but 
Boleyn devised a resolution that would benefit both families: marrying Anne to Butler’s son, James50. Anne was 
called back to England from France in 1522, while Cardinal Wolsey was supposedly attempting to solidify the 
marriage agreement between Anne and James, but by the end of  the year, the marriage arrangements had made 
little progress51, and eventually they fell apart. When it was clear she would not marry James, Anne was finally 
given a place in Catherine of  Aragon’s court. 

 Anne’s experiences in the courts of  Europe had more than prepared her for a life in the English monarchy. 
It was said that “among the English there was nobody with a tithe of  the continental polish of  Anne Boleyn”52 
though a great deal of  Katherine’s court had come over with her from Spain. Her charm and demeanor attracted 
the attention of  Henry Percy, a young man of  Cardinal Wolsey’s household53. He began to romance Anne, and 
soon claimed that she had agreed to marry him54. However, this match was not to be.  Cardinal Wolsey warned 
Percy to quit his pursuit of  Anne, for the King had “intended to have preferred Anne Boleyn unto another 
person, although she knoweth it not”55. Henry had not actually contracted Anne to another man, but was keeping 
her free for himself. Regardless, Percy was devastated, for he harbored a deep affection for Anne, but Wolsey 
crushed his attempts to argue his case, saying that Anne was “unfit to mate with a Percy”56. This deeply offended 
Anne, and was much of  the reason why she became determined to see his undoing, saying that if  ever she had 
the power “she would work the Cardinal as much displeasure as he had done her”57. 

43 Ives, 19. 
44 Ibid, 26-7
45 Ibid, 25
46 Weir, 150
47 Denny, 37-8
48 Denny, 41
49 Weir, 154
50 Ibid
51 Ibid
52 Ives, 45
53 Ibid, 63
54 Denny, 47
55 Weir, 157
56 Weir, 158
57 Ibid
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 Though the King had discreetly expressed interest in Anne through his distaste for her marriage to Percy, 
there had been no actual advances on either part to suggest the start of  an affair. However, evidence seems to point to 
Henry’s pursuit of  Anne after the Percy affair fizzled out. Thomas Boleyn took Anne from court back to their palace 
at Hever, where Anne was kept until her brother George returned from Oxford58. In the company of  Mary Boleyn, 
who was his mistress at the time, Henry often traveled to the neighboring estate of  Penshurst, paying frequent visits to 
the Boleyn home59. Royal appointments were bestowed upon the Boleyns: Thomas was made Lord Rochford in 1525, 
and in 1526, George became the King’s Cupbearer and, soon after, a member of  his Privy Chamber60. The Boleyns 
had finally achieved the royal favor that they had so desperately hoped for, and it seemed to be riding on the influence 
of  Thomas’s daughter, Anne. 

 Up until this point, most of  the credit for Anne’s successes could be given to Thomas’s excellent maneuvering 
of  her through different social circles. He was the one who had decided she should attend to Margaret in France, and 
that she should stay there through the reigns of  Mary Tudor and Claude, and he had decided to bring her back to 
marry Henry Percy. He had also achieved the placement in Catherine’s court that put her in the sight of  Henry VIII 
for the first time in 1522. However, when Anne returned to court after her time in Hever, it became clear that Anne 
captivated the King in a way that no one could have predicted, not even Thomas Boleyn. 

  For many before Anne, the ability to hold Henry’s attention for any extended period of  time proved 
impossible. He was known to have many mistresses throughout his marriage to Catherine, including Anne’s sister, 
Mary, but none of  them could hold on to him for long. When Anne learned of  Henry’s interest in her, she knew that 
she had to present herself  in such a way that he would understand she was unlike any other. When he became angry 
at her lack of  direct answer to his love letters, Anne promised she meant no harm, but she had already promised her 
maidenhead to her husband61. This most definitely intrigued Henry, who was not used to being denied. To ensure 
that she held nothing but the deepest respect for the King, Anne sent him a gift: “a ship with a woman on board and 
with a (presumably) pendant diamond”62. Henry took this as a symbol that she was entrusting her safekeeping into 
his hands, and in his next letter promised that his heart would forevermore be only hers63, suggesting that he desired 
marriage. Now the only thing standing between Anne and the throne of  England was Henry’s marriage to Catherine, 
which had already begun to crumble.

 Anne had achieved the impossible. Through her morality and sophisticated nature, not to mention her 
attractiveness, she had not only secured the attentions of  the King of  England, but had convinced him that she, a 
woman of  common birth, was worthy of  becoming the next Queen. Now, her biggest concern was how to keep the 
King interested while still protecting her chastity. She did her best to be constantly in the King’s presence, accompanying 
him everywhere but the bedroom when she was present at court64. Henry persistently wrote to her when she was 
away, ensuring his continued devotion to her, and in order to assure that his desires would continue, Anne often did 
not respond in a timely manner, or often at all65. It was also believed that her intellectual influence over the King was 
part of  his continued interest despite the lack of  a sexual relationship. Anne, being a very intelligent and well educated 
woman, was quite schooled in the new theological ideas that were circulating around Europe, many, such as The 
Obedience of  a Christian Man, arguing the King’s subservience to no one but God, which was convenient in Henry’s 
battle with Rome over his divorce66.

Another daunting task facing Anne was the suppression of  those who spoke against her. She remembered 
that Cardinal Wolsey had offended her in the past, and now came the time when she could not only see to his removal 
from royal favor, but could use it to her advantage67. Her uncle, the Duke of  Norfolk, also disliked Wolsey, and meant 
to “Use Anne Boleyn as ‘a sufficient and apt instrument’ to bring what Cavendish calls ‘their malicious purpose’ to 
fruition. To this end, they very often consulted with her as to what was to be done,”68 showing the new degree of  
power that she held, even over those who helped to raise her to her current status. Upon his absence from court, 
Anne worked with Rochford, Norfolk and Suffolk in order to convince Henry that Wolsey was working against the 
annulment of  his marriage69. 
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In November of  1532, Anne finally achieved what she had been working for. She and Henry married in a 
private ceremony and the summer of  the next year, Anne was crowned Queen of  England.70 The following September, 
Anne gave birth to a daughter, Elizabeth, much to the disappointment of  Henry, and Anne quickly realized that if  she 
were to fail to produce a male heir, she could very well lose her crown, if  not her head. Unfortunately, Anne was never 
able to give birth to a living child after her first, and Henry’s attention strayed to her lady-in-waiting, Jane Seymour.71 
Anne was aware of  the liaisons taking place between her husband and her lady, but instead of  standing aside and 
allowing the King to do as he pleased, she would often berate him, creating a wedge between them that only seemed to 
become wider with time. It became very clear that the ambition and outspokenness that brought her to the throne had 
now become a liability, and the more she spoke out in her defense, the more the King felt the need to be rid of  her.

From the time that Anne entered Margaret’s service to her marriage to Henry VIII, she was determined to 
find for herself  the best marriage possible. While it is true that she did so in part for her family’s wishes, she put in a 
great deal of  her own time and effort, determined that it would produce the results she so strongly desired. It was of  
her own accord that she refrained from promiscuity in Francis I’s court, while others of  her status might have given 
of  themselves willingly, for she had learned from the mistakes of  her predecessors. While she remained loyal to her 
family, she did what she had to do to secure the future that she dreamed of. However, Anne’s success at becoming 
Queen caused her to overestimate how much power she truly had, and in the end, her outspokenness brought about 
her demise.

For a woman such as Anne, desiring power and influence, becoming the wife of  a king was the epitome of  
success, but when there was a female monarch on the throne, these women had to search out new avenues to the top. 
One such method was through serial marriages, especially in an era of  high mortality rates. One such woman, who 
used her marriages to become one of  the richest women in England, was Bess of  Hardwick. 

Chapter 4: The Formidable Bess of  Hardwick

 Born around 1527 at Hardwick Hall to John Hardwick and Elizabeth Leake72, Bess of  Hardwick maneuvered 
her way from her humble birth to wealth and influence which allowed her the power to arrange the marriages of  her 
children and grandchildren outside of  patriarchal control. Her father, who was facing declining health for the early 
part of  Bess’s life, owned land in Derbyshire and Lincolnshire, but he was by no means wealthy.73 When he knew that 
his son and heir would not be of  age to take control of  their lands upon his death, he split the land into the care of  
seven trustees, or “feoffees”, to keep the Crown from taking the lands under their control.74 He left his daughters with 
forty marks apiece for their dowries, which was a modest sum and could only guarantee a mediocre marriage.75 When 
Bess’s father died, there was an investigation into his estate, and the Master of  Wards, who was sent to look into the 
trustees overseeing the land, took everything and left his widow Elizabeth unable to buy it back, forced to pay rent on 
the land that should legally be hers.76

 Seeing the unfortunate circumstances of  her family during her childhood, Bess developed a business instinct 
and an ability to detect opportunities that prepared her for her future successes.77 It certainly did not take long for 
her to put these skills to use, for she married her first husband, Robert Barley (or Barlow) when she was near the age 
of  fifteen.78 Like many girls her age, she had been placed out at a relatively young age (believed to be around twelve) 
to the house of  one of  Anne’s former attendants, Lady Zouche (formerly known as Anne Guilford).79 It was at this 
location that Bess began to take care of  Robert, and in order to assure that his son would receive his estate upon his 
death (he was on his death bed at the time), Arthur Barlow made a marriage agreement with Bess’s stepfather, Ralph 
Leche.80 

The two were married in spring 1543, and Robert took legal possession of  his father�s lands at the end of  the 
year, with Godfrey Bosville, the fiancée of  Bess�s sister Jane, acting as ward until Robert was of  age.81 This marriage 
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was a small step for Bess to take, but it was a start in the right direction. While Robert was not a wealthy man, he was 
a landowner, and if  his ill health were to get the better of  him, Bess would receive a great deal of  land, making her 
dowry sweeter and her options to remarry more promising. Indeed, Robert died a year after their marriage, leaving 
Bess a widow, but still entitled to her widow’s dower, which was 1/3 of  her late husband’s income from his estate.82

 Because she and Robert were too young to consummate the marriage, and therefore produced no heirs, the 
possession of  the estate went to Robert’s younger brother, George.83 His guardian, Sir Peter Frecheville, refused to 
give Bess her entitlements, and brought on a legal struggle. Bess petitioned to the court and provided evidence that 
Frecheville was impeding her legal rights, and after an offer of  “a small recompense” by Frecheville, Bess was rewarded 
her dower rights.84 This was by no means a great financial success, but Bess did walk away with the experience of  using 
every means in her power to achieve what she deserved.85

 Between the year of  her husband’s death and her second marriage, it is believed that Bess became a gentlewoman 
to Lady Frances of  Dorset, the wife of  Henry Grey.86 Lady Frances was the daughter of  the marriage of  Princess 
Mary (Henry VIII’s younger sister) and Charles Brandon, so, naturally, Bess’s acceptance into this household provided 
her a unique and ideal opportunity; she now had the ability to use what she had learned under Lady Zouche to her 
benefit.87 Lady Frances was rumored to be extremely disappointed to have three daughters and no son, and was 
particularly cruel to them and her servants, save for Bess.88 Apparently, Bess’s charm had won over Frances, and the 
two became friends. Bess also became close with the three Grey sisters, Jane, Katherine and Mary, and her relationship 
with them brought both beneficial and harmful social ties as the Grey family gained influence and power.89

 Bess’s association with the Grey family brought her into contact with a new opportunity for advancement. It 
was at the Grey household that she met Sir William Cavendish, a family friend of  the Greys, and an up-and-coming 
member of  the court of  Henry VIII.90 He was the younger brother of  George Cavendish, who was the usher and 
future biographer of  Cardinal Wolsey, and a widower twice over.91 He was over twice Bess’s age, and had just been 
appointed to the Privy Council and knighted by the king.92 It seems, however, that the marriage between William and 
Bess was not one of  political or social arrangement, but was most likely due to Sir William’s attraction to Bess’s beauty 
and ambition, and certainly worked to her advantage.93 Marrying Cavendish not only gave Bess a title, but brought her 
into close quarters with the members of  Court, allowing her to make the contacts she would need to further stabilize 
her rise in society.94 

 An important process which Bess went through during her marriage to Cavendish was the choice of  
godparents for each of  her children. Their first child, Frances, was named after her godmother, Frances Grey, with the 
godfather being Henry Brandon, Frances’s stepbrother.95 When their first son, Henry, was born in 1550, they chose 
two godfathers, the Earl of  Warwick and Henry Grey, but most importantly, they chose Princess Elizabeth, the future 
queen of  England, as the godmother.96 This association certainly put them in a favorable position when Elizabeth 
assumed the throne upon her sister’s death in 1558. Their third son, Charles, came at a turbulent political time, for 
the Protestant King Edward had just died, leaving the throne to Princess Mary, a devout Catholic. Because they were 
known as a part of  the Protestant faction, Bess and Sir William had to do what they could to stay in the good graces 
of  the monarchy, so they asked the new queen to be godmother.97 However, they made Henry Grey the godfather, a 
rather confusing move, considering that he had just been a part of  a movement to keep Mary from the throne.98

 In their choices for godparents, Bess and Sir William aligned themselves with some of  the most powerful 
people in Court. However, when it seemed that their connections were putting them in danger, the Cavendish family 
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moved to their home at Chatsworth, away from the Court and far enough to keep them from being stirred into any of  
their peers’ potentially hazardous plans.99 This was a wise decision, considering that before their oldest child Frances 
was six years old, three of  their closest friends and godparents had been beheaded for acting against the queen.100

 Unfortunately for Sir William, trouble caught up with him in 1557. He was summoned by the Lord Treasurer 
to explain why there was money missing from his accounts.101 Sir William had made a common mistake, mixing 
business and private finances, but for some reason, someone in the Treasurer’s office had gone through years of  his 
expenses and discovered transactions that showed state money going into his personal activities.102 Most likely, this 
happened because Queen Mary knew that Sir William and Bess had associated themselves with her sister, Elizabeth, 
and she feared that now that her husband had deserted her, the Protestants might attempt to overthrow her and place 
Elizabeth on the throne.103 In his defense, Cavendish had pleaded with the court to remember his past loyalty to Mary, 
but before his trial could finish, he died of  a sudden and unknown illness, leaving Bess with the responsibility of  
paying off  his debt.104

 In this situation, Bess had to act wisely to protect herself  and her family. She could have sold her lands to make 
up the debt, but she did not want to deprive her children of  what they were entitled to.105 She could also pay it off  
by her income alone, but that would take at least twenty-six years.106 It was also customary for a widow to wait a year 
before she remarried, so finding a new husband who might be able to assist her financially (and who did not mind the 
numerous stepchildren that he would have to care for) would have to wait.107 Furthermore, Parliament was attempting 
to pass legislation that would allow them to confiscate land in order to make up for debt like the one that Bess now 
held, and it was not common for a woman to challenge state authority in such a case.108

 It was here that Bess distinguished herself  from other women of  her time. First, she enlisted the power of  
her friends (such as Sir John Thynne) to come to her aid and fight the passage of  the legislation against her.109 Luckily, 
her friends came through and the bill was prevented from passing.110 Her second course of  action came at the time of  
Queen Mary’s fatal illness. The only way that Sir William’s debt might be forgiven would be to achieve royal pardon, 
and that was clearly not something that could be found from Mary, but Bess was looking to the future, not the past, 
for a chance at reprieve: her old acquaintance and heir to the throne, Elizabeth.111 

 Bess relocated her family to London about two weeks before Elizabeth was proclaimed Queen of  England.112 
From here, she could easily monitor the events at court, and her loyalty and service to Elizabeth earned her the ability 
to interact with courtiers.113 It was not long before her association with the new queen brought a new suitor into her 
life; the Queen’s Captain of  the Yeoman Guard, Sir William St Loe. 

 St Loe was an extremely important member of  Elizabeth’s court. When she had been brought to the Tower 
for accusations of  a plot against Mary, Sir William refused to give any information which might be used against her, 
remaining in the tower even after she was released, and most likely saving her life.114 This earned him the Captain of  
the Guard position, as well as a significant salary.115 It was through their common favor with Elizabeth that Bess and 
St Loe came to meet and fall in love.116

 The fact that Bess’s situation, as a widow caring for eight children, was a bit less than ideal for a suitor brings 
up the question of  the source of  St Loe’s interest in her. It seems that, as had been argued in the reasons for her 
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former husband’s attraction, Bess had a certain charm about her which engrossed the people around her.117 By the 
end of  August, 1559, the couple was married, and returned to London in September in high favor of  the Queen, 
earning Bess the title of  Lady of  the Privy Chamber.118 Bess and St Loe returned to his house at Sutton Court to make 
renovations so that she might reside there, but this made Edward, William’s brother, angry, for he claimed that his 
father had left that house to his wife Margaret.119 Despite William’s attempts to compromise, Edward would not back 
down, and soon after he visited the couple in London, Bess was poisoned.120 When she had recovered, she received a 
letter from William and Edward’s mother, apologizing for her son’s behavior and offering her support.121

 Unfortunately, trouble returned to Bess in 1561 involving Catherine Grey’s illicit marriage to Edward 
Seymour.122 Both Mary, during her reign, and Elizabeth had agreed that the Grey women were to never marry, and 
Catherine was resigned to the fact that she would never be able to marry with the consent of  the Queen.123 When 
she fell in love with Edward Seymour, the two married in secret, and when she became pregnant, Catherine broke 
her secret to Bess, who was terribly upset and told her that she could not offer any consolation.124 She attempted the 
same thing with Robert Dudley, the Queen’s favorite and a friend of  Bess’s, but he was even less appeasing and went 
directly to the Queen.125 Unfortunately, Catherine gave her up under questioning, and ten days after Catherine’s own 
arrest, Bess was called to the Tower for questioning.126 

Because it was obvious that Bess had not contributed to the affair, she was no longer suspected, but she was 
held there for thirty-one weeks. Some believe that this was part of  an agreement between Bess and Queen Elizabeth 
to find a means of  erasing her former husband’s debt.127 A fifth of  the money owed to the Crown by Bess and her late 
husband was paid off  by Sir William St Loe, but the commute of  the debt to Bess’s stay at the Tower meant not only 
that the debt was erased, but that Elizabeth was sure of  Bess’s faithfulness and loyalty for good.128

When Sir William died in 1565, Bess was left a widow for a third time, but in a much different and more 
favorable financial circumstance than the last time she was widowed.129 In his will, Sir William left everything he 
had to Bess, and she possessed such wealth that she knew she could arrange an even more beneficial marriage for 
herself.130 She returned to Court in August 1566, and by 1567 she had caught the eye of  recent widower George 
Talbot, Earl of  Shrewsbury.131 The pair married sometime between 1567 and early 1568 (the dates are varied), and 
in that arrangement, they married two of  Bess’s children, Mary and Henry, to two of  Talbot’s children, Gilbert and 
Grace, in order to ensure the retention of  their lands in the family upon their deaths.132

In the year 1568, the Shrewsburys were delegated the task of  acting as caretakers for Mary, Queen of  Scots, 
who had recently been deposed because of  her connection to the murder of  Lord Darnley, her former husband.133 
At first, the task was relatively simple, and Bess even passed time in the company of  the former Queen, somewhat 
becoming friends. This was a bold move on Bess’s part: if  she was in the good graces of  Mary and she was to depose 
Elizabeth, their relationship would be beneficial, but she needed to be careful not to seem disloyal to Elizabeth at 
the same time. However, as attempts were continuously made to help Mary escape and return to Scotland, it quickly 
became evident to both Bess and Sir William that caring for her was going to take a lot more work than they had 
expected.134 Having to move her from house to house in order to defer any escape attempts was extremely costly to 
the Earl and Bess, financing her care out of  their own pockets.135 
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The years in which the Shrewsburys were in charge of  keeping the Scots Queen became increasingly detrimental 

to their marriage. While the Earl was losing a great deal of  money, Bess was seemingly looking to stabilize her own 
wealth with the marriages and advancement of  her own children. While Bess was preoccupied with the care of  Mary, 
her son and heir Henry and his wife had not yet produced a son to succeed him, making the continuance of  Bess’s 
dynastic plan questionable.136 This problem was addressed by the deed of  gift given by the Earl in 1572, which allotted 
to William and Charles Cavendish the lands that Bess had held at the time of  their marriage, with Bess regaining 
control of  these lands for the span of  her life.137 This assured that if  Henry was not able to produce an heir, William, 
the next in line, would have the financial stability to continue the dynasty. Further alienating her husband from the 
lives of  her children, Bess arranged with the Countess of  Lennox the marriage of  her daughter Elizabeth Cavendish 
to Charles Stuart without the knowledge or participation of  Shrewsbury.138

This marriage became an important move for Bess, for it made her daughter a relation to the Queen of  England. 
Charles Stuart had the same grandmother, Margaret Tudor, the sister of  Henry VIII, and that made his children just 
as entitled to the inheritance of  the throne of  England as Mary Queen of  Scots.139 When their daughter, Arbella, was 
born, Bess became even more powerful; not only was she the wife of  one of  the wealthiest Earls in England, but 
she was the grandmother of  a potential Queen. However, when Charles died in 1576, Arbella’s inheritance came into 
question, and it was up to Queen Elizabeth and the Scottish government.140 The Scottish government refused to turn 
over the Lennox earldom, but two years later, when the Countess died, Shrewsbury took on the wardship of  Arbella, 
protecting Bess’s influence over her141 and when her daughter died, she left Arbella to her keeping, along with all of  
her money.142

Bess’s growing influence infuriated her financially unstable husband. It became quite clear to him that she was 
prospering, and that she bought lands in the names of  her sons William and Charles with a life interest so that she 
could make money off  of  them, yet Shrewsbury could not claim them as his own.143 As she continued the building 
of  their home at Chatsworth, along with numerous other constructions, Shrewsbury began to blame her for their 
financial troubles. When she left their home at Sheffield for Chatsworth, the Earl claimed she had not acted in wifely 
duty to him, but when he asked Robert Dudley, Earl of  Leicester, to intervene and to speak with her, Leicester found 
a woman who was unsure of  how she had offended her husband and was hurt by the accusations he made against 
her.144

By this and other affirmations of  her innocence in the breakdown of  her marriage, Bess assured that if  the 
marriage were to be dissolved, she would emerge the victim, earning her the support of  important court officials such 
as Leicester.145 Furthermore, it seems that Bess and Leicester were making a sort of  alliance between them, hoping 
to ally their families through a marriage between Arbella and Leicester’s son Lord Denbigh.146 Unfortunately, this 
marriage was not approved by Elizabeth, but it was not to be, for Lord Denbigh died before any marriage ceremony 
could take place.147

Shrewsbury, who was in ill health and suffering from mental deterioration, continued his barrage of  complaints 
against his wife until in 1583, the Queen ordered that he allow Bess to live on her properties as she pleased.148 At this 
time, Bess was living at court, serving in the Bedchamber and Privy Chamber in close proximity to the Queen.149 He 
continued his complaints, sending Bess a list of  items he wanted her to send back to him, and at this the Queen called 
both he and Bess before her to settle this dispute for good.150 Negotiations ended up taking a back seat to even larger 
issues before they could be solved, for Mary Queen of  Scots had finally been accused of  high treason against the 
Queen and was to stand trial.151
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Too ill to be present for the trial, Shrewsbury sent his verdict in to Burghley, and his was the opinion of  all 
but one of  the commissioners: Mary was guilty of  treason and was to be executed.152 Shrewsbury was one of  the 
men sent to inform the Scottish Queen of  her fate, and that she was to be executed the very next day.153 Queen 
Elizabeth reacted in anger, for though she had signed the death warrant, her express consent had not been cemented, 
and so Shrewsbury was in an awkward position. When she called him to her chambers to discuss the problems in his 
marriage, he had to agree to her terms for reconciliation, which included the Earl allowing Bess to accompany him 
to Wingfield.154

The quarrel between Bess and her fourth husband continued until his death in November of  1590.155 While 
her husband’s sons Henry and Edward had appointed her the executor of  his will, her right to do so was revoked 
and taken up by Gilbert, his heir.156 Gilbert did not want to give up her dower rights with his father leaving so much 
debt behind, so Bess once again had to fight for what she was owed.157 Though her dower rights were in question, 
Shrewsbury’s death meant that she no longer had to stay off  of  lands that were legally hers, and so she moved between 
her houses at Chatsworth, Hardwick and Wingfeld as she saw fit.158 While she worked on renovating Hardwick Hall 
to transform it to a mansion worthy of  being the center of  her dynasty, the fight with Gilbert brought Bess to visit 
Court one final time. 

In this situation, it became clear just how wide Bess’s influence and patronage had spread over the years. When 
she arrived in London to prevent Gilbert from withholding her dower rights, she got into contact with Sir William 
Cordell, who was Master of  the Rolls, and, conveniently, the recipient of  multiple gifts from the Lady Shrewsbury, to 
see what he could do to help her.159 With the help of  some of  her other influential contacts, like the Admiral of  the 
Fleet and the Lord Treasurer, Bess was able to prevent Gilbert from presenting his case in London, and instead had 
to bring it to Derbyshire, where Bess knew she could exert influence in order to have it settled in her favor.160 She 
eventually got her entitlement, but the dispute caused a lasting tension between Bess and her son-in-law all the way 
up until her death.

While Bess was at Court, not only was she trying to settle her share of  her late husband’s estate, but she also 
was pursuing two other very important endeavors: the marriage of  Arbella and the remodeling of  Hardwick Hall. 
Both of  these tasks were crucial to the continuation of  the dynasty she had been working so long to preserve, for she 
was no longer of  marrying age (she was around sixty at this time) and had to use what opportunities she still had to 
their full potential. Arbella could one day be Queen of  England,161 so her marriage meant a great deal to Bess, and 
Hardwick needed to be converted to a mansion worthy of  receiving royal guests should the occasion arise. 

As far as Arbella’s marriage is concerned, her first opportunity arose in 1591. “The idea of  a match between 
Arbella and Rainutio Farnese, son of  the Duke of  Palma, had been first floated several years earlier, but had been 
dropped when the Armada was launched.”162 The negotiations resumed once Spain and England began to try to 
repair their bond. This marriage would prevent Arbella from inheriting the English throne, but she would be given 
the same treatment as a princess to the throne which certainly would improve her status.163 Before the marriage could 
be settled, the Duke died, leaving his son with little influence, and Bess had to leave the court without any betrothal 
for her granddaughter.164

After leaving the court, Bess and Arbella spent most of  their time in Hardwick and Chatsworth, where Bess 
observed the construction taking place at Hardwick House. While Bess truly adored Arbella, she kept her under 
close watch, and her granddaughter began to feel that she was being kept prisoner.165 In her unmarried state, she had 
little control over her own life, and yet no one seemed to be making any progress in finding her a husband. In 1602, 
Arbella decided that she should take matters into her own hands, so she put into motion secret arrangements for a 
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marriage between herself  and Edward Seymour.166 When the Queen learned of  Arbella’s plan, she thought that it was 
an attempt to take the throne upon her death, and she sent a royal commissioner to Hardwick to find out the truth.167 
Bess, who had no idea of  the plans, was furious with her granddaughter, and their relationship took a turn for the 
worse. Arbella was removed to the care of  Henry Grey168 until she was released and invited to Court by King James, 
Elizabeth’s successor and Arbella’s cousin.169

It was certainly greatly disheartening for Bess to see that her beloved granddaughter wanted to leave her 
home, but she was soon faced with an even more somber realization. The death of  her good friend Queen Elizabeth 
brought Bess to recognize that she was aging quickly and needed to set her affairs in order.170 When she fell ill in 1605, 
it became clear that her time was running out.171 She edited her will to remove Arbella and her son Henry Cavendish, 
who had greatly offended her when Arbella attempted to flee from Bess’s custody with Henry’s assistance, which was 
a wise decision: both were known to be in debt and have little discretion when it came to spending money. 172Gilbert 
and Mary, upon hearing of  her condition, paid visits to her in hopes of  reconciliation, and she made amends with 
them, with reservations, despite their past transgressions.173 The future of  her dynasty was placed in the hands of  her 
son William, who attended to her in her final days, and she made him the executor of  her will.174 She even went so far 
as to plan the marriage of  her great-grandson Wylkyn, insisting that, were she to die, it could not interfere with the 
marriage arrangements.175 With all her loose ends tied up, Bess passed away on the 13th of  February, 1608.

In the end, Bess of  Hardwick was one of  the most powerful women in England. Her wealth and influence, 
achieved through her successes in marriage and social relationships, was unrivaled and the dynasty her children were 
left with prospered for centuries, with her descendants still remaining in the English nobility today.176 While Bess 
certainly was wealthy, money was not her desire: she used the wealth that she built up as a “means to an end”, as a 
way of  ensuring that her descendents would have the opportunity to achieve “positions of  power”.177 Throughout 
her life, Bess achieved more than women in her time would ever dream of, and it is for this reason that she will live 
in infamy.

Conclusion

 In a patriarchal society like that of  the Tudor era, it was uncommon for a woman to display power, especially 
when it came to their marriages. A woman was expected to act in the best interests of  her family and be subservient 
to their wishes, not to improve her own position. Occasionally, however, exceptional women came along and used 
whatever means they had to achieve their own set of  goals. 

 Two such exceptional women were Anne Boleyn and Bess of  Hardwick. Anne Boleyn may have started out her 
time at Court hoping to gain a marriage that would help her family, but she soon crafted her own agenda and pursued 
the throne, manipulating her newly gained power to overcome the obstacles standing in her way. Bess of  Hardwick 
learned from the misfortunes of  her family and used her marriages to build up wealth and influence for herself  and 
her heirs, making the most of  every connection she established. For both of  these women, ambition drove them to 
seek more than what was expected of  them, and though they met very different ends, they are both perfect examples 
of  how a woman could deviate from her established societal definition and become something more.

 The examples provided by these women show that it was possible for a woman to be driven to marry for their 
own benefit. Social norms indicate that the majority of  the time, it was the family that made the final decision as to 
who a woman should marry, but there were ways that women could manipulate their situation to make it so that they 
were also achieving their own goals. While it was possible, it was also important that women be careful not to step too 
far outside of  their established social role, for if  they did it could end up working against them. In fact, it is possible 
that women quite often were using their marriage to their benefit, but disguised it by making it seem that they were 
working in their family’s best interest so that they avoided looking like they did not respect their role in the family.
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 The ability of  a woman to have an influence over who she married greatly depended on her intelligence and 
ambition. It was easy to be passive and allow arrangements to be made for her; it took courage for a woman to stand 
up for herself  and demand a say in her future. Because of  the relatively small size of  the upper class and the limited 
amount of  opportunities for women, there were not many women like Anne or Bess, and so their examples seem to 
be exceptions to the rule rather than a representation of  the common woman.
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Revolt, God, MonaRchy, and chanGe: the InteRnatIonal conseRvatIve 

ReactIon to the FRench RevolutIon

Kelsey Bilodeau

Abstract

 This paper will explore the international conservative reaction to the ideologies and events of  the French 
Revolution.  This reaction centered in Great Britain on the conservatism of  Edmund Burke’s Reflections on 
the French Revolution, Joseph Maistre’s Considerations on France, and Benjamin Constant’s The Spirit of  
Conquest and Usurpation and their Relations to European Civilization.  Each is a key addition to the history 
of  the conservative reaction to the French Revolution and despite their differing opinions; they all fall within 
the political historiography as discussed by Keith Baker, Alfred Cobban, and Vivian Gruder.  

Edmund Burke, an English statesmen and anti-revolutionary, embodied the conservative ideals of  
his time.  His views of  the French Revolution were formed by his support for the divine constitutional 
monarchy of  England, his sentiments against political and social change, and his dislike of  the revolution and 
the post-revolutionary Republic.  Burke’s arguments were largely formed in an attempt to keep Revolution 
from England and to encourage belief  in the greatness of  monarchy.

Joseph Maistre, born in French-speaking Savoy, was a combination of  Enlightenment views, religious 
fervor and anti-revolutionary sentiment.  He welcomed the work of  Burke and wrote his own conservative 
musings in 1797, which attempted to return those who had lost their religious beliefs to the Church.  He does 
this largely through the censure of  those leading the revolution, a discussion of  the evilness of  Enlightenment 
philosophy, and a description of  the post-revolutionary government’s faults.  Maistre’s extreme religiousness 
adds a definitive layer to his political dialogue. 

Henri Benjamin Constant de Rebecque was born in Switzerland and traveled extensively throughout 
Europe, ultimately moving to Paris in 1795 and becoming a French politician.  Constant arrives from a later 
perspective than either Burke or Maistre and his main underlying theme is of  the illegality of  Napoleons rule.  
This is exhibited through his discussion on the uselessness of  war and conquest, the illegality of  usurpation, 
the impossibility for France to have a republic and the need for France to form a constitutional monarchy. 

 These three conservative reactions to the French Revolution are compared with the views of  
Maximilien Robespierre as illustrated through his Report on the Principles of  Political Morality.  Ultimately the 
contribution of  these three individuals to the political dialogue and conservatism of  their time is established, 
while the further effect on the historical political evaluations of  the French Revolution are confirmed.

This paper will explore the international conservative reaction to the events and ideologies of  the 
French Revolution as they are typified through the important works of  Edmund Burke, Joseph Maistre and 
Benjamin Constant.  Further, it will evaluate the manner in which these works contribute to the historical 
traditions of  the political elements of  the French Revolution and the resulting conservative ideologies.1 

1 Thank you to Junko Takeda, Agatha Lutoborski, Ross Kemp and Michael Stuchlak for all your valuable assistance.
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The first individual whose contribution to conservatism I will concentrate on is that of  Edmund Burke.  
Edmund Burke was born in Ireland in 1729 and moved to London in 1750 where he took up writing, served as 
a private secretary, and eventually became a member of  the House of  Commons.  Throughout his career Burke 
displayed strong support for the established order and was outraged at the expression of  sympathy in England 
for the early stages of  the French Revolution.  To this effect he wrote his “Reflections on the French Revolution,” 
which was published in 1790 and was a combination of  anti-revolutionary sentiments and conservative idealism.  His 
emphasis on the superiority of  a constitutional monarchy, change only through gradual reform, and the horror he 
felt at the atrocities of  the French Revolution were the basis for a conservatism that lived on past his death.  Burke 
died in Britain on 1797 and served as a conservative base for others writing on the political tradition of  the French 
Revolution.  He has been described as, “the greatest political thinker who has ever devoted himself  to the practice of  
English politics,”2 and serves as the instigator of  a conservative tradition that is still built on today. 

The second form of  conservatism I will analyze will be based on the works of  Joseph Maistre, especially 
his “Considerations on France,” which was published in 1796.  Maistre was born in 1753 in Savoy and was a deeply 
committed Catholic.  At the institution of  the French Republic in 1792 Maistre moved to Lausanne and became the 
representative of  the Sardinian King. He later lived in Italy and Russia, all the while writing political and religious 
essays.  Though initially less virulently anti-revolutionary than Burke, Maistre became increasingly conservative and 
reactionary, only returning to France in 1817.  Maistre’s religious zealotry, support for the Old Regime, and dislike of  
Enlightenment philosophy allowed for a slightly different element of  conservatism.  Over his time in exile Maistre’s 
writings became famous throughout Europe and gathered many anti-revolutionary followers.  He died in 1821 and left 
a legacy of  conservatism—Burke had served as a basis for his own work—which contributed to future writers.  Maistre 
has been described as, “one of  the first, the most influential and the most original of  reactionary thinkers, he illustrates 
also the closeness of  the right and left political extremes in modern political thinking.”3  Maistre contributed his own 
element of  conservatism and is important in the political history of  conservatism and of  the French Revolution.

Finally I will evaluate the works of  Benjamin Henri Constant de Rebecque, who was born in 1767 in Lausanne.  
Benjamin Constant is widely known for his literary novels Cecile and Adolphe, but his political works are equally if  
not more important.  Specifically I will work with “The Spirit of  Conquest and Usurpation;” which was written in 
1814 in response to Napoleon’s rise to power.  Constant took part in the government of  France during Napoleon’s 
rule and was elected as a deputy of  Paris in 1824.  His political ideology was much more liberal than those of  Burke 
or Maistre and contributed a somewhat different Conservative element in reaction to the French Revolution and the 
rule of  Napoleon.  As the latest writer in a history of  political commentary, Constant advanced his opinions past 
the Revolution and Napoleon to the general dissatisfaction with the political options of  his day.  “His [Constant’s] 
reputation was established as a political theorist whose republicanism distinguished him from the right while his 
emphasis on individual freedom, his feeling for property and his sense of  social order separated him from the more 
extreme left.”4  Thus Constant was a more liberal type of  Conservative who advanced the traditions of  Burke and 
Maistre while creating his own tradition of  political history.  

Before considering these three main critical responses to the French Revolution, I will evaluate Maximilien 
Robespierre’s “Principles of  Political Morality,” which was a main point of  contention for all three of  the primary 
authors.  This analysis will provide a new addition to the political historiography on the French Revolution and the 
understanding of  each of  these individuals particular brand of  conservatism.

Political Historiography

This research fits into the political historiography of  the French Revolution.  The analysis of  works by 
Edmund Burke, Joseph Maistre and Benjamin Constant on the post-Revolutionary political conditions in France and 
the development of  political conservatism falls squarely into the political history of  the French Revolution.  The shift 
from social history of  class conflict to political history as discussed by Keith Michael Baker helps with my research 
into the conservatism which resulted from the French Revolution.  Baker, in his Enlightenment and Revolution in 
France: Old Problems, Renewed Approaches, argued that the historical shift from social to political interpretations of  
the French Revolution is a product of  many historians’ work and began with Alfred Cobban.  In Cobban’s “Who were 
the revolutionary bourgeois?” in The Social Interpretation of  the French Revolution, he argued that the revolutionary 
bourgeois was actually composed of  a variety of  groups, not a singular, unified class which rose up in an idealized “en 
masse” manner to launch the French revolution.  He emphasized that despite the assumptions of  historical authors 
2 Edmund Burke, ed. The Harvard Classics (New York: P.F. Collier & Son Corporation, 1960), 6.
3 Joseph de Maistre, “Considerations on France,” The Works of Joseph de Maistre, ed. Jack Lively, (London: Gorge Allen and Unwin 
Ltd., 1965), 45.
4 John Cruickshank, Benjamin Constant, (New York: Twayne Publishers Inc., 1974), 44.
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like Mathiez and Soboul, the bourgeoisie class was not a unified and homogenous group of  revolutionaries.5  
Thus if  the Revolution was not one of  unified social interest, its ideology must be based on something else, 
that being the political language of  the revolution.  

One of  the greatest contributing historians according to Baker is Francois Furet, who argued that 
despite the importance of  the social conditions in France at the time of  the Revolution, the Revolution was in 
itself  political in nature because it redefined the public order.6  These interpretations of  the ideological basis 
for the Revolution in political language is further discussed in the work of  Mona Ozouf  on revolutionary 
festivals and how it has also led the historical tradition into a more political frame through her “approach [to] 
revolutionary  action in terms of  the dynamics of  political symbolization.”7  Her study on symbolism and 
festivals as a product of  the political order rather than of  the social has further advanced the political basis 
of  the Revolution.  Baker argued for the influence of  works such as that of  Daniel Roche on the political 
sociability of  the provincial academies reflecting the values of  absolutist society8 and the work of  Robert 
Darnton on the circulation of  eighteenth century Enlightenment texts and the implications of  their circulation 
on the Revolution.9  All of  these historians have moved the Revolution from one considered in a primarily 
social manner to one considering the political situation in which the ideology of  the Revolution was created.  

This shift from social to political is also discussed by Vivian Gruder. “Public policy in its relation 
to public opinion, and public opinion in its response to public policy—played out dialectically in the public 
arena—are key subjects in investigating how the ancient regime ended in the Revolution.”  She further argued 
that despite the shift to a more political model, the social interpretation should not be ignored.  Instead they 
should be added to the political analysis.10  My work falls into this discussion of  the political ideology of  
the French Revolution as each of  the authors whose works I focus on, Edmund Burke, Joseph Maistre and 
Benjamin Constant viewed the political climate of  the French Revolution as the most influential element 
and largest cause of  the French Revolution.  Each created their own individual conservatism based on their 
understanding of  the political motives and ideologies of  the French Revolution.  

Baker and Gruder provide a broad basis for the political interpretation of  the French Revolution and 
Bruce Frohnen, Isaiah Berlin, Biancamaria Fontana, and Pierre Manent contribute to my research on the 
specific addition of  the works of  Burke, Maistre and Constant to the political tradition in historical research on 
the French Revolution.  Bruce Frohnen, in his Virtue and the Promise of  Conservatism: The Legacy of  Burke 
and Tocqueville, emphasizes that Burke’s conservatism was based on the belief  that man has a limited human 
nature and must be controlled by historical institutions, thus society is essentially valued over the individual.11  
Burke’s emphasis on the need for human nature to be controlled by institutions illustrates how he argued that 
the structuring of  society in a politically controlled manner, as through ranks and estates creates the most 
successful government.  This indicates Burke’s intense dislike of  the French Revolution and emphasizes the 
political language of  the Revolution which Burke finds so dissimilar to his own conservative ideologies.

Isaiah Berlin, in The Crooked Timber of  Humanity, discusses Joseph Maistre’s conservatism and his 
contribution to the political tradition.  Berlin argues that Maistre contributed to the political language of  
conservatism through his discussion of  the survival of  completely sinful humanity to be possible only through 
the absolutist tyrannical hierarchy of  politics and government.12  This indication of  the success of  totalitarian 
governments adds to the political dialogue of  the French Revolution in the comparison of  the Old Regime 
and the new Republic, through Maistre’s view of  God ordained power as exhibited through the triumph of  a 
government’s political superiority over its people.

5 Alfred Cobban, “Who were the Revolutionary Bourgeois?” The Social Interpretation of the French Revolution, (1999), 54.
6 Keith Baker, “Enlightenment and Revolution in France: Old Problems, Renewed Approaches,” The Journal of Modern His-
tory 53 (1981), 284.
7 Ibid., 291.
8 Ibid., 296.
9 Ibid., 302.
10 Vivian Gruder, “Whither Revisionism?  Political Perspectives on the Ancien Regime,” French Historical Studies 20, no.2 
(1997), 285. 
11 Bruce Frohnen, Virtue and the Promise of Conservatism: The Legacy of Burke and Tocqueville, (Kansas: University Press of 
Kansas, 1993), 90.
12 Isaiah Berlin, The Crooked Timber of Humanity, (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991), 174.
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Finally, Biancamaria Fontana’s Political Writings, and Pierre Manent’s An Intellectual History of  Liberalism, 
contribute to the discussion of  Benjamin Constant’s influence on the political history of  the French Revolution.  
Manent argues, “Constant’s political position is that opposition, his intellectual attitude criticism, his weapon irony.  
When all its contradictions and tensions are considered, his liberalism is that of  a parliamentary orator belonging to 
the opposition.”13  I would contend that despite the truth of  some of  Manent’s argument, and despite Constant’s 
much more liberal leanings, compared to Burke and Maistre, he was in essence a conservative, which can be seen in his 
addition to the political interpretation of  the French Revolution.  Fontana argues that Constant viewed the causes of  
the revolution as ultimately political in nature and the product of  the failure of  traditional sources of  authority in the 
Old Regime.14  This discussion of  the causes of  the French Revolution as purely political in nature greatly contributes 
to the dialogue between historians on the origins of  the French Revolution as primarily political.  This work will 
contribute to this discussion of  the political ideologies and conservatism of  these three specific individuals as well as 
adding new information to the political historiography of  Baker and Gruder.

The Terror and Maximilien Robespierre: the Wrongdoer According to All

It is important that I discuss the views of  Maximilian Robespierre before analyzing Burke, Maistre and 
Constant.  Each of  these political conservative thinkers hated the Terror and the arguments of  The Report on the 
Principles of  Political Morality, by Maximilien Robespierre which evaluates the stage of  the Revolution, exhorts the 
people to vigilance, warns his enemies and justifies his reign of  terror.  “It is time to mark clearly the goal of  the 
revolution, and the end we want to reach; it is time for us to take account both of  the obstacles that still keep us from 
it, and of  the means we ought to adopt to attain it.”15  Robespierre, in quest of  support for his policies and executions, 
urged the people to realize that the revolution is not over, reminding them of  the danger that surrounds them which 
threatens the new Republic.  “How frivolous it would be to regard a few victories achieved by patriotism as the end of  
all our dangers.  Glance over our true situation.  You will become aware that vigilance and energy are more necessary 
for you than ever.”16  He was reminding the French people that they needed him and his guidance, and that all of  the 
reforms instituting terror in France are in an effort to protect the people and the Republic from its enemies at home 
and abroad.  This suggestion that only through terror and extremism could France be regenerated contradicts the 
conservative political ideas of  Burke, Maistre and Constant.  

 
Robespierre blamed foreign powers for interfering in France because ultimately he viewed civilization as 

hierarchical, France being the pinnacle. He maintained that foreign powers would do anything to usurp France’s 
rightful place.  This denunciation served as half  of  his dual attack against foreign powers and his enemies at home, and 
was an attempt to justify his executions of  Danton, Hébert and a variety of  other revolutionaries who did not share 
his views on how the new Enlightened France should evolve.  “If  all hearts are not changed, how many countenances 
are masked!  How many traitors meddle in our affairs only to ruin them?”17  This statement echoed his fear of  those 
he thought threatened his power, but by projecting this fear on all the citizens of  France, Robespierre was able to 
assert control on the people, allowing him to persecute at will.  “Democracy perishes by two kinds of  excess: either 
the aristocracy of  those who govern or else popular scorn for the authorities whom the people themselves have 
established…and bring the people through excessive disorders, to annihilation.”18  With this urging, Robespierre 
achieved his main goal, that of  terrorizing and frightening the citizenry of  France into letting him remain in power, 
while making the good citizens feel guilty for ever having doubted his intentions.

 This piece, though a call to continue the revolution, was not necessarily revolutionary in nature.  It was a 
speech demanding absolute power couched in Rousseauian terms of  virtue and good citizenship.  “If  the mainspring 
of  popular government in peacetime is virtue, amid revolution it is at the same time [both] virtue and terror: virtue, 
without which terror is fatal; terror, without which virtue is impotent.  Terror is nothing but prompt, severe, inflexible 
justice; it is therefore an emanation of  virtue.”19  By describing the Revolution in these terms, he justified his rule of  
terror by suggesting that terror was virtuous and lead to a state where equality reigned supreme.  He used Enlightenment 
ideas of  equality, love of  country and those of  the idealistic perfect civilization achieved through Revolution to raise 
support from the citizens of  France, for his despotic actions.  “What is the fundamental principle of  popular or 

13 Pierre Manent, An Intellectual History of Liberalism, (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1994), 91.
14 Biancamaria Fontana, Political Writings, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 17.
15  Maximilien Robespierre, “Report on the Principles of Political Morality,” The Old Regime and the French Revolution, ed. Keith 
Baker (Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press, 1987), 369.
16 Ibid., 377.
17 Robespierre, “Principles of Political Morality,” 379.
18 Ibid., 381.
19 Ibid., 374.
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democratic government…It is virtue…—that virtue which is nothing other than the love of  the nation and 
its laws.”20  Thus Robespierre not only protected his own actions but encouraged the public to behave in an 
enlightened way as good citizens of  the Republic.  This language made it more likely that the people would see 
him as an enlightened leader rather than as a despotic ruler, and by continually mentioning the Republic and 
contrasting it to the monarchy; he further separated the two ideas.  This further emphasized the dichotomy 
between Robespierre’s democratic and Enlightenment ideas and his Francocentric and tyrannical rule.  He twisted 
the ideas of  the Enlightenment to support his rule of  terror and suggested that through the ideas of  virtue and 
good citizenship all those who disagreed with him were enemies of  the Republic.  

His emphasis on equality for all people was in direct opposition with his belief  in the superiority of  
France.  It was clear that though he professed the ideals of  equality in the language of  the Enlightenment, he 
really only meant equality for the citizens of  France and even more so, only equality for the good citizens of  
France.  “The French are the first people of  the world who have established real democracy, by calling all men to 
equality and full rights of  citizenship; and there, in my judgment, is the true reason why all the tyrants in league 
against the Republic will be vanquished”21  In essence Robespierre contradicted his ideals of  universal equality by 
limiting it to the French citizenry that supported him.

 This piece was intended as a message for the “Citizen-representatives of  the people”22 but it was equally a 
message to Robespierre’s enemies.  Robespierre wrote this as a way to justify his actions to the public and exhort 
them to support the Revolution and his leadership. “By your formal approval you sanction the moral and political 
truths upon which your internal administration and the stability of  the Republic ought to be founded….Thereby 
you will rally all good citizens you will take hope away from the conspirators; you will assure your progress, and 
you will confound the kings’ intrigues and slanders; you will honor your cause and your character in the eyes of  
all peoples.”23  Thus he gained the support of  the people, while warning his enemies that he had absolute power 
and could do with them as he wished.  Robespierre’s manner of  governance and institution of  the Terror is a 
primary element that Burke, Maistre and Constant disagree with and censure in their own writings. 

Reaction, Monarchy and the English Way: The Conservativism of  Edmund Burke

Edmund Burke embodied the conservative reaction to the French Revolution in Great Britain.  A man 
with a long political history, Edmund Burke was staunchly anti-revolution and against any sort of  abrupt change, 
unless it were perpetrated gradually through reforms.  Ultimately his views of  the French Revolution were formed 
by his support of  divine monarchical authority, his anti-revolutionary and anti-Republican sentiments tailored to 
his audience of  English readers, typically supporters of  the Revolution.  He viewed the revolution as a complete 
subversion of  the authority of  the state and the Republic as a completely illegitimate authority.  “I can never 
consider this Assembly as anything else than a voluntary association of  men, who have availed themselves of  
circumstances to seize upon the power of  the state.”24  Burke argued that this new government was nothing more 
than power-hungry individuals who usurped the natural rights of  the monarchy.  This reflected his fear that a 
revolution similar to that of  France would happen in England, with status seeking individuals using their power 
to overturn the absolutist monarchy of  England.

  Burke strongly argued for the necessity of  a monarchical authority, appointed by God to control and 
support the people’s rights and liberties.  The revolution and subsequent Republic he wrote, were completely 
antithetical to the natural order of  the world, and were the downfall of  France.  “Society requires not only that 
the passions of  individuals should be subjected, but that even in the mass and body…the inclination of  men 
should frequently be thwarted, their will controlled, and their passions brought into subjection.  This can only 
be done by a power out of  themselves.”25  This simply stated tenet was central to Burke’s conservative ideology.  
His strong belief  in the divine rights and abilities of  Kings, which was present in the form of  the constitutional 
monarchy of  England, led Burke to view man as one unable to control their society or support their own rights 
and liberties.  Burke viewed history as the greatest teacher, and he strongly believed that absolutist monarchy was 
the best manner in which to maintain a government and lead it to thrive.  
20 Robespierre, “Principles of Political Morality,” 371.
21 Ibid., 372.
22 Ibid., 369.
23 Robespierre, “Principles of Political Morality,” 384.
24 Edmund Burke, Reflections on the French Revolution, (New York: P.F. Collier & Son Corporation, 1960), 297.
25 Burke, “Reflections on the French Revolution,” 198.
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Burke further supported the right of  the monarchy through the constitution, a pact between the people and 
the government (monarchy) which allows for the exchange of  an individual but retains a concrete static system of  
authority.  “Though a king may abdicate for his own person, he cannot abdicate for the monarchy…the engagement 
and pact of  society, which generally goes by the name of  the constitution, forbids such invasion and such surrender.”26  
This pact of  society was sacred to a politician of  Burke’s conservative nature, and despite the Enlightenment fervor 
throughout Europe, was widely supported by the political statesmen of  his day.  

 Though conservative in nature, Burke was not of  the state of  mind that tyranny and despotism were appropriate 
and should be forborne by the people.  “The punishment of  real tyrants is a noble and awful act of  justice;” he wrote, 
“it has with truth been said to be consolatory to the human mind.  But if  I were to punish a wicked king, I should 
regard the dignity in avenging the crime.”27  Thus it is not the deposing of  a tyrannical monarch that Burke finds fault 
with, rather it is the manner in which this overthrow took place.  Hardly a simple removal of  an individual despotic 
authority, the French Revolution violated the institution of  the monarchical government.  Regicide; the killing of  a 
king, a crime viewed as an abomination throughout history, became an event thought of  as common and acceptable 
during the Revolution, which Burke claimed the French people had glossed over in their attempt to resume post-
revolutionary life.  “The murder of  a king, or a queen, or a bishop, or a father, are only common homicide; and if  the 
people are by any chance, or in any way, gainers by it, a sort of  homicide much the most pardonable, and into which 
we ought not to make too severe a scrutiny.”28  Burke considered it elemental, that if  the French people reflected on 
their destabilization of  a system steeped in authority throughout history, they would realize that they had not only 
ruined their country but had further completed this change in a foolhardy manner.  

This argument for the Old Regime resided in Burke’s conservative ideals of  reform over revolution.  
“When all the frauds, impostures, violences, rapines, burnings, murders, confiscations, compulsory 
paper currencies, and every description of  tyranny and cruelty employed to bring about and to uphold 
this Revolution, have their natural effect, that is, to shock the moral sentiments of  all virtuous and 
sober minds, the abettors of  this philosophic system immediately strain their throats in a declamation 
against the old monarchical government of  France.”29 

Regardless of  the state of  the monarchy in the Old Regime, Burke emphasizes that the Old Regime was only 
blamed in an effort to make the atrocities of  the Revolution seem less terrible.  Burke emphasizes that reform was 
possible, and could not imagine a government so corrupt or tyrannical that revolution and the breakdown of  a firm 
and stable system would be the only option.  He further viewed this call to arms against the monarchy of  France as a 
reactionary measure of  the new Republic in an attempt to support the Revolution and their new regime.

In his attempt to exonerate the monarchy of  the Old Regime, Burke argued against the new Republic.  “It 
is not with much credulity I listen to any, when they speak evil of  those whom they are going to plunder.  I rather 
suspect that vices are feigned or exaggerated, when profit is looked for in their punishment.”30  As the system had 
now been overthrown, Burke viewed the Republic’s justification the monarchy’s cessation as a pretext to allow 
revolutionaries to maintain an equally tyrannical authority without challenge.  This element of  Burke’s text could be 
viewed as contradictory.  Burke firmly argued for a constitutional monarchy and against change, but he did agree that 
the overthrow of  a tyrannical monarch was a necessary duty of  the citizens of  a state.  Though he explained this 
contradiction through his emphasis on the sustainability of  the system, it was still conflicting that he supported the 
ending of  tyranny while firmly denying people their right to use revolutionary measures. 

 Burke criticized the Revolution and the First Republic, and his use of  Enlightenment language reflected his 
extreme dislike of  philosophical principles to support revolution.  

“France has not sacrificed her virtue to her interest, but she has abandoned her interest, that she might 
prostitute her virtue….France when she let loose the reins of  regal authority, doubled the license of  
a ferocious dissoluteness in manners, and of  an insolent irreligion in opinions and practices; and has 
extended through all ranks of  life, as if  she were communicating some privilege, or laying open some 
secluded benefit, all the unhappy corruptions that usually were the disease of  wealth and power.  This 
is one of  the new principles of  equality in France.”31  

26 Ibid., 160. 
27 Burke, “Reflections on the French Revolution,” 219.
28 Ibid., 214.
29 Ibid., 258.
30 Burke, “Reflections on the French Revolution,” 273.
31 Burke “Reflections on the French Revolution,” 176.
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Through the use of  classical Republican language of  virtue and equality, Burke discredits the Enlightenment philosophes 
espoused by the revolutionaries as a fraud that the Republic is perpetuating.  This dissoluteness of  character and 
immorality was a direct result of  the atrocities of  the revolution which Burke believed should never have come to 
pass.  The French Republic, “composing an ignoble oligarchy, founded on the destruction of  the crown, the church, 
the nobility, and the people.  Here end all the deceitful dreams and visions of  the equality and rights of  men.”32  This 
phrase was a direct attack on the manifesto, “Declaration of  the Rights of  Man and of  the Citizen,” by the National 
Assembly of  August 26, 1789.  Article 2 states, “The aim of  every political association is the preservation of  the 
natural and imprescriptible rights of  man.  These rights are liberty, property security, and resistance to oppression.”33  
Burke pointed out that despite their protestations and attempts at equality; they had in fact stripped the rights of  the 
people and become a despotic oligarchic authority.  

This anti-Republican argument was firmly based in Burke’s claim that the Republic actually had no legitimate 
authority to create their own government.  “The Revolution is built…upon a basis not more solid than our present 
formalities, as it was made by a House of  Lords, not representing any one but themselves; and by a House of  
Commons exactly such as the present, that is, as they term it, by a mere “shadow and mockery” of  representation.”34  
Burke’s firm belief  in monarchy as the only stable authority system made his reaction to the revolution extremely 
relevant.  Furthermore the creation of  a system which allowed for extreme corruption and its own form of  despotism 
was wildly apparent to Burke.  “Those persons are exempted from the power of  the laws, who ought to be the most 
entirely submitted to them.”35  Burke argued that a government which had no controls or limits on the power of  its 
administrative bodies was a government prone to tyranny, despotism and oppression.  

Through the overthrow of  the monarchy, the revolutionaries had destroyed everything which Burke viewed 
as the basis for a stable society.  

“Laws overturned; tribunals subverted; industry without vigour; commerce expiring; the revenue 
unpaid, yet the people impoverished; a church pillaged, and a state not relieved; civil and military 
anarchy made the constitution of  the kingdom; everything human and divine sacrificed to the idol 
of  public credit, and national bankruptcy the consequence; and to crown all, the paper securities of  
new, precarious, tottering power, the discredited paper securities of  impoverished fraud and beggared 
rapine…when the principle of  property…was systematically subverted.”36 

This argument led to another side of  Burke’s conservatism, which must be considered.  Burke was an English statesman 
and a member of  the noble class, with all of  the views inherent to that title and role.  As a deeply conservative man 
who disliked change and encouraged it only gradually through development of  industry and other capitalist systems, 
Burke could not imagine that the complete destruction of  the economic situation in France due to the Revolution 
could ever have positive consequences, or even that France could recover from such an event.  This could again be 
viewed as a challenge to the Enlightenment principles espoused in the “Declaration of  the Rights of  Man and of  
the Citizen” as Article 17 established property as an inviolable and sacred right.37  Burke showed this to be a false 
proclamation, as the rights to property were not maintained for the Crown, Church or nobility. 

 The destruction of  the Church, killing of  the clergy and confiscation of  church lands led Burke, a good 
Christian man, to view the Revolution and its aftermath as a sin against God.  “This new ecclesiastical establishment is 
intended only to be temporary, and preparatory to the utter abolition…of  the Christian religion, whenever the minds 
of  men are prepared for this last strike against it, by…bringing its ministers into universal contempt.”38  Though 
Burke’s emphasis on God was limited to his discussion of  divine monarchy and the destruction of  the French Church, 
it is important to emphasize that he was not overly religious (see section two on Joseph Maistre,) rather he was a 
typical noble statesman of  his day, against rapid change and with a firm belief  in God.  His belief  in God was as an 
individual and also as a statesman, he ultimately viewed the destruction of  the Church as the annihilation of  France.  
His role as a statesman affected his censure of  the Republic. 

32 Ibid., 327.
33 “Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen” The Old Regime and the French Revolution ed. Keith Baker, (Chicago: Univ. 
Chicago Press, 1987), 238.
34 Ibid 195.
35 “Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen,” 340.
36 Ibid., 177-178.
37 Ibid., 239. 
38 Burke, “Reflections on the French Revolution,” 282.
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An element of  the Republic which further aggravated Burke’s views of  the new government was the destruction 
of  the parliament.  As a member of  the English parliament and a firm proponent of  checks and balances on the 
power of  all central government officials, including the monarch, Burke could not help but view the destruction of  
parliament as the end of  French equality and legality. “To bring the whole under implicit obedience to the dictators in 
Paris, the old independent judicature of  the parliaments, with all its merits, and all its faults, was wholly abolished.”39  
This destruction of  the only check on the system of  government greatly affects Burke, as he imagines it happening 
in his own beloved Britain.

This was where it was extremely noticeable that though this treatise was written as a letter to a gentleman in 
Paris, it was in actuality a message to Englishmen who supported the Revolution.  He first affirmed the rights of  all 
individuals to protection under the law.  

“The dislike I feel to revolutions…the total contempt which prevails with you, and may come to 
prevail with us, of  all ancient institutions, when set in opposition to a present sense of  convenience…
[we must]…call back our attention to the true principles of  our own domestic laws…that we should 
continue to cherish them.”40  

This was a message to British supporters of  the French Revolution, that if  they value their rights and their equality and 
peacefulness under the constitutional monarchy, it was important to condemn the revolution.  He further remonstrated 
with the English people in a message exclusively geared at the protection of  the status of  the nobility, “But among 
the revolutions in France must be reckoned a considerable revolution in their ideas of  politeness…to say, to the 
most humiliated creature that crawls upon the earth, that great public benefits are derived from the murder of  his 
servants, the attempted assassination of  himself  and of  his wife, and the mortification, disgrace, and degradation, 
that he has personally suffered.”41  This emphasis on the humiliation and murder of  the aristocracy is attempting to 
sway the British nobility to his point of  view.  This was also a reminder to all of  the citizens of  England that they are 
in Burke’s estimation better than their revolutionary counterparts in France, and were too chivalrous to even consider 
revolution.  

Burke called on the British to show France that a constitutional monarchy was the most effective form of  
government, and that Britain was the top tier, hierarchically speaking, in all of  Europe.  “The people of  England will 
show…that a free…nation honours the high magistrates of  its church; it will not suffer the insolence of  wealth and 
titles…to look down with scorn upon what they look up to with reverence; nor presume to trample on that acquired 
personal nobility…which often is, the reward, of  learning, piety, and virtue.”42  This idea of  virtue was in direct 
opposition to the classical republican definition of  virtue espoused in the revolution by Jean-Jacques Rousseau.  By 
linking it with piety, Burke argued that England’s virtue is stronger than the virtue of  the classical republican, as it was 
derived from the moral support of  the Church and the state.  He challenged those who would compare the newly 
formed Republic’s constitution and system of  government with that of  Great Britain.  “Your new constitution is 
the very reverse of  ours in its principle; and I am astonished how any persons could dream of  holding out anything 
done in it, as an example of  Great Britain.”43  These reactionary statements by Burke were completely streamlined to 
challenge those in Britain who supported the Revolution and who viewed it as a positive element.  His deathly fear of  
revolution in England was one element that his critics found to detract from his essential arguments.  

Burke was viewed as a great statesman during his political career but many of  his contemporaries challenged 
his reactionary views of  the French Revolution.  Initially described as, “the extraordinary depth of  his detached views, 
and the curious felicity of  expression with which he unfolds principles, and traces resemblances and relations, are 
separately the gift of  few, and in their union probably without any example.”44   Burke’s tone in his Reflections on the 
French Revolution led to criticism.  Henry Lord Brougham, a contemporary of  Burke’s, argued that Burke’s old age had 
weakened his judgment and increased his imagination, allowing him to be haunted by his fears…an alarmist blinded 
by passion.45  Lord Brougham introduced an important point—was Burke a senile old man, blinded by his fears?  I 
emphatically argue that Burke was in fact completely relevant for his time.  Though he was alarmed by the events in 
France, his argument is one geared toward a populace warming to French revolutionary fervor.  Furthermore, Burke 
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died early in July of  1797 and did not live to see the remainder of  the revolution or the institution of  Napoleon’s 
rule.  His views were warranted by what he saw building in a country not very different from his own.  Finally, Lord 
Brougham wrote in 1842 and had the benefit of  hindsight, which showed that the revolution and creation of  the 
republic were not catastrophes which France would never recover from.  Edmund Burke created a vivid defense of  
the political conservatism and censured a revolution which was potentially cataclysmic at the time. Ultimately these 
revelations created a strong foundation of  the conservative system which evolved over time and is present today.

God, Robespierre and Revolution: The “Considerations on France” of  Joseph Maistre

Joseph Maistre, born in French-speaking Savoy, was an interesting combination of  Enlightenment views, 
religious fervor and anti-Revolutionary sentiment.  He welcomed the work of  Burke and wrote his own conservative 
musings in 1797 titled “Considerations on France.”  Unlike Burke who discussed religion mainly in an attempt to 
support England’s constitutional monarchy and his own sensibilities, Maistre was an extremely religious man who 
urged caution to those who had abandoned their religious beliefs.  This central political treatise was laid out in three 
main points.  First, it was an illustration of  the folly of  the people leading the revolution and of  the French Revolution 
as its own divine force. Second, Maistre argued that Enlightenment rationalism was evil and that the glorious monarchy 
would be triumphant in post-Revolutionary France.  Third, Maistre discussed the post-revolutionary government and 
its faults.  Maistre established a dialogue between his religious views and his conservative political views, which were 
interesting when compared with the views of  Robespierre, as illustrated through his “Report on the Principles of  
Political Morality.”

Joseph Maistre argued that the French Revolution was unavoidable as it was the direct reaction to the will of  
God.  This made the Revolution something which men had little control over and which in fact used men as puppets.  
“The French Revolution leads men more than men lead it…The very villains who appear to guide the Revolution take 
part in it only as simple instruments; and as soon as they aspire to dominate it, they fall ingloriously.46  Joseph Maistre 
showed the Revolution as a movement with its own life force, granted by God, which carried it through and destroyed 
everything and anything in its path. 

As for the leaders of  the French Revolution, he viewed them as men who tried to usurp the power of  God 
and in effect were crushed by the Revolution, an expression of  God’s unyielding will.  This is a direct contradiction 
of  Robespierre’s views of  the Revolution as perpetuated by the people for the people, and his exhortations of  the 
people to vigilant defense of  the Republic.  This view of  the Revolution as something man made and controllable is 
completely countermanded by Joseph Maistre’s conservative view of  a divinely ordained and led revolution.  Though 
Joseph Maistre viewed some of  the events of  the Revolution as the excesses of  vile men, he ultimately presented the 
Revolution as being a divine reaction to the excesses and depravity of  the Old Regime.  “Never has the Divinity revealed 
itself  so clearly in any human event.  If  it employs the most vile instruments, it is to regenerate by punishment.”47  His 
language of  ‘regeneration by punishment’ was biblical in nature and emphasized how Maistre’s religious beliefs strongly 
influenced his political arguments on the Revolution.  This statement also contradicts the opinions of  Robespierre who 
also viewed the regeneration of  France as important.  Where these two individuals diverged is in Robespierre’s view 
of  the regeneration of  the Republic through the destruction of  the corrupt elements of  society and the citizenry’s 
maintenance of  Rousseauian virtue.  Maistre in contrast used this language of  regeneration to support the return to 
the established French Church and the moral religious ideologies of  the Christian Church.  

One of  the most eloquent of  his statements revealed even further how his political and religious views 
combined to create an entirely new conservative attitude. “A great revolution cannot come about without some 
distress.  But when a thinker justifies such means by the end in view; when he says in his heart, A hundred thousand 
murders are as nothing, provided we are free; then, if  Providence replies, I accept your recommendation, but you 
shall be one of  the victims, where is the injustice?”48  Many others central to the Revolution would have viewed this 
statement as completely antithetical to the revolutionary cause.  If  they were rising up against a despotic government 
and saving the people through the Revolution then they would live on and lead the people to a new order, created by 
them.  Maistre refuted this revolutionary sentiment through a simple statement of  logic.  

Maistre’s argument for the French Revolution as an illustration of  God’s divine will in action was contradicted 
in his “Considerations on France.”  He viewed the Old Regime as one that had lost its way and its religious faith, 
“First, when the human spirit has lost its resilience through indolence, incredulity, and the gangrenous vices that 
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follow an excess of  civilization, it can be retempered only in blood.”49  Here we see his particular view of  God as 
avenger, taking the world and fomenting rebellion and revolution until it settled into a form with proper respect for 
God and true religious sentiment.  This was Maistre’s main argument: God is in charge, and the ancient regime was 
antireligious and needed to be replaced, so God started a Revolution.

 
Maistre contradicted himself  yet again with a discussion of  the French Revolution as inherently evil, “what 

distinguishes the French Revolution and what makes it an event unique in history is that it is radically evil; no element 
of  good relieves the picture it presents; it reaches the highest point of  corruption ever known; it is pure impurity.”50  
Initially this gave me pause as it seemed to indicate that he believed God’s will was evil, but as I read further it 
became clear that Maistre believed man is innately evil.  Though the Revolution was God’s will and the result of  ‘bad 
Christians,’ the excesses of  the Revolution were a consequence of  man’s vices alone, as in situations like the killing of  
a king, which Maistre never believed could be God’s will.  “Each drop of  Louis XVI’s blood will cost France torrents; 
perhaps four million Frenchmen will pay with their lives for the great national crime of  an antireligious and antisocial 
insurrection, crowned by a regicide.51  This was where the contradictions were further exacerbated in “Considerations 
on France.”  Joseph Maistre was a completely conservative, anti-Revolutionary believer in divine monarchy.  It was 
clear that the contradictions inherent in his views of  the revolution as both the expression of  God’s will and of  the 
most horrible and immoral of  man’s vices was his attempt to reconcile his belief  that God must have had a part in 
something that swept through his nation with such force, but that God would never have condoned regicide, or, in 
Maistre’s view, the killing of  a God-appointed King.  

To form a compromise amongst these views and continue unshaken in his support of  God and monarchy, 
Maistre chose to blame the culture of  enlightened philosophy for the evils of  the revolution.  “Institutions are strong 
and durable to the degree that they partake of  the Divinity.  Not only is human reason, or what is ignorantly called 
philosophy, unable to replace those foundations ignorantly called superstitions, but philosophy is, on the contrary, an 
essentially destructive force.”52  Joseph de Maistre viewed religion and philosophy as completely antithetical forces, 
one backed by God and the other backed by the transgressions of  men.  He viewed it as an epic battle of  good 
versus evil and it is clear here that the evil he referred to as present in the Revolution was that of  Enlightenment 
philosophy.  “The present generation is witnessing one of  the most dramatic sights humanity has ever seen; it is the 
fight to the death between Christianity and the cult of  philosophy.  The lists are open, the two enemies have come to 
grips, and the world looks on.”53  Maistre viewed the outcome of  this battle as completely known, God would win, 
and philosophy would fall, which made sense because God was good and philosophy was evil.  In this way Maistre 
removed the responsibility for any of  the atrocities of  the French Revolution from God or religious men, and 
attributed them solely to the immorality of  irreligious men and the evil nature of  philosophy.  “To carry through the 
French Revolution it was necessary to overthrow religion, insult morality…and commit every crime...to restore order, 
the king will call together all the virtues…His most pressing interest will be to unite justice and mercy….”54  Thus the 
outcome was clear, the monarchy supported by their divine right to rule, granted by the power of  God, would regain 
power and in their infinite goodness save France.  

This directly contradicted the ideals of  Robespierre in his “Principles of  Political Morality,” which demanded 
absolutist power in the new Republic, but argued for this power in the Rousseauian language of  virtue.  The arguments 
of  Robespierre, written in the spirit of  Rousseau, supported the creation of  a new, strong nation of  enlightened 
citizens by forcing the citizenry to be free.  This was contradicted by Maistre.  “It is a pity, but the people count 
for nothing in revolutions…Perhaps four or five people will give France a king….If  the monarchy is restored, the 
people will no more decree its  restoration than they decreed its downfall or the establishment of  the revolutionary 
government.”55  It showed that Maistre’s faith in the power of  the people was extremely limited.  God ultimately 
controlled all things, except for the excesses of  base men, and Robespierre’s virtue through terror had no place in 
a country, which, according to Maistre, was supposed to be ruled by a monarchical authority.  Maistre was uniquely 
interesting, in that, unlike Burke, he did not argue that the Old Regime could have been fixed through reform. He 
showed that their irreligiousness led to God’s demanding their downfall, but even less did he believe that a Republic 
would work in any way and he cast doubt on the legitimacy of  the new government.
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The third element argued by Maistre was of  the post-revolutionary government and its faults.  This illustrated 
that his intended audience was the leaders of  the new Republic and all those who he viewed as having turned against 
God.  He argued that France was oppressed under this new government and did not agree with its principles.  

“This government is thought to be strong because it is violent, but strength differs from violence as 
much as from weakness, and this government’s astonishing method of  operation at this time furnishes 
of  itself  sufficient proof  that it cannot endure for long.  The French nation does not want this 
government, it suffers it, and remains submissive either because it cannot shake it off  or because it 
fears something worse”56

  
He believed the God ordained nature of  the revolution, but Maistre as a firm proponent of  the monarchy throughout 
the entirety of  his “Considerations,” continually mentioned the ascendance of  the monarchy and the illegality and 
unsuitability of  the new Republican order.  The new laws and treatises of  the Republic had no authority behind 
them and the nation could not give themselves equal rights, only God could.  “No nation can give itself  liberty if  
it has not it already…Human influence does not extend beyond the development of  rights already in existence….
In consequence, it is necessary to innovate only rarely and always moderately and cautiously.”57  Thus the power of  
people was limited to instituting the laws which were not considered absolute.  Here we find the outline of  Maistre’s 
conservatism: change is unhelpful and if  performed should be done in moderation. He believed that everything about 
the Revolution was an excess which could only act as an affront to God.

Conquest, Usurpation, and the Imminent Demise of  Napoleon: 
the Conservatism of  Benjamin Constant

Henri Benjamin Constant de Rebecque was born in Switzerland and traveled extensively throughout Europe, 
ultimately moving to Paris in 1795 and becoming a French politician.  In The Spirit of  Conquest and Usurpation 
and their Relations to European Civilization,” Constant argues three main themes.  The first was on the uselessness 
of  war and conquest and the illegality of  usurpation.  The second was the discussion of  how Enlightenment ideals 
had shaped the modern age and made an ancient Republic impossible. The third argued the efficacy of  England’s 
constitutional monarchy in place of  the illegal despotism of  Napoleon’s rule.  Through all of  the dialogue, Constant’s 
anti-Napoleonic sentiments provided a fundamental base on which his arguments were based. 

 The greatly anti-Napoleonic sentiments of  Benjamin Constant were vividly apparent in his discussion of  the 
illegality of  usurpation, the offensiveness of  war and conquest, and the despotism which usurpation relies on.  

“How much treachery, violence and perjury usurpation requires!  The usurper must invoke principles 
only to trample upon them, contract engagements only to break them, deceive the good faith of  some, 
take advantage of  the weakness of  others, awaken greed where it slumbers, embolden injustice where 
it hides, corruption where it is timid, in a word, he must put all the guilty passions as if  in a hothouse, 
so that they may ripen faster, and yield a more abundant harvest.”58  

Constant’s argument against usurpation was very reflective of  the arguments used against the Old Regime of  France 
during the French Revolution.  It is important to note, that despite the change in time period, much of  the rhetoric 
of  loss of  morality and deception remained the same.  Constant suggested that the liberty which was available under 
usurpation was not real freedom and did not affirm the individual rights of  the people.  “This counterfeiting of  
liberty combines all the evils of  anarchy with all those of  slavery…This agitation no more resembled moral life than 
the hideous convulsions, which an art, more frightful than useful, inflicts upon corpses without reanimating them, 
resembles physical life.”59  His apt and rather disturbing imagery ridiculed the apparent moral life of  the French 
citizenry who had assented to the rule of  Napoleon and had not challenged his abuses of  the rights that they had 
fought for in the Revolution.  Constant pointed out to the French citizenry that despite the show of  individual 
liberties, they were actually powerless in the government of  Napoleon.  “The people will elect their magistrates, but 
if  they fail to elect them in the way prescribed in advance, their choices will be declared null.  Opinions will be free, 
but any opinion in opposition not only to the general system, but even to trifling circumstantial measures, will be 
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punished as treasonable.”60  Thus Napoleon was the worst kind of  despot, one who covered his tyranny with a shroud 
of  respectability and freedom of  the people.  These arguments build strongly on the traditions of  Burke and Maistre’s 
censure of  Robespierre.

Constant envisioned the evil of  Napoleon’s conquest and wars spreading and not ceasing until the people 
stood up and refused to countenance his reign.  He drew attention to the illogical conquest on the basis of  the rights 
of  France, which were further exacerbated by his denial that these rights actually existed.  “It would talk of  national 
independence, as if  the independence of  a nation were in jeopardy because other nations are independent.  It would 
talk of  national honour, as if  a nation’s honour were injured because other nations retain their own.”61  Constant 
argued that this justification of  wars was evil and was only an attempt to spread the despotic reign of  Napoleon across 
the continents.  Despite his anti-war rhetoric, Constant was not against war, rather he was against the illegal wars of  
a usurper such as Napoleon.  “No doubt all our inferences apply only in the case of  gratuitous and useless wars.  No 
such considerations could outweigh the necessity to repel an aggressor.  In that case all classes must hasten to respond 
since all are equally threatened.”62  Thus in this way Constant allowed himself  to retain his conservative ideals of  
the defense of  the Patrie, the importance of  citizenship and the slow progress of  mankind, while still claiming that 
Napoleon was an evil despotic usurper with no legitimate basis for his rule, who had started wars which would breed 
further wars, forever.  Constant added a pointed assault on all those who supported Napoleon, as in essence they were 
supporting usurpation and in its turn despotism.  “Those who claim that they want despotism are in fact saying either 
that they want to be oppressed, or that they want to be oppressors.  In the first case, they do not understand what they 
are saying; in the second, they do not wish others to understand them.”63  Thus all of  those who will not be stirred to 
action by his piece were stupid or wanted to subjugate others with their own tyranny and that of  their friends.  Finally 
Constant reiterated that the despotism of  a conquering usurper must be destroyed, and would cease, in one of  three 
ways, “in this case the people will overthrow it; it may exasperate the people and then, if  it is attacked by foreigners, it 
will be overthrown by them; or, if  no foreigners attack it, it will decline, more slowly but in a more shameful and no 
less certain manner.”64  Thus the Napoleonic government would naturally and slowly fade and would be destroyed.  
Constant urged the people to be the ones to overthrow it, so as to recover their own morality and dignity which they 
had lost under the rules of  the post-revolutionary governments.

 Constant was not inherently anti-Enlightenment; he argued that intellectual pursuits were very important to 
the civilization of  a nation, but believed that the classical republican idea of  “general will” that Rousseau theorized the 
Republic would create, was an impossibility.  Further, Constant argued that the worst abuses in France had occurred 
through the government’s use of  Rousseauian rhetoric to support their tyrannical regimes.  

“During the French revolution, when the tide of  events brought to the head of  the state men who 
had adopted philosophy as a prejudice, and democracy as fanaticism, these men were seized by a 
boundless admiration for Rousseau, Mably and all the writers of  that school…It was for them a 
precious authority that writers who, disinterested on this matter, and declaring royalty to be anathema, 
had, long before the overturning of  the throne, made axiomatic all the maxims necessary to organize 
the most absolute despotism under the name of  republic.”65  

Thus Constant viewed the Enlightenment period and ideologies of  writers such as Rousseau as the primary catalysts 
of  the Revolution.  He thought Rousseau’s Social Contract was impossibility in his Enlightened modern age as the 
nation could not be separated into parts so as to satisfy particular aims.  He asserted that the rule by a “general will” 
was only the sacrifice of  one element of  society to another.66  The loss of  individual rights and independence involved 
in the Rousseauian precept of  general will was unfathomable to Constant and he did not believe that it was possible 
in the then-Enlightened French citizenry.  Constant argued that people should cease to use these principles of  the 
mass triumphing over the individual right, to advance their own power and opinions, as in the popular violence of  the 
Revolution and the tyranny of  Robespierre.  “If  Robespierre’s government was anarchy, then Napoleon’s government 
is anarchy too.  But no-Napoleon’s government is despotism, and we must acknowledge that Robespierre’s was nothing 
but despotism.”67  Rousseauian ideals lead to despotism, which can not survive in Constant’s modern age and could 
not survive in the age of  Robespierre, they were in effect one of  the elements which contributed to his demise.
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Like Maistre, Constant argued that the cult of  philosophy led to the revolution, but herein a contradiction is 
apparent.  Despite his anti-Rousseauian diatribe, Constant argued for the importance of  the intellectual advancement 
of  a civilization.  “The real cause of  these vicissitudes in the history of  peoples is that man’s intelligence cannot 
remain stationary; if  you do not stop it, it will advance; if  you stop it, it will go backwards”68  Constant further 
discussed this idea in his description of  the citizens of  France as a group of  Enlightened individuals similar to the 
society of  ancient Greece or Rome.  In this Constant can be contrasted with both Burke and Maistre in that he viewed 
intellectual and Enlightened societies as the proper step on the teleological path to civilization.  When compared to his 
anti-Rousseauian and Enlightenment literature assertions, a contradiction was visible, which could only be explained 
by Constant’s specific time period.  Constant lived through the post-Revolutionary period where leader after leader 
took power and used the language of  the Enlightenment, especially that of  Rousseau, to allow for their despotic 
actions.  “It was a great mistake on the part of  those who described the revolutionary government of  France to call 
it anarchy…the absence of  government….In the revolutionary government, in the revolutionary tribunal, in the law 
of  suspects, there was no absence of  government, but rather the continuous and universal presence of  an atrocious 
government.”69  Constant’s natural reaction to these years of  hostility was an abandonment of  Rousseauian ideals 
and encouraged further intellectual advancement beyond that of  the Enlightenment.  Constant was also an advocate 
of  change through intellectual advancement which should be gradual, quick changes were fundamentally opposed to 
Constant’s conservative politics.  

From his discussion of  Rousseau and the post-Revolutionary republic Constant concluded that a Republic 
was not a possibility in France, under the usurpation of  Napoleon.  “Republics live through that deep sense which 
each citizen has of  his rights, and the happiness, reason, calm, and energy that the enjoyment of  liberty procures 
for man; monarchies, through time, habits and the sanctity of  past generations.  Usurpation can establish itself  only 
through the individual supremacy of  the usurper.”70  Without these precepts of  legal rights and individual liberties 
as well as the power and support of  legitimacy, proved throughout history, a Republic could not prevail.  Constant 
encouraged the citizens of  France to realize that through a unified effort their true government could be restored, 
“Tyranny, immorality and injustice are so much against nature that one single effort, one courageous voice is sufficient 
to rescue man from this abyss.  He returns to morality through the unhappiness which results from forgetting it…
No nation’s cause is ever truly hopeless.”71  This admonishment allowed Constant to encourage the people to end 
the power of  Napoleon, the usurper, and led to the discussion of  the proper government for France.  If  Napoleon’s 
despotic government did not work, as Constant argues it did not, and a Republic was out of  the question, France was 
left with the best choice, which, according to Constant, was a constitutional monarchy like that of  England.

 Though Constant’s avowal of  support for constitutional monarchy was similar to Burke and Maistre’s defense 
of  the constitutional monarchy as the best and only suitable manner of  government, Constant’s emphasis on the 
constitutional monarchy’s effectiveness, specifically in the case of  England, was largely in an attempt to support his 
anti-Napoleonic sentiments.  Constant challenged those who equated a classic monarchy and the rule of  Napoleon.  

“Thus, despite the deceptive resemblance that there appears to be between usurpation and monarchy, 
both regarded as forms of  government in which power is in the hands of  one man, nothing could be 
more different.  Everything which strengthens the latter threatens the former; everything which in a 
monarchy is a cause of  union, harmony and peace, is in usurpation a cause of  resistance, hatred and 
upheavals.”72  

Constant viewed monarchies of  the past as inherently legitimate due to their history and inherited responsibility as 
leaders of  a nation. In contrast Napoleon was simply a degenerate who used despotism to retain his position as leader 
of  France.
  

Constant argued that without despotism, usurpation could not survive, and further that a usurper, regardless 
of  his personal merit, would become a despot.  “Violence has become so easy to them, that they think it is always 
necessary. Under monarchy you see the same institutions lasting for centuries.  You see, on the other hand, no usurper 
who has not twenty times repealed his own laws and suppressed the forms he has just instituted, as an inexperienced 
and impatient workman breaks his own tools.”73  This was an indication of  Constant’s conservative anti-change ideas 
which echoed the thoughts of  Burke from several years before.  Though Burke’s conservatism was embodied in a 
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much more reactionary vein than Constant, they were both arguing that change without legitimacy could not ever be 
effective.  The inability of  a usurper to maintain the laws of  a nation in order to institute his own, which he in turn 
could change when they no longer suited him, was one of  the largest areas in which Constant criticized Napoleon.  
The lack of  legitimacy of  his rule could only be further exacerbated by the lack of  legitimacy of  his laws as they 
pertained to his citizenry.

 Arguing Napoleon’s complete lack of  legitimacy, Constant relied on England’s constitutional monarchy as the 
best governmental model.  

“Similar considerations may be applied to those assemblies that, in some monarchies, defend or 
represent the people.  The King of  England is venerable in the midst of  his parliament.  But this is 
because he is not, we repeat, a simple individual.  He represents also the long line of  kings who have 
preceded him.  He is not eclipsed by the representatives of  the nation.  But a single man, emerged 
from the crowd, is of  too diminutive a stature, and to sustain the parallel that stature must become 
fearsome.  Under a usurper the representatives of  the people must be his slaves, lest they should be his 
masters.  Of  all political curses the most terrible is an assembly that is but the instrument of  a single 
man.”74  

The legitimacy of  Kings was extremely apparent in the government of  England, which despite its brief  revolutionary 
period, returned to monarchy and retained their involvement in government.  Constant argued that England’s 
government was something which had the power and legitimacy granted to it by its people through a long history of  
Kingship and supported by the Parliamentary powers of  the government.  

Constant’s urge toward a constitutional monarchy appeared to be simply because he could not support a 
despotic usurper in power, but also did not view a Republic, as described by Rousseau, as a possible option.  Thus 
ultimately Napoleon must fall, 

“All will unite against him.  Peace, independence, justice, will be the general rallying cry; and just 
because they have been proscribed for so long, these words will have acquired an almost magical 
power.  Men, no longer the playthings of  folly, will become enthusiasts for good sense.  A cry of  
deliverance, a cry of  unity, will ring out from one end of  the earth to the other.  The sense of  public 
decency will spread to the most indecisive and will carry along the timidest.  Nobody will dare to 
remain neutral, lest he should betray himself.”75  
Constant urged his audience, the citizenry of  France, to remember that they were French and should unify 

against their common enemy, the usurper, who, in their midst, ruled through despotism.  As he argued throughout 
his text, conquest and usurpation were illegal and could only be maintained through despotism, and despotism had to 
fall because of  the natural liberty of  the people.  “Usurpation then is unable to subsist either without despotism, as all 
interests would rise up against it, or through despotism, as despotism itself  cannot last.  Consequently it is impossible 
for usurpation to endure,”76 and thus Napoleon’s empire and his personal rule was doomed.  It is important to note 
that this piece was written in 1813 immediately following the failed Napoleonic campaign into Russia, which ended in 
crushing defeat and massive casualties.  Though Constant’s rosy forecast of  the overthrow of  Napoleon had not yet 
come to pass, in his conservative principles and the current times, Constant could not have believed that his ideas of  
overthrow were anything other than imminent.   

 The political arguments of  Edmund Burke, Joseph de Maistre and Benjamin Constant create a unique 
amalgamation of  conservative political thought and greatly contribute to the assertions of  historians such as Baker 
and Gruder on the importance of  the political historiography.  The arguments affirmed by these individuals of  
gradual change, the importance of  constitutional monarchy and the inability for despotism to survive support the 
political causative elements of  the French Revolution, and post-revolutionary Republic.  Further they support the 
insistence of  other historians that the revolution was largely a product of  the politics of  its time.  The conservative 
ideologies of  Burke, Maistre and Constant add to this political tradition and emphasize the importance of  historical 
research and how it has influenced the conservatism of  today.  Without the reactionary writing of  individuals like 
these would our conservative tradition be as strong as it is today?  I suggest that these three international authors 
and their response to one of  the most cataclysmic events in history created a path which began a conservative legacy, 
impacting the individual political views and assertions of  future generations of  politicians, and affecting the lives of  
all those who live in a political society.

74 Constant, “Conquest and Usurpation,” 93.
75 Ibid., 80.
76 Constant, “Conquest and Usurpation,” 183.
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MASH:
AdvAnceS in TreATMenT And TriAge during THe KoreAn WAr

Ryan PlaneR 

 

 MASH is a military acronym for Mobile Army Surgical Hospital, a unit that saw its first active 
deployment during the Korean War. These “hospitals” were staffed by young doctors, nurses and corpsmen 
assigned to a specific army regiment in order to provide life-saving emergency and general care. The efficiency 
and invaluable treatment provided by these surgical stations saved the lives of  a great many wounded, providing 
better frontline medical care for troops than ever before in the history of  combat.

 The story of  these Mobile Army Surgical Hospitals in Korea has two intermingling elements. The first 
was the extraordinary advances in medical treatment on the warfront which included the implementation of  
antibiotics and other medicines, blood banking and supply, body armor, and advanced surgeries. The second 
was the harrowing personal experiences of  the young surgeons who were sent into combat to serve their 
country. Surgeons had to deal with what seemed to be a never ending stream of  casualties, as well as harsh 
climates, enemy combatants and the other horrors of  war. These ordinary young army surgeons, thrust into 
an unfamiliar world torn apart by war, acted with bravery and intellectual astuteness. Their personal accounts 
are truly great historical artifacts and their young vigor was essential to the achievements of  groundbreaking 
military medicine of  the MASH. 

Sources

 At the end of  the Korean War, the United States Military held many conferences and inquiries into all 
aspects of  the MASH units, including their competence and organization.  This series of  investigations came 
in the form of  scientific papers, annotated conferences of  surgeons and upper staff, interviews with surgeons, 
and countless other statistics, images and casualty reports. Hundreds of  these reports have all been converted 
into digital format and posted on the Internet by the U.S. Army Medical Department (AMEDD) and the 
Office of  Medical History under the Surgeon General. These numerous and very lengthy reports will provide 
many of  the primary sources and statistics used in this paper.

  Numerous autobiographies will also provide information and perspective into the daily lives and 
experiences of  the surgeons who served in Korea. Furthermore, these accounts give human evidence to the 
medical procedures, protocols and technologies implemented for the first time in the MASH. These include 
MASH: A Novel about Three Army Doctors by Richard Hooker, which gives loosely non-fictional accounts, based 
on real life events. It also spawned the movie titled MASH and following television series which ran from 
September 1972 until February 1983.1  Other autobiographical accounts include A Surgeon Remembers: Korea 
1950-1951 and the Marines, by Robert C. Shoemaker, M.D. and also MASH: an Army Surgeon in Korea by Otto 
F. Apel Jr., M.D.. These true accounts of  the war and life near the frontlines are drastically different from the 
bland military reports and statistics, allowing for a look into the minds of  the surgeons serving in Korea, yet 
they all hold the common theme of  the military medical advancements of  the MASH in Korea.

1 Hooker , Richard. MASH: A Novel About Three Army Doctors. (3rd ed. New York, NY: HarperCollins    Publishers, 2001)
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The Beginning 
1941-1950
 The story of  the MASH units begins at the end of  the “last great war”, that is during the final stages of  World 
War Two. As the United States became involved in the war and began fighting in Europe and the Pacific, there were 
many casualties. Thus Military medical personnel and commands would see the need for change and innovation. 
There are records of  early attempts at creating mobile medical units that would eventually evolve into the MASH 
program adopted by the Army during Korea. 

 A report titled Portable Surgical Hospitals by John T. Greenwood, Ph.D. Chief, Office of  Medical History, U. S. 
Army, on the early surgical hospitals gives a wonderful description of  smaller “mobile” hospitals of  World War Two. 
These small hospitals were created in locations ranging from Australia to the islands of  Sicily in the Mediterranean or 
Papua in the Pacific.2 These remote locations, full of  hostile terrain, caused Colonel Percy J. Carroll, Chief  Surgeon 
of  U.S. Army Services of  Supply in 1942-1943, to develop the new concept of  a mobile army hospital. 3

The current chain of  treatment and “evacuation” of  a wounded soldier during World War Two started with 
a unit medic or corpsman who administered first-aid and tourniquets or pain medicines at attempts of  treating and /
or slowing bleeding and hemorrhaging.4 From this point, the wounded were placed on stretchers also called “litters” 
and taken by ambulance corps or carried on foot to the field surgical hospital assigned to each division. 5 The problem 
with this setup, as noted by Colonel Carroll, and other military analysts post-war, was that of  mobilization.6  As the 
troops and vehicles in modern warfare surged forward, the division strength field hospitals could not keep up. The 
chain of  treatment from the frontlines to these rear surgical hospitals could not provide and maintain “life-saving 
surgery” necessary. 7

In the Australian theater Colonel Carroll divided the surgical hospitals under his command, which were 400-
750 beds in number, into smaller, more mobile units of  25 bed station hospitals.8  They were supported by a small 
number of  nurses and corpsman as well as three general surgeons and an anesthesiologist. Colonel Carroll’s plans, 
which came early in the war (WWII), were sent to the Surgeon General, and the Army adopted the idea of  a portable 
surgical hospital. 9 103 of  these hospitals eventually came into service during the war, in various regions and theaters 
(European and Pacific).10 These were the prototype MASH units; they proved worthy and saved “the lives of  many 
thousands of  critically wounded soldiers.” 11

 The reason these units were only prototypes, according to the report by Greenwood, is that they had difficulties 
with supply and patient capacity. The small units of  25 beds lacked equipment and personnel to treat and diagnose 
battle wounds and injuries. Proper anesthetic measures, x-rays and other medical treatments needed improvement or 
were even lacking completely. The quantity of  25 beds was inadequate in number to treat the influx of  troops after 
or during hostile confrontations. This made these small units not “entirely self-sufficient.”12The final dilemma in 
Greenwood’s report, as well as in the accounts of  army surgeons who served in Korea, was that of  lack of  experience. 
This problem of  inexperience will become evident in examining the personal accounts from Korea. Training and 
integrating young surgeons into the Army and teaching them proper, efficient care of  medical wounds would be a 
constant problem, one that will be central throughout the developments of  medical knowledge in Korea. 

On August 1945, shortly before the end of  the war with Japan, the army released plans for the newly developed 
MASH, Mobile Army Surgical Hospital. 13The plans took into account the mistakes learned from the now ending war. 
The MASH was a 60-bed unit, designed to be “truly mobile, fully staffed” and it would provide “life-saving surgery 
and postoperative care.”14

2 Greenwood, John T. . “Portable Surgical Hospitals.” (Office of Medical History. Office of Medical History, Office of the Surgeon 
General. 8 Dec 2008) http://history.amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/wwii/surgicalhosp/PortableSurgicalHospitals.html
3 Ibid..
4 Apel Jr. M.D. , Otto, MASH: An Army Surgeon in Korea.(1st ed. Lexington, Kentucky: The University Press of Kentucky, 1998).
5 Apel, 1998.
6 Greenwood, 2008.
7 Ibid.
8 Greenwood, 2008.
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 Greenwood, 2008
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
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Figure 115    (Apel 1998)

  These units would now include everything from technically advanced surgical rooms, x-ray facilities, 
dental and optical equipment for mouth and eye care.  The pharmacy and attached laboratory would be 
advanced enough to measure critical lab values (blood and illness) to help treat the wounded more effectively. 16 
A number of  skilled nurses, surgeons and corpsmen would be both recruited and drafted to treat the wounded 
soldiers of  their assigned regiment.
 
The MASH in Korea 

The book titled MASH: an Army Surgeon in Korea by Doctor Otto F. Apel is a personal account of  
one young man in the 8076th MASH who served behind the 2nd, 7th, and 24th Infantry Divisions in Korea.17 
The 8076th was a typical MASH unit, and the AMEDD military archives display a very detailed and telling 
annual report and “debrief ” first sent in January of  1951.  This report titled 8076th MASH is a very reliable 
and thoroughly interesting break-down of  the inner workings and statistics of  the unit when first deployed in 
Korea. 

  The 8076th MASH was activated on July 19th 1950 under order number 161.18 Beginning operations in 
Miryang, Korea, the report details a history of  the unit for 152 days from August 1950. 19 In this period of  
152 days, the MASH had 9,008 admissions, they experienced 244 surgical patients in a single twenty four-hour 

15 Apel., 1998.
16 Ibid.
17 Apel., 1998.
18 8076th Army Unit, 8076th Army Unit Initial Report Headquarters Mobile Army Surgical Hospital, January 1951. (Office of 
Medical History. Office of Medical History, Office of the Surgeon General. 8 Dec 2008) http://history.amedd.army.mil/books-
docs/korea/KWUunithistories/8076thMASH.htm
19 Ibid.
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period, and had a maximum of  608 patients in another short period.20 At one time there were 4,276 patients in the 
larger “wards” located in Miryang. 21 The 8076th MASH and other MASH located near the front experienced a high 
number of  patients and were often overrun during times of  intense combat, yet from all accounts were always able to 
keep up with the demands and provide around-the-clock care for wounded soldiers.
   
 The equipment provided at this, and all other MASH units, was a main operating tent, a ward, a pharmacy, a 
laboratory and X-ray facilities. In addition, a dental surgeon or at least, a dental tech, was attached to each unit. 22 The 
8076th Unit report is quite in depth in listing these various sections or tents within the MASH, however the following 
diagram from Apel’s book is far more explanative.23      

The 8076th report lists all of  the many medical instruments that the MASH held. They included a full 
orthopedic set; a Minerva jacket for spinal injuries as well as Goldthwaite irons to aid in application of  these jackets in 
the “hyperextend supine position.”24 Plates, Lohman clamps, surgical amputation and suture sets were also all standard 
issue.25  As for heat during the cold Korean winters the report stressed that the 250,000 BTU gasoline space heaters 
were faulty in design and needed modification of  their blowers.26 The mention and importance of  these MASH tent 
heaters painted a picture of  how cold the Korean warfront became during winter. A common complaint and hazard 
that the doctors had to deal with was their own frostbite and exposure to cold, which in times made it challenging to 
care for the patients.27

The report then moves on to detail the day-to-day treatments and illnesses that were found and treated in 
MASH wards. Infectious diseases such as hepatitis, dysentery, various respiratory illness, gonorrhea, and malaria were 
all reported.28   Dysentery, a bacterial infection of  the digestive system, was blamed on poor sanitary conditions and 
was treated with eureomycin and chloramphenicol. 29 These antibiotics are all novel analogs of  penicillin, which made 
its significant debut in World War Two, and helped cure other infections as well, such as gonorrhea. Before even 
reaching Korea, Surgeon Robert Shoemaker recounted treating five servicemen who had spent time in a Japanese 
whorehouse, and found that the new antibiotics worked wonders on gonorrhea. 30 The significance of  these new 
classes of  antibiotics is that they were all developed after World War Two from 1948-1950. 31 The Korean War was the 
first opportunity for the military to use these lifesaving, infection fighting drugs in a period of  war. 

 Malaria, a disease spread by mosquitoes, was very common during the summer months in Korea. According 
to the 8076th Unit report, Robert Shoemaker, Otto Apel and others, the daily administration of  chloroquine helped 
prevent the malaria infection.  Apel noted that the only cases of  MASH personnel acquiring malaria or its symptoms 
came after each individual had admitted to not taking their daily dosage.32  Chloroquine, according to the Center for 
Disease Control, was only first administered as an anitmalarial agent in 1946, a year or so after World War Two. Again 
with the outbreak of  the Korean War MASH units had yet another novel drug to combat disease effectively.33   

 The treatment of  viral and bacterial diseases such as dysentery, gonorrhea, malaria, hepatitis and others was a 
great success during the Korean War. For example Rommel’s forces in Africa during the Second World War lost three 
times as many men to disease as to battle wounds.34 Throughout all of  history these infectious diseases were spread 
by unsanitary conditions and also native fauna which plagued soldiers in combat. The MASH units in Korea were able 
to make great strides in preventing these outbreaks, and this prevention was used in Vietnam and the Gulf  War. 35

20 Ibid.
21 Ibid.
22 Ibid.
23 Apel., 1998.  
24 8076th , 1951.
25 Ibid.
26 8076th , 1951.
27 Shoemaker M.D., Robert C.. A Surgeon Remembers: Korea 1950-1951 and the Marines . (1st ed. Victoria, BC, CAN: Trafford 
North American, 2005). 
28 8076th, 1951.
29 Ibid.
30 Shoemaker, 2005.
31 Ibid.
32 Apel., 1998.
33 “History-CDC Malaria”, 2008.
34 8076th, 1951.
35 Ibid.
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 The report then moved onto describe times when the fighting was “extremely heavy” Casualties from 
five divisions (Infantry, Cavalry, Marine) as well as R.O.K. (South Korean) soldiers were diverted and sent to 
the 8076th MASH.36 There is an explanation of  the battle wounds and their specific treatments. The scientific 
wording is starkly different from the personal accounts as discussed later. However, both accounts paint a vivid 
picture of  how gruesome and horrid battle wounds and the destruction of  war can be.

 Battle wounds that required surgery were segmented into a variety of  sections; the main areas are Intra-
abdominal wounds, chest wounds, gastro-urinary tract wounds, and limb or extremities wounds. 37 The 8076th 
Unit report outlined how hemorrhaging livers, kidneys, lower intestines, bowels, lungs, and bladders should be 
treated and how each particular wound and area was incised, assayed (assessed) and then “marked and clamped” 
or sutured. 38 The treatments described seem relatively straightforward, yet gruesome to the utmost extent. The 
fact of  the matter is that the wounds of  battle, those from shrapnel and bombs (“missiles” as Apel calls them) 
are unlike anything any regular physician will ever see in their lifetime.39

 The 8076th Unit report closes in stressing two things; the first is the essential supply route which ran from 
the 6th Medical Depot in Pusan to the MASH in Miryang, Korea. This was an important strategic supply route 
for the reasons of  re-supplying the MASH with donated blood, new medical supplies and medicines and even 
the essentials of  food and water. 40 The closing statement of  the 8076th report also included a Section # 8 titled 
“TRAINING” This is where the real story of  the MASH surgeons really begins, as the report alludes to. 
 
 “During the majority of  the time, the personnel of  the hospital have been working. Because of  the steady influx of  work, 
“on the job training” has been the source of  knowledge acquired by personnel. It is believed that “doing” plus an occasional helping 
suggestion is the best way of  learning under field conditions.”41

Venturing into the personal accounts of  MASH surgeons, there can be no statement more true, than 
relating their experiences to “on the job training” -- training that took place in real-time and in the middle of  a 
war zone. 

Interviews from the 8076th

 The brief  statements of  Colonel Raymond E. “Bodie” Adams and Colonel Edwin L. Overholt, are found 
in military records of  interviews held during the 1960s by the AMEDD (Army Medical Department). Reviewing 
these gives a good leeway into the much more detailed personal accounts (novels) of  Robert C. Shoemaker 
MD, Battalion Surgeon 3-11 of  Marines and Otto F. Apel JR. M.D., a surgeon assigned to the now very familiar 
8076th.  

  Colonel Raymond E. “Bodie” Adams was assigned to the 21st infantry regiment’s medical company. 42 He 
was present for field exercises in Japan, and served during the initial battles in Korea. Colonel Adams unit was a 
part of  Task Force Smith, which fought the battle of  Osan, the first meeting between the US and North Korean 
troops. 43   Task Force Smith had 540 men and suffered 180 casualties U.S. commanders viewed it as a “calculated 
risk” with such a high ratio of  wounded.  44 

 Colonel Adams was one of  the first surgeons activated during the war. He was given very short notice 
and flown from Japan to aid in the retreat of  troops along the Pusan Perimeter. 45   The details of  his account 
mostly described the retreat. The medical platoon had 30 men all together, and only 3 litter jeeps (ambulances) 
and two surgeons, Colonel Adams and his superior Captain Edwin Overholt. 46 Adams vividly described the 
conditions which brought to light how close to the action these MASH units were deployed. Within hours they 
36 8076th, 1951.
37 Ibid.
38 8076th, 1951.
39 Apel., 1998.
40 8076th , 1951.
41 Ibid.
42 Apel., 1998.
43 Ibid.
44 Ibid.
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid.
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were confronted with enemy bugle calls and then gunfire and the approach of  Russian T-34 tanks. 47 The surgical 
station was placed in a “12 foot square and about 5 feet deep” trench, dug by the corpsmen. 48   The wounded were 
placed in the ground to avoid being in the direct line of  fire, the battle was often very close to the MASH. 49 Colonel 
Adams did not fully describe much of  the lifesaving work he was busy completing during this first engagement of  
the Korean War. However, his account did stress how close the surgeons and MASH were located to the fighting. 
He stated that the Russian tanks (30 in numbers) moved right around the MASH and destroyed surrounding artillery 
units, but not the MASH itself. 50 Hours before complete evacuation to the Pusan Perimeter, he witnessed the advance 
of  a North Korean Division and another three tanks. 51 This account establishes how close the MASH was located to 
the fighting, at this point treating wounded while they were still under enemy fire, essentially still on the battlefield.  

 The AMEDD interview of  Colonel Adams’ superior Colonel Edwin L. Overholt is slightly more detailed 
discussing the harsh conditions through which Task Force Smith was operating.  The terrain is described as “mountainous 
country, rugged terrain” with roads not meant for the travel of  tanks and jeeps.52 The temperatures ranged from 110 
degrees to sub-zero weather. During task Force Smith, heat and dehydration were constant stressors.53

 Colonel Adams and Overholt both observed the difficulty for the corpsmen to act as litter-bearers and carry 
the wounded off  the mountains and rough terrain, down into the aid station. Troops were spread out in many 
directions, sometimes a few miles away, and the North Koreans were ever present, “taking pot-shots” at the aid 
station. 54  Overholt finished his debriefing with a few interesting statements. He stated that many “bitter” surgeons 
questioned why they were needed so close to the front lines. 55 They thought that trained medics could perform first-
aid until the evacuation of  the wounded to a real hospital could be completed. However, Overholt countered this by 
saying that surgeons were essential to treat the myriad of  wounds and illnesses on the front lines and also provided an 
essential huge morale boost to the troops. 56 

 Overholt’s second and last key observation was of  the types of  wounds and treatments that were available at 
the aid station. He made a point about the types of  wounds being “no different than any of  the general wounds that 
we received in World War II.” 57 He does credit the timely application of  tourniquets, the administration of  blood and 
plasma, and a speedy evacuation to the MASH as being the major factors whether the wounded lived or died. 58 All 
of  these factors as Overholt summarizes were the essential successes of  the MASH, in saving a greater percentage of  
wounded than in the previous war, World War Two. 59

Medical advances spawned by the Korean War

 The MASH units of  Korea, and the overall treatment and study of  casualties during and after the war, lead to 
a great number of  medical advances. These advances ushered in new knowledge and techniques into the military and 
civilian medical establishments in the years following the war. 

 A report from the Walter Reed Army Medical Center of  Washington D.C. documents the lessons learned 
from the Korean War. The publication is called Recent Advances in Medicine and Surgery (1954) and is purely based on the 
experiences of  medical personnel in Korea and Japan from 1950-1953. As a caveat this report is a tremendously large 
volume, and the following will focus only on the captivating discoveries that give evidence of  the progress made in 
military medical treatment, in MASH during the Korean War.

47 Ibid.
48 Ibid.
49 Adams, Raymond E. “The Army Medical Department In the Korean War: Interviews and Reminiscences: Colonel Raymond E. 
“Bodie” Adams, Medical Corps.” Office of Medical History. Office of Medical History, Office of the Surgeon General. 8 Dec 2008) 
http://history.amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/korea/TaskForceSmith/adams.htm.
50 Ibid.
51 Ibid.
52 Overholt, Edwin L. The Army Medical Department In the Korean War: Interviews and Reminiscences: Officer Edwin L. Overholt, 
Medical Corps. (Office of Medical History. Office of Medical History, Office of the Surgeon General. 8 Dec 2008) http://history.
amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/korea/TaskForceSmith/Overholt.htm
53 Ibid.
54 Ibid.
55 Ibid.
56  Overholt, 2008.
57 Ibid.
58 Ibid.
59 Ibid.
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First Looks into Biochemical and Psychological Factors

 Recent Advances in Medicine and Surgery (1954), as well as the eleven-day conference which it covers, began 
with a very interesting study of  stress and anxiety of  combat titled Some General Considerations of  Homeostatic and 
Adaptive Mechanisms to Stress in Effect Prior to Wounding by Stanley H. Eldred. The “homeostatic,” “physiological” and 
“biochemical” processes of  troops under stress were investigated.60  The fatigue and horrors of  war took a great 
toll on soldiers and changed their metabolisms and other normally healthy body systems, including immunity and 
cardiovascular systems. 61  These are fascinating studies especially because they link to the casualty of  war, as the 
wounded soldier would already be in an unhealthy state before being wounded and then admitted into a MASH. 62

 The psychological states of  the soldiers and doctors present are greatly detailed in Eldred’s report, giving a 
fascinating look into the mindset of  those casualties coming into the MASH for treatment. Doctor Stanley H. Eldred 
summarizes that depending on what happened before a wound is afflicted will greatly determine what an individual 
feels or how they relate to that wound. 63  He compared many examples that seem to all fall into two categories. 
Soldiers either fell into an immobilized state and would later feel guilty and/or relieved or alternately they would 
continue to fight with “effective aggressive action” until they were truly too weak to continue.64

Doctor Eldred gives examples of  men who all suffered left leg wounds of  the same magnitude but under 
varying conditions. One soldier, who was wounded during a mortar attack, while two others died, fell into a guilty state 
and was overwhelmed with grief. 65Yet in comparison a Captain, who was holding a bunker with five others, was the 
only one wounded (again left leg) and continued to furiously throw grenades and man a machine gun until he literally 
went into shock, the difference being his mindset was one of  anger not guilt. 66 This second story is one of  valor and 
inspiration, however, knowing the situations surrounding each war-story gives a perspective and shows that all of  these 
men are heroes, but the psychological demands of  war brought out various reactions from soldiers. Doctor Eldred 
classifies them as “individual precombat adaptations” that effect aggressiveness and dealing with shock, which was 
fascinating. 67  The Doctors of  MASH and military medicine as a whole was for the first time beginning to combine 
all aspects of  treatment into wound and personnel care. 68 It was not only physical wounds but now biochemical and 
psychological factors that were taken into account, to a greater degree than in World War Two. 69

Advances in Triage  

 Upon being admitted to a MASH, the Recent Advances in Medicine and Surgery (1954) report outlined the 
considerations of  patient triage and emergency treatment. The breakdown of  triage is somewhat different than in 
today’s hospitals. It was more direct and less reassuring. In Korea, as described in all the accounts of  Apel, Shoemaker 
and many other reports, triage was meant only to sustain life. The military’s guide to triage gives this perspective quite 
well, and shows that when mortars and shrapnel wounds were so common, basic life-saving surgery is all that one can 
provide. The report titled Triage in the Korean Conflict, by John M. Howard, M.D  demonstrates how the MASH allowed 
for a innovation in triage, the essential link of  MASH surgeons allowed a greater freedom and depth of  field-medicine 
when compared to the past. 70

 Triage, in summation, goes as follows:  A wounded soldier’s life takes precedent over their limbs, and 
maintaining function is more important than anatomical correctness (Howard, 1954). 71 A hemorrhage of  wounds 
was the major cause of  death and bleeding must be stopped and blood transfused immediately. Antibiotics should be 
administered. If  wounds did not heal the area should be “debrided” or removed/amputated, as this would prevent 

60 Eldred, Stanly H. M.D. “Some General Considerations of Homeostatic and Adaptive Mechanisms to Stress in Effect Prior to 
Wounding.” Office of Medical History. Office of Medical History, Office of the Surgeon General. 8 Dec 2008http://history.amedd.
army.mil/booksdocs/KOREA/recad1/ch1-1.htm
61 Ibid.
62 Ibid.
63 Ibid.
64 Eldred 1954.
65 Ibid.
66 Ibid.
67 Ibid.
68 Ibid.
69 Ibid.
70 Howard, John M. M.D., “Triage in The Korean Conflict.” Office of Medical History. Office of Medical History,Office of the Sur-
geon General. 8 Dec 2008 http://history.amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/korea/recad1/ch2-2.htm
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increasing infection and fluid loss. 72 Finally, the last and possibly most important triage note was that treatment and 
evacuation must go hand in hand, this was where the MASH was essential, and saved many lives.  Howard’s report 
relates MASH units as the critical link in the newly developed evacuation line of  wounded, one which led to many 
lives saved through the recent triage changes. 73

 In returning to the body of  Recent Advances in Medicine and Surgery (1954), the Blood Banking system is mentioned 
in numerous sections and is dedicated to the issue of  blood supply. The surgeons, doctors and medical corpsmen 
present at this meeting discussed the efficacy of  the blood banking system. There was a great deal of  knowledge 
gained about the correct volume and transfusion therapies during the Korean War. The safety of  blood transfusion 
and also the possible harmful effects of  massive transfusions and plasma was also noted, and the reasons for plasma 
eventually being discarded.74 Blood plasma is essentially the liquid in which blood cells are suspended, it makes up a 
very large percentage of  the bodies blood volume and is made mostly of  water containing various proteins, hormones, 
and cellular matter. It is vital in maintaining proper blood pressure, blood clotting and overall bodily processes. The 
problem of  compatibility arises when the injected patient’s immune system response and own antibodies attack the 
foreign plasma making the patient sick and even causing death.

It is a somber note that a majority of  knowledge contained within this colossus Recent Advances in Medicine and 
Surgery (1954), comes at the expense of  many lives. The studies use of  postmortem examinations was a major facet 
of  the reports on the effectiveness of  newly developed body armor on chest wounds or renal complications that 
developed through wounds and infections. The study on chest wounds titled An Analysis of  2,811 Chest Casualties of  the 
Korean Conflict by Major A. R. Valle, for example, detailed 2,811 casualties that occurred during the Korean War. The 
number and percentage of  times that the heart, lung, intestine, liver or spleens were injured, and the number and size 
of  projectiles, were all given in great detail. The conclusions of  the report point to some positives, first the increased 
use of  body armor and second the MASH units’ lifesaving ability.75 The higher survival rating (from WWII to Korea), 
according to this report, were due to the close placement of  MASH units. 76 They included knowledgeable surgeons, 
antibiotics, blood transfusions and other life-saving equipment, mere miles from the front. Also, as a cautionary note, 
it was discovered that the more conservative an operation was on a chest wound, the more successful it was. 77  

The study also links nine of  the seventeen deaths (of  2,811 casualties) resulted in the serum hepatitis, proving 
again the need to stop plasma distribution. 78 This problem of  adverse reactions to blood plasma, and the serum 
hepatitis came when Serum Albumin was substituted for the “dried plasma” of  World War Two. 79 While this medical 
advance at first was a success there were soon seen the immunological reactions which caused serum hepatitis and 
eventually death, thus the military finally shifted to plasma expanders which are a more pure and simplified way of  
replacing lost blood volume. 80 

 
Savings Bank:  The Blood Bank system during Korea

Naturally with the many causalities and the extreme number of  cases that each MASH dealt with, there would 
arise a need for blood and plasma. The frontline MASH stories gave accounts of  nurses and doctors, along with 
corpsman and others, donating blood at times of  severe need; however this was rare. The truth was that the U.S. had 
developed a plan to supply blood and plasma to prepare for a future war, even before the end of  WWII as detailed in 
The Blood, Plasma, and Related Programs in the Korean War.  The collection, processing and distribution of  this vital fluid 
to a MASH unit was not an easy task. It seems that even though a plan had been developed, the sudden outbreak of  
war proved to be of  great difficulty in setting up the blood and plasma system. Despite these difficulties, the wounded 
in Korea never lacked the blood that they needed and the program was proven to be a success.

72 Ibid.
73 Ibid.
74 Kendrick, Colonel Douglas B, “Operation of Blood Bank Systems.” Office of Medical History. Office of Medical   History, Office of 
the Surgeon General. 8 Dec 2008 http://history.amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/KOREA/recad1/ch3-2.htm
75 Valle, Major A. R. MC, “ An Analysis of 2,811 Chest Casualties of the Korean Conflict.” Office of Medical History. Office of Medi-
cal History, Office of the Surgeon General. 8 Dec 2008 http://history.amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/korea/recad1/frameindex.html
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 At the outbreak of  the war, blood collecting teams were immediately activated in Japan; however the demand 
for blood was overwhelming.81  A request for whole-blood was sent to the Zone of  Interior and the American Red 
Cross. 82  The American Red Cross provided a collecting agency for blood that was airlifted from the United States to 
the frontlines, as was done during World War Two. The Red Cross simply expanded their pre-existing civilian program 
located in hospitals in the U.S.  Soon even this great aid would not be enough to keep up with the carnage at the front. 
83

  To expand the collection and storage of  blood, the Armed Forces Blood Program and the National Blood 
Program were created.84 Together these four systems played an important role until the end of  the war. Plasma was 
also collected and administered but it was discontinued after the risk of  serum hepatitis. 85  This human serum albumin 
was later supplemented by plasma expanders, known as blood substitutes.  These programs once up and running did 
a fine job until the end of  the war, however there was still criticism that the U.S. had not learned from previous wars, 
and waited too long to initiate a full scale blood collection program.  

Body Armor

  Modern fiberglass-plastic body armor made its first active field trial on the battlegrounds of  the Korean War 
in 1951. It is very interesting that a report titled Medical Aspects of  Body Armor in Korea By Robert H. Holmes, M.D., is 
the first of  its kind in exploring the tactical effectiveness of  this life-saving and newly developed technology. It was the 
statements of  MASH doctors and corpsmen that first accounted for the usefulness of  the body armor and shrapnel 
proof  vests. This protection resulted in a drastic decrease in the casualty rate and number of  severe chest wounds 
suffered during combat.86 This same report was again based mainly on autopsies, and contributes the main cause of  
wounds (75%), to be caused by shell fragments, and that a majority of  these wounds were on the thorax. 87 
 Doctor Robert H. Holmes’ study and others lead to the further development of  the Kevlar vests used by 
today’s military. 88 The early body armor tested in Korea was made from a fiberglass-plastic combination, known as 
‘’Doron,’’ which was developed by Dow chemicals during the Second World War. 89 This material would be applied 
as pads for life jackets in the waning days of  the fighting in Japan.  It was only through further development at the 
Medical Research Laboratory at Camp Lejeune during the late 1940s and the initial field tests by the Navy Bureau of  
Medicine & Surgery (during the first days of  the Korean War) that the US military would fully grasp the importance 
of  body armor.  Beginning with an original 45 combat tested Doron vests in the spring of  1951, there were a final 
number of  some 80,000 to 90,000 jackets issued during the war. 90  Again this data as well as the photograph below 
were collected on site at MASH units by doctors, scientists and others such as Marine Corps medical teams, all whom 
urged the importance of  body armor.  

                                               
Picture from Medical Aspects of  Body Armor in Korea By Robert H. Holmes, M.D., taken at a MASH of  soldier shot twice 
in the back, only small bruises were noted. 
81 Kendrick, 2008.
82 Ibid.
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84 Ibid.
85 Holmes, Robert H. MD., “Medical Aspects of Body Armor in Korea.” Office of Medical History. Office of
Medical History, Office of the Surgeon General. 8 Dec 2008) http://history.amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/KOREA/recad1/ch4-1.htm
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Face to Face

 Maxillofacial injuries and their subsequent repair is a very advanced facet of  medical care whether it is military 
or civilian both in the past or today. Serious wounds to the mouth and face are most always life-threatening and require 
immediate medical attention.  The information found in  Maxillofacial Injuries by Colonel Bernard N. Soderberg, gives 
accounts as well as graphic pictures of  the facial wounds and their surgical repairs that often occurred in a MASH near 
the front. 91 These surgeries stand as a testimony to the skill of  MASH surgeons as well as the advances in frontline 
treatment and synthetic applications developed and implemented during Korea. 92

 Facial wounds, as with most wounds, must be treated very early. To preserve or repair soft tissue and bone was 
of  key importance; later came the restoration of  function, such as movement, speech and chewing 93   This restoration 
of  function however could be accomplished through a later more well-planned surgery, for example, hospitals in 
Japan. 94 MASH units that did not have the skill for reconstruction were simple advised to reduce the loss of  bone and 
soft tissue, also infections, until proper surgery could be performed. 95 

 In the examples and case studies there are both descriptions and pictures of  horrendous facial wounds that are 
repaired both in MASH units and also in Japan. The first two figures below show wounds treated at a MASH some 
12 and 14 days after injury, although the wound was repaired within hours, reconstructive surgery had to wait. 96

 Further, reading of  these reports tells of  a ROK (Republic of  Korea) soldier and another American who 
experienced facial wounds at various times throughout the war. The pictures of  first the wound and then the treatment 
say much about the excellent skills of  the MASH surgeons. (figures 1-6 from Maxillofacial Injuries by Colonel Bernard 
N. Soderberg)

 The report details many newly developed prosthetics and implants, both metal and acrylic, that were used to 
connect bone and help heal fractures. The onsite MASH surgeries and these newly developed splints and implants 
greatly assisted in the treatment of  maxillofacial wounds. 97 The treatment of  these wounds in Korea was of  “marked 
improvement” compared to the previous World Wars. 98  The Korean War provided yet another learning and proving 
ground to further a specific aspect of  medical knowledge and treatment.

                              
                              
 

91Soderberg, Colonel Bernard N. “ Maxillofacial Injuries: A Supplement to the Discusion of Specific PrimaryConsiderations in Plastic 
Surgery.” Office of Medical History. Office of Medical History, Office of the Surgeon General. 8 Dec 2008 http://history.amedd.army.
mil/booksdocs/KOREA/recad1/ch10-2.htm.
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The above are pictures of  a wounded ROK soldier on the day of  his injury, a day after surgery and 6 weeks after 
surgery. The illustrations are various types of  wiring and synthetic implants used in maxillofacial repairs. All are found 
as figures in the report titled Maxillofacial Injuries by Colonel Bernard N. Soderberg

“The Mechanized Angels”

“Mechanized Angels” is the chapter heading for the 4th chapter in Otto F. Apel JR., M.D.’s book MASH. Apel 
as well as Shoemaker and others, all spent a great deal of  time heralding the newly developed military helicopters 
and their pilots who were assigned to evacuate the wounded during the war. Early helicopters were used in very 
limited roles during World War Two, but with the development of  the turboshaft and more powerful engines and 
hydraulics they would become common place in the Korean War.99 One of  their functions would be to act as airborne 
ambulances, quickly transporting wounded for immediate care at a MASH. This remains one of  the main jobs of  
helicopters today. These newly developed and implemented MASH assigned helicopters proved to be essential saving 
many lives and also lifting the morale of  the soldiers.

 The helicopters that were commonly used were the very light and inexpensive H-13D which had a 176 horse-
power engine and an effective range of  around 250 miles. 100 The cost was $34,000 compared to $4,621 for a field 
ambulance and $340,000 for an H-25 (a larger helicopter which could carry 3 litters). 101  The H-13D was a “bargain” 
for the army as it was much faster and more efficient than an ambulance, and yet cheaper than larger helicopters of  
that time. 102  The wounded had to be strapped to the outside of  the aircraft however, as its small cockpit only sat two 
people.

 

 These small “workhorses,” as Apel called them, flew on countless missions bringing troops off  the battlefield. 
103 They had to make very dangerous landings in the direct line of  enemy fire -- they would only sit on the ground for 
mere seconds as the patients were loaded and then would take off  again. To economize, these helicopters would also 
carry supplies on their return trips to the frontlines. In one story by told by Apel, supplying the frontlines and also 
retrieving wounded was often life or death for some pilots. (found in appendix). 

 Helicopters proved to be an invaluable piece of  equipment during the Korean War. The pilots showed great skill 
and bravery in their missions along the battle-front. The speedy evacuation of  wounded and the delivery of  important 
medical supplies enabled by this new technology saved the lives of  many soldiers in Korea, and the helicopter was 
immortalized as a life-saving angel in the air.

 The Korean Winter and Treatment of  Frostbite

 Nearly every surgeon and soldier who was stationed in Korea had the unfortunate opportunity to experience 
winter warfare and will often recount its horrors. Frostbite was the major complaint of  the troops and preventing and 
99 Apel, 1998.
100 Ibid.
101 Ibid.
102 Ibid.
103 Apel, 1998.
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treating this debilitating “illness” was accomplished almost ad hoc. Surgeons Otto F. Apel, Robert C. Shoemaker and 
Harold Secor all stated that they had no training in the treatment or the triage of  frostbite cases that came in.

 Robert C. Shoemaker M.D., who was present at the battle for the Chosin reservoir (“the Frozen Chosin”) 
recounts his firsthand dealings with frostbite. He had troops come in with frostbite on their hands and toes, and 
did not have any training in how or if  to thaw and/or treat the appendages.104 In his writings he struggled over the 
unknown; he was never sure when to send the men back out to fight, or if  these wounds (which were all too common) 
should require them to be relieved of  duty at least to some extent (Shoemaker, 2005). 105 Dry socks and gloves were 
key to avoiding frostbite. Soldiers as well as Shoemaker and Apel would run a string through their jackets and tie their 
gloves to this string, for losing a glove at night or in a hurry meant later losing a finger. Also, tucking wet socks into 
a jacket to thaw them, or simply freezing wet socks and then hitting off  the ice was common to keep feet dry and 
semi- warm. 

 Everything froze, so it was not simply human flesh that couldn’t withstand the Korean winter.  “Fuel oil is 
solid at 20 degrees below zero” says Army Surgeon Harold Secor.106 Plasma and other medical liquids, MRE (meals 
ready-to-eat) and even drinking water froze solid. All accounts of  the tiny stoves within the MASH living areas were 
that they provided just enough heat to keep water warm or at least in a liquid state. 107Apel and Shoemaker recount 
using a water bucket near or above the stove in which to thaw out MREs. MASH Surgeon Harold Secor is quoted as 
saying that these stoves prevented frostbite but did not make the tents “comfortably warm.” 108

 The MASH surgeons, nurses and corpsmen developed a series of  triage and treatment methods to deal with 
frostbite and other cold weather ailments. Obviously, there had been cold weather confrontations in World War Two 
which lead to the loss of  limbs from frostbite; however treatment occurred at rear hospitals a good time later. The 
advantage of  frontline and almost immediate MASH care was that a protocol was developed to treat frostbite and 
trench foot. 

 A report on the AMEDD site titled Developments in Prevention and Treatment of  Cold Injury by Lieutenant Colonel 
Kenneth D. Orr, MC, outlines the evolution of  dealing with what is an almost unavoidable problem in winter warfare. 
At the end of  World War Two the pertinent problems in cold injury remained unanswered.109 It was during the Korean 
War that a standard procedure of  treatment was developed that took into account exposure time and temperatures, 
and also other ways of  preventing further damage. 110 The report closes by stressing that the standard treatments and 
management programs developed during the war by medical personnel reduced the average hospital stay from 50 to 
28 days, a great accomplishment to further military medical knowledge in dealing with extreme environments. 111

Who They Were 
                                   ..he who desires to practice surgery must go to war.. 
          -Hippocrates 

  The aforementioned improvements and overall effectiveness of  MASH units could not have been so substantial 
without the staff  who worked so tirelessly to serve their country. Each MASH surgeon, doctor, nurse, corpsmen 
has their own interesting and unique story of  their experience in Korea. Perhaps the reason these MASH were so 
successful is that they were staffed by young surgeons just out of  medical school, and this youthful energy helped 
them to survive in a war zone, learn about surgery and save lives while furthering the improvement of  emergency 
military medicine. 

 The personal accounts and popularized books following MASH tell stories mainly of  the surgeons who 
staffed them. These were young men in their 20s and 30s who had recently graduated medical school or had just began 
medical practice as a civilian in the United States. These men had grown up in small towns all across America, excelled 
in school and eventually went into medical school with the hopes of  becoming a surgeon or doctor in the prosperous 
104 Shoemaker, 2005.
105 Secor, 2008.
106  Shoemaker, 2005.
107 Secor, 2008.
108 Orr, Lieutenant Colonel Kenneth D. MC “ Developments in Prevention and Treatment of Cold Injury.” Office of Medical History. 
Office of Medical History, Office of the Surgeon General. 8 Dec 2008) http://history.amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/KOREA/recad2/
ch1-6.htm.
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American economy. They had been college football stars at Columbia such as Apel, or newly married men trying to 
start a family.112 As news of  the Korean War hit the press, it would only gradually dawn on these men of  the possibility 
that within months they would be serving as Army personnel in Korea, as MASH surgeons. 

Doctor Draft

 One day after making rounds and going to classes, the intramural baseball team at the Columbia School of  
Medicine discussed the war and the initiation of  the “Doctors Draft.” Apel recounts his colleagues discussing it in a 
relaxed manner as they took swings warming up for a game. 113 There were rumors of  ways to escape the draft and 
that it was not as imminent as some perceived, however they had already coined a name for the draft letters, as “Death 
Notices.” 114 Doctors Apel, Shoemaker, Secor, Horwitz and countless others received their “Death Notices” in the 
early days of  the war. They would report within two weeks, and within months go from brief  training at a military base 
(Fort Knox or Camp Pendleton for example), to San Francisco, Japan and then the Korean frontlines, unprepared in 
many aspects of  training and the military medical techniques they would help transform.    

 The system for the “Doctor Draft” had been created in peacetime in 1948 with the Selective Service Act. 115 
It stated that members of  the health care field could be conscripted into service for twenty-one months of  active 
service.116 On the first of  September in 1950, Congress passed Law 779 which initiated the official Doctor’s Draft just 
nine weeks into the Korean War. 117 The draft was preferential for the induction of  young interns or residents fresh 
out of  medical school, and this was the primary cause for such an abundance of  youth in the MASH. 118 Thus they 
arrived…
 
Time Spent 

 As the young surgeon, nurse or corpsmen arrived to the MASH to which they were stationed, their “on the 
job training” would often begin immediately. This was the harsh realty of  things and, many of  the doctors would 
complain of  the lack of  proper and former training provided by the military. However, there is no real way to prepare 
for the sights and actions of  a MASH, and the US military realized this. They would allow surgeons and other 
personnel to learn through doing and in the end this would be the most productive way of  treating such a large influx 
of  wounded. 

 Many of  the surgeons were thrown head first into the action For example Apel explains after his arrival at 
his assigned MASH the 8076th, he was rushed via jeep from the landing port at Wonju to the outskirts of  Chunchon 
where there was a great surge of  fighting. 119  From the jeep he was escorted directly to the surgical tent, given 
instructions to wash up and would spend the next 80 hours performing surgery after surgery. 120 Amongst the fire of  
105 artillery shells, sweltering heat, and constant influx of  wounded, Apel would certainly gain on the job experience 
and then some. He eventually he collapsed after almost three days of  around-the-clock surgery.

 As the battles raged on, this would become a common theme, the influx of  wounded after immense fighting 
and then a sort of  lull in the action. As the war progressed there would even be time for the more fitting pursuits of  
young intellectuals, socializing, entertaining and even some practical jokes.  These are the stories on which the comical 
plots of  MASH the television show and movie were based on.

Hawkeye, Hotlips and Radar O’Reilly 

 While the above characters are found in the book MASH: A Novel about Three Army Doctors by Richard Hooker 
which again spawned the movie and TV series, these impersonations are often very similar to the actual events that 
took place in a MASH during periods of  downtime. 

112 Apel., 1998.
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 There were certainly officers clubs and alcohol for the surgeons and nurses to enjoy. USO shows featuring 
popular acts of  the day such as Danny Kaye, holiday parties and barbeques were common. 121 There was time for 
swimming in the summer months and ice skating in the winter. 122 The 8076th MASH even adopted a puppy as a mascot 
and would be entertained by an orphaned Korean houseboy named Choi “attached” to the MASH (see appendix #2). 
123  Then there were the nurses…

 Otto Apel has in his book pictures of  the nurses in their bathing suits on the beach at Hwachon! Obviously, 
there was a great interest in the female nurses in a war zone populated mostly by young homesick men. The nurses 
were very competent in their care and brought great comfort to wounded or dying soldiers, but they were often 
objects of  affection and jokes as well. 124 There was a hole cut into the shower tent to which soldiers and staff  could 
buy tickets to watch the nurses shower. 125 Also there was a prank pulled off  by helicopter pilot Ed Ziegler to expose 
the nurses while they showered. 126  
 These stories are certainly the stuff  movies and television shows are made of. The truth of  the matter was 
that these young men and women were still human and their intellect perhaps got them into trouble. This would never 
interfere with their work saving lives, but it would provide stories for MASH the television show, which Otto Apel 
and other surgeons assisted the writers of  that series. In closer viewing of  many of  the shows there is a background 
of  medical innovation represented and definitely the message of  dedicated doctors and nurses working under great 
pressure and adverse conditions. 
                         
Legacy

  Americans will forever identify the acronym MASH with the television show, which may not entirely be a bad 
thing. In what is often called the “Forgotten War” this television show can draw interest from younger generations 
who may eventually wish to investigate and research the real story of  MASH units in Korea.

 The real story of  MASH is one of  personal sacrifices, American bravery, and the drastic improvement of  
medical care and technology at the frontlines of  the Korean War. Medical advancements sparked by the MASH 
units would result in technologies still used by the U.S. Army today, such as the helicopter evacuations of  wounded 
soldiers and the use of  body armor. The cataloging of  progressive and advanced surgeries on the frontline, blood 
banking systems, psychological and  biochemical studies and cold weather triage were all pioneered in and around 
the MASH units of  Korea. Because of  these new medical innovations many lives were saved, more than in any war 
predating Korea. The impact and efficiency of  the MASH units is best summarized in the statistics of  battle casualties 
comparing World War Two and the Korean War (figures 1 and 2 in appendix). The first chart compares the average 
length of  hospital stays in each war, showing a 36 day decrease in time between the two wars. The second graph 
shows the number and percentage of  army personnel killed and wounded in World War Two and Korea, in which the 
number of  soldiers who died of  wounds is almost halved in the Korean War. These numbers highlight the medical 
developments made by the MASH units, if  not only through the summary of  all wounded and killed in action. 

  Finally, one must remember the great heroics and intellect of  young doctors and nurses of  a MASH. These 
ordinary young army surgeons, thrust into an unfamiliar world torn apart by war, acted with bravery and intellectual 
astuteness. Their personal accounts are testaments to the advanced medical treatments they helped innovate and 
implement.  These young Americans helped usher in a new era of  military medicine and saved countless lives.

121 Ibid.
122 Ibid.
123 Apel, 1998.
124 Ibid.
125 Ibid.
126 Apel, 1998.



MASH                                                                                                        83

Appendix

Figure  # 1
Casualty and Morbidity Experience

Table 10.- Average duration of  stay in U.S. Army hospital and quarters, worldwide: World War II and Korean War; and combat units 
by area of  disposition and type of  case, Korea, July 1950-July 1953

Area of disposition
Type of case

Wounded in 
action

All nonbattle 
cases

All disease All nonbattle 
injury

Total Army, World War II 129 20 19 30
Total Army, Korean War 93 20 18 28

Divisions and regimental combat teams:
All areas 96 21 15 40
Far East Command 34 14 11 22
All overseas areas 37 14 12 23
Continental U.S. 258 170 141 200

http://history.amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/korea/reister/frameindex.html

Figure # 2
CHAPTER THREE

Lethality of  Weapons and Location of  Wounds

Table 38.- Killed-in-action and wounded-in-action admissions,1by type of  case, U.S. Army, World War II and Korean War
Type of case All theaters, World 

War II
European theater, 
June 1944-May 

1945

U.S. Army, Korea

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
Killed in action 192,798 24.5 105,012 21.8 19,585 19.7
Wounded in action 592,623 75.5 376,832 78.2 79,630 80.3

Died of wounds 26,762 3.4 16,171 3.4 2,034 2.1
Nonfatal wounds 565,861 72.1 360,661 74.8 77,596 78.2

Total 785,421 100.0 481,844 100.0 99,215 100.0
 1Based on The Adjutant General Casualty Reports

http://history.amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/korea/reister/frameindex.html
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Appendix #2 

Pure Coincidence 
 I work in neuroscience laboratory located at Upstate Medical University. My work centers on cutting micron 
thin sections of  tissue (brain) using a device known as a Microtome. I have spent countless hours over the past years 
using this archaic cast iron microtome to slice brain tissue embedded in a paraffin wax.  I have always noticed that the 
particular microtome I use came to Upstate by way of  the United States Army, and it has the name F.A. Simeone M.D. 
U.S. Army both painted and etched into its sides. I wondered who this doctor was….
 After typing the name into a Google.com search the very familiar AMEDD website came up. I thought it 
must be a mistake. As it turns out it was no mistake, Doctor Simeone had served in a MASH during the Korean War, 
and he was even a leader in the field of  scientific research attached to MASH in Korea. Doctor Simeone had lead 
clinical investigations in the Mediterranean during World War Two, and was stationed into Korea to help expand 
clinical investigations. They would study the more biological effects of  war on “wound infections, dehydration, post-
traumatic renal insufficiency and vascular injuries” (Howard, 2008). This included many studies that are similar to the 
lab work I do today, including protein analysis and of  course tissue collection. Doctor Simeone’s main objective was to 
determine the “practicality of  field research” he was stationed with the 8209 Mobile Army Surgical Hospital (Howard, 
2008). Could the microtome I use today be the same one in the labs of  Korea pictured below? 
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Taken from   Introduction-Historical Background and Development 
Captain John M. Howard, MC, USAR Director, Surgical Research Team in Korea

http://history.amedd.army.mil/booksdocs/korea/Vol1-BattleCasualties/Chapter1.htm

South Korean “Houseboys”

 A common aspect of  personal accounts from the surgeons are what they call “houseboys” or aids. Apel first 
meets his South Korean “aid” named Choi when he arrives to his assigned MASH.  Horwitz tells of  two orphaned 
Korean boys named Lee and Kim who were houseboys of  the 47th MASH (Horwitz, 1997). It is interesting how long 
these essential servants stay attached to the MASH as it moves from place to place. These children have obviously 
been displaced by the war, and have no safer place to go than a MASH that provides food and shelter, as well as 
something to keep them busy during the war.

 Choi stays active helping Apel with his clothes, food, bed and tent. He is often found sleeping at the foot of  
Apels army cot, and upon Apel’s return will take his boots and shine them overnight (Apel, 1998).  He brings Apel food 
and freshly shined shoes daily, and also helps out with unloading or loading supplies from trucks or helicopters. 
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 The accounts of  these poor orphaned and lost young men show a very different side of  the war. They are 
always told of  as happy and hardworking, positive and endlessly completing small jobs around the MASH. It is sad 
to think what their lives were like before the war, or what family they have lost, however they were none-the-less very 
helpful to the U.S. Personnel which they served. 

Mechanized Angels Part Two

 During the battle of  Heartbreak Ridge (also a Clint Eastwood movie) in September of  1951, American troops 
were clearing enemy bunkers along hillsides and under a great deal of  opposing fire. The 23rd Infantry had radioed 
back to HQ that they needed flamethrowers to clear out the bunkers still inhabited by both Chinese and North 
Koreans (Apel 82). An airplane pilot was sent out to parachute in 2 flame throwers to Hill 931. The Helicopter pilot 
that would become Apel’s “Mechanized Angel” and his close friend Ed Ziegler would also be selected to land and 
deliver a third flamethrower (Apel 82).

 Ziegler straps the flamethrower into his passenger seat and flies directly into the valley below Heartbreak 
Ridge. Ducking under enemy fire he touches down and jumps out handing over the flamethrower and then taking 
off  again. The two parachuted flamethrowers missed their drop targets and oddly enough smashed into a Chinese 
bunker. “The flamethrower Ziegler delivered was the only one put into use that day on Heartbreak Ridge” (Apel 83).  
Oddly enough both pilots were nominated for the Distinguished Flying Cross and in what could be called an extreme 
paperwork mix-up, only the airplane pilot was awarded the honor (Apel 83). 

 There is also another daring story which provided the troops with a great deal of  morale as well as humor. 
Apel recounts that one day a helicopter came flying in very low above the MASH unit. The pilot which was later found 
to be Ziegler seemed to be having trouble controlling the pitch. The Helicopter wobbled about until it was oddly 
enough just over the shower-tent, then it suddenly recovered and pushed off  in a great gust of  wind (Apel 72). The 
shower-tent blew completely over exposing to everyone the nurses of  the 8076th completely nude and embarrassed 
as well (Apel 72).  According to Apel everyone even the nurses were able to laugh about it and Ziegler gave little sign 
that it was obviously a prank he had concocted (Apel 72).
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NuaNced echoes: examiNiNg Lord george macartNey’s WritiNgs oN chiNa 
through the LeNs of the Late eNLighteNmeNt

Mathew Lazare

 “…for we carry our prejudices, and spirit of  contention along with us, even to the extremities of  the earth.”  –François Arouet 
Voltaire1

I. Introduction

On September 26, 1792, Lord Macartney and his host set sail for China. They were altogether eighty-
four members, from as many different backgrounds; scientists, machinists, artists, musicians, and soldiers were 
all represented.2 They traveled on three state-of-the-art ships and brought with them a veritable treasure trove 
of  the most modern European devices, made with the finest craftsmanship, whose purpose was to dazzle 
and sway the Chinese court. Less prominent though no less momentous, they also brought with them their 
conceptions (and misconceptions) of  the land to which they traveled – conceptions which had been forged in 
the waning years of  Europe’s ‘Age of  Enlightenment’. 

Europe’s Changing China Discourse

The period that came to be known as the Enlightenment might loosely be dated from the latter half  
of  the seventeenth century to the French Revolution at the end of  the eighteenth. What distinguished this 
era from those that had come before was the emphasis the thinkers who lived during it placed upon reason 
and the rational mind. Locke, Leibniz, Rousseau and Montesquieu were just a few among the many who put 
forward ideas on matters scientific, political, and theological which had reason as their undergirding principle. 
For many of  these thinkers, China was a source of  intense interest and heated debate, both among those who 
hailed it as the rational society par excellence, and those who saw it as emblematic of  all that was wrong with the 
Orient.

 While the West’s fascination with China may have begun with Marco Polo’s 13th century journey to 
the then-Mongol controlled kingdom, it was the Jesuit missionaries, beginning in earnest with Matteo Ricci in 
1582, who shaped the modern European discourse on China. The Jesuits’ goal being to convert the Chinese 
to Christianity, and friendly relations with the Chinese court being instrumental to that goal, it is unsurprising 
that the accounts sent back to Europe by the Jesuits spoke of  China in glowing terms. The Jesuits extolled 
the virtues of  China’s emperor and bureaucracy – paragons of  order, they – and heaped praise upon its 
common people, who were eminently rational and ripe for conversion. As Alain Peyrefitte notes, the Jesuits 
“felt constrained not to publish anything about China that might offend the Chinese. To do otherwise might 
have brought their missionary venture to an abrupt end.”3 

Biased as they were, it was precisely these accounts through which early Enlightenment thinkers 
viewed China. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, a German polymath who lived from 1646 to 1716, was one such 
thinker who integrated the Jesuits’ reports on China into his writings and pronouncements. In Leibniz’ view, 
1 Jonathan D. Spence, The Chan’s Great Continent (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1998), 98. 
2 Immanuel C.Y. Hsü, The Rise of Modern China (London: Oxford University Press, 2000), 56.
3  Alain Peyrefitte, The Immobile Empire. Trans. J. Rothschild (New York: Knopf, 1992), 27.
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civilization had reached its highest point in the two extremes of  Eurasia: Europe and China.4 Yet while Europe was 
preeminent with respect to the “theoretical disciplines” – that is, logic, metaphysics, and mathematics – and “military 
science,”5 he remarked of  China, “…[C]ertainly they surpass us (though it is almost shameful to confess this) in 
practical philosophy, that is in the precepts of  ethics and politics adapted to the present life and use of  mortals.”6 
Indeed, Leibniz went so far as to suggest that just as European missionaries travel to China to teach the Chinese of  
revealed theology, so should Chinese ‘missionaries’ be sent to Europe to teach the West of  natural philosophy – of  
“political ethics, international honesty, and the maintenance of  law and tradition”.7 With a flourish, Leibniz declared 
that if  the West saw fit to confine its correspondence with China to the sending of  missionaries, then, he feared, 
Europe may “soon become inferior to the Chinese in all branches of  knowledge.”8

As the eighteenth century progressed, a burgeoning European trade with China worked to loosen the Jesuit 
stranglehold on information. New reports reached Europe that spoke of  China and its people in much harsher terms. 
Britain’s Commodore George Anson, for instance, having come uninvited to China on a damaged war-ship (and 
with a captured Spanish galley in tow), was offered little by way of  aid from skittish officials, and ended up penning 
a scathing account of  his experiences in China.9 Reports such as this would influence a new generation of  European 
thinkers who viewed China not as a society that the princes of  Europe should strive to emulate, but rather as the worst 
kind of  Oriental despotism – a kingdom marked by tyranny, servility, weakness, and stagnation.

Charles de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu (hereafter Montesquieu), was one such thinker. Born in France 
in 1689, Montesquieu wrote on a wealth of  subjects throughout his life, paramount among which was political 
theory. In his magnum opus, The Spirit of  the Laws, first published in 1748, he laid out in voluminous detail his theory 
of  the three types of  government: republican, “in which the people as a body, or only a part of  the people, have 
sovereign power”; monarchical, “in which one alone governs, but by fixed and established laws”; and despotic, in 
which “one alone, without law and without rule, draws everything along by his will and his caprices.”10 Montesquieu 
further delineated the three principles that, he held, corresponded to each type of  government: a premium was 
placed upon virtue in republican governments; upon honor in monarchical governments; and upon fear in despotic 
governments.11 Throughout his great work, Montesquieu saw fit to turn often to China in illustrating his theory 
of  despotic states – those governed by fear – and his remarks represent a decisive turn from predecessors such as 
Leibniz, and contemporaries such as Voltaire, as he harshly criticizes China’s system of  government.

Another late-Enlightenment thinker, even more vituperative in the way he wrote of  China, was the Prussian 
philosopher Johann Gottfried von Herder. A linguist, classicist, and literary critic, Herder, in the most ambitious of  
his works – Outlines of  a Philosophy of  the History of  Man, first published in 1784 – sets forth a vision of  man’s place 
in the Universe before going on to adumbrate the histories of  mankind’s many peoples. Among the civilizations 
discussed, Herder’s brief  section on the Chinese stands out for the utter contempt in which Herder seems to hold 
virtually every aspect of  their nation. 

Taken together, Montesquieu and Herder are representative of  the change that took place in Western minds 
with respect to China over the course of  the eighteenth century. The vision of  China as the embodiment of  reason 
and order yielded to a vision of  a kingdom marked by tyranny, fear, and decay. It was this new vision that would impact 
the thinking of  so many of  the late-eighteenth century’s great minds, among whom was Lord George Macartney.

Born in Ireland in 1737, George Macartney would go on to stunning success as a diplomat and statesman. 
He served as envoy-extraordinary to the court of  Catherine the Great, Empress of  Russia, and achieved renown in 
that capacity for obtaining a treaty of  commerce between Great Britain and Russia; was named Captain-general and 
Governor of  the British West Indies in the 1770s, and though he had the misfortune of  being taken captive by the 
French, he eventually returned home with his reputation in tact; and, most famously, was chosen to be Britain’s first 
ambassador to China.12 
4  Spence, The Chan’s Great Continent, 84.
5 Ibid., 84.
6 Ibid., 85.
7 Julia Ching and Willard G. Oxtoby, eds., Discovering China: European Interpretations in the Enlightenment (Rochester, New York: 
University of Rochester Press, 1992), 101-2.
8 Spence, The Chan’s Great Continent, 85.
9 Ibid., 52-3.
10 Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, Trans. and Eds. A.M. Cohler, B.C. Miller, and H.S. Stone, (Avon, Great Britain: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982), 10.
11 Ibid., 21-31.
12 J.L. Cranmer-Byng, ed. An Embassy to China: being the Journal Kept by Lord Marcartney during his Embassy to the Emperor 
Ch’ien-lung (London: Longmans, Green and Co, 1962), 17-8.
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Before turning to the embassy itself, it is worth detailing briefly what author James Hevia calls “the 
intellectual world of  Lord Macartney”13 – the arena in which he developed the pattern and mode of  thinking 
that he would bring with him to China. As a member of  Britain’s aristocracy, Macartney was a participant in 
what has come to be called the ‘public sphere’, an amalgam of  various institutions – clubs, assemblies, and 
magazines – that had as their goal the production of  “a social order governed by enlightened human rationality, 
a rationality defined with reference to methods of  scientific inquiry.”14 Macartney himself  was a member of  the 
Literary Club, among the most prestigious public sphere organizations, whose membership – including political 
theorist Edmund Burke, historian Edward Gibbon, and economist Adam Smith – comprised a who’s-who of  
Britain’s thinking elite.15 Macartney thus gained exposure to a vast array of  knowledge, and as a member of  the 
Club was expected to “[keep] himself  informed of  the events of  the day, [take] a keen interest in the arts and 
scientific progress, [cultivate] an informed sense of  taste,” and to be unbiased and impartial.16 And while much 
of  the above can be seen in Macartney’s actions and writings as Britain’s ambassador to China, it was too much 
to ask that he remain unbiased and impartial given both what he read of  China prior to his embassy, and what 
he experienced during his brief  stay.

While the idea of  a formal embassy to China had been toyed with for some time, and though a prior 
attempt had been made with Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Cathcart as Ambassador in 1787 (he died while en 
route to China), the Macartney Embassy of  1792-1794 marked the first ambassadorial embassy from Great 
Britain that reached fruition (if  not necessarily success).17 

It might be said that the embassy had two arms. The first, a diplomatic arm, had among its goals 
securing for Britain the extension of  trade throughout China (whereas before it had been confined to Canton), 
the alleviating of  abuses that had hitherto taken place at Canton, and the establishment of  a permanent 
diplomatic presence at Peking.18 By any measure this arm of  the embassy was a spectacular failure. It was 
not that Macartney entered into negotiations and met with no success; negotiations on the abovementioned 
matters, for all intents and purposes, never even took place. The story of  the Macartney Embassy was the 
story of  a collision of  two vastly different world-views: that of  Macartney and the West, for whom an embassy 
was a means by which to establish permanent relations on a level footing between two coequal nations, and to 
negotiate on shared concerns; and that of  the Qing Court, which saw embassies as temporary affairs, the point 
of  which was to pay homage – or tribute – to the Chinese emperor, and to acknowledge China’s place as the 
axis around which other countries revolved.19 Upon the embassy’s departure virtually none of  Britain’s stated 
objectives had been discussed in earnest, let alone achieved.

However, there was a second arm of  the embassy, an exploratory arm, whose objective was to learn 
of  China – “to penetrate the subtleties of  the Chinese character, to find out something of  their method of  
government and the way their minds worked”20 – which proved far more successful. The members of  the 
embassy learned an incredible amount about virtually every aspect of  Chinese society: its government, morals, 
religion, the state of  its philosophy and science, its military technology and state of  preparedness, and even its 
plant- and wild-life. Among the accounts brought back to Europe by members of  the embassy, Macartney’s 
Journal proved invaluable in expanding European knowledge of  China.
 
Macartney’s Reformulation of  the Discourse

Taking the writings of  Montesquieu and Herder as emblematic of  the European discourse on China 
at the end of  the eighteenth century, this paper explores the overlay between those views and what Macartney 
encountered during his embassy. In examining the various aspects of  Chinese society – ranging from China’s 
government to its state of  scientific advancement – which both these thinkers and Macartney speak to, we shall 
attempt to demonstrate that much as the negative appraisal of  China marked a break with the more rosy, often 
unquestioning, views of  past thinkers, so too does Macartney’s description of  China mark a shift, albeit a less 
13 James L. Hevia, Cherishing Men from Afar (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 1995), 62.
14 Ibid., 63.
15 Ibid., 64
16 Ibid.
17 Cranmer-Byng, An Embassy to China, 16.
18 Hsü, The Rise of Modern China, 156.
19 Cranmer-Byng, An Embassy to China, 34.
20 Ibid., 22.
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radical one. While overlap remains on many issues, Macartney provides a far more nuanced view of  Chinese society 
than do Montesquieu and Herder. In particular, we seek to show that where Macartney diverged most emphatically 
from the late-Enlightenment thinkers was in his treatment of  the Manchus that had ruled China since the mid-17th 
century. Whereas Montesquieu and Herder speak of  the Manchu-Chinese relationship as one in which the Manchus 
had assimilated to the Chinese way of  doing things, Macartney finds that, on the contrary, it is the Chinese that have 
been forced to assimilate to their conquerors; that rather than being homogeneous and harmonious, China was 
instead comprised of  two very distinct peoples living within one country, with the Chinese in a state of  permanent 
exploitation and fear at the hands of  the Manchus; and that many of  China’s ills should be blamed not on ordinary 
Chinese or the Chinese character, but on the Manchus that were China’s overlords.

II. The Chinese State

China as Despotism: The Emperor and his Officials

 Prominent among the topics touched upon by both Montesquieu and Herder is the nature of  the Chinese 
state. As previously mentioned, Montesquieu minces no words in labeling China a despotism. Confuting the Jesuit 
missionaries, who he saw as having deceived themselves into thinking that China was an enlightened monarchy,21 
Montesquieu attempts to set the record straight: 

Some have wanted to have laws reign along with despotism, but whatever is joined to despotism no 
longer has force. This despotism, beset by its misfortunes, has wanted in vain to curb itself; it arms 
itself  with its chains and becomes yet more terrible… Therefore, China is a despotic state whose 
principle is fear. In the first dynasties, when the empire was not so extensive, perhaps the government 
deviated a little from that spirit. But that is not so today.22

Though he reserves occasional praise for the Chinese emperor (for instance, he approves of  the emperor’s practice 
of  exempting disaster-stricken provinces from paying taxes), he maintains that Chinese people groan under the 
“tyrannical power of  a despot”.23 In substantiating his claim he cites the case of  a prince who inadvertently placed 
a note upon a book signed by the emperor’s vermilion paintbrush – an act that betrayed “a lack of  respect for the 
emperor,” and which resulted in “one of  the most terrible persecutions” in history being brought against the prince’s 
family. “Vagueness in the crime of  high treason,” Montesquieu writes, “is enough to make a government degenerate 
into despotism.”24

 Herder, too, pins the mark of  ‘despotism’ upon the Chinese state. While he begins his essay on China by 
restating the Jesuits’ rosy pronouncements – asking tongue-in-cheek, “If  these principles [those expounded by the 
Jesuits] be carried into actual practice, and held inviolate, can we conceive a political constitution more perfect?” – 
he quickly betrays the contempt in which he holds that position.25 His opinion of  Chinese political organization he 
summarizes by declaring that it “shows what a mungal nation,” – he uses ‘mungal’ as a term of  derision – “unmixed 
with any other, can or cannot be rendered by political cultivation carried to the highest pitch.”26 And while even 
Herder lets slip apparent praise for the Qianlong emperor,27 who sat the throne at the time of  Herder’s writing, he 
otherwise heaps scorn on China’s political organization, noting its despotic qualities and the servility it inspires in the 
Chinese people.

 How, then, do Macartney’s experiences comport with the heated charges of  Montesquieu and Herder? If  
one were to look purely at Macartney’s early experiences – those of  his first few weeks ashore in China – they 
would seem not to comport at all. Macartney describes some officials as “courteous, intelligent, and inquisitive,”28 
others as tending to the embassy’s affairs with “politeness and dignity,”29 and still others as treating Macartney’s crew 
“with regularity, alertness, and dispatch that appeared perfectly wonderful.”30 Indeed, of  the government as a whole, 
21 Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws,127.
22 Ibid., 128.
23 Ibid., 288.
24 Ibid., 194.
25 Johann Gottfried v. Herder, Outlines of a Philosophy of the History of Man. Trans. T. Churchill (New York: Bergman Publishers, 
1966), 291.
26 Ibid., 294.
27 Ibid., 298.
28 Cranmer-Byng, An Embassy to China, 67.
29 Ibid., 76.
30 Ibid., 77.
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Macartney goes so far as to declare, “the machinery and authority of  the Chinese government are so organized, 
and so powerful, as almost immediately to surmount every difficulty, and to produce every effect that human 
strength can accomplish.”31 That Macartney’s early experiences were unfailingly positive, and that the potential 
for success still lay ahead of  him, undoubtedly contributed to such laudatory remarks.

 But such praise was not to last. Macartney’s experiences with the court grew increasingly sour as the 
days passed. Despite continued remarks by the embassy’s Chinese handlers about how well things were going, 
Macartney came to perceive a conspiracy among the high court officials working against his success. Indeed, it is 
very early on that Macartney (correctly) has a premonition of  the Court’s desire that the embassy’s duration should 
be curtailed.32 When this later becomes explicit, and Macartney comes to terms with the fact that the diplomatic 
arm of  his embassy has failed, he muses on the reasons for its failure, listing as possible explanations, “the 
particular humor and jealousy of  the Court,” and “the personal character of  the Ministers.”33 These experiences 
with various, particularly Manchu (more on this anon), members of  the Qing Court lead him to revile it in his 
writings. He declared:

The court character is a singular mixture of  ostentatious hospitality and in-bred suspicion, 
ceremonious civility and real rudeness, shadowy complaisance and substantial perverseness; and 
this prevails through all the departments connected with the Court…34

 
And yet Macartney closed this description of  the Court by mentioning that its failings were “somewhat modified 
by the personal disposition of  those at their head,” that is, the Qianlong Emperor.35

 Indeed, like both Montesquieu and Herder, Macartney – whatever else he has to say about China’s 
government – has some kind words for its sovereign. In his first formal encounter with Qianlong, Macartney is 
positively awestruck, remarking, “thus, then, have I seen ‘King Solomon in all his glory’.”36 When this sense of  
wonder fades, and Macartney is able to think more rationally on the nature of  Qianlong, he arrives at a more 
nuanced picture: the emperor “is a man of  great parts…affable and affectionate to his subjects, vindictive and 
relentless to his enemies; much elated with his greatness and prosperity,” and yet, Macartney continues, he is 
“impatient of  the slightest reverse or mischance; jealous of  his power, suspicious of  his ministers, and when 
angry not easily appeased.”37 So while, as we will soon see, Macartney agrees with the late Enlightenment view 
that holds China to be a tyrannical despotism, the despot himself  is not without merit – in fact, he bears almost 
exclusive responsibility for the Chinese state being kept afloat as long as it has.

Punishments and Paranoia

 The Enlightenment thinkers presented further evidence of  Chinese despotism by pointing to the system 
of  state-administered punishments that were viewed as both widespread and unduly harsh, and the paranoia that 
was believed to be a hallmark of  the Chinese government.

 Montesquieu famously remarked of  the Chinese that they were a people “who can be made to do nothing 
without beatings.”38 He viewed the resort to constant punishments as one of  the telltale signs of  despotic state, 
and even went so far as to suggest that – based on China’s history – an increase in the severity of  punishments 
presaged a revolution.39 This was because emperors who could not or would not rule according to customs and 
principles were left with little recourse but to rule by fear and punishment.40 Such was the state of  affairs he 
believed China to be operating under at the time of  his writing.

 Montesquieu and Herder also made special note of  the paranoia of  the Chinese court. Montesquieu writes 
of  the emperor’s having to make use of  a large personal guard in order to safeguard his person and position – a 
31 Ibid.
32 Ibid., 76.
33 Ibid, 151.
34 Ibid., 223.
35 Ibid.
36 Ibid., 122.
37 Ibid., 201.
38 Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 127.
39 Ibid., 82.
40 Ibid, 318.
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necessity in a land governed by fear.41 Herder sees this same paranoia manifest in Westerners being confined to trade 
at Canton; “hence the system of  keeping foreigners separate,” he writes, “acting the spy over them, and throwing 
obstacles in their way.”42 The combination of  tyrannical punishments and intense paranoia clearly indicated to these 
thinkers China’s despotic status.

 With respect to punishments, Macartney’s experiences are for the most part in accord with Montesquieu’s 
observations. Of  an incident early in the embassy in which food delivered to the crew was found to be tainted, 
Macartney wrote, “the superintending Mandarins were instantly deprived of  their buttons [of  rank], and all their 
servants bambooed, before we knew anything of  the matter.” He concludes: “So sudden and summary is the 
administration of  justice here.”43 Throughout the course of  the embassy Macartney makes note of  a great fear of  
erring on the part of  the officials he encounters. He refers in his observations to the “inevitable severity of  the law,”44 
and – echoing Montesquieu, whom he read – Macartney notes that though the highest ideals of  justice may have 
marked ancient China, “so long a period has elapsed since that time that the marks are a good deal effaced, and seem 
to be wearing out every day.”45 Macartney attributes this largely to the Manchu conquest of  a century and a half  past, 
and by extension China’s Manchu rulers (a subject soon to be taken up in earnest).

 Macartney’s experiences also allow him to corroborate the claims of  Montesquieu and Herder on the paranoia 
of  the Qing Court. Well prior to his audience with Qianlong, Macartney sets down in his journal his belief  that “we 
have indeed been narrowly watched, and all our customs, habits and proceedings, even of  the most trivial nature, 
observed with an inquisitiveness and jealousy which surpassed all that we had read in the history of  China.”46 Macartney 
perceives the government to be intensely suspicious of  any and all curiosity shown by the members of  the British 
embassy; attempts, for instance, to learn of  and acquire silk eggs are met with a jealous reluctance by the Chinese.47 
Of  the police force in Peking, China’s capital, Macartney records, “[it] is singularly strict. It is indeed stretched to an 
extent unknown I believe in any other city, and strongly marks the jealousy of  the Government, and their unceasing 
apprehension of  danger.”48 Macartney even takes pains to remark on the personal paranoia and protectiveness of  
Qianlong, noting his refusal to announce which of  his sons will succeed him, and his refusal even to allow them to 
participate in his government. All this amounts to a fierce indictment of  the Chinese state, and yet, as we shall see, 
this was a substantively different indictment than that offered by Montesquieu and Herder.

Master and Slave: The Manchu-Chinese Bifurcation 

 In declaring China a despotic state, the late-Enlightenment thinkers spend few words expounding on the 
distinction between Chinese and Manchu. In the view of  both Montesquieu and Herder, whatever other problems 
China may have, internecine strife does not seem to be among them. Both writers hold the view that though they 
conquered China, the Manchus had become acculturated to Chinese ways and forms. Montesquieu writes, “as either 
the vanquisher or the vanquished must change, in China it has always had to be the vanquisher.”49 He goes still 
further elsewhere, praising the harmony that exists in China between Chinese and Manchu, as both practice their 
respective ceremonies and laws peaceably.50 Herder treats the matter in much the same way, noting that the “[Chinese] 
constitution held out against the mantchous [sic],” even as he criticizes that same constitution for being so conducive 
to its peoples’ enslavement, “as if  it had been invented for the very purpose of  this slavery.”51

 It is on this topic that Macartney differs so strikingly from Montesquieu and Herder. By way of  preface, it 
must be noted that Macartney’s most positive experiences with the Chinese court involved its ethnically Chinese 
members – in particular the embassy’s two primary handlers, Wang and Chou – while he attributes much of  what 
went wrong to his dealings with the Court’s Manchus. While we will not be so presumptuous as to suggest that 
Macartney’s observations on the state of  China are purely a function of  personal animosities or grudges, it cannot but 
be wondered to what extent his experiences influenced him.

41 Ibid., 152.
42 Herder, Outlines of a Philosophy of the History of Man, 296.
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47 Ibid., 177.
48 Ibid., 156.
49 Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 319.
50 Ibid., 617.
51 Herder, Outlines of a Philosophy of the History of Man, 296.
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 Macartney is nothing if  not blunt in his assessment of  China’s political situation: “The government as it now 
stands is properly the tyranny of  a handful of  Tartars over more than three hundred millions of  Chinese.”52 The 
juxtaposition between the views of  Montesquieu and Herder on the one hand, and Macartney on the other, is stark: 
while the former see China as a tyranny in a timeless and homogenous sense, Macartney is very careful to note the 
racial discrepancy that so crucially distinguishes the present Manchu tyranny. He expounds further on his point, and 
speaks directly to the late-Enlightenment view of  China, as he remarks:

[There] has arisen a vulgar mistake that the Tartars had indiscriminately and sincerely adopted all 
the maxims, principles and customs of  the Chinese, and that the two nations were now perfectly 
amalgamated and incorporated together. So far as respects the habits and head-dress they are certainly 
assimilated; but it is not the Tartar who has conformed to the Chinese costume, but the Chinese who 
has been obliged to imitate the Tartar. The nature and character of  each continues unchanged, and 
their different situations and intrinsic sentiments cannot be concealed under any disguise. Superiority 
animates the one, depression is felt be the other. Most of  our books confound them together, and 
talk of  them as if  they made only one nation under the general name of  China; but whatever might 
be concluded from outward appearances, the real distinction is never forgotten by the sovereign who, 
though he pretends to be perfectly impartial, conducts himself  at bottom by a systematic nationality, 
and never for a moment loses sight of  the cradle of  his power.53

 At several points in his travels, Macartney is privy to admissions made by ethnically Chinese officials that 
betray the favor with which the Qianlong Emperor treats his Manchu subjects.54 Though the Emperor “affects and 
professes impartiality,” neither Chinese nor Tartar believes such a fable.55 All are aware – the Manchus proudly, the 
Chinese painfully – that it is a foreign occupier that lords over China. The Manchus, Macartney writes, “consider 
themselves as in some degree partakers of  their sovereign’s dominion over the [Chinese],” while “to the Chinese it is 
a foreign tyranny.”56 From these facts Macartney derives a host of  implications, some of  which we have already seen 
and some of  which are yet to be revealed.

Weakness and Instability: China in Decay

 In painting a negative portrait of  China, the late-Enlightenment thinkers seize upon both the perceived military 
weakness of  China and the fragility of  the Chinese state. Montesquieu, in a trope common for the time, points to 
climate as an explanation for the particular flaw of  weakness among the Chinese, averring that the “great heat [of  
China] enervates the strength and courage of  men,” and that even within China it is those in the North – we must 
surmise he refers, at least in part, to the Manchus – who are more courageous than those of  the South, that is, the Han 
Chinese.57 Herder too inveighs against China’s failure to cultivate a martial spirit, remarking haughtily that “a nation, 
that sleeps on warm stoves” – that is the kang, which doubled as both stove and bed – “and drinks warm water from 
morning till night, must be equally destitute of  a warlike spirit and profound reflection.”58 Whereas Leibniz a century 
earlier viewed China’s indisposition toward warfare as commendable, the thinkers of  the late Enlightenment clearly 
saw it as a character defect indicative of  the bankruptcy of  the Oriental mode of  thought and action.

 Throughout Macartney’s Journal we find frequent – almost alarmingly so – references to the state of  China’s 
defenses and its military preparedness. Of  Chinese military technology, Macartney notes on more than one occasion 
his doubts as to whether any firelocks – that is, the firearm technology that prevailed in Europe, which replaced the 
obsolescent matchlock – were to be found among China’s soldiers,59 and in a discussion with several Manchus he notes 
that they were surprised to learn the bow and arrow was defunct in Europe.60 Of  the Chinese troops he sees on his 
journey his descriptions hold them to “have a slovenly, unmilitary air,” and he notes further, “their quilted boots and 
long petticoats make them look heavy, inactive and effeminate.”61 In a moment of  particular disgust with the empty 
52 Cranmer-Byng, An Embassy to China, 236.
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54 See, for instance, in Macartney’s Journal (Cranmer-Byng, An Embassy to China, 85; 112) the entries of Thursday, August 15th, where 
Macartney records Wang and Chou’s divulging “the Emperor’s partiality to the Tartars in preference to his Chinese subjects,” and of 
Thursday, September 5, where Macartney bears witness to a low-ranking Tartar showing great impertinence to the much higher-ranking 
Wang and Chou.
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promises of  the Chinese with respect to alleviating abuses at Canton, Macartney wryly asks, “can they be ignorant that 
a couple of  English frigates would be an overmatch for the whole naval force of  their empire, that in half  a summer 
they could totally destroy all the navigation of  their coasts and reduce the inhabitants of  the maritime provinces…to 
absolute famine?”62 While Macartney presents these remarks in a dispassionate manner, they nevertheless evince the 
consonance of  the opinions of  Montesquieu, Herder, and Macartney with respect to Chinese weakness.

 One of  the most serious charges leveled against China by the thinkers of  the late-Enlightenment was that 
it was in a state of  rapid decay and was ripe for revolution. Montesquieu outlines for his readers the ever-repeating 
dynastic cycle of  the Chinese, in which dynasties are in their early years marked by “virtue, care, and vigilance,” – all 
of  which are missing by the end of  those dynasties. Montesquieu speaks at length:

Indeed, it was natural for emperors raised on the hardship of  war and successful in forcing a family 
inundated by delights from the throne, to preserve the virtue they had found so useful and to fear the 
voluptuousness they had seen to be so fatal. But, after these first three or four princes, corruption, 
luxury, laziness, and delights master their successors; they shut themselves in the palace, their spirits 
grow weak, their lives are short, the family declines…63

In this formulation, Montesquieu sees the Qing Dynasty as precisely at the tipping point, with Qianlong as possibly 
the last of  the great Qing emperors. Herder shares this view of  China at the precipice. He remarks that while China 
may have been as great or greater than other nations in centuries past, “these [nations] have advanced farther, or have 
been destroyed and mingled with others; while ancient China stands as an old ruin on the verge of  the World, in it’s 
[sic] semi-mungalian form.”64 

This view of  a decaying China on the brink of  collapse was one that Macartney’s experiences led him to 
echo, and one which dovetailed with his particular indictment of  China’s Manchu rulers. Macartney notes that despite 
the Qing Court’s “serene atmosphere,” in which “everything wears the face of  happiness and applause,” in the 
years preceding his embassy there had been numerous attempts at rebellion and insurrection.65 Macartney attributes 
this to a simmering Chinese desire to rid themselves of  their foreign tyrants: “I am indeed very much mistaken 
if  all the authority and address of  the Tartar Government will be able much longer to stifle the energies of  their 
Chinese subjects,” an opinion, again, that runs contra to the picture painted by Montesquieu of  a harmonious tyranny. 
Macartney continues by noting that, while the insurrections launched against the government had hitherto been 
“suppressed…their frequency is a strong symptom of  the fever within. The paroxysm is repelled, but the disease is 
not cured.”66 We close this section with a passage from Macartney’s Journal, which, with the benefit of  hindsight, we 
must declare to have been eerily prescient. Macartney writes:

The Empire of  China is an old, crazy, First rate man-of-war, which a fortunate succession of  able 
and vigilant officers have contrived to keep afloat for these one hundred and fifty years past, and to 
overawe their neighbors merely by her bulk and appearance, but whenever an insufficient man happens 
to have the command upon deck, adieu to the discipline and safety of  the ship. She may perhaps not 
sink outright; she may drift some time as a wreck, and will then be dashed to pieces on the shore; but 
she can never be rebuilt on the old bottom.67 

III. Chinese Society and Character

On the Rites of  the Chinese

 From the earliest Jesuit writings on China, Europe learned of  a kingdom governed by ‘rites’. While the virtues 
of  this system were extolled in the early-Enlightenment, later thinkers questioned both the rites themselves, and the 
accuracy of  accounts concerning them.

 Montesquieu described the rites of  China as centering on respect for fathers, which necessitated a respect for 
“everything that represented fathers” including teachers, magistrates, and the emperor. Those who were respected 
could be expected to love those who respected them – children, citizens, and subjects. Summing up, Montesquieu 
wrote, “this empire is formed on the idea of  family government. If  you diminish paternal authority or if  you even 
62 Ibid., 170.
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withdraw the ceremonies that express one’s respect for it…you shake the state.”68 While Montesquieu seemed not 
to diverge much from earlier thinkers in his praise for the rites qua abstract principles, his lament stemmed from a 
foreboding that the present, despotic Chinese government was like “those princes who, instead of  governing by 
the rites, governed by the force of  punishments” – a manner of  ruling which leads inexorably to “anarchy and…
revolutions.”69

 Yet while Montesquieu praised the rites and mourned the disuse he perceived they had fallen into by the 
state, Herder declared the entire edifice of  the Chinese rites, whether followed to the letter or not, to be a sham. His 
thoughts on the emphasis the Chinese place upon filial piety he sums up as follows:

If  the full grown man be compelled to yield the obedience of  a child; he must give up all that freedom 
of  action which nature has made the duty of  his years; empty ceremony will step into the place of  
heartfelt truth; and the son, whose conduct overflowed with childish submission to his mother during 
his father’s life, will neglect her after his death if  the law but term her a concubine.70

In other words, Chinese displays of  filial piety and reverence for ancestors were merely affectations, not motivated 
by any true feeling, but simply the result of  a lifetime of  inculcation and fear of  the repercussions that disobedience 
entailed. The notion that the average Chinese looks upon the official as a father to be revered Herder sees as still more 
preposterous. This is the result merely of  fear and authority, not nature. History, in Herder’s view, provides ineluctable 
evidence of  this: “How often,” he thunders, “have the children of  the state deposed their father from the throne! 
How often has the father treated his children with barbarity!”71

 Macartney’s experiences offer a mixed picture of  the role of  rites in China. One of  the defining incidents 
of  his embassy, in his view, were negotiations that took place prior to his audience with Qianlong over the koutou, an 
act of  supplication to be performed before the Emperor that involved kneeling thrice and, with each kneel, bringing 
your forehead to the ground three times (for a total of  three kneelings and nine prostrations). Feverish discussions 
were entered into between Macartney and various court officials as Macartney refused to perform the koutou unless an 
official of  equal rank performed the same ceremony before a portrait of  the British king. Eventually a compromise 
was reached by which Macartney offered to perform for Qianlong the same ceremony he performed for his own king 
(that is, to kneel on one knee and kiss the hand of  the Emperor – though the kiss was to be omitted at Qianlong’s 
request). Following the conclusion of  what Macartney called “this curious negotiation,”72 and after he comes to grips 
with the fact that the discussions over the koutou were (to his dismay) the most meaningful he engaged in during his 
embassy, Macartney concludes of  Chinese rituals broadly considered, “society chiefly consists of  certain stated forms 
and expressions, a calm, equal, apathetical deportment, studied hypocritical attentions and hyperbolical professions.”73 
Not quite so scorching as Herder’s salvo against Chinese rites, but nevertheless an indictment against their inutility.

 With respect to the filial piety of  the Chinese, however, Macartney does not, following Herder, question its 
sincerity. Indeed, he remarks at length on the absolute and incredible devotion of  the child to his parent, recording, “the 
fondness of  the father is constantly felt and always increasing; the dependence of  the son is perfectly understood by 
him; he never wishes it to be lessened,” and declaring, “an undutiful child is a monster that China does not produce.”74 
In response to European charges of  hypocrisy against the Chinese for their practice of  selling and exposing children, 
Macartney notes that this only occurs under the most desperate of  circumstances, when the children “must inevitably 
perish if  kept at home,” and adds quickly that, “where the thread of  attachment is not thus snapped asunder by the 
anguish of  the parent, it every day grows stronger and becomes indissoluble for life.”75 As Macartney sees it, there is 
nothing fictitious or disingenuous about filial piety in the Chinese family.

 Nevertheless, Macartney does not seem to place much stock in the rites of  the Chinese. Categorizing in broad 
strokes the various officials with whom he dealt, Macartney says of  those who he deemed to be “superior characters,” 
that “the merit is entirely their own and to themselves, not to education or example.”76 It is in spite of, not because of, 
their rites-oriented upbringing that these men were exemplary figures. On the other hand, with respect to those who 
were “less perfect than might be wished,” Macartney, in keeping with his theme, attributes their flaws to the Manchus 
running China. He posits, “the Tartars perhaps imagine that their own selfish government derives a good deal of  its 
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vigour even from the unwholesome state of  the juices in the body of  the nation,” and that, therefore, “the fault…
is less in the people [themselves] than in those who have the care of  them.”77 We are left with a mixed indictment 
of  Chinese rites, one which must fall somewhere between the positions of  Montesquieu and Herder, and yet which 
complicates those views by adding to the mix the pernicious influence of  the Manchus and their tyranny.

Corruption and Dishonesty: Hallmarks of  the Chinese Character

 The more ‘realist’ accounts of  China that reached Europe during the course of  the eighteenth century made 
frequent mention of  the corruption that was rife in that land, and this was a charge that the late-Enlightenment 
thinkers took up in their works. Montesquieu makes reference to the “banditry of  the mandarins”78 with respect 
to trade, and writes that Chinese merchants are “so prodigiously active and so excessively desirous of  gain that 
no commercial nation can trust them.”79 He declares the Chinese to be the most unscrupulous people alive, and 
admonishes a European merchant going to China to bring his own scale, “as each [Chinese] merchant has three of  
them, a heavy one for buying, a light one for selling, and an accurate one for those who are on their guard.”80

 As to manners, dishonesty is the defining characteristic of  the Chinese, in the late-Enlightenment view of  
China. Herder writes of  “that apparent modesty, that anticipatory courtesy,” which make evident the disingenuousness 
of  the Chinese.81 Montesquieu writes of  what he believes to be the effect of  China’s climate on the disposition of  its 
people. He holds that it causes their lives to be precarious, leading to a situation in which, while the pursuit of  ends 
by means of  violence is prohibited, “everything [else] has been permitted if  it is a matter of  obtaining by artifice or 
by industry.” Thus, he concludes, “in Lacedaemonia, stealing was permitted; in China, deceit is permitted.”82 

 On these two issues, Macartney’s experiences confirm as accurate the descriptions of  Montesquieu and 
Herder. He notes having witnessed wealthy merchants procure buttons intended to indicate rank through the giving 
of  extravagant gifts to officials at Canton,83 and makes further mention of  the giving of  gifts as a means to sway court 
proceedings in one’s favor.84 These discoveries led him to remark, rather self-righteously, “so we find that the boasted 
moral institutes of  China are not much better observed than those of  some other countries, and that the disciples of  
Confucius are composed of  the same fragile materials as the children of  Mammon in the western world.”85

 Chinese ‘dishonesty’, too, is something Macartney comes into frequent contact with during his travels. On his 
dealings with various officials, he often makes mention of  the “profession, artifice, and compliment” that invariably 
accompany the refusal of  some request or the skirting of  some topic of  contention.86 In speaking with one official 
on the subject of  the confiscatory duties then in place at Canton, Macartney writes, “through all his discourse there 
is such an air of  candour, frankness and amity that if  I am deceived in him, he must be the most consummate cheat 
in the world.”87 And yet deceived he often was. Interestingly, in his explanation of  this Chinese propensity to resort 
to deceit, Macartney reserves blame not for the Chinese who deceive, but for the political environment in which they 
operate (that is, one in which they are the servants and dependents of  Manchus):

As the nature of  dependence is to grow false, it cannot be wondered at if  these Chinese are not strict 
observers of  truth. They have indeed so little idea of  its moral obligation, that they promise you 
everything you desire, without the slightest intention of  performance, and then violate their promises 
without scruple, having had no motive for making them that I could perceive, unless it were that they 
imagined what they said might be agreeable to you just at the moment.88

China in Stagnation

 Even thinkers such as Leibniz, who otherwise so readily praised the Chinese, made mention of  China’s having 
fallen behind Europe in matters of  both intellectual and technological innovation. So it comes as no surprise that the 
late-Enlightenment thinkers also cited China’s backwardness in their critiques. 
77 Ibid.
78 Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 127.
79 Ibid., 313-314.
80 Ibid., 321.
81 Herder, Outlines of a Philosophy of the History of Man, 294.
82 Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 321.
83 Cranmer-Byng, An Embassy to China, 207.
84 Ibid., 241.
85 Ibid., 159.
86 Ibid., 86.
87 Ibid., 162.
88 Ibid., 223.



Nuanced Echoes: China through the Lens of  the Late Enlightenment                                               99

 Herder points to the emphasis Chinese place upon their ancestors and upon the past as at least partially 
responsible for their stagnation. He writes of  a Chinese, that “he not only sacrifices in the hall of  his predecessors 
on festivals, but in every occupation, in every moment of  his life, he sacrifices to them, and all the praise and all the 
blame bestowed upon him are perhaps equally undeserved.”89 Herder clearly sees an undue emphasis on the past as 
an inextricable part of  the Chinese character. He drives his point home with the following passage:

I honour the Kings like a Chinese for their excellent principles: and Confucius is to me a great man, 
though I perceive the fetters, which he too wore, and which, with the best intentions, he riveted 
eternally on the superstitious populace, and the general system of  the state, by his political morality. By 
means of  it this nation…has stood still in it’s [sic] education, as in the age of  infancy; this mechanical 
engine of  morals forever checking the progress of  the mind, and no second Confucius arising in the 
despotic realm.90

 Macartney notices this same deference to the past among the Chinese he encounters. In one of  his journal’s 
more interesting passages, he asks Chou, a Chinese official, what the reason behind the Chinese practice of  foot 
binding is.91 Chou noted that the only reason he could give was that it was an ancient custom, “and he confessed that 
a religious adherence to ancient customs, without much investigation of  their origin, was a principal feature in the 
Chinese character.”92 This strict adherence to past customs and notions dovetails with China’s general aversion to 
innovation, and its stagnation in matters of  science and technology.

 Herder makes several mentions of  the sorry state of  China’s modern scientific accomplishments during the 
course of  his writing. Though it was in China that such important items as silk, porcelain, powder and shot, and the 
mariner’s compass were first discovered or made use of, in the recent past China had fallen behind, so that “in almost 
all arts it wants the spirit of  improvement.”93 After belittling Chinese society, he asks, “is it to be wondered, that a 
nation of  this kind should have invented little in the sciences according to the European standard? Or that it has 
remained for some thousands of  years at the same point?”94 Hyperbolic though these questions may be, it was difficult 
to deny that in these matters China had indeed stagnated vis-à-vis Europe.

 Macartney devotes a considerable amount of  space to discussion of  this topic in his journal. Related to the 
state of  its science and technology, Macartney speaks of  China’s insularity and of  an aversion to innovation that exists 
among Chinese, though he again takes the opportunity to set forth a major distinction between the Manchu-run 
Court, and the ordinary people of  China. Macartney records that the purpose of  China’s political system “seems to 
be to endeavor to persuade the people that they are themselves already perfect and can therefore learn nothing from 
others.”95 He notes further that the officials with whom he engaged, upon perceiving the many advantages of  the 
British over the Chinese, feigned apathy, and acted “as if  they considered themselves the superiors, and that nothing 
in their manners or appearance could be found defective or inaccurate.”96

 At the same time, however, Macartney records various interactions that militate against notions of  a strict 
Chinese insularity. He uses the examples of  the violin and punctuation, which the Chinese adapted from Europeans, 
to demonstrate that “there are some things at least which, notwithstanding their vanity and conceit, they are not 
above being taught.”97 But he notes an even greater curiosity among many Chinese he meets. One official, in paying 
a farewell visit to Macartney, says, “that as all distant countries must necessarily have different laws and customs, we 
should not be surprised that theirs varied from ours, [and] that we owed each other mutual indulgences.” He added 
further that he hoped Macartney would not carry back to Europe an unfavorable impression of  China.98 Such a plea 
belied the notion of  a people completely insulated and secure in their superiority.

 On matters of  technology, Macartney notes at various points throughout his journal disciplines in which 
the Chinese had fallen behind. He writes, “in respect to science the Chinese are certainly far behind the European 
world,” and goes on to point to the antiquated state of  their mathematical and astronomical knowledge.99 On matters 
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of  experimental philosophy, he notes the Court’s complete disinterest, declaring, “neither Ch’ien-lung himself  nor 
those about him appeared to have any curiosity in these matters.100 It is, besides, the policy of  the present government 
to discourage all novelties. And to prevent their subjects as much as possible from entertaining a higher opinion of  
foreigners than of  themselves.”101

 Nevertheless, perhaps the single most striking recollection from Macartney’s journal makes the case against a 
broader Chinese insularity and haughtiness, and instead paints the Qing Court as the principal agent behind China’s 
inward-looking stagnation. A Chinese official with whom Macartney is sitting desires his pipe lit, at which point 
Macartney takes a small phosphoric bottle out of  his pocket and instantly lights the pipe. “The singularity of  a man’s 
carrying fire in his fob,” Macartney records, “startled him a good deal.” The two men then enter into a discussion 
about the various advances Europeans had made in medicine, philosophy, and the sciences. It became evident to both 
just how far behind China had fallen, and when Macartney informed the official that he had brought men to instruct 
the Qing Court in various matters, but that the Qing Court had been uninterested, “he...seemed as if  awakened out 
of  a dream and could not conceal [his] regret for the Court’s coldness and indifference to our discoveries.” Macartney 
closes this passage by placing this encounter within the framework of  a China that is simmering beneath this surface, 
noting that the Manchus will not for long be able to “stifle the energies of  their Chinese subjects.”102

IV. Conclusion

 Lord Macartney begins the ‘Observations on China’ section of  his journal by noting that the information 
contained therein “will be chiefly the result of  what I saw and heard upon the spot, however imperfectly, not of  what 
I had read in books or been told in Europe.”103 While Macartney was without doubt a product of  the time in which he 
lived and the ideas that were then in circulation, Macartney did not cleave slavishly to those writings on China he was 
exposed to prior to his embassy. Rather, he echoes the sentiments of  thinkers like Montesquieu and Herder when his 
experiences comport with their writings, and blazes new trails – and we have noted in particular his divergence from 
these thinkers on the matter of  the Manchus – when he cannot or will not follow them. 

 Macartney’s journal closes with the counsel, “nothing could be more fallacious than to judge of  China by any 
European standard.”104 Though Macartney did not write it to be so, the sentence comes across as highly ironic, as nary 
a page goes by without Macartney doing just that: judging China by a European standard. Nevertheless, Macartney 
must be commended for advancing the European discourse on China, propelling it forward from a simplistic dialogue 
of  black and white to one suffused with shades of  gray. 

100 See, however, Joanna Waley-Cohen, The Sextants of Beijing (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1999), in which it is shown that 
despite public pronouncements to the contrary, the actions of the Qianlong Emperor reveal him to be intensely interested in the advances 
of the West.
101 Cranmer-Byng, An Embassy to China, 266.
102 Ibid., 190.
103 Ibid., 221.
104 Ibid., 219.
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ElizabEth on PaPEr

ElizabEth i ViEwEd through hEr writings and Public addrEssEs

Kelly Bogart

INTRODUCTION

 When examining people’s lives in history it is an established fact that the historian is limited to interpreting past events 
and guessing at long forgotten motives. One can say that nearly any personal or historical record is made with the idea that it will 
be read at some point in the future; therefore we find the events and views we are meant to find, the views the author wants us to 
see.  Even when presented with a private record, the historian is still limited to what the subject chose to record. Any private record 
is subject to scrutiny due to its one-sided view, as well as the motives for the record itself.  Only the most private diary, which was 
recorded for the sole use of  its subject, can shed the most light on an individual and the events of  their life.  Elizabeth I left no 
such diary.      

Over the centuries, there have been many biographies written about Queen Elizabeth I. Regardless of  
their individual merit, each routinely covers the major events of  Elizabeth’s life through a timeline that includes 
her father, Henry VIII, the unfortunate end of  her mother, Anne Boleyn, and a chronological succession of  
the trials she faced throughout her early years and during her reign as queen.  Elizabeth is then disseminated 
to future generations through these events and her reactions to them.  As Elizabeth left no personal diaries 
or journals, nothing addressing her private thoughts or impressions, these very public events of  her life are 
our only means to view her experiences and contributions to history.  The only direct or personal records we 
are left with are the correspondence, writings and speeches from her life, which cannot be described as casual 
or particularly insightful on a personal level.  However, I believe that what would normally be viewed as an 
impediment to discovering a truly personal view of  Elizabeth could be the key to seeing her in a more realistic 
environment – the environment in which she lived and functioned as queen.  

 To begin, it is necessary to understand the records that will be examined, at the same time giving us 
a foundation on which to view Elizabeth’s environment.  One very important factor to take into account is 
the type of  records themselves.  We need to consider the extant or existing records in relation to the actual 
writings that would have been produced during Elizabeth’s lifetime, which could have potentially amounted 
to thousands of  records.  Therefore, we must understand that we are only able to examine a relatively small 
cross section of  Elizabeth’s literary works.  Despite this fact, the records which have survived the centuries are 
extremely important as they are our only direct link to Elizabeth, as well as the period in general. Writing was 
the primary means of  communicating over any distance, great or small, for any purpose, personal or business.  
This was true of  any literate person of  the time.  In the case of  Elizabeth, writing was an even more integral 
part of  her life.  Due to this fact, I believe we can find a great deal of  her in her writing, regardless of  the 
intended function or recipient of  the communication.  I think this especially true because we are never her 
intended audience.     
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A fairly wide variety of  Elizabeth’s writings have survived the centuries, including: prayers, poems, letters, 
essays, and speeches.  Her prayers and poems were written for a variety of  purposes throughout her life, surprisingly 
for both personal and public reasons.  Letters were written or dictated to conduct personal and political business 
at home and abroad.  Speeches were also prepared for specific purposes and target audiences. They were generally 
meant for public consumption, and were crafted to that end.  The same is true for a very large portion of  Elizabeth’s 
correspondence. Overall, there are a considerable number of  examples of  her writings from throughout her lifetime; 
however, I will not categorize these many writings chronologically, even though her earliest writings date back to her 
childhood.  What is more interesting than the quantity and variety of  her writing is its evolution through her life and 
what she had hoped to accomplish with it.     

I suggest that by examining Elizabeth’s writings it is possible to find a more human view of  the individual and 
what she thought of  issues such as God, responsibility, justice, and mortality.  Although these selections did find their 
way into the public domain at some point, they were not all intended for general circulation, especially the personal 
prayers written by Elizabeth herself.1  Except for certain letters and essays, nearly all of  these selections would have 
been written by Elizabeth, and most likely in relative privacy.  As such, these selections seem the most appropriate 
place to begin, with the writing that Elizabeth did just for herself.  Surprisingly, these selections represent the smallest 
number of  writings and were written well into her reign, not at the beginning of  her literate life when we would assume 
she would have had more privacy.  The selections in this group are exclusively prayers.  Although Elizabeth wrote 
many prayers throughout her lifetime, there were a small number which she wrote for her own “private meditation”. 
(May, 2004)  These prayers seem to have been written in connection with specific events.  The earliest recorded prayer 
of  this type was written in August, 1574 entitled “On Progress at Bristol”. Although the prayer does not specifically 
mention the Spanish or the Treaty of  Bristol, signed in August 1574, it does give us an indication of  what Elizabeth 
thought about the nature of  the journey and other trials she faced during her life.   

Elizabeth’s prayers were always extremely pious, and the Bristol prayer is no different. She gave her thanks to 
God throughout the entire prayer, but more importantly, in lines 5 through 12, she specifically addresses her current 
circumstances, as well as her past troubles. 

“But specially for thy mighty protection and defence over me in preserving me in this long 
and dangerous journey, as also from the beginning of  my life unto this present hour from all 
such perils as I should most justly have fallen into for mine offenses hadst not Thou, O Lord 
God, of  thy great goodness and mercy preserved and kept me.” Lines 5-12 (May, 2004: 246)

By the time that this prayer was written, Elizabeth would have had to deal with Northern Rebellion of  1569-
70, as well as the Ridolfi Plot against her in 1571, and although some time had passed, these events would appear to 
have still weighed on her thoughts.  It would also seem that she was very conscious of  the uncertainty of  the future.  
In lines 19 through 21, Elizabeth prays for future divine protection from those that would act against her.
 
 Elizabeth wrote a somewhat similar prayer in August 1588, after the failed invasion of  the Spanish armada.  
The prayer is labeled as “Queen Elizabeth’s Prayer of  Thanksgiving for the overthrow of  the Spanish navy, sent to 
invade England, Anno 1588.” (May, 2004: 249)  In this prayer, Elizabeth attributed much of  the success over the 
Spanish to divine intervention (lines 2-6). 

Stretch forth, O Lord most mighty, thy right hand over me and defend me against mine 
enemies that they never prevail against me. Lines 19-21 (May, 2004: 246)

…when it seemed most fit time to thy worthy providence to bestow the workmanship of  this 
world’s globe, with thy rare judgment thou didst divide into four singular parts the form of  
all this mould (world), which aftertime hath termed elements (earth, air, fire, and water)… 
(May, 2004: 249)

1 May, Stephen W. 2004. Queen Elizabeth I: Selected Works. New York, NY: Washington Square Press.
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While in this prayer, as in the Bristol prayer, Elizabeth wrote of  her trials with her enemies, she also wrote 
of  the issue of  being a woman.  In lines 11-20, she again gives credit to God for protecting her, as well as 
compensating for the fact that she was female.

I most humbly with bowed heart and bended knees do render my humbliest (most 
humble) acknowledgements and lowliest thanks. And not the least for that the weakest 
sex neither my people need find lack by my weakness nor foreigners triumph at my 
ruin. 

Such hath been thy unwonted grace in my days as, though Satan hath never ‘made 
holiday in practicing’ (taken time off  from plotting) for my life and state, yet thy mighty 
hand hath overspread both with the shade of  thy wings.  (May, 2004: 249)

What makes this particular passage interesting is the fact that Elizabeth describes herself  as “the weakest 
sex”.  Of  course she was known to have done this on many occasions when it served her purposes to do so, 
such as when dealing with men who would naturally see her as inferior; however, to see this kind of  statement 
in a private prayer, which was meant only for her, would make one wonder if  she truly thought of  herself  as 
inferior to men. If  Elizabeth did feel herself  to be truly inferior, the very idea would create a sharp contrast 
to her historical image as the self-assured queen, who seemed to have a gift for manipulation and a confident 
determination.   How would we view her actions if  we learned that at a very basic level she felt she was inferior, 
regardless of  her royal heritage?  

 Elizabeth’s other private prayers were in much the same vain as the two presented. They were written 
for specific events, such as the 1591 expedition to France; the success of  the expedition against Spain, June 
1596; and for the success of  the 1597 navel expedition against Spain.  Of  these, the prayer written in June 1596 
was distributed to her generals before the expedition by Sir Robert Cecil, who supposedly came by the prayer 
accidentally, and with the understanding that the generals were to keep it “in strict confidence”. (May, 2004: 
255)  Conversely, a copy of  the prayer written in 1597 somehow found its way into the hands of  Archbishop 
John Whitgift, who added it to a volume of  prayers written for the same expedition.  When Elizabeth was 
informed of  its publication, she commanded that it be removed from any volumes it had been printed in. (May, 
2004: 258-59)  These prayers represent a very small portion of  Elizabeth’s writings that were meant for just her, 
which means that the majority of  her writing was on some level “public”, which would definitely give a more 
broad meaning to the idea of  “personal” or “private”.

 From here, the next step would be to look at what might be considered “semi-private” writing.  This 
category would include personal letters, such as those written to relatives or acquaintances, and various poems.  
This group of  writing would encompass her entire literate life. 

PERSONAL LETTERS

 Elizabeth has been credited by many sources with having been quite learned at a fairly young age. She 
was literate in several languages and spent many hours translating texts from these languages into English and 
then back again as part of  her education.  She was known for her beautiful italic penmanship and was also 
known to routinely give her handwritten translations as gifts; however, it is the accompanying correspondence 
from Elizabeth that give the first personal glimpses of  her thoughts and impressions.  

 Elizabeth’s earliest surviving letter was written to Queen Katherine Parr, December 31, 1544. (May, 
2004)  Although Elizabeth was only eleven years old at the time, the letter gives an indication of  her thoughts 
on education and her understanding of  the translated text she presented to the queen.
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“…but knowing also that pusillanimity and idleness are most repugnant unto a reasonable 
creature, and that (as the philosopher sayeth) even as an instrument of  iron or of  other metal 
waxeth soon rusty unless it be continually occupied, even so shall the wit of  a man or woman 
wax dull and unapt to do or understand anything perfitly unless it be always occupied upon 
some manner of  study…” (May, 2004: 94)

 Elizabeth later described the translated text, originally written by the Queen of  Navarre, and the idea that the subject 
of  the text “can do nothing that good is or prevaileth for her salvation unless it be through the grace of  God, whose 
mother, daughter, sister, and wife by the scriptures she proveth herself  to be.” (May, 2004: 95) Although she was only 
eleven, if  we take note of  the text which Elizabeth chose to translate for Parr and the ideas she chose to highlight 
from that text in her accompanying letter, we might consider if  Elizabeth had already formed an impression of  the 
position and responsibility of  queen and a connection to God. 

 Over the course of  her adolescence, Elizabeth wrote many letters, of  which a significant portion was sent to 
her family. When writing to Katherine Parr, and on the rare occasion when she would correspond directly with her 
father, her letters were always those of  the dutiful child, ever aware of  her circumstances as an illegitimate daughter of  
the crown.  It was not until after Henry’s death that Elizabeth’s letters changed from being pleasant communications 
to a means of  damage control.  With Henry’s death, Elizabeth moved into the constantly swirling sea of  political 
maneuvering, not necessarily as a main player, but as a potential pawn or threat.

 After Henry’s death, Elizabeth’s correspondence had turned to letters of  self-preservation.  By mid-1548, 
Elizabeth corresponded regularly with Sir Edward Seymour, duke of  Somerset and Lord Protector while her brother 
Edward VI reigned. The letters between Elizabeth and the Lord Protector dealt with her possible involvement with 
his brother, Thomas Seymour, the Lord Admiral. Elizabeth was called upon to explain her relationship with the Lord 
Admiral and what she knew of  his plans to possibly wed her.  Also at this point in time, her governess, Kat Ashley, 
and her treasurer, Thomas Parry, had been taken to the Tower of  London for interrogation regarding their possible 
involvement. Through her correspondence with the Lord Protector, Elizabeth gave an account of  her actions, as well 
as the part played by Kat Ashley and others.  In these letters we can see that Elizabeth had adapted her writing to 
cajole the Lord Admiral while actively defending herself, as well as the members of  her household.  

My Lord,

Your great gentleness and goodwill toward me as well in this thing as in other things I do 
understand, for the which, even as I ought, so I do give you most humble thanks.  And 
whereas your Lordship willeth and counseleth me, as a earnest friend, to declare what I know 
in this matter, and also to write what I have declared to Master Tyrwhitt, I shall most willingly 
do it.  (May, 2004: 102) 

A recurring issue in the letters to the Lord Protector was Elizabeth’s concerns regarding rumors being spread 
about her and her conduct that could damage her image among the people.  In the same letter written to the Lord 
Protector on January 28, 1549, Elizabeth remarked “Master Tyrwhitt and others have told me that there goeth rumors 
abroad which be greatly both against mine honor and honesty, which above all other things I esteem…” (May, 2004: 
104)  In a similar letter to the Lord Protector dated February 21, 1549, Elizabeth wrote: 

But if  it mought (might) so seem good unto your Lordship and the rest of  the Council to 
send forth a proclamation into the countries that they refrain their tongues, declaring how the 
tales be but lies…” (May, 2004: 108)

Elizabeth was already conscious of  the importance of  the view the people had of  her and she was concerned 
that scandal would damage her image.  In many letters which Elizabeth sent to the Lord Protector, and later to her 
sister Mary, she was always concerned how she was viewed by others.  She seemed to feel it was important to be 
viewed honorably by her peers, the people, and even those outside England. 
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And seeing they make so evil reports already, shall be but a increasing of  their evil 
tongues, howbeit you did write that if  I would bring forth any that had reported it, you 
and the Council would see it redressed, which thing I can easily do it, I would be loath to 
do it for because it is mine own cause, and again that should be but a breeding of  the evil 
name of  me that I am glad to punish them and so get the evil will of  the people, which 
thing I would be loath to have.  

After this period of  upheaval in her life, Elizabeth’s letters returned to her ordinary correspondence, such 
as those to her brother, Edward VI, inquiring after his health. In one such letter to Edward, written September 
20, 1547, Elizabeth noted the precarious nature of  life in the sixteenth century when she stated that, “Nothing 
is so uncertain or less enduring than the life of  man… And as Homer says, earth nurtures nothing more fragile 
than man.” (Marcus, Mueller, & Rose, 2000: 14)2 

Elizabeth often wrote to Edward during his short reign. The subjects of  her letters were always cordial, 
usually regarding his health or to ask forgiveness for not coming to see him.  She also sent him occasional gifts 
such a portrait of  herself  on May 15, 1551 in which she added: 

For the face, I grant I might well blush to offer, but the mind I shall never be ashamed 
to present. For though from the grace of  the picture the colors may fade by time, may 
give by weather, may be spotted by chance, yet the other nor time with her swift wings 
shall overtake, nor the misty clouds with their lourings may darken, nor chance with her 
slippery foot may overthrow. (May, 2004: 115)

It appears that even though Elizabeth may not have been terribly confident about her appearance, she was 
definitely proud of  her keen intellect.  And despite her difficulties in 1548-49, Elizabeth seemed to spend the 
remainder of  Edward’s reign in relative peace.

It was not until her sister Mary came to the throne that Elizabeth found it necessary to defend herself  
again from allegations of  conspiracy and treason.  Elizabeth’s letter to Queen Mary on March 17, 1554, illustrates 
what dire circumstances she found herself  in.3

I most humbly beseech your Majesty to verify it in me and to remember your last promise 
and my last demand that I be not condemned without answer and due proof, which it 
seems that now I am, for that without cause proved I am by your Council from you 
commanded to go unto the Tower, a place more wonted for a false traitor than a true 
subject which, though I know I deserve it not, yet in the face of  all this realm appears 
that it is proved, which I pray God I may die the shamefullest death that ever any died 
afore I may mean any such thing,

I have heard in my time of  many cast away for want of  coming to the presence of  their 
prince, and in late days I heard my Lord of  Somerset say that if  his brother had been 
suffered (allowed) to speak with him he had never suffered (death), but the persuasions 
were made to him so great that he was brought in belief  that he could not live safely if  
the Admiral lived, and that made him give his consent to his death. Though these persons 
are not to be compared to your Majesty, yet I pray God as evil persuasions persuade not 
one sister again the other.” (May, 2004: 127)

2 Marcus, Leah S., Janel Mueller, and Mary Beth Rose. (eds.). 2000. Elizabeth I: Collected Works. Chicago, IL: The University of 
Chicago Press.
3 I have included a substantial portion of this letter because I believe that it is necessary to show the full scope of Elizabeth’s at-
titude toward her situation.



Elizabeth on Paper                                                                             107

Throughout this letter, Elizabeth urged her sister to give her a chance to see her so she could defend herself  
in person.  It is not hard to see how Elizabeth would feel that her life was in jeopardy.  This would not have been the 
first time an innocent person was condemned without just cause or a life was lost because they were denied access 
to the one person who could have saved them.  People were tried, convicted and executed with remarkable swiftness 
and rather questionable justice during this period. And although Elizabeth was the Queen’s half-sister, that fact would 
not guarantee her security.  What easier way to deal with a threat to the throne, real or invented, than to remove that 
threat. Mary’s closest advisor, Simon Renard, echoed the same concerns toward Elizabeth that had been raised against 
Thomas Seymour, she was too dangerous to let live.4  Within the vast collection of  Elizabeth’s letters, I would venture 
to say that her letters to Mary during her reign were her most animated, her most vehement, and thereby might be 
considered the most personal.  Her letters after this period, when she was queen, seemed to have gained a degree of  
reserve more in line with her position.  I would image this came in part from finally dealing from a position of  power, 
rather than her defensive and precarious position as next in line to the throne.

The only other writing which gives some indication of  Elizabeth’s attitudes in a somewhat personal manner 
would be her poems.  Although one might assume that her poetry would be considered private writing, actually very 
few examples of  truly private poems exist, which have already been addressed.  Much of  her poetry was what I would 
consider either semi-private, where it was assured that someone else would read it or completely public, meaning it 
was written with the express intent of  being distributed to the masses.  Like her private prayers, Elizabeth’s most 
animated writing corresponded to specific events in her life, and quite often these were very personal events, rather 
than events that would affect the entire realm. 

 Elizabeth’s more public poetry dates back to the period of  her imprisonment under Mary’s reign. The first 
two examples of  her poems were both written during her time at Woodstock Manor, 1555.  Because the poems were 
written in a manner that would guarantee that they would be read at some point, I would categorize them as “semi-
private”.  Poem 1 was found written in charcoal at the manor, while Poem 2 was apparently etched with Elizabeth’s 
diamond into a window at the manor. 

Poem 1, Woodstock Manor, 1555

 Thou caused’st the guilty to be loosed                Line 5
 From bands where innocents were enclosed,
 And caused the guiltless to be reserved,
 And freed those that death had well deserved.
 But herein can be nothing wrought,
 So God send to my foes as they have thought.    Line 10   (May, 2004: 2)

 In Poem 1, Elizabeth clearly shows her resentment at being unjustly treated while others, who she felt deserved 
such treatment (lines 5-8), were allowed to go about freely. Poem 2 was also written the same year and it continues the 
same theme of  being wrongfully accused.

 Poem 2, Woodstock Manor, 1555

  Much suspected by (about) me
  Nothing proved can be.
  Quod (quoth) Elizabeth the prisoner.   (May, 2004: 4)

 These two pieces were written well after the Thomas Seymour incident and a year after her letters to her 
sister, in which Elizabeth asked not to be tried unjustly.  It is easy to see from these two entries that Elizabeth was 
4 Collinson, Patrick. 2004. “Elizabeth I (1533-1603), queen of England and Ireland.” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. Ox-
ford University Press.
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extremely angry with her situation, but surprisingly, she does not allude to any fear in her precarious position.  Given 
the circumstances and the outcome of  the Seymour incident, namely Seymour’s execution, one would expect to see 
some hint at even the smallest concern for her life, instead of  the complete indignation that we find.   

 After these two entries, Elizabeth’s poetry appears to come from a period after her ascension to the throne.  
As with her personal letters, Elizabeth would have been writing from a new perspective, the decidedly more favorable 
and secure position as queen. However, with her improved position, her poetry seems to be filled with what we might 
consider to be the “unsatisfactory” side of  being queen.  Along with the power of  her position came the pressures 
of  ruling, and the ever present demands regarding marriage and succession, which her unmarried status continually 
fueled. The ambiguities of  her relationships appear to have been at the heart of  many of  her poems.

 The following poem is not dated, which makes it difficult to determine who Elizabeth was referring to; 
however, some have associated the piece with the parting from François, the Duke of  Anjou. (May, 2004: 12)

 Poem 6, “Sonetto” 
 
  I grieve and dare not show my discontent;       [line 1]
  I love and yet I am forced to seem to hate;
  I do, yet dare not say I ever meant,
  I seem stark mute, but inwardly do prate,
  I am, and not; I freeze and yet am burned,
  Since from myself  another self  is turned.    [line 6]

  Some gentler passion slide into my mind,      [line 13]
  For I am soft and made of  melting snow;
  Or be more cruel, Love, and so be kind,
  Let me or (either) float, or sink, be high or low,
  Or let me live with some more sweet content,
  Or die and so forget what love e’er meant.     [line 18]

The entire first verse of  this poem illustrates the contradictions that Elizabeth felt she must live with: to grieve, 
but be unable to show her sadness, to love someone and not be able to admit that love.  I believe that this poem shows 
that Elizabeth felt that her outward life was completely contrary to her personal desires.  The final three lines of  the 
piece (lines 16-18) seem to truly illustrate how deeply these feelings affected Elizabeth. In these lines she was asking 
to be allowed some measure of  certainty, whether good or bad. “Let me float or sink...let me live with...sweet content 
or die and so forget love...” One can see that she was asking to be allowed to live happily or remove all possibility of  
it so she would not regret its loss.  

Obviously, because the piece is not dated we can only guess at the timeframe in which it was written, however, 
if  it was written after the separation from Anjou, it would place the piece in the late 1570s.  The idea that the piece 
was in response to the relationship with Anjou fits with the tone of  the poem.  The circumstances between Elizabeth 
and François involved so many outside factors that made a potential marriage unlikely, if  not impossible, and to know 
that those considerations would have to take precedent over her own feelings would definitely explain the mood of  
the piece. 

It was also not uncommon for Elizabeth to write poems in correspondence with other people, where the 
poem was the correspondence, such as the companion poems she exchanged with Sir Walter Ralegh. (May, 2004: 14-
17)  
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Sir Walter Ralegh to the Queen - A Sonnet

Fortune hath taken thee away, my love.
My life’s joy and my soul’s heaven above;
Fortune hath taken thee away my princess,
My world’s delight and my true fancy’s mistress. [lines 1-4 of  24]

The Queen’s answer

Ah silly pug, wert thou so sore afraid?
Mourn not, my Wat, nor be thou so dismayed;
It passeth fickle Fortune’s power and skill
To force my heart to think thee any ill.

No Fortune base, thou sayest, shall alter thee;
And may so blind a wretch then conquer me?
No, no, my pug, though Fortune were not blind,
Assure thyself  she could not rule my mind.  [lines 1-8 of  24]

These poems were fairly typical love sonnets between the pair, complete with pet names and endearments 
which Elizabeth seemed to approach in a very carefree, almost dismissive manner.  The sonnets by Ralegh did make 
their way into general circulation supposedly around 1587, fairly soon after they were written, during a time when 
Essex was outshining Ralegh in the queen’s favor; however, Elizabeth’s part of  the sonnets did not make it into the 
public arena until 1604, after her death.  (May, 2004: 17)

Along with pieces that were definitely written by Elizabeth, there are also some possible compositions which 
were attributed to Elizabeth, such as the following poem that gives another view of  Elizabeth’s relationships.  (May, 
2004)

Possible Poem 2 – No date5

 When I was fair and young then favour graced me,
 Of  many was I sought their mistress for to be,
 But I did scorn them all and answered them therefore,
 Go, go, go, seek some otherwhere, importune me no more. [line 4]

 How many weeping eyes I made to pine in woe,
 How many sighing hearts, I have not skill to show; 
 But I the prouder grew, and still this spake therefore; 
 Go, go, go, seek some otherwhere, importune me no more.  [line 8]

 Then spake fair Venus’ son, that brave, victorious boy,
 Saying, ‘You dainty dame, for that you be so coy,
 I will so pull your plumes as you shall say no more:
 Go, go, go, seek some otherwhere, importune me no more.  [line 12]

5 This piece could also possibly be attributed to Edward De Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford, written from the female perspective, however, May 
feels that the evidence more strongly points to Elizabeth due to the language used.
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 As soon as he had said, such change grew in my breast
 That neither night nor day I could take any rest;
 Wherefore I did repent that I had said before:
 Go, go, go, seek some otherwhere, importune me no more. [line 16]
 Finis ELY     
       (May, 2004: 26)

If  this piece was written by Elizabeth, she seemed to give a rather harsh and somewhat unfeeling view of  
herself  in lines 1 through 8, suggesting that while she was young and beautiful she was sought after by many men, but 
she had grown too used to the attention and would dismiss suitors out of  hand.  In lines 9 through 12 it seems that 
a suitor finally pointed out her callous behavior to her, causing her to regret her words.  If  this piece was written by 
someone other than Elizabeth it would illustrate how other people may have viewed her romantic tendencies.  Again, 
this piece has no date associated with it so it would be very difficult to determine the motivation behind it.

 However, not all of  Elizabeth’s poems dealt with love or injustice. Many addressed various events, such as 
the Northern Rebellion (Poem 4) and the Spanish Armada (Poems 8 & 9) and often found their way into the public 
arena.

 Poem 4

 The doubt [fear] of  future foes exiles my present joy,
 And wit me warns to shun such snares as threatens mine annoy,
 For falsehood now doth flow, and subjects’ faith doth ebb,
 Which should not be if  reason ruled or wisdom weaved the web. [line 4}

 But clouds of  joys untried do cloak aspiring minds,
 Which turns to rain of  late repent by changed course of  winds.
 The top of  hope supposed, the root of  rue [regret] shall be,
 And fruitless all their grafted [implanted] guile as shortly you shall see. [line 8]

 Their dazzled eyes with pride, which great ambition blinds
 Shall be unsealed by worthy wights [persons] whose foresight falsehood finds.
 The daughter of  debate, that discord aye doth sow
 Shall reap no gain where former rule still peace hath taught to know. [line 12]

 No foreign, banished wight [persons] shall anchor in this port;
 Our realm brooks no seditious sects, let them elsewhere resort.
 My rusty sword through rest shall first his edge employ
 To poll their tops who seek such change or gape for [eager to obtain] future joy.   
         [line 16] 
        (May, 2004: 7-8)

 Throughout the poem, Elizabeth wrote of  ambitious plots against her quiet realm, which she indicated would 
ultimately fail in lines 8, 10, 13 and 14. The poem was supposedly circulated after a lady of  the court, Lady Willoughby, 
copied it from the Queen’s tablet.6 (May, 2004: 8)  I feel this would have been unlikely for a lady of  the court to 
risk taking a private writing of  the queen when Elizabeth was able to command that it not be circulated, even after 
publication.  However, this explanation may have simply been an excuse for how the poem found its way into the 
public sphere, where it undoubtedly encouraged the people to find the Queen eager to defend her country.  This 
method of  disseminating Elizabeth’s writings to the public would not be unheard of  as there were at least two poems 
6 May specifically uses the word “tablet” in his comments regarding this poem. 
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that were written by the Queen around 1588, which eventually became popular songs sung as prayers to God for 
success against the Spanish, and were meant to inspire the English people in a time of  great national concern.  (May, 
2004)  This fact leads us to another category of  Elizabeth’s writing, her public writing.  When Elizabeth became queen 
she moved from her semi-private environment to become the most public individual in the realm.  The scope of  her 
interactions increased dramatically, as did her writing.   There was business of  every kind to conduct and much of  that 
business was conducted on paper.    

ROYAL CORRESPONDENCE

 The writing is this category was meant to serve as a record for every kind of  official and personal business 
conducted by the Queen.  Letters exist from Elizabeth to her relations and counselors, her parliaments and foreign 
heads of  state, her friends and enemies.  

  Some business which Elizabeth conducted through these letters was of  a rather mundane nature.  One 
example is a letter she wrote to Edward Stanley, Earl of  Derby, June 4, 1560.  The letter contains advice to the earl 
regarding the status of  his marriage to his third wife.  Although the earl was a member of  Elizabeth’s Privy Council, as 
well as the privy councils of  both Edward VI and Mary, the matter of  a dysfunctional marriage would seem beneath 
the Queen’s concern.  However, the letter was drafted in William Cecil’s hand and sent on behalf  of  the Queen.

We greet you well. Hearing sundry wise of  some unkindness or strangeness of  late of  your 
part towards your wife, whereof  for both your parts we were sorry, and being informed that 
no matter can be understand (understood) by her friends and kinfolks of  her desert, but upon 
some misliking conceived against her by your children, you should by them be occasioned to 
deal strangely with her and in other sort than you were accustomed or than is convenient, we, 
being very sorry to hear of  this alteration (considering we know how well you esteemed her 
and we ourselves having always had very good estimation of  her, both for her good parentage 
and for her own discreet behavior)… (Marcus, Mueller, & Rose, 2000: 111)

 The purpose of  the unusual letter seemed to be that Elizabeth had heard the earl was mistreating his new 
wife by slandering her or not supporting her when slandered by others, based on his children’s dislike of  their new 
stepmother.  Elizabeth “required” the earl to refrain from his unwarranted behavior and treat his wife as he had 
before or he was to provide the queen and council with information which might support his attitude toward his wife.  
Regardless of  his decision, Elizabeth demanded that he send her a letter in response. 

 This seemingly trivial letter was not typical of  the majority of  what has survived of  Elizabeth’s royal 
correspondence.  It is hard to imagine just how many letters Elizabeth would have written or dictated throughout her 
reign.  There would have been letters concerning all manner of  domestic issues throughout the realm, letters dealing 
with problems outside England, a considerable number of  letters would have been exchanged regarding potential 
marriage negotiations.  From the very beginning of  her reign, there were always crucial issues to be dealt with.  In the 
early 1560s, Elizabeth’s correspondence routinely involved her cousin, Mary, Queen of  Scots, with Mary either being 
the subject of  the correspondence or the intended recipient, such as in 1564, when Elizabeth corresponded with 
William Cecil, regarding possible marriage negotiations for Mary. 

In such a manner of  labyrinth am I placed by the answer that I am to give to the queen of  
Scotland that I do not know in what way I will be able to satisfy her, since I will not have given 
her any answer for all this time, nor do I know what I now should say.  Therefore let there be 
found something good that I will be able to put into Randol’s7 written instructions and show 
me your opinion in this matter.

7 Thomas Randolph was one of Elizabeth’s representatives who worked on the marriage negotiations for the queen of Scotland. (Marcus, 
Mueller, & Rose, 2000: 115)
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The correspondence between Elizabeth and Mary became considerably more strained after the marriage of  
Mary and Elizabeth’s cousin, Henry Stuart, the earl of  Darnley in 1565, ended in the murder of  Darnley, and the 
subsequent marriage of  Mary to James Hepburn, who was later identified as one of  the conspirators in Darnley’s 
murder. 

And insomuch as my nature compels me to take his death to the extreme, he being so close in 
blood, so it is that I will boldly tell you what I think of  it. I cannot dissemble that I am more 
sorrowful for you than for him. O madame, I would not do the office of  faithful cousin or 
affectionate friend if  I studied rather to please your ears than employed myself  in preserving 
your honor. However I will not at all dissemble what most people are talking about: which is 
that you will look through your fingers [pretend to ignore] at the revenging of  this deed, and 
that you do not take measures that touch those who have done as you wished, as if  the thing 
had been entrusted in a way that the murderers felt assurance in doing it.” (Marcus, Mueller, 
& Rose, 2000: 116)

In this particular letter, dated February 24th, 1567, just two weeks after Darnley’s murder, Elizabeth professes 
to be Mary’s friend concerned only with Mary’s honor; however, in the section above, as well as in later sections of  
the letter, Elizabeth stated that people were talking about Mary and suggesting that she either was unwilling to find 
the culprits responsible for the murder or perhaps she was even somehow involved, such as when Elizabeth alluded 
to the closeness between Mary and James Hepburn later in the selection.  In this letter, Elizabeth voiced her opinions, 
but in a very vague and roundabout way.  This was not always the case. There were many instances in which she was 
very direct and demanding and I believe these letters are examples of  her efforts to manipulate those around her.

 During her reign, there would have been scores of  letters written to Elizabeth’s relations and counterparts 
throughout Europe.  For example, during the latter half  of  the 1580s, when Elizabeth’s problems with Mary, Queen 
of  Scots were mounting, the letters between Elizabeth and King James VI of  Scotland were some of  the most 
important exchanges, and some of  the better examples of  Elizabeth’s constant political maneuvering. The following 
are only a few examples of  the many letters Elizabeth sent to James VI.

 Elizabeth to King James VI of  Scotland, January 1585:
 

I mind not deal, my dear brother, as wise men commonly counsel, to try my trust with trifles 
first and thereby judge of  like event (similar outcome), but have agreed to make my first assay 
(trial) of  your many promises and desires that you might know the way to please me most.  
And therefore do require that a question may, upon allegiance, be demanded by yourself  of  
the Master Gray, whether he knoweth not the price of  my blood, which should be spilled by 
bloody hand of  a murtherer, which some of  your near-kin did grant. [lines 1-10]

But I beseech you, let it not seem to come from me, to whom I made no semblance but 
ignorance. Let him suppose that you received it elsewhere. [lines 13-15]

As this toucheth me nearest, so use it with best commodity (advantage) and let the answer be 
speeded after a three or four days after his return.  It may please you ask it no sooner lest he 
suspect it come of  me from whom, according to trust, let it be kept.  [lines 18-22]

Your most assured sister and cousin.
God ever keep you from all dangerous attempts, and grant you many years to live and reign.  
[lines 23-25]     (May, 2004: 155)

In this letter, Elizabeth was essentially telling James that if  he wanted to prove his friendship and good 
intentions to her, he should lie to obtain information for her about the plot against her life.  Shortly after this letter, 
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another letter was sent to James indicating that Elizabeth had received his response and was definitely not satisfied 
with the information she received, therefore she demanded that he try harder, admonishing “I hope I may stand you 
in better stead (maintain you in better circumstances) than that you will shew you uncareful (yourself  not mindful) of  
such a treason.” (May, 2004: 157)

 The situation concerning Mary, Queen of  Scots continued to be a paramount concern for Elizabeth until 
it reached its climax in the fall of  1586.  There are several letters from this period of  time, not only to James VI, 
but to individuals within Elizabeth’s cohorts. The following is a letter written to Sir Amias Paulet from mid-August, 
1586.  Paulet had been an ambassador to France prior to being appointed as guardian of  Mary, Queen of  Scots and a 
member of  the privy council.  He was an integral part in the efforts to uncover the plot against Elizabeth.

Amias, my most careful and faithful servant,

 God reward thee treblefold in the double for thy most troublesome charge well discharged.  
If  you knew (my Amias), how kindly besides dutifully my grateful heart accepts your double 
labors and faithful actions, your wise orders and safe regards, performed in so dangerous and 
crafty a charge, it would ease your travail (hard work) and rejoice your heart.  [lines 1-7]

 But let your wicked murtheress know how that with hearty sorrow her vile deserts compel 
these orders. And bid her from me ask God forgiveness for her treacherous dealings towards 
the saver of  her life many years, to the intollerable peril of  our own and yet, not content with 
so many forgivenesses, must fall again so horribly, far passing a woman’s thought much less a 
princess’s... [lines 16-23]

 Let repentance take place and let not the fiend possess her so as her better part be lost, 
which I pray with hands lifted up to Him that may both save and spill.  [lines 25-28]

In this letter, Elizabeth expressed her heartfelt gratitude to Pauley for his efforts on her behalf  in lines 1-7.   We can 
also see how angry she was with Mary for her actions, which she described as low even for a woman; “much less a 
princess” in lines 16-23.  Throughout the letter, Elizabeth seemed outraged when she referred to Mary, and even in 
the last few lines when she mentioned “repentance”, one isn’t sure exactly what she was praying for.  Line 28 reads 
that Elizabeth was asking God to save Mary, but it is unclear what she meant by “and spill”.  Could it have meant spill 
Mary’s blood, or perhaps “spill” whatever evil Elizabeth thought possessed Mary to cause her to act as she did?

 Based on the letters that survive this period, I would say that the circumstances surrounding Mary and the 
plots against her own life represented the most stressful period of  Elizabeth’s reign.  The many intrigues involved 
showed in many of  Elizabeth’s letters, such as the following letter written to William Cecil and Sir Francis Walsingham 
in October 1586.

Sir Spirit mine and you, Master Moor,

 When I considered that the prisoner king may perchance delay utterly to answer and that I 
remember that you mean notwithstanding to proceed to judgment, methinks very convenient 
that some competent member went to his chamber and read some principal points of  his 
charge. And if  {s}he will not answer yet {s}he shall not say that {s}he denied not to answer 
those things that {s}he heard not. I pray God it be no slander in the world that the sentence 
be given without an answer.  [lines 1-10]

 And so when a fool hath spoken, {s}he hath all done.  [line 14]

         (May, 2004: 179)
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 The names in the salutation of  the letter were Elizabeth’s nicknames for Cecil, Lord Burghley and her secretary, 
Walsingham.  In the letter, Elizabeth referred to the “prisoner king” which was done on purpose as a means for the 
letter to look like it referred to someone other than Mary, thereby removing Elizabeth from any involvement in the 
process.  Her scribe later went through the letter and removed the letter “s” from the word “she”, changing it to he 
to correspond with the “prisoner king”.  Regardless of  the effort to conceal the subject of  the letter, Elizabeth wrote 
of  her great concern that Mary would be tried without addressing the charges against her, the repercussions of  which 
Elizabeth feared would be felt around the world (line 9-10).

 Although many of  the letters written during this troubled time were fairly secretive and only divulged to a few 
people, the topic of  debate was a matter of  national and international importance.  And although the correspondences 
were private, the outcome of  the incident spread far beyond the confines of  the page.

THE PUBLIC ARENA

 In this final section, we look at the most public expressions of  Elizabeth, her royal speeches, in which her 
words and her presence were the mediums to reach those around her.  Many of  Elizabeth’s public addresses are 
considered records of  what she said rather than actual speeches written in the hand of  the Queen, although I would 
venture to guess that at least some speeches were written out prior to the public address.  I would also offer that, 
regardless of  the physical production of  any given speech, the queen would prepare for her addresses on a scale far 
beyond that of  any letter or general discussion.  And I believe that this was the arena where she truly excelled.

 Elizabeth was a skilled public speaker.  She knew her audience, whether it was 20 members of  Parliament, a 
military camp full of  soldiers, streets lined with the common man, or a single individual, Elizabeth knew how to reach 
out to them.  She understood what they needed to hear and how to manipulate them to her greatest advantage. This 
was a skill she had crafted from her adolescence and “in this lay much of  the queen’s understanding of  public opinion, 
her great popularity, and the insight with which she manipulates men and events.”8  

 Even before Elizabeth ascended the throne she was always conscious of  what people thought of  her.  Her 
image among her people and those outside England was something she crafted and coveted, as previously illustrated 
in her letters to the Lord Protector, Edward Seymour, duke of  Somerset.  But more than just knowing the image the 
people had of  her, Elizabeth also knew the people themselves.  She understood their concerns and had shared, if  not 
their actual struggles, a common English history, having lived during the reign of  the previous three sovereigns.  She 
was keenly aware of  the issues facing England, and from the very beginning, she set out to secure the people’s favor, 
such as during her speech on the way to her coronation in 1558 “And persuade yourselves that for the safety and 
quietness of  you all, I will not spare, if  need be, to spend my blood. God thank you all.” (Rice, 1966: 63)

 Throughout Elizabeth’s collection of  public speaking there were specific themes that were routinely included.  
The first of  these was religion.  In every form of  communication, be it spoken or written, God is mentioned.  In most 
cases, Elizabeth gave thanks to God at the beginning of  nearly all of  her speeches.  On the rare occasions when she 
did not, it was mentioned before the end without exception.  She gave thanks to God for her health, her position, her 
protection, her successes, her enemies’ failures; nearly every aspect of  her life was given to the grace of  God. 9 (Rice, 
1966: 34)

 Another recurring theme was Elizabeth’s professed love of  her people and her willingness to do whatever she 
could secure their “safety and quietness”.  These ideals were of  great importance for Elizabeth to portray and she 
mentioned them often, such as in one of  her most famous speeches, called the Golden Speech of  1601.

8 Rice, George P., Jr.  1966. The Public Speaking of Queen Elizabeth: Selections from Her Official Addresses. New York, NY: AMS 
Press, Inc. pg. 25.
9 I do not provide examples of the religious aspects of Elizabeth’s speeches because they are so numerous and they are not necessary to 
provide any additional understanding to the text already given. 
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There is no jewel, be it of  never so rich a prize, which I prefer before this jewel, I mean your 
love for I do more esteem it than any treasure or riches, for that we know how to prize, but 
love and thanks I count inestimable. And though God has raised me high, yet this I count the 
glory of  my crown, that I have reigned with your loves.

There will never queen sit in my seat with more zeal to my country or care to my subjects 
and that will sooner with willingness yield and venture her life for your good and safety than 
myself.  And though you have had and may have many princes more mighty and wise sitting 
in this seat, yet you never had or shall have any that will be more careful and loving.  (Rice, 
1966: 106)

 This speech was given very late in her reign, at a time when her popularity was waning, but this type of, for lack 
of  a better word, propaganda, was present from the very beginning of  her reign. From the time she was an adolescent, 
Elizabeth knew that the impression the people had of  her would directly affect the success of  a sovereign.  She had 
witnessed Mary’s unpopularity and she worked hard to avoid the same fate.  However, not all of  Elizabeth’s speeches 
were designed merely to endear her to the people.  On many occasions she would address pressing issues facing the 
nation or her reign.  One issue that needed to be addressed from the moment she became queen was the issue of  her 
potential marriage and the inevitable affect on the succession to the throne.  This subject was one that Elizabeth was 
loath to see continually raised and in a 1563 speech to the Commons, she spoke her mind with regard to their demands 
that she marry.

Williams, I have heard by you the common request of  my Commons, which I may well 
term (methinketh) the whole realm because they give, as I have heard, in all these matters of  
Parliament their common consent to such as be here assembled.  The weight and greatness 
of  this matter might cause in me, being a woman wanting both wit and memory, some fear 
to speak and bashfulness besides, a thing appropriate to my sex. But yet the princely seat 
and kingly throne wherein God (though unworthy) hath constituted me, maketh these two 
causes to seem little in mine eyes, though grievous perhaps to your ears, and boldeneth me 
to say somewhat in this matter, which I mean only to touch but not presently to answer. For 
this so great a demand needeth both great and grave advice.  (Marcus, Mueller, & Rose, 2000: 
70-71)

 In this section of  her speech, she addressed the fact that what the parliament considered of  extreme importance, 
she considered a rather trivial thing that would require a considerable amount of  thought if  she were to address it.  
We can also see in the text where she points out that she felt embarrassed by the fact that she was forced to discuss 
such a subject, but we should note that she was not cowed into accepting an unsatisfactory choice because she was 
outnumbered in an uncomfortable position.

 As mentioned previously, I believe that Elizabeth was in her element when she was giving a speech, but that is 
not to say she was not just as at home in a one-on-one situation.  In individual discourse Elizabeth could demonstrate 
the quickness of  her intellect and her grasp of  the bigger picture.  I would imagine that she would have been able to 
hold her own in any such situation. An excellent example of  this would be her interview with a representative of  Mary, 
Queen of  Scots in 1561, named Maitland.  

 Maitland had been sent to England to meet with Elizabeth to convey the good wishes of  Mary and to press 
Elizabeth for a more definitive stance regarding Mary and the English succession.  Maitland was not only in England 
on Mary’s behalf, he was also there on behalf  of  the Scottish nobility, and for the same purpose.  Maitland’s visit 
lasted several days and what follows are portions of  the discussion between Elizabeth and Maitland once he made the 
purpose of  his visit known.10  
10 All of the passages from Elizabeth’s discussion with Maitland have been taken from Rice, George P., Jr.  1966. The Public Speaking 
of Queen Elizabeth: Selections from Her Official Addresses. New York, NY: AMS Press, Inc. pages 64-70.
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Elizabeth:
I marvel that your queen should forget how, before her departure out of  France, 

after long importunity, at last she promised to ratify and confirm the conditions of  peace 
concluded at Leith; and that, so soon as she should return into her realm, I should hear from 
her concerning that matter. I have now been delayed long enough; it is now time (if  you bear 
an eye to the honor of  your queen) that words should be seconded with effects. 

 
To this Maitland informed Elizabeth that Mary had returned to Scotland only a few days before he’d been sent 
to England and she was still in the process of  re-acquainting herself  with her Scottish court and nobles.  To this 
Elizabeth replied that securing peace was no less important than settling the matter of  succession, and if  Mary could 
send him on an errand to decide succession, the issue of  peace could be dealt with in the same manner. 

Is it of  greater moment to confirm a league than to assure succession?  What? Will you rather 
claim courtesies than discharge debts? Are you desirous to have your queen acknowledged an 
heir, and shall she not acknowledge herself  a friend.  Assuredly, it is reason, that by ratifying 
the league, she first declare herself  a friend, before you require her to be declared an heir.

Maitland had no response to this, other than to say that he had not been instructed to deal with the matter of  the 
league.  To this Elizabeth continued the debate.

Well, you see what a stop doth lie in your way.  And yet, to speak somewhat of  the main head 
of  your message, you have declared at large that your queen is descended of  the race of  the 
kings of  England, and that, by a natural obligation, I am bound to love her as being nearest 
unto me in blood.  All this I neither will nor can nor must deny. Yea, I have manifested to all 
the world that I have never acted or attempted anything against her safety or the tranquility 
of  her state. And many who are privy to my most secret intentions do know right well that 
when she gave me just cause of  offence by assuming the arms and title of  my kingdom, I 
would never be induced to believe that the seeds of  hatred were cast rather from other than 
herself. But howsoever she is descended, I suppose that during my life she will not wrest the 
scepter out of  my hand.

Maitland’s responses to Elizabeth’s points were limited at best and the following are Elizabeth’s explanations why it 
was illogical to assume that because Mary was related to her, she should be pleased to declare Mary her heir.

I am well acquainted with the nature of  this people.  I know how easily they dislike the 
present state of  affairs.  I know what nimble eyes they bear to the next succession. I know it 
to be natural that more, as the saying is, do adore the rising than the falling sun.

…if  the affection of  our people grow faint, if  their minds change upon hearing a moderate 
hand in distributions of  rewards and gifts, or upon some other cause more light, what may we 
look for when evil-minded men shall have a foreign prince appointed the certain successor to 
the crown, to whom they may carry all their complaints?  In how great danger shall I be, do 
you think, when a prince, so powerful, so near unto me, shall be declared my successor?  To 
whom so much strength as I shall add by confirming her succession, so much security shall 
I detract from myself.

 In this meeting Maitland was unprepared for Elizabeth’s grasp of  the situation at hand, the potential 
consequences of  her actions, and her ability to counter his every response.  It is important to note that at the time of  
the meeting, Elizabeth was 28 years old and had only been queen for three years.  Regardless of  these facts, Elizabeth 



Elizabeth on Paper                                                                             117

was able to hold her ground; meanwhile Maitland left England after several conversations with Elizabeth had failed 
to make any progress with respect to the matter of  succession.
 
 Elizabeth’s greatest skill was her ability to understand her environment and how best to maneuver within that 
environment to achieve the desired results.  Rice used her famous speech at Tilbury to illustrate this skill, remarking 
“She knew she was speaking at Tilbury, for instance, for the honor and glory of  England; she knew that in a time of  
national peril her words and actions could exhort the people to greater effort; she was aware of  the great symbolic 
value of  her name and presence.” (Rice, 1966: 40) 

 Elizabeth drew on this “symbolic value of  her name and presence” when she spoke to members of  Parliament 
in her “Reply to the Petition urging Execution of  Mary, Queen of  Scots, November 12, 1586.”

Nay, if  England might by my death obtain a more flourishing condition and a better prince, 
I would most gladly lay down my life.

For, for your sakes it is and for my people’s that I desire to live.  As for me, I see no such great 
reason (according as I have led my life) why I should either be fond to live or fear to die.   

While I call to mind these things past, behold things present, and look forward to things 
to come, I count them happiest that go hence soonest. Nevertheless, against such evils 
and mischiefs as these, I am armed with a better courage than is common in my sex, so as 
whatsoever befalls me, death shall never find me unprepared. (Rice, 1966: 89)

In this speech, Elizabeth demonstrated the qualities that she worked so hard to portray as queen of  the 
realm: an enduring love for her people and country, the willingness to die to secure a better future for the nation, 
and uncommon courage in the face of  adversity.  I believe in this speech Elizabeth reached what I can only describe 
as a “Hollywood-like” performance. She was resolute, brave, and self-sacrificing for the good of  the people and the 
nation, and whether she believed everything she was saying or not is irrelevant; she only needed to convince her 
audience that she believed it.  And I think it was this ability that was always her greatest strength.  

Elizabeth has been viewed in many different ways over the centuries, from a skillful politician, with the ability 
to read and manipulate people and her environment to her best advantage, to an indecisive and sometimes erratic ruler, 
who survived the challenges of  her reign on nothing more than luck.  And after 400 years, this debate will continue 
regardless of  anyone’s efforts; however, I would offer that through Elizabeth’s writings and speeches we can see that 
she had an innate ability to evaluate her ever changing circumstances and a considerable talent for making the most 
of  her situation.  She often accomplished this by being able to see the bigger picture and the potential consequences 
of  her actions and “spin” them to the best possible advantage.  Whether by sidestepping the issue, such as removing 
herself  from the judgment and execution of  Mary, Queen of  Scots, which could be viewed as indecisiveness, or by 
meeting it head on, such as her firm stance with regards to her reign, possible marriage and the succession, which 
could be seen as stubbornness or irresponsibility, Elizabeth seemed to take a very active role as Queen of  England, 
even if  that role was to “not act”.   Through the many records that have survived from Elizabeth’s life I think we can 
safely say that, regardless of  how successful or unsuccessful any given incident in her life was, her writings show a 
very intelligent, calculating, and perceptive individual and she lived quite an extraordinary life that has made a lasting 
impression for 400 years.
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