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About

The Journal Swarthmore Undergraduate History Journal is a peer-reviewed, faculty-approved, 
student-run research publication that seeks to encourage undergraduate scholarship on diverse 
subjects. We uphold publishing ethics and are committed to the integrity of academic research. 
This journal is also specifically inclusive of historical narratives often overlooked in mainstream 
scholarship and allows for the submission of interdisciplinary articles so long as the focus 
remains historical. 

This journal uses Creative Commons licensing to allow the works published here to be accessible 
for all. Creative Commons is a form of public copyright licensing which allows free distribution 
of a work with the requirement of citation. This means that anyone is able to download and use a 
published work as a source or reference as long as the publication and author is cited. This is the 
most common form of copyright for undergraduate journal publications, and it allows for the 
widest distribution of scholarship. 

Our review process is a double-blind peer-review by our trained group of student editors. After a 
submission is approved, individual editors complete their reviews which they then bring to the 
larger group of editors for approval. After the submission and edits are cleared by the staff and 
the author, the article is sent to a senior faculty advisor who offers comments and suggestions. 
Then, the final product is published to our site, and will be included in our cohesive publication 
at the end of the academic year.
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Soviet Commemoration and Myth-Making of the Nazi
Extermination Camps: Case Studies on Treblinka, Sobibór,

and Majdanek

Isaac Bluestein
William & Mary
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Abstract 

The Nazi extermination camps of Treblinka, Sobibór, and Majdanek, all located in 

Eastern Europe, are understudied, underdiscussed, and undermemorialized in public and 

scholarly memory.  In this paper, I seek to conduct case studies of these three camps, their 

histories, and their commemoration efforts.  Ultimately, four main factors prevented these camps 

from achieving the solemn recognizability they deserve and from having their victims’ stories 

adequately told; little remains of these camps compared to concentration camps in Germany, 

fewer individuals survived them to emphasize their importance, the Soviet Union possessed near 

complete control of their study and commemoration, which allowed for them to be intentionally 

neglected by Soviet and Polish authorities due to certain ideological difficulties they epitomized 

to Soviet narratives of the Second World War. 

The Nazi extermination camps in Eastern Europe, notably Treblinka, Sobibór, and to a 

lesser degree Majdanek, are critically understudied in modern literature and scholarship on the 

Holocaust.  With the exception of Auschwitz, both public and scholarly foci have been primarily 

on the liberation and commemoration of concentration camps in Germany, such as Bergen-

Belsen, Dachau, and Buchenwald.1  There are a number of reasons for this lack of attention 

given to extermination camps in what became the Soviet Bloc, primarily a lack of Soviet and 

1 Anita Kondoyanidi, “The Liberating Experience: War Correspondents, Red Army Soldiers, and the Nazi 

Extermination Camps,” The Russian Review 69, no. 3 (July 2010): 439. 
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communist Polish interest in these camps, their inaccessibility for Western scholars during the 

Cold War period, and fewer numbers of survivors to draw attention to them.  Additionally, 

Treblinka, Sobibor, and Majdanek present a more brutal reality than the concentration camps in 

Germany due to their nature as extermination camps, making them more difficult to stomach and 

acknowledge.  Auschwitz is the one notable exception to these observations, however this is 

primarily due to its larger scope than Treblinka, Sobibór, and Majdanek.  Better preservation and 

memorialization of the site, far larger numbers of survivors able to vividly write about their 

experiences, and the infamous status of being the largest and deadliest of both the concentration 

and extermination camps allowed commemoration of Auschwitz to occur to a much greater 

degree than other extermination camps. 

In the past decade or two however, interest in these camps has been on the rise.  In her 

2010 paper The Liberating Experience: War Correspondents, Red Army Soldiers, and the Nazi 

Extermination Camps, historian Anita Kondoyanidi identifies this deficit in scholarship and 

examines accounts of Soviet soldiers who liberated Majdanek, Auschwitz, and to a lesser extent 

Treblinka and Sobibór.  She also shines light on the large publicity Majdanek was given relative 

to other camps that were liberated later by Soviet troops, such as Auschwitz, or had more 

specific narratives, such as Treblinka and Sobibór.  Kondoyanidi ultimately determined that 

Majdanek’s discovery was more widely publicized and the site more widely visited by soldiers 

and local Poles because it presented a more convenient myth2 for the Soviet Union, but one that 

was still horrifying and angering. 

2 For the purposes of this paper, the term ‘myth’ refers to a collective narrative or memory of events and 

how those events exist within the public mind.  It does not refer to the accuracy or inaccuracy of the 

narrative about these events. 
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In 2015, David Shneer discussed the importance of eyewitness testimony over 

photographic evidence in believing the authenticity of Majdanek and Treblinka in his piece Is 

Seeing Believing?  Photographs, Eyewitness Testimony, and Evidence of the Holocaust.  

Timothy Snyder in his book, Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin, shows how the 

intended Soviet postwar narrative could not be reconciled with the Holocaust, so information 

about Auschwitz, Treblinka, and Sobibór was suppressed and ignored.  Finally, in a 2020 article 

titled Soviet Russia’s Reaction to the Nazi Holocaust and the Implications of the Suppression of 

Jewish Suffering, Mike Pratt seeks to separate the Holocaust from Auschwitz specifically.  He 

instead aims to focus on the histories of Majdanek, Sobibór, Treblinka, and Bełzec and how 

these were suppressed by the Soviet government to control the post-war narrative. 

Modern approaches to studying these camps still fail, however.  Kondoyanidi, Pratt, 

Snyder, and much of the modern public mind still can’t help but discuss and compare Treblinka, 

Majdanek, Sobibór, and the many other camps to the looming image that is Auschwitz.  While 

discussing the tragedy and horror of Auschwitz is extremely important – if only one camp can be 

focused on, it should certainly be the combined compound of Auschwitz and Auschwitz-

Birkenau – comparing the other extermination camps to, or at least discussing them alongside, 

the most infamous Nazi camp can distort their narratives.  Numbers, images, and stories of 

Majdanek, Treblinka, and Sobibór are not as jarring or startling alongside those of Auschwitz 

and Auschwitz-Birkenau.  These sites are less preserved and far less studied than Auschwitz, and 

continuing to discuss them under that camp’s shadow diminishes their significance as historical 

sites and limits the benefits that can gleaned from studying and memorializing them further. 

Pratt in particular tries to remedy this problem, claiming that “the death camps Treblinka, 

Bełzec, Sobibór, and Majdanek are… addressed as the main focus for Holocaust discussion” in 

8
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his paper and that “Auschwitz, not the death camps, retains the focus,” in the public and 

scholarly minds.3  He fails in this pursuit however, ultimately discussing Auschwitz more than 

these camps, and using its history as a more central aspect in asserting his thesis than either 

Majdanek, Sobibór, or Bełzec.  Of the authors discussed above, Shneer is the only one to 

examine Majdanek and Treblinka on their own, without comparisons to Auschwitz and 

Auschwitz-Birkenau.  Even then, Shneer devotes only two-thirds of a page to Treblinka out of 

his total eleven; this is understandable given his paper’s focuses on photographic and eyewitness 

testimony of the Holocaust, both areas in which Treblinka, as an extermination camp, is lacking. 

In this paper, I seek to analyze Treblinka, Sobibór, and Majdanek as individual camps, 

conducting a survey of their purposes, histories, and commemorations.  The general public has a 

significantly lower familiarity with these camps than with Auschwitz and many of the 

concentration camps in Germany.  This is largely due to four factors: there is generally less 

remaining of the extermination camps to be commemorated and memorialized; fewer individuals 

survived these death factories than Auschwitz or the concentration camps in Western Europe; the 

camps fell behind the iron curtain of the Communist Bloc which allowed for greater Soviet 

control over their research and commemoration; and the communist Polish government 

intentionally neglected the sites due to their irreconcilability with the desired Soviet myth. 

Treblinka 

Treblinka is probably the best known of the six Nazi extermination camps4 aside from 

Auschwitz-Birkenau.  Located roughly 60 miles northeast of Warsaw, the camp was deliberately 

3 Mike Pratt, “Soviet Russia’s Reaction to the Nazi Holocaust and the Implications of the Suppression of 

Jewish Suffering,” The Saber and Scroll Journal 8, no. 3 (Spring 2020): 17. 
4 The six extermination camps are Chełmno, Bełzec, Sobibór, Treblinka, Auschwitz-Birkenau, and 

debatably Majdanek, a discussion of the categorization of which can be found later in this paper. 
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built in a sparsely populated area to conceal the crimes occurring there and maintain its lie as a 

“transit camp” to incoming prisoners.  It was constructed in the summer of 1942 as a part of 

Operation Reinhard, the Nazi’s plan to kill as many Jews as possible through the use of 

Vernichtungslager (extermination camps).  Highly efficient and streamlined, an estimated 

876,000 individuals, approximately 874,000 of which were Jews and 2,000 of which were Roma, 

perished at the hands of the Nazis in a ten-month period.  The camp was manned by roughly 20-

30 SS officers, 90-120 Ukrainian soldiers, and a constantly rotating team of Jewish worker-

prisoners, termed Sonderkommando, who were killed and replaced every few days or weeks.  

The camp was divided into two main sections.  Living areas for the camp staff and the 

Sonderkommando were housed in a smaller camp known as Treblinka I, while the death camp, 

known as Treblinka II, featured large open-air crematoria and three original gas chambers, later 

supplemented with an additional ten as the need increased.5 

To maximize efficiency, the camp’s physical layout was designed to function as a 

conveyor system; those entering Treblinka followed a path that led only to the gas chambers.6  

After disembarking from cramped, filthy train cars, prisoners were directed into a courtyard, 

where they were informed they were at “a transit camp where they would take showers, have 

their clothes disinfected, and then travel on to various labor camps.”7  Any belongings they had 

were collected and systematically plundered and sorted as the prisoners were documented, had 

their heads shorn, and were stripped of their clothing.  Intent on preserving the ruse until the very 

end, the Nazis harassed and attacked the naked, defenseless Jews in the last leg of the journey, 

5 “Treblinka,” אודות השואה, Yad Vashem, 1-3, accessed December, 2021, 

https://www.yadvashem.org/odot_pdf/Microsoft%20Word%20-%205886.pdf. 
6 Antony Beevor and Luba Vinogradova, ed., A Writer at War: Vasily Grossman with the Red Army, 

1941-1945, trans. Antony Beevor and Luba Vinogradova (New York: Pantheon Books, 2005) 293. 
7 Yad Vashem, “Treblinka,” 2. 
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colloquially known as the “Path of No Return.”  This 120-meter-long sand path lined with 

flowers and trees ended at “the showers.”8  Designed to look like communal showers, prisoners 

were packed so tightly into the gas chambers that, after the room was flooded with carbon 

monoxide, killing those inside over a period of 30 minutes, the bodies remained standing up, 

unable to fall to the ground.  From the time they disembarked to the point in which carbon 

monoxide flooded into the gas chambers, the camp was entirely designed to provide the illusion 

that the Jewish prisoners were merely at a layover stop, albeit a particularly abusive one. 

On August 2nd, 1943, a prisoner uprising conducted by a semi-stable group of 735 non-

rotating prisoners erupted.  Fighting ensued, resulting in the burning and destruction of some 

buildings, the deaths of approximately 530 prisoners, and the deaths of an indeterminate number 

of SS officers and Ukrainian soldiers.  An estimated 200 prisoners escaped, although only 86 

have been documented as having survived the Nazi search parties and the rest of the war.9 

The last transport of Jews arrived and was gassed on August 23rd, 1943, after which point 

Treblinka I and II were deconstructed and razed, and the remnants of the Sonderkommando were 

shot and cremated.  This process lasted until November 17th, 1943.  The camp was then ploughed 

over, planted with lupine, and made to resemble a farm.  The family of one of the Ukrainian 

camp guards relocated onto the grounds of the former camp.  They remained on the site until 

July 1944, when the Soviet Red Army’s approach prompted them to burn down the farm 

buildings and flee.10  It is unclear when exactly the camp was discovered by Soviet troops, 

8 Beevor and Vinogradova, “A Writer at War,” 293-294. 
9 “Treblinka II – Resistance and Uprising,” Muzeum Treblinka, accessed December, 2021, 

https://muzeumtreblinka.eu/en/informacje/resistance-and-uprising/. 
10 “Treblinka II – Liquidation of the Camp,” Muzeum Treblinka, accessed December, 2021, 

https://muzeumtreblinka.eu/en/informacje/liquidation-of-the-camp/.  
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although it is estimated to have been around the same time as Majdanek (mid-July 1944), the 

army having been alerted to its existence through tips from local civilians. 

In August of 1944, Soviet forensic investigators led by Vasily Grossman, a Soviet war 

correspondent of Jewish heritage, visited the empty, forested field of Treblinka.  They 

documented whatever evidence could be found: taking photographs, interviewing the remaining 

Ukrainian guards and survivors they could find, and recording the tragedies of the camp.  

Through his diligent work, Grossman was able to piece together a remarkably vivid picture of 

the camp.   He drafted two rough maps of how Treblinka was likely arranged and wrote his 

gripping piece, The Hell of Treblinka, for the Soviet magazine Znamya in November of 1944.11  

This 23-page feature included a history of the camp, a description of it, and a hypothetical 

prisoner’s likely experience of it; it was the first full-length article about a concentration or 

extermination camp, and went on to serve as evidence of the Nazi crimes in the Nuremburg 

Military Tribunals.12 

However, despite Grossman’s diligent work at the Treblinka site and his article’s historic 

significance, Treblinka languished unattended for eleven years.  Although it was likely 

discovered within a month or two of Majdanek’s liberation, the camp was barely discussed in the 

media outside of Grossman’s article.  As the discussion of Majdanek later in this paper will 

show, the Red Army took definitive and specific steps to preserve that camp and ensure 

dissemination of the knowledge of its existence.  This was not done in the case of Treblinka: a 

camp that epitomized the brutal reality of the Nazi’s actions to a far greater extent than 

Majdanek. 

11 David Shneer, “Is Seeing Believing?  Photographs, Eyewitness Testimony, and Evidence of the 

Holocaust,” East European Jewish Affairs 45, no. 1 (2015): 74-75. 
12 Beevor and Vinogradova, “A Writer at War,” 281. 
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A number of factors certainly made memorialization of Treblinka more difficult than 

Majdanek.  The thorough destruction of the former and the predisposition to leave fewer 

survivors based on the function of the camp made memorializing efforts a larger challenge, as 

there was less to commemorate and many fewer individuals to attest to its horrors.  However, 

this served to benefit the Soviet myth; it left the narrative of the camp more open to 

manipulation, especially suppression.  Being an extermination camp for nearly exclusively Jews, 

the camp’s reality did not align with the primary Soviet myth of the war, namely that Soviet 

peoples, Russians chief among them, were its the greatest victims.  Little forced Soviet 

authorities to publicly confront Treblinka and little evidence from it could be used to justify the 

Soviet myth.  As a result, the camp was largely neglected for eleven years. 

In 1955, Poland’s Central Board of Museums and Monuments of the Ministry of Culture 

and Art began the project of commemorating the site; planning and construction were not 

finished until the 1960s.  The sprawling memorial now covers 22,000 square meters, or 236,806 

square feet, and is comprised of 17,000 stones.  Meant to symbolize Jewish headstones, called 

matzevot, 216 of the stones bear the names of the places from where Jews were deported.  At the 

center, an enormous granite block is meant to represent the Western Wall of the Temple Mount 

in Jerusalem.13 

13 “Treblinka II – Commemoration,” Muzeum Treblinka, accessed December, 2021, 

https://muzeumtreblinka.eu/en/informacje/commemoration/.  
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The memorial at Treblinka II in 2013.14 

Sobibór 

Sobibór was built in March 1942 on the Polish side of the modern border between Poland 

and Ukraine as a part of Operation Reinhard.  Responsible for the deaths of 250,000 Jews until 

the camp’s closure in October 1943, Sobibór was similar in design to Treblinka in that it featured 

administrative, reception, and extermination sections.  Upon arrival, prisoners were documented, 

stripped down, and gassed in a matter of hours.  Similar to Treblinka, Sobibór was manned by a 

team of 20-30 SS officers, 90-120 Ukrainian guards, and a rotating Sonderkommando, and its 

arrivals were similarly told they had reached a transit camp for disinfection.15 

14 Adrian Grycuk, Treblinka Memorial 2013, photograph, Wikimedia, December 18, 2021, 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/c0/Treblinka_Memorial_2013_01.JPG. 
15 “Sobibór,” אודות השואה, Yad Vashem, 1, accessed December, 2021, 

https://www.yadvashem.org/odot_pdf/Microsoft%20Word%20-%206030.pdf. 

14
15

Board: Full Issue: Volume 4, Issue 1

Published by Works, 2023

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/c0/Treblinka_Memorial_2013_01.JPG
https://www.yadvashem.org/odot_pdf/Microsoft%20Word%20-%206030.pdf


Operating for 16 months, with a brief two-month delay in August and September of 1942, 

Sobibór served as a prototype that the other Operation Reinhard camps, including Treblinka, 

were later based on.  At the end of 1942, the camp staff was instructed to exhume the 90,000-

100,000 bodies already buried in mass graves at the site and cremate them, all while additional 

‘shipments’ of Jews flowed into the camp to be exterminated and cremated.  After Heinrich 

Himmler’s visit to the camp in February 1943, the plans for Sobibór were changed; it was to 

finish its job of exhuming and killing Jews and be turned into a concentration camp.16 

These efforts did not last long, however.  The last transport of prisoners arrived in 

September of 1943 and, on October 14th of that same year, the prisoners tasked with the camps’ 

transition revolted, killing a few SS officers and Ukrainian guards.  Of the hundred or so 

prisoners who lived in the camp at the time of the revolt, an estimated 60 of those escaped and 

survived the war.  Immediately following the revolt, Nazi officials decided to dismantle the camp 

instead of continuing its transformation.  They killed the remaining prisoners and turned the area 

into a farm, just as would later happen at the Treblinka site.17  It is unclear when exactly the 

camp was discovered by Soviet troops, and even after it was, the severity of the site was greatly 

minimized.  Soldiers who did hear about the camp were taught that “crematoria were never 

installed at Sobibór,” and the victims “were all labeled as non-Jews” by the Soviet press.18 

Sobibór epitomizes Soviet neglect of Holocaust sites and the intentional minimizing of 

Jews as the primary victims of the Holocaust.  The site was completely neglected until a small 

monument was unveiled by the Regional Committee for the Protection of Struggle and 

Martyrdom Sites in Lublin on June 27th, 1965.  The sculpture depicted a mother with her arms 

16 Yad Vashem, “Sobibór,” 2-3. 
17 “History of the Camp,” Muzeum i Miejsce Pamięci w Sobiborze, accessed December, 2021, 

https://www.sobibor-memorial.eu/en/history/history_of_the_camp/3. 
18 Pratt, “Soviet Russia’s Reaction,” 25. 

15
16

Swarthmore Undergraduate History Journal, Vol. 4 [2023], Iss. 1, Art. 8

https://works.swarthmore.edu/suhj/vol4/iss1/8

https://www.sobibor-memorial.eu/en/history/history_of_the_camp/3


around a child, meant to represent a family at the edge of the Sobibór gas chambers.  The statue 

was accompanied by a plaque claiming that 250,000 Soviet prisoners-of-war (POWs) had been 

killed at Sobibór.19 

The original Sobibór memorial, constructed in 196520 

Despite this attempt to contextualize the Sobibór site, it still failed in a number of ways.  

Little effort was made to preserve the area of the former camp, its iconography was vague and 

unexplained on-site, and most significantly, the information about the events of Sobibór was 

outright false.  Roughly 251,000 individuals had perished at the extermination camp, however 

they were almost entirely Jewish origin (250,000 were Jews and the remaining 1,000 were 

Poles).  The gross inaccuracy of this memorialization exemplifies what the purpose of that 

memorialization was, at least partially, aiming to do: minimize the camp’s reality in favor of the 

19 “Museum History,” About the Museum, Muzeum i Miejsce Pamięci w Sobiborze, accessed December, 

2021, https://www.sobibor-memorial.eu/en/mission#. 
20 CC Sgvb, Sobibór Statue Front View, photograph, Wikimedia, December 18, 2021, 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/68/Sobibor_statue%2C_front_view.jpg. 
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Soviet narrative about the Second World War and the Holocaust, namely that the Soviet Union 

and Russian people were the greatest victims of the war. 

This remained the only commemoration of the site until 1993, 50 years after the Sobibór 

uprising.  At this time, the plaque, which intentionally represented the camp’s history incorrectly, 

was removed.  A new plaque replaced the old one, acknowledging Jews as the primary victims of 

Sobibór and commemorating the prisoner uprising.  Additional memorialization efforts were 

later implemented in 2003 (a new memorial), 2012 (a museum and memorial that mimic the 

original layout of Sobibór), and 2020 (a new permanent exhibit titled “SS-Sonderkommando 

Sobibór: German Death Camp 1942-1943).21 

The 2003 Sobibór memorial22 

21 Muzeum i Miejsce Pamięci w Sobiborze, “Museum History.”  
22 CC Sgvb, Sobibór, photograph, Wikimedia, December 18, 2021, 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/5f/Sobibor.JPG. 
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Majdanek 

Majdanek, located in a southeast suburb of Lublin, Poland, was the first major camp to be 

liberated by Allied forces.  It operated from October 1941 to July 1944, when the Nazis 

destroyed the camp’s most incriminating buildings, liquidated most of its surviving prisoners, 

and forced them to march westward on long “death marches.”  Majdanek covered an enormous 

667 acres: sporting twenty-two barracks for hundreds of prisoners, seven gas chambers, a small 

crematorium, a large crematorium added in September of 1943, and a wide array of other 

facilities for the Nazi SS soldiers and Ukrainian collaborators.23  In total, 360,000 individuals of 

a wide variety of nationalities and ethnicities were killed at Majdanek, primarily Poles and Jews, 

but also Belorussians, Ukrainians, and Russians.  Unlike at Treblinka & Sobibór, the Nazis 

destroyed only the most damning evidence of the atrocities committed there, leaving much of the 

camp still intact when the Soviets arrived.  On July 24th, the Red Army liberated the camp and 

found only 480 Soviet POWs, 180 political prisoners, and a handful of SS officers and Polish 

collaborators serving as camp guards.24 

At this point, it is important to acknowledge that, unlike the other two camps discussed in 

this paper, Majdanek is somewhat difficult to categorize.  Originally built as a camp for the 

Nazi’s POWs and political prisoners, it is hard to dispute the Nazis’ intention for it to serve as a 

concentration camp; it originally focused on “storing” prisoners, utilizing them for physical 

labor, and making them suffer over long periods of time until they “expired.”  Many 

contemporary authors and scholars, however, also categorize it as an extermination camp due to 

its later practices of executing some prisoners immediately upon arrival through the use of gas 

23 “Majdanek,” אודות השואה, Yad Vashem, 1, accessed December, 2021, 

https://www.yadvashem.org/odot_pdf/Microsoft%20Word%20-%206622.pdf. 
24 Kondoyanidi, “The Liberating Experience,” 444. 
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chambers and other mass extermination methods characteristic of the Nazi death camps.  The 

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM), Israel’s national Holocaust museum, 

Yad Vashem, and Poland’s State Museum at Majdanek categorize it primarily as a concentration 

camp.25262728  While this is a seemingly small historiographical point of disagreement, it is an 

important one to reconcile, as it fundamentally changes how Majdanek is perceived, studied, and 

remembered.  As a result, in order to ensure as accurate a narrative of the camp as possible, for 

the purposes of this paper I will consider Majdanek a concentration camp that partially fulfilled 

the purpose of an extermination camp from 1943-1944. 

The Red Army reached Lublin in mid-July of 1944 and liberated the camp on July 24th.  

The approaching soldiers of the Third Belorussian Army had no idea of the horrors they were 

about to encounter.  Used to seeing columns of smoke rising from cities following German 

firebombings and plenty of industrial factories managed through slave labor, the invading Soviet 

soldiers had difficulty comprehending the true purpose of the compound they were liberating 

even while they stood inside it, let alone as they were approaching it.29  Bernhard Storch, a 

Polish recruit in the Red Army recalls “we entered very, very carefully … we didn’t know it was 

an extermination camp, nobody told us that … we thought it was a barracks, military barracks … 

we thought [there was] a factory, of course we saw a chimney … we saw a tremendous amount 

of ashes but we still didn’t know … maybe that’s industrial waste … we saw showerheads in the 

25 “Lublin/Majdanek Concentration Camp: Conditions,” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 

accessed December, 2021, https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/lublin-majdanek-

concentration-camp-conditions. 
26 Yad Vashem, “Majdanek,” 1. 
27 “History of the Camp,” General Information, Państwowe Muzeum na Majdanku, accessed December, 

2021, https://www.majdanek.eu/en/history.  
28 In contrast to Treblinka and Sobibór, which USHMM, Yad Vashem, and the State Museums at 

Treblinka and Sobibór all refer to as extermination camps. 
29 Shneer, “Is Seeing Believing?” 69-70. 
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ceiling, we thought that was water for shower…”30  For liberating soldiers, Majdanek was unlike 

anything they had ever experienced, even considering the, at that time still recent, discoveries of 

massacres at Kerch and Babi Yar. 

The horrors of Majdanek were so grave that the Red Army deemed it necessary that all 

soldiers in the surrounding areas visit the camp and see the evidence of the Nazi atrocities for 

themselves.  The Soviet Information Bureau, or Sovinformburo, sent war correspondents to the 

camp to extensively report on it and invited foreign diplomats to help bolster the world’s trust of 

the Soviet’s evidence and by proxy their developing narrative.  German POWs were forced to 

take tours of the camp, presenting them with the harsh, abhorrent acts of their government in 

undisputable clarity.  Locals Poles, who were by that time familiar with the ash and stench of 

burning flesh wafting on the wind, were given the opportunity to tour the camp at their 

discretion, forcing them to confront the atrocities some Poles were complicit in facilitating.  

More importantly for the desired Soviet narrative, encouraging Poles to visit Majdanek 

encouraged them to view Majdanek as a place of their own victimization.31  These decisions by 

Sovinformburo were targeted and deliberate.  They were made with the intention of controlling 

and shaping a broader Soviet myth, one that contrasted the evil of Nazi atrocities to the heroic 

unity of the Soviet peoples and the selfless, yet tragic sacrifices made primarily by Russians in 

pursuit of victory. 

Majdanek preserved both these narratives in ways that Treblinka and Sobibór could not.  

Majdanek is a unique case compared to these other two camps for two reasons; it is remarkably 

well preserved and memorialized, and its primary prisoners were not specifically Jews until later 

in the war.  Even when they were in the camp, Jews rarely lived in the camp for more than a few 

30 Bernhard Storch, as quoted in Pratt, “Soviet Russia’s Reaction,” 33. 
31 Shneer, “Is Seeing Believing?” 73. 
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hours or days, at which point they were killed.  Historian Catherine Merridale notes that 

“conveniently… Maidanek was a genuinely mixed-race camp, and its victims included large 

numbers of Europeans, Russians, and Poles as well as ethnic Jews.  That catholicity made it 

easier to describe in the press.”32  For this reason, Sovinformburo was able to somewhat 

truthfully push their own narrative while minimizing the significance of Jews in the Nazi’s 

Holocaust mission.   Because of this, the Soviet Union was able to control the narrative of 

Majdanek more effectively than those of Treblinka or Sobibór.  Since the camp was not 

originally focused on killing Jews, and many of the survivors found within the camp upon 

liberation were not Jews, Sovinformburo was able to safely publicize the discovery of the camp 

more widely. 

Ilya Ehrenburg, a beloved war correspondent of Jewish descent, was the first person to 

publicly mention Majdanek in his August 7th, 1944 article On the Eve published by the Soviet 

newspaper Pravda.33  Despite this achievement, Ehrenburg never actually visited the camp.  

Instead, Konstantin Simonov of the newspaper Red Star and Boris Gorbatov of Pravda visited 

and covered Majdanek for the Soviet press, both emphasizing the large ethnic and national 

diversity of its prisoners.  In his article, Gorbatov “wrote that the Germans brought to Majdanek 

people of different nationalities… Poles, Russians, Jews, Ukrainians, Belorussians, Lithuanians, 

Latvians, Italians, Frenchmen, Albanians, Croatians, Serbs, Czechs, Norwegians, Germans, 

Greeks, Dutchmen, and Belgians.”34  Even then, Gorbatov had intended to create a myth that 

excluded some of the most victimized groups of Majdanek; he originally excluded Jews, 

32 Catherine Merridale, Ivan’s War: Life and Death in the Red Army, 1935-1945, (New York: Picador, 

2006), 295. 
33 Kondoyanidi, “The Liberating Experience,” 445. 
34 Kondoyanidi, “The Liberating Experience,” 447-448. 
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Ukrainians, and Belorussians from his report.35  Because this enormous diversity of victims was 

true of Majdanek, although perhaps misleading, the camp’s discovery was heavily publicized and 

its horrors recorded and preserved. 

Because the narrative and myth of Majdanek were easier to control, the Soviet Union 

went to far greater lengths to preserve and memorialize the camp than they did at Treblinka or 

Sobibór, immediately collecting photographic and forensic evidence for the purposes of future 

war crime trials against the Nazis.36  As early as November 1944, the State Museum of Majdanek 

was established, making it the first memorialization and commemoration effort for Holocaust 

victims.  The museum focused its early efforts on preserving the site and cataloguing evidence, 

with its first permanent exhibit opening in 1945.  Construction on the official museum and 

monument began in 1965, following a surge in the camp’s scholarly, governmental, and civilian 

popularity in the 1950s.37  It is important to note that this greater popularity was likely not a 

result of greater interest in Holocaust studies or Nazi crimes against Jews specifically; the late 

1940s and 1950s were marked by increasing government-sponsored antisemitism in the Soviet 

Union and its satellite states.  This increased interest in Nazi camps was not mirrored for 

Treblinka, Sobibór, or other extermination camps such as Bełzec. 

35 Kondoyanidi, “The Liberating Experiences,” 448, footnote 49. 
36 Shneer, “Is Seeing Believing?” 69. 
37 “Museum History,” About the Museum, Państwowe Muzeum na Majdanku, accessed December, 2021, 

https://www.majdanek.eu/en/mission. 
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The “Mound of Ash Memorial” at the Majdanek State Museum38 

While the work at Majdanek following its liberation was groundbreaking, it was enabled 

by its cohesion into the broader Soviet myth of the victimization of the Russian and Soviet 

peoples.  Majdanek was also far easier to commemorate than Treblinka and Sobibór for other 

reasons: the former remained largely intact compared to the latter two, which were entirely 

demolished or deconstructed by the Nazis; more individuals survived Majdanek and were 

therefore able to describe the camp and attest to their experiences in it; and Majdanek has greater 

proximity to populated areas than Treblinka or Sobibór, resulting in greater civilian interest.  

These are all significant differences that should not be underemphasized in evaluating the 

commemorative histories of these camps, however they do not overshadow the greater themes of 

antisemitism and, most importantly, the extermination camps’ challenges to the Soviet narrative 

of the Second World War. 

The Soviet Union also had other reasons for championing Majdanek as a liberated Nazi 

concentration camp over Treblinka, Sobibór, and even Auschwitz.  Because the government of 

38 I. MesserWoland, Majdanek Monument, photograph, Wikimedia, December 18, 2021, 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/eb/KZ_Majdanek%2C_monument.jpg. 
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the Soviet Union and the Red Army deliberately avoided interfering with, liberating, and 

uncovering these camps – most famously Auschwitz, which the Red Army had been capable of 

liberating as early as October 1944 but put off until January 1945 – drawing attention to their 

existence was a risky endeavor that could easily backfire and result in bad publicity at a time 

when the world saw the Holocaust, and to a lesser extent the entirety of Nazi atrocities, as 

primarily Jewish tragedies.  Drawing attention to non-Majdanek camps, which featured more 

difficult myths for the Sovinformburo to control, could easily bring to light the fact that “the 

Soviets never made rescuing the Jews a military priority.”39  Historian Harvey Asher also asserts 

that the Soviet government, military, and press had to worry about affirming Nazi propaganda 

that claimed the war was instigated by and about the Jews.  If the Soviet government addressed 

the Nazi targeted extermination of Jews in the Holocaust and acted on the injustices they knew 

were happening, then the war could have devolved into a war over and about the Jews.40  If 

Asher’s assessment is correct, then acknowledging the role of Jews in the Holocaust before and 

after the public discovery of the camps would have not only detracted from the Soviet narrative 

of the Russians as the biggest victims, but could have also led to an increase in antisemitism 

resulting in greater damage to Jews. 

For these reasons, the discovery of Majdanek, as compared to Sobibór and Treblinka, was 

far easier for Sovinformburo to publicize, and made post-war commemoration efforts easier for 

the Soviet and Polish governments to support.  Fewer numbers of survivors of the two former 

camps, differences in the diversity of the camp’s victims, and lack of significant landmarks on-

site for years after the end of the war allowed for Majdanek to dominate the stage of Holocaust 

39 Harvey Asher, “The Soviet Union, the Holocaust, and Auschwitz,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian 

and Eurasian History 4, no. 4 (Fall, 2003): 895. 
40 Asher. “The Soviet Union, the Holocaust, and Auschwitz,” 895-896. 
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remembrance in the Communist Bloc.  Additionally, the realities of the Iron Curtain allowed the 

Soviet Union and other Soviet Socialist Republics to solely determine the narratives of these 

three camps.  As a result, Treblinka and Sobibór were commemorated and discussed to a far 

lesser extent than Majdanek within the Soviet sphere, causing these camps to permeate into the 

Western conscious to a yet even lesser degree.  This meant that the concentration camps in West 

Germany dominated the public Western conscious while Treblinka and Sobibór were largely 

ignored in the East, leaving them outside of most public and scholarly spheres. 

Recent interest in the extermination camps located in former communist countries such as 

Russia, Poland, and Ukraine bodes well for the future study of these sites, but the myths 

surrounding Treblinka, Sobibór, and even Majdanek must still be carefully evaluated to ensure 

they are not being manipulated in ways that minimize important aspects of the Holocaust.  

Treblinka in particular has made a greater emergence into Western public and scholarly spheres 

than Sobibór has, however both camps remain understudied, especially in comparison to names 

such as Auschwitz, Majdanek, and Buchenwald.  The government of the Russian Federation 

continues to promote mythology around the Second World War, particularly in regard to the 

suffering and heroism of the Russian people.  While there is certainly significant truth in these 

cultural myths and recognition of those sacrifices should not be diminished, such a myth can 

easily end up undermining the pains of the other victims of the war and the Holocaust.  This 

result has been actualized in the past and continues presently. 

As time distances us from the horrors of Nazi atrocities, the reality becomes even more 

difficult to comprehend.  Proper discussion of the Holocaust and the Nazi extermination camps 

in Eastern Europe is now more important than ever.  Focusing on concentration camps in West 

Germany over extermination camps in Eastern Europe risks lending credibility to claims of 
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Holocaust denial and distortion, as the facts of the former cannot possibly account for the brutal 

realities of the latter.   The increased interest in these camps seen in the past decade or two must 

continue into the future so that these camps’ victims, named and anonymous, can be properly 

honored. 
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In 1906, after twenty years in opposition, the Liberal Party came to power in a landslide.

With a formidable reform agenda, fatigue from seemingly endless Conservative rule, and

dynamic young leaders, the Party was well placed for continuing electoral success. Instead, in

the next election in 1910, the Liberal’s 241-seat majority declined dramatically, leaving the

opposition Conservatives just one seat behind.1 By the following war-delayed election in 1918,

the Liberals had been driven from power, never to win it again. The Liberal Party won Downing

Street at the same moment that the political press reached the height of its powers. The U.K.’s

most prominent newspaper proprietor, Lord Northcliffe, helped the press occupy a key role in

British politics. Between 1906 and 1914, the press, monopolized by Northcliffe, laid the

foundation for the Liberal Party’s demise by offering unified opposition to the Liberal agenda

(and talking points to the Conservative opposition) and splintering the Liberal leadership.

This paper focuses on the period between 1906 and 1914, the early stages of the Liberal

Party’s fall. This focus is controversial: many historians locate the causes of the decline of the

Liberal party with the war, beginning in 1914. The war dramatically shifted the political and

journalistic climate in Britain; the press lost (or gave up) much of its freedom and the salient

political issues changed dramatically. Yet, as I show below, the foundation of the Liberal party’s

decline was a framework for failure laid in the pre-war period.

The Press

The Liberal Party took power at a time of rapid transition in the press. The 19th century

had been dominated by small-circulation newspapers, controlled by political parties, that sought

to inform mainly through partisan editorials. By the turn of the century, however, the popular

press began to be controlled by cheap, independent dailies that provided hard news in

combination with more sensationalist, “fun” stories. This new type of paper— heavy on sales

1 David Dutton, A History of the Liberal Party since 1900, 2nd ed. (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 23.
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gimmicks and light on opinion—was referred to as “New Journalism.”2 The success of New

Journalism, however, relied on rapidly increasing circulation. As a result, newspaper owners kept

prices low, and devoted increasing space to advertisement at the expense of news articles.3 Soon,

the independent dailies outpaced the older, partisan, party-funded, local papers.4 Newspaper

readership soared, increasing from 85 million newspapers sold in 1851 to 5.6 billion in 1920.

Newspapers became “part of the normal furniture of life for all classes.”5

Alfred Harmsworth, later Lord Northcliffe, both led and profited off of these

developments. Through a series of savvy business moves, he went from a poor newspaper writer

to the owner of the most powerful papers in Britain in about twenty years. After experiencing

some success with an entertainment magazine called Answers, Harmsworth expanded into news.6

His early papers achieved middling success, but he found fame with the Daily Mail, which, in

just a few years was among the highest circulation papers in the country.7

Harmsworth described his successful approach to newspaper writing—which typified the

development of New Journalism—as “the quick and accurate presentation of the world’s news in

the form of a careful digest” in which journalists, rather than offering opinion, “ascertain[ed] for

me [the reader] that which is requisite I should know that I may be able to form a judgement on

the ways of the world.”8 Harmsworth’s efforts are credited by many scholars for the shift to New

Journalism and the “general depoliticization of contents.”9 As The Daily Mail succeeded, Lord

9 Hampton, Visions of the Press in Britain, 1850-1950, 40.

8 Sir Alfred Harmsworth, “The Daily Newspaper of Today,” in Newspaper Press Directory, 1905 (London: C.
Mitchell and Co., 1905).

7 Ibid., 36.
6 Thompson, Northcliffe, 8–11, 22.
5 Hampton, Visions of the Press in Britain, 1850-1950, 19, n28.

4 J. Lee Thompson, Northcliffe: Press Baron in Politics, 1865-1922 (London: John Murray, 2000), xiii, 35;
Hampton, Visions of the Press in Britain, 1850-1950, 26.

3 Ibid., 96,36.
2 Mark Hampton, Visions of the Press in Britain, 1850-1950 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2004), 37.
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Northcliffe (he had been elevated to a peerage in 1905) continued acquiring newspapers.10 The

result of these successful purchases was that Northcliffe became the most powerful and

best-circulated newspaper-owner in the country and, perhaps, the world.11

Northcliffe political views were notoriously fickle, but on the whole, he toed the

Conservative Party line.12 This endeared him to the Conservative & Liberal Unionist alliance.

The Conservative and Liberal Unionists parties were separate entities whose joint opposition to

Irish Home Rule caused them to form an enduring political alliance beginning in 1895. From

1912, the parties were merged completely to form the Conservative and Unionist Party, usually

referred to as the Conservative Party, but sometimes as the Unionists. Lord Northcliffe also saw

alignment with a major party as a way to remain an influential figure—one of his goals.13

Despite the rhetoric of the New Journalism, and the population’s growing preference for

non-partisan papers, the press continued to play a significant role in government policy and

elections. News stories often contained significant editorial intervention, and despite the decline

of direct party funding, newspapers remained tied to parties.14 Arguably, these were still opinion

papers, but the opinions were implicit, shaping how the news was presented. Although it is

difficult to quantify exactly how much influence papers wielded, contemporaries believed it was

a tremendous amount. This view is echoed by the statements of prominent politicians. Leading

Liberal Lord Rosebery is quoted in a history of Northcliffe as saying that “the power of a great

paper to guide and embody public opinion was immeasurably greater than that of any statesman

could be.”15

15 Thompson, Northcliffe, 168.
14 Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Volume Two: The Twentieth Century, 6.
13 Thompson, Northcliffe, 119.
12 Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Volume Two: The Twentieth Century, 157.
11 Thompson, Northcliffe, 16.

10 Stephen Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Volume Two: The Twentieth Century (London:
Hamish Hamilton LTD, 1984), 52.
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The view that the press wielded significant influence is made even clearer in the private

letters between political players of the era. Following a meeting with Conservative leader Joseph

Chamberlain, Daily Mail writer Herbert Wilson wrote to Lord Northcliffe. “Joseph continues

very anxious [sic] to meet your views, and he will, I think do so… As you have stated to me that

you would support him if he did not put up the cost of living, that I should think, would meet

your views.”16 Here Chamberlain made it clear to Northcliffe’s emissary that he was willing to

moderate his views on the hot-button issue of tariff reform in order to convince Northcliffe to

support him in his papers.17 Lord Northcliffe’s conservative-oriented papers clearly wielded the

most influence, but Liberal papers could also do significant damage. This is evident in letters

from Liberal Lord Carrington and Prime Minister Asquith, requesting Asquith to ask the Liberal

press to be kinder to Carrington.18

Newspapers also influenced the political atmosphere by defining the terms of political

rhetoric. The term “public opinion” came to prominence in the early twentieth century and press

barons like Lord Northcliffe were given credit for leading and creating it.19 Contemporary

scholars of the press referred to it as “a manifold engine for moulding, controlling, reforming,

degrading, cajoling, or coercing the public… politicians are aware that the incessant pattering of

ideas upon the heads of the public is like the pattering of rain which wears down the rocks.”20

This impressionistic sense of the power of the press cannot be verified with data. No

opinion polls, readership surveys, or basic statistics about the press at the time exist.21 As

21 Alan J. Lee, The Origins of the Popular Press in England, 1855-1914 (London: Croom Helm etc, 1976), 188.
20 R.A. Scott-James, Influence of the Press (London: Partridge and Co., 1913), 12–14.

19 Hampton, Visions of the Press in Britain, 1850-1950, 25; Thompson, Northcliffe, xiii.
One example of Northcliffe’s ability to define the public debate was in his creation of the diminutive term
“suffragette.”

18 Lord Carrington, “Carrington to Asquith,” May 1911, MSS Asquith 13 f. 10-11, Bodleian Library.
17 David Lloyd George asked for similar support and advice, writing that “your influence is essential.”

16 Herbert W. Wilson, “Wilson to Northcliffe on Tariff Reform/Free Food,” October 1, 1903, Add MS 62201, p.1-2,
British Library Manuscript Library.
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historian Alan J. Lee writes, “it remains virtually impossible even to gauge the exposure of the

electorate to the press at this time, let alone to assess what the effects may have been.”22

Nevertheless, the power accorded to the press by contemporary politicians and writers implies

that they were taken seriously, and played a significant role.

The fall of the Liberal party took place when the Liberal press was at the lowest ebb of its

power, and when Conservative papers were at the height of their influence.23 The London press

of 1870 had been dominated by Liberal dailies, but by 1906, much of the press leaned

conservative.24 Although the Liberal party maintained strength in the provincial press, the

London papers (which had the largest circulations) were controlled by Conservative

powerbrokers. The most influential political paper—The Times—though historically

independent, also adopted a Conservative tilt. The Tory domination of the press is also indicated

in messages from prominent Conservatives to Conservative newspaper owners like Lord

Northcliffe. One, from party leader Arthur Balfour, read “You have taken the lead in newspaper

enterprise, and both you and the party are to be heartily congratulated.”25 This letter indicates the

joy, and anticipation, with which Conservatives met the Conservative takeover of the news

industry.

The Election of 1906

Despite the power of the Conservative press, the Conservative government lost the

election of 1906, as the public wearied of twenty-years of continuous rule, and a divisive stance

25 Arthur Balfour, “Balfour to Harmsworth Congratulations,” May 7, 1896, Northcliffe Papers Vol. I f.1, British
Library Manuscript Library.

24 Lee, The Origins of the Popular Press in England, 1855-1914, 134.

23 Dutton, A History of the Liberal Party since 1900, 8; Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain,
Volume Two: The Twentieth Century, 75.

22 Ibid.
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on tariff reform and protectionism. Two questions determined the election-- what role Britain

ought to play in the world, particularly with respect to trade policy, and what sort of social

reforms the government ought to carry out.26 Joseph Chamberlain, a Conservative leader,

promoted tariff reform in order to unify the empire economically while raising funds for social

reform in Britain.27 His plan would have raised prices for non-imperial goods, but rewarded

colonial trade. Free traders, among his fellow Conservatives and in the Liberal party, opposed his

plan. Chamberlain’s position thus divided his own party and unified the unruly Liberals around

the question of free trade.28 The tariff reform debate led one prominent Liberal newspaper to

proclaim: “A candidate had only to be a Free-trader to get in, whether known or unknown …”29

Lord Northcliffe and Arthur Pierson, another leading newsman, were prominent

supporters of tariff reform, and their stance contributed to the schism among the Conservatives.

Although Northcliffe had been initially suspect of tariff reform—especially when it seemed

likely to increase the cost of food—he came around to the idea, at least in part through

conversations with Chamberlain beginning in 1903.30 Pierson and Northcliffe became major

figures in a “Tariff Reform League,” which explicitly aimed to increase the prominence of tariff

reform in the press and to ensure that arguments against tariff reform were quickly answered.31

The advocacy for tariff reform in the newspapers decimated the Conservatives (around 140 of

whom lost their seats).32 Although this result did not bring Northcliffe’s preferred party success,

32 Peter Fraser, “Unionism and Tariff Reform: The Crisis of 1906,” The Historical Journal 5, no. 2 (1962): 155.

31 Arthur Pearson, “Pearson to Harmsworth on Tariff Reform,” November 25, 1903, Northcliffe Papers Vol. XX. f.
2-3, British Library Manuscript Library.

30 James D. Startt, “Northcliffe the Imperialist: The Lesser-Known Years, 1902-1914,” The Historian 51, no. 1
(1988): 19–41; Leo J. Maxse, “Maxse to Harmsworth on Tariff Movement,” November 28, 1903, Northcliffe Papers
Vol. XXIII. f. 1, British Library Manuscript Library.

29 Ibid., 17.
28 Dutton, A History of the Liberal Party since 1900, 14.
27 Martin Pugh, The Making of Modern British Politics 1867-1939, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), 107–8.

26 A. K. Russell, Liberal Landslide: The General Election of 1906, Elections and Administrations Series (Newton
Abbot: David & Charles, 1973), 11.
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it underscored the power of his papers. He also redoubled his efforts to unite the Conservatives

around solutions instead of dividing them, as he had in this case.

The Liberal triumph in 1906 was also predicated on the new government promoting a

series of social reforms to benefit the working class that would justify their moniker as the

‘working-class’ party. They proffered plans for old-age pensions and aid for the unemployed, but

deemphasized fiscal reform, which working-class voters were less interested in.33 The party

recognized the importance of working-class voters and campaigned extensively in working class

areas to ensure their support.34 The Liberal Party aimed to allay voters concerned about the

integrity of the empire by pledging not to pass a Home Rule bill, which would have granted

self-government to Ireland.35 The question of home rule for Ireland had been a dominating

political issue since at least the 1880s and had prompted the Conservative and Liberal Unionist

alliance.

Although the Liberal Party won big in 1906, many factors suggest that the margin in

Commons was not reflective of the facts on the ground. Despite a massive majority in the House

of Commons, the Liberal Party ran just six points ahead of the Conservatives in the popular

vote.36 Further, many historians argue that the party’s commitment to the social reform agenda

was mainly superficial, intended to help the party into office but a lower priority once they were

seated.37 The party believed it had won primarily on opposition to tariff reform and its leaders

were not dedicated to radical social change.38 In fact, they were concerned that moving quickly

on social issues might alienate middle-class supporters.39 It is widely believed that the Liberal

39 Dutton, A History of the Liberal Party since 1900, 19.
38 Searle, The Liberal Party, 69.
37 Pugh, The Making of Modern British Politics 1867-1939, 98.
36 Dutton, A History of the Liberal Party since 1900, 17.

35 G. R. Searle, The Liberal Party: Triumph and Disintegration, 1886-1929, 2nd ed., British History in Perspective
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001), 69.

34 Ibid., 11.
33 Russell, Liberal Landslide, 11, 71–73.
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Party was simply lucky in its 1906 campaign—helped by Conservative disorganization,

alienation of special interests, a good electoral map, the rise of the Labour movement, and a

deeply unpopular Conservative platform.

Northcliffe Acquires The Times

Unbowed by the conservative defeat, Northcliffe was hard at work. His significant

ambition for years had been to own The Times, the most influential political paper of the 20th

century, and in 1908 he finally achieved his goal. Prominent leaders of both parties were in

frequent correspondence with writers from The Times, including the historically press-averse

Liberal leader Herbert Asquith, whose archives contain numerous references to The Times.

Despite the paper’s Conservative bent it was read widely by Liberals, and its success even

prompted one Liberal to plead for the Liberal Daily News to create a similar, albeit Liberal,

paper.40 It was even taken as the voice of government by foreign leaders.41 Northcliffe’s interest

in The Times was largely due to this influence.42

The Times had a reputation for independence, and when Lord Northcliffe acquired the

paper in 1908, he made several statements to staff at The Times reiterating that it would remain

neutral. To Moberly Bell, the editor, Lord Northcliffe wrote that he hoped that the paper would

be conducted as it had been in its best days, and that he would accede to Bell’s demands for

political independence.43 In a letter meant for the King, Northcliffe’s view was related by one of

the King’s advisors, Lord Esher:

My position is merely that of one who wishes to see this country represented to the world
by an absolutely independent newspaper, always, I trust, in my lifetime, worthy of its

43 Stanley Morison et al., The History of the Times., vol. 3 (London: The Times, 1935), 544.
42 Ibid., 119.
41 Thompson, Northcliffe, 146.
40 Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Volume Two: The Twentieth Century, 76.
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high traditions; the organ of neither parties, sects nor financiers; its columns open to
every shade of politics; a newspaper run not as a profit-making machine at all.44

Further, in an effort to allow The Times to retain its independent tag, Lord Northcliffe kept his

ownership of the paper a secret for months. His fears of bad press were realized when he

revealed his ownership, which prompted articles about the ill-effects he would have on the

storied Times.45 Although he tried to quash those concerns, the fears that The Times would be

politicized ultimately came true.

Northcliffe’s purchase had given him access to nearly 40% of London newspaper readers

and significant influence over elected officials. He intended to use this power. When confronted

with a list of demands by Bell while arranging for the purchase, Northcliffe had threatened to

pull out unless Bell agreed to carry out his ‘absolute instructions.’46 His efforts to control The

Times’ editorial positions are made clear in letters to, and among, staff at the paper and to

significant politicians. In one letter, Northcliffe’s manager complained that “there appeared some

passages which I considered did not altogether reflect Lord Northcliffe’s views,” and demanded

that future articles on the topic conform to the chief’s expectations.47 Among the clearest

examples of Northcliffe’s early control over the paper is in The Times’ treatment of prominent

Conservative, and future party leader, Andrew Bonar Law’s candidacy for a Commons seat in

Manchester in the December 1910 election. Widely expected to lose, Bonar Law wrote to

Northcliffe.

If it is not asking too much there is one thing that I should like. From what I can see the
result in my division is at least very doubtful, and I think it extremely likely, as it gets
near the time, the representative of The Times will have good reason to think that I am not

47 Arthur Pole Nicholson, “Nicholson to Bates on Running the Times,” January 27, 1910, Northcliffe Papers XCIX f.
8, British Library Manuscript Library.

46 Thompson, Northcliffe, 144.
45 Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Volume Two: The Twentieth Century, 97.
44 Thompson, Northcliffe, 152.
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likely to win. I think, however it would do a good deal of harm if that were published
before the election; and if you could prevent it, I should be much obliged.48

In an article the very same day he sent that letter, The Times had written that “the difficulties of

the situation must not be overlooked” and that Bonar Law was quite unlikely to succeed.49 After

the letter was received, however, every article on the Manchester race expressed positive views

about Bonar Law’s chances, despite pessimism about Conservative candidates in other races.

Clearly, then, Northcliffe had impressed upon The Times the necessity to carry out Bonar Law’s

favor. Northcliffe was even more successful in imposing his will on his other papers, which

remained strongly supportive of Bonar Law’s candidacy throughout.50

The “People’s Budget”, the Elections of 1910, and the Parliament Bill

The early years of Liberal government were not very remarkable—notable mostly for the

replacement of Prime Minister Campbell-Bannerman with Asquith in April 1908.  Under

Asquith’s leadership, the Liberal social reform agenda was revitalized. In 1909, newly appointed

Chancellor of the Exchequer David Lloyd George released his “People’s Budget.” This was the

centerpiece of the new Asquith government’s efforts at social reform and, after three years of

delay, the first bill of true national significance (and controversy) brought up by the Liberal

government. The budget’s veto by the Conservative- dominated House of Lords set up the

climactic elections and constitutional reforms of 1910-11.

Following the House of Lords’ repeated rejections of the Liberal agenda, Chancellor

Lloyd George proposed a way to pass social reform without the Lords. He realized that he could

include significant social reforms in his proposed budget which was, by long-standing

50 Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Volume Two: The Twentieth Century, 157.

49 (FROM OUR SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT.), “Mr. Bonar Law In Manchester,” The Times, November 22, 1910,
The Times Digital Archive.

48 Andrew Bonar Law, “Bonar Law to Northcliffe on Candidacy,” November 22, 1910, Northcliffe Papers Vol. VI.
f.1, British Library Manuscript Library.
Northcliffe also arranged to further the careers of his political favorites, as when he instructed Lord Haldane that his
speeches would get “sympathetic[] treatment” if sent to him early enough.
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convention, free from the Lords’ oversight.51 While there is some disagreement over whether

Lloyd George intended for his budget to pass—or whether he was hoping for a veto in the Lords

that would set up a reform of that chamber—modern scholars have concluded that he genuinely

hoped the budget would succeed.52 Northcliffe, and his press machine, came out quickly against

the proposed budget. Northcliffe’s Daily Mail chief leader writer, Herbert Wilson wrote to

Northcliffe to explain the position he would take, saying:

If the Budget had been a fair and just measure, levying heavy taxes for the Navy and
national defence, much could have been said for it. As it is, it is the distribution of
soup-tickets provided by super-taxes to the Government supporters. I fear it will
profoundly damage the prosperity of the nation and thus put us more behind Germany
than ever. The more one looks at it the worse it seems, the more unjust, the more
dangerous. The one and only hope now remaining is that the Lords will throw it out...53

Northcliffe, too, wrote that he hoped the budget would be rejected: “I was rather sorry to hear

that the powers that be in the Unionist Party were against the Peers throwing out the budget, for,

if that process be technically correct, I think it would be wise in the interests of the country that

the people should have the matter placed before them at a General Election.”54

Northcliffe’s private opposition to the budget was made public through his newspapers

and helped lead to the budget’s rejection in the House of Lords. Northcliffe mobilized his press

machine, ensuring that all his major papers—the Observer, Daily Mail, and Times—followed his

anti-budget lead.55 Northcliffe’s public interjection into politics prompted an angry retort from

what was left of the Liberal press: “When we remember that ‘The Times’, the ‘Daily Mail’, and

55 Thompson, Northcliffe, 166.

54 Lord Northcliffe, “Northcliffe to Wilson,” May 19, 1909, Add MS 62201, 36-37, British Library Manuscript
Library.

53 Herbert W. Wilson, “Wilson to Northcliffe on the Budget and Other Crises,” May 15, 1909, Add MS 62201, p.
35-36, British Library Manuscript Library.

52 Pugh, The Making of Modern British Politics 1867-1939, 125.Bruce K. Murray, “The Politics of the ‘People’s
Budget,’” The Historical Journal, September 1973, 555–70.
On the other hand, George Dangerfield in The Strange Death of Liberal England argued that “it was a wonderful
trap to catch the House of Lords in. To humble the House of Lords was the devout, vindictive wish of all Liberals.”
(30)

51 Emily Allyn, Lords versus Commons; A Century of Conflict and Compromise 1830-1930. (New York: The
Century Co., 1931), 167.
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the ‘Observer’, not to mention a host of minor organs in London and the provinces, are all

controlled by one man, it is easy to realise how vast a political power capital exerts by this means

alone. ”56

In The Times, the paper’s parliamentary correspondent, confirmed that the newspaper

would push for rejection, while maintaining The Times history of impartiality.57 In private letters

to Lord Northcliffe, he wrote, “In the case of the House of Lords and the Budget, as I ventured to

contend, news and policy seem to be intrinsically intertwined,” even as he argued “I have

nothing to do with policy.” 58 Leading Liberals, such as David Lloyd George, realized that they

needed to work the press to try to win public support for the budget, and met with Northcliffe

and others.59 In his meetings with Lloyd George, Northcliffe argued that the budget was strongly

opposed by his readers, and in meetings with Balfour he confirmed that his papers would stand

behind a rejection in the Lords.60

The Budget was rejected by the House of Lords, on November 30, 1909 necessitating a

general election. Prime Minister Asquith made clear that the election would be fought over the

powers of the House of Lords.61 The Liberal Party quickly settled on a plan based on earlier

proposals by former Prime Minister Campbell-Bannerman that would give the Lords a

suspensory veto over non-money bills, and no veto at all over money bills.62 This became known

as “The Parliament Bill.”

62 Harry Jones, Liberalism and the House of Lords; The Story of the Veto Battle 1832-1911 (London: Metheun and
Co., 1912), 192.

61 Neal Blewett, The Peers, the Parties and the People; The British General Election of 1910 (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1972), 72.

60 Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Volume Two: The Twentieth Century, 113–14.
59 George Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Liberal England (MacGivvon & Kee LTD, 1966), 32.

58 Arthur Pole Nicholson, “Nicholson to Northcliffe on Robert and Hugh Cecil,” June 23, 1909, Northcliffe Papers
XCIX f. 4, British Library Manuscript Library.

57 Koss, The Rise and Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Volume Two: The Twentieth Century, 114.
56 “Political,” London Daily News, May 3, 1909, sec. p.4.
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The Conservatives, by contrast, were again relatively divided on strategy. Lord

Northcliffe took it upon himself to referee that debate, providing his input where necessary. The

Times’ clear role in shaping this debate is made clear in a November, 1910 article.

The forecast given in these columns of Lord Lansdowne’s question and Lord Crewe’s
reply upon the subject of the Government’s intentions respecting a declaration of their
policy was justified. Lord Rosebery’s grave warning was delivered in terms very similar
to those used in The Times on Monday, under the heading ‘A Policy for the Lords’; and
with respect to the motion which Lord Lansdowne will move today… it was pointed out
in these columns yesterday that the House of Lords has never had an opportunity of
expressing an opinion on the Government’s policy.63

At least in the paper’s own view, The Times was leading the politicians in both words and ideas.

Not only, the article argued, were the very words spoken by Lord Rosebery “very similar,” but

the motion moved by Lord Lansdowne was directly related to earlier columns. There were

remarkable similarities between the articles and the language used by Rosebery.64 For example,

The Times wrote, on November 14, “it is felt, now that the election may come so suddenly, that

the time is one for swift decisions, and that proposals for constructive reform, to which they are

pledged, should be formulated by the Unionist peers and agreed to either this week or the next if

Parliament is sitting.”65 Echoing this position, two days later, Lord Rosebery is quoted as saying,

in the House of Lords, “I think they [the resolutions for reform] ought to be taken at once—that

they ought to be taken to-morrow rather than not at all…I would sit and discuss these resolutions

all night rather than run the risk of a dissolution being announced on Friday and leaving the

House without having had any opportunity of discussing them at all.”66

The policies proposed by Nicholson (the parliamentary correspondent) in this article were

also shared—or at least approved—by Northcliffe, as evidenced in the correspondence between

66 “House Of Lords,” The Times, November 16, 1910, The Times Digital Archive.

65 (BY OUR PARLIAMENTARY CORRESPONDENT.), “The Crisis: A Policy for the Lords,” The Times,
November 14, 1910, The Times Digital Archive.

64 Unfortunately, I was not able to access the speeches themselves

63 (BY OUR PARLIAMENTRY CORRESPONDENT.), “The Crisis,” The Times, November 16, 1910, The Times
Digital Archive.
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the two.67 The Times also floated alternatives to “The Parliament Bill.” These ideas included a

referendum system for serious controversies (such as Home Rule), the creation of a joint

committee to hash out differences, and even recomposition of the House of Lords.68

In addition to its influence on policy, The Times played a critical role in elevating the

voices of specific politicians. Lord Northcliffe was particularly taken with prominent

Conservative, and opponent of the Parliament Bill, Lord Curzon’s speeches, writing, “I am glad

you are pleased with The Times reports. The speeches have been among your best, which is

saying a great deal. I am glad to see that you recognize that the enemy is trying to pin us down to

the House of Lords and the Budget, that their only fear is tariff reform.”69 He followed those

compliments by giving Curzon instructions on how to ensure his speeches retained their

prominent place in the news. Not only did Northcliffe make clear that The Times—supposedly

impartial—would be supporting the Conservatives against “the enemy,” but he specifically

instructed his favorite speakers on how to outmaneuver the opposition.70

As the election campaign of December 1910 drew to a close, it became clear that neither

party would win an absolute majority, and that the Irish Republicans would have a pivotal role in

forming the next government. It was a foregone conclusion, that a Liberal win would approve

not only “the People’s Budget,” but also Home Rule by way of Lords reform, because of

promises made to Irish voters. This provided a new route of attack that the Northcliffe press was

quick to take up. The Times argued, in one 1910 editorial, that the Liberals should not be elected

70 Here Northcliffe compliments Churchill. One interesting trend throughout Northcliffe’s papers is his admiration
for Churchill’s ability to manipulate the press/use it to his advantage.

69 Lord Northcliffe, “Northcliffe Ot Curzon on Making Good Speeches,” December 18, 1910, Northcliffe Papers
Vol. I f. 144-145, British Library Manuscript Library.

68 Jones, Liberalism and the House of Lords; The Story of the Veto Battle 1832-1911, 192; Blewett, The Peers, the
Parties and the People; The British General Election of 1910, 174; Corinne Comstock Weston Weston, The House
of Lords and Ideological Politics; Lord Salisbury’s Referendal Theory and the Conservative Party, 1846-1922
(Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1995), 7.

67 Arthur Pole Nicholson, “Nicholson to Northcliffe on the House of Lords,” November 15, 1910, Northcliffe Papers
XCIX f. 23, British Library Manuscript Library.
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because they were being held hostage by MPs who were openly hostile to the very idea of the

United Kingdom. They wrote: “the Coalition majority [including Irish Republicans] constituted

by the temporary assistance of men who loudly proclaim their contempt for the interests of this

country is bent upon destroying at once the Constitution and the unity of the Kingdom.”71 They

argued that the Liberal coalition did not have the “moral sanction” to reform the Lords because it

was made up of “his [Asquith’s] proper forces with those of Labour, which on general policy

does not trust him or believe in him, and with those of the [Irish] Nationalists, who are avowedly

hostile to the great interests of this Empire which it is Mr. Asquith’s primary duty to guard.”72

The theme, made clear here, that Liberals opposed the very sanctity of the empire was confirmed

in articles in the Daily Mail that tied the budget to insufficient naval resources, Home Rule,

single chamber government, and government imposition into the personal lives of citizens.73

Britain’s ability to defend itself, and its empire, were also at issue in this election. Fears

of German power, combined with worries over naval preparedness, dominated Northcliffe’s

mind. He worked closely with Conservative leaders Balfour and Bonar Law and used his

considerable influence in the press to demonstrate Liberal weakness on this issue. The British

public had feared German naval parity for generations, but the news that Germany might, by

1913, match the British in number of battleships, brought the issue to the fore.74 Lord Northcliffe

used his newspapers to increase the public outcry over Liberal failures to prepare Britain to

safeguard the Empire in the face of the growing dangers of the German military.

Northcliffe’s lead paper in combatting naval unpreparedness was the Daily Mail but he

used all of his papers to ensure his influence. Dating back to the 1906 general election, the Daily

74 Startt, “Northcliffe the Imperialist: The Lesser-Known Years, 1902-1914,” 36.
73 Thompson, Northcliffe, 185.
72 Ibid.
71 “The Electoral Situation,” The Times, December 13, 1910, The Times Digital Archive.
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Mail had made supporting the navy a central theme.75 In 1910, as the fears over the navy gained

steam, the Daily Mail began to argue that “battleships are cheaper than battles” and that the

election was about the choice between “A Weak Navy or Command of the Sea.”76 Northcliffe’s

efforts to raise awareness of the naval issue came at the behest of, and in coordination with,

leading Conservative figures like Balfour and Lord Haldane (a significant foreign policy

voice.)77 After Prime Minister Asquith successfully orchestrated a compromise which would

purchase four ships immediately and up to four more later, the Observer, another Northcliffe

organ, instituted a new slogan: “We Want Eight and We Won’t Wait.”78 This line was echoed by

the Daily Mail, demonstrating the coordination between Northcliffe’s various holdings.

The Times pulled its weight on the subject of naval preparedness, but Northcliffe exerted a

significant amount of editorial control with regard to a related issue, The Declaration of London,

which defined the rights of neutrals during war and determined which items would count as

contraband. The Times had come out in favor of the Conservative naval preparedness scheme to

the relief of Northcliffe, but they favored the Declaration of London, which Northcliffe stridently

opposed.79 First, he organized his other newspapers in opposition. Then, he pushed Nicholson to

change the position of The Times. As The Times, in its own history, wrote: “Once he [Northcliffe]

determined The Times would favor ratification, he told them to do the opposite and directed

Nicholson that ‘If resignations are offered accept them.”80 Northcliffe was willing to sacrifice the

staff, which he had taken great pains to retain, in order to ensure unanimity on this issue. He

80 Ibid., 3:747.
79 Morison et al., The History of the Times., 1935, 3:694.
78 Thompson, Northcliffe, 162.

77 Arthur Balfour, “Balfour to Northcliffe on Fleet,” January 3, 1910, Northcliffe Papers Vol. I f,39, British Library
Manuscript Library; Lord Northcliffe, “Northcliffe to Haldane on Navy,” February 24, 1912, Northcliffe Papers Vol.
III. f. 109, British Library Manuscript Library.

76 Startt, “Northcliffe the Imperialist: The Lesser-Known Years, 1902-1914,” 37.
Daily Mail. 7 January 1910, 4.,

75 Thompson, Northcliffe, 135.
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followed up further, writing in March 1911 to his editor that “I do not propose to allow one

farthing of my fortune to be used in connection with that which would injure this country.” The

Times acquiesced to his position, and the result of the unanimous opposition was a public protest

in London against the Declaration, joined by Conservative leader Balfour, and eventually in the

rejection of the Declaration in the House of Lords.81

Northcliffe also focused public attention on differences within the Liberal Cabinet. By

highlighting the differing goals of Asquith and Lloyd George, Northcliffe divided their

supporters. A Times leader on August 2, 1909 titled “The Two Voices” wrote that people “must

be deeply impressed by the contrast between the utterances of the Prime Minister and those of

his most active lieutenants.”82 That article traced the conflicting messages about the budget

proffered by Chancellor of the Exchequer David Lloyd George—the architect of that

budget—and from Prime Minister Asquith—Lloyd George’s boss. In subsequent articles The

Times even argued that the highly popular Lloyd George, and the increasingly notable Winston

Churchill, “had other aims than those of the Liberal Party proper.”83

Northcliffe undertook this task of dividing Liberal support because he saw Asquith as a weak

prime minister whose failures he could exploit. Lloyd George and Churchill also appeared to

appreciate Northcliffe’s powers more than Asquith did, indicating that he might be able to wield

more influence if they were in charge. Northcliffe wrote of Asquith that he “is not nearly strong

enough for his job.”84 In the same letter, he demonstrated his relationship with Churchill, from

whom he received assurances that Asquith was a failed leader. Frequent letters between

84 Lord Northcliffe, “Northcliffe to Grey on the State of the Government and Other Things,” April 1909, Northcliffe
Papers Vol. III. f. 203-204, British Library Manuscript Library.

83 Stanley Morison et al., The History of the Times., vol. 4, pt. 1 (London: The Times, 1935), 48.
82 “The Two Voices,” The Times, August 2, 1909, The Times Digital Archive.
81 Startt, “Northcliffe the Imperialist: The Lesser-Known Years, 1902-1914,” 39.
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Northcliffe and Lloyd George, as well as Churchill, demonstrate that they valued the power of

his paper, and that he enjoyed cultivating their power.85

The British political press did not cause the Liberal Party to fall but its contributing role in

the Party’s failures are clear. The most significant proprietor, Lord Northcliffe, was dedicated to

the Conservative cause and used his significant newspaper resources to benefit them. Northcliffe

also worked extensively with Conservative leaders to unify opposition to the Liberal agenda

throughout the 1906-1914 period. In just four years, the Northcliffe papers had helped destroy

the Liberal majority and laid the framework for the party’s ultimate failures. Furthermore, his

papers focused on the divisions among the Liberals that many historians have charged with

causing the fall of the party. The Daily Mail and The Times helped bring these issues to the fore

and amplify them to the electorate and the government. No one man was powerful to destroy the

Liberal party on his own, but without Northcliffe, the party might have maintained its earlier

success.
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INTRODUCTION 

On September 21st, 1976, Orlando Letelier was assassinated. Driving along in 

Washington, DC, a bomb planted in his car exploded, killing Letelier and Ronni 

Moffit, one of his colleagues who was with him at the time. The story of 

Letelier’s assassination shook the United States, not only because a murder took 

place in the nation’s capital, but because of the implications of international 

involvement. As Peter Kornbluh, renowned author of The Pinochet Files, asserts, 

“the Letelier-Moffitt assassinations constituted the most brazen act of 

international terrorism ever committed in the capital of the United States” prior to 

9/11.1 

Letelier was the foreign minister in Chile under Allende, and was a 

leading voice in the resistance against the Chilean dictator, Augusto Pinochet. 

Having been tortured and imprisoned in Chile, he had fled to the United States 

upon his release. When he was murdered, the international community 

immediately assumed the violent Chilean dictatorship was to blame. Indeed, the 

New York Times article released on the day of the assassination described the 

incident as a “political assassination,” evidencing that the tyranny of the Chilean 

dictatorship had extended to the United States.2 

Since then, it has been conclusively shown that the assassination was 

ordered by Augusto Pinochet himself.3 The assassination was part of Operation 

Condor, a secret intelligence and operations system created in order to eliminate 

threats to the military dictatorships of Chile, Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, 

Bolivia, and Brazil. Included in Operation Condor was Phase III, which sought to 

assassinate “subversive enemies.”4 Letelier was just one of the victims of this top-

secret effort. 

The extent of U.S. involvement in Condor Phase III is shrouded in 

secrecy, but many point to then-Secretary of State Henry Kissinger as a potential 

co-conspirator. Prominent historians such as John Dinges, Peter Kornbluh, 

Kenneth Maxwell, as well as Orlando Letelier’s own son, Francisco Letelier, have 

raised Kissinger’s name in connection to the Letelier-Moffitt assassination.5 

I seek to illuminate Kissinger’s involvement in the Letelier-Moffitt 

assassination by investigating declassified documents from the months leading up 

to his death. While the historical record does not show that Kissinger was directly 

involved in the Letelier assassination, I will demonstrate the ways in which 

1 Kornbluh, The Pinochet File: A Declassified Dossier on Atrocity and Accountability, 349. 

2 Spinder, “Opponent of Chilean Junta Slain In Washington by Bomb in His Auto.” 

3 Kornbluh, The Pinochet File: A Declassified Dossier on Atrocity and Accountability. 

4 McSherry, Predatory States: Operation Condor and Covert War in Latin America, 3. 

5 “‘My Father Lost His Life through a Bombing, by Agents of a Man Who Henry Kissinger Supported’”; Kornbluh, The Pinochet File: A Declassified 

Dossier on Atrocity and Accountability; Dinges, The Condor Years; Rogers and Maxwell, “Mythmaking and Foreign Policy [with Reply].” 
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Kissinger could have and failed to prevent this tragedy.6 I suggest a series of 

explanations as to why Kissinger failed to act; however, a key piece of this story 

is the continued secrecy and ambiguity that engulfs it. Nonetheless, the truth must 

be pursued in order to better understand the ways in which the U.S. government 

operates and to allow for healing from both the assassination and the broader 

violence of the Chilean dictatorship. 

KISSINGER’S INACTION 

There are three key elements to the story of how Kissinger could have potentially 

prevented the Letelier-Moffitt assassination but failed to do so: his prior 

knowledge of Operation Condor, his disregard of evidence of an assassination 

plot in the United States, and crucially, his deliberate call for no démarche to be 

issued, which would have demanded that leaders of Operation Condor cease any 

assassination efforts. 

While the United States had been aware of Operation Condor previously, 

on July 30th, 1976, the CIA and State department had a weekly meeting where 

they discussed the new knowledge that Operation Condor had expanded beyond 

simple intelligence efforts to assassination plots. The memorandum of the 

meeting summarizes their findings: 

“Originally designed as a communications system and data bank to 

facilitate defense against the guerrilla Revolution Coordinating Junta, the 

organization was emerging as one with a far more activist role, including, 

specifically that of identifying, locating, and “hitting” guerrilla leaders.”7  

The first thing of note from this document is the surprisingly supportive language 

surrounding the potential for political assassinations. They describe expanding 

Condor’s capabilities to murder as a “activist role,” and assassinations are 

described with the euphemism “hitting.” The soft language fails to condemn these 

actions. Furthermore, the document even views these potential assassinations 

positively, going on to say that the desire to conduct assassinations is “an 

understandable reaction” to left-wing organizing abroad. The sanitized language 

and the rationalization of these desires place the United States far from a role 

opposed to political assassinations, but rather as one of tentative support. 

Nonetheless, the potential for assassinations was immediately relayed onto 

Henry Kissinger. On August 3rd, 1976, Harry Shlaudeman, the Assistant 

Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs, who had been present at the 

previously described meeting with the CIA, wrote to Kissinger to inform him that 

6  While there is extensive evidence that Kissinger supported Pinochet’s rise to power, thus implicating him in Pinochet’s subsequent crimes, that 

connection remains outside the scope of this paper. Rather, Kissinger’s actions will only be explored directly in connection to Operation Condor and the 

death of Orlando Letelier. 

7 “ARA-CIA Weekly Meeting- 30 July 1976: Operation Condor,” July 30, 1976. 
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Operation Condor seeks to “find and kill terrorists.”8 However, the severity and 

immorality of these political assassinations are made clear to Kissinger, with 

Shlaudeman describing these actions as “murder operations” and “bloody 

counterterrorism” where “terrorists,” Shlaudeman highlights, are seen by the 

Southern Cone to include “anyone who opposes government policy,” even if it is 

“non-violent dissent.”9 However, while Shlaudeman believes these assassinations 

would be damaging, he also states that the US would be “casual beneficiaries” of 

such actions, “for reasons that are too obvious to need elaboration here.”10 While 

these two documents vary in tone and level of condemnation of the potential for 

Operation Condor to conduct assassinations, they crucially provide evidence that 

Henry Kissinger was aware of the potential for Operation Condor to conduct 

political assassinations nearly two months in advance of the Letelier assassination. 

He had two months to try and deter acts of international terrorism. 

Not only was Kissinger aware of the potential for political assassinations, 

he also had reason to believe an assassination might take place in the United 

States, and that Letelier may have been Pinochet’s target. Kissinger had sat down 

with Pinochet just over three months before Letelier’s assassination. While they 

primarily discussed the Organization of American States (OAS) Conference in 

Chile, in a memorandum of their conversation, Pinochet is documented to identify 

Letelier as a subversive enemy by name: 

“But we are constantly being attacked by the Chrisitian Democratics. 

They have a strong voice in Washington. Not the people in the Pentagon, 

but they do get through to Congress. Gabriel Valdez has access. Also 

Letelier.”11 

While a passing comment, Letelier was one of only two names to be raised as 

troubling to Pinochet. In light of the subsequent information that members of 

Operation Condor sought to eliminate political opponents, Kissinger had direct 

knowledge that Letelier could be a desired target for assassination. 

Kissinger also had access to clues that Operation Condor could be desiring 

to operate in the United States. Michael Townley and Armando Fernández Larios, 

known operatives of the Chilean secret police, DINA, were discovered attempting 

to enter the United States through Paraguay using false names and Paraguayan 

passports in late July, 1976.12 Peter Kornbluh, the director of the National 

Security Archive’s Chile Documentation Project, carefully documents how the 

American consulate was told that the two men were traveling as part of a CIA-

sanctioned mission. The consulate hesitantly approved their visas, but 

8 “ARA Monthly Report (July): The ‘Third World War’ and South America,” August 3, 1976. 

9 “ARA Monthly Report (July): The ‘Third World War’ and South America.” 

10 “ARA Monthly Report (July): The ‘Third World War’ and South America.” 

11 “U.S.-Chilean Relations,” June 8, 1976. 

12 Kornbluh, The Pinochet File: A Declassified Dossier on Atrocity and Accountability, 350. 
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immediately informed the CIA of the situation. When the consulate was informed 

that the CIA was not aware of the Chilean operatives, the visas were revoked. 

However, this incident fueled “‘intense suspicion about the true nature of their 

mission.’”13 Indeed, Harry Shlaudeman (the man who advised Kissinger on issues 

in the Americas) was immediately informed, and told the American Ambassador 

to stop “‘this harebrained scheme,’” and urge the Chileans not to attempt to enter 

the United States.14 Nonetheless, Townley managed to enter the states on 

September 9th simply using a different passport. He would go on to plant the car 

bomb that killed Letelier. 

Two DINA agents traveling through Paraguay using fake Paraguayan 

passports and attempting to enter the United States should have raised alarms that 

Operation Condor could be attempting actions in the United States. Both Chile 

and Paraguay were known members of Operation Condor, and the coalition was 

known to be planning assassinations. It seems intelligence agencies could have 

prevented Townley from entering the country had it been a priority. 

Knowing both that Operation Condor was pursuing political assassinations 

and that Chilean operatives had attempted to enter the United States, one would 

expect the state department to try to deter the Southern Cone from pursuing an 

assassination on U.S. soil. There is some suggestion that actions were attempted to 

deter Condor assassinations prior to the Letelier murder. On August 23rd, an urgent 

cable from Kissinger was sent to the American Embassies in Buenos Aires, 

Montevideo, Santiago, La Paz, Brasília, and Asunción (bases for Operation 

Condor). The cable explained that “government planned and directed assassinations 

within and outside the territory of Condor members has most serious implications 

which we must face squarely and rapidly.”15 It advised that the embassies in Buenos 

Aires, Montevideo, and Santiago “seek appointment as soon as possible with 

highest appropriate official, preferably the Chief of State, to make representations 

drawing on the following points:” which include making clear that the rumors of 

plans for the assassination of subversives “would create a most serious moral and 

political problem” if they prove to be true.16  

However, according to all released documents, none of the ambassadors 

delivered their messages. Hewson Ryan, one of Shlaudeman’s deputies, stated 

himself in an interview in 1988 that the message was never delivered.17 Joan 

Patrice McSherry, author of Predatory States, points out that, “ambassadors 

cannot ignore directives from the secretary of state, however, unless there is a 

13 Kornbluh, 351. 

14 Kornbluh, 351. 

15 “Operation Condor Aug 23,” August 23, 1976. 

16 “Operation Condor Aug 23.” 

17 Nethercut, “Oral History Interview with Hewson Ryan,” April 27, 1998. 
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back channel counterorder or some other communication.”18 What happened to 

this call for action, that Ryan states “might have prevented” the Letelier 

assassination?19 

On August 24, 1976, the day after Kissinger sent out his memo to the 

embassies of the Condor countries, Ambassador to Chile, David Popper, sent out 

his response. He expressed worry that talking directly to President Pinochet could 

be difficult: 

“In my judgment, given Pinochet’s sensitivity regarding pressures by 

[U.S. Government], he might well take as an insult any inference that he 

was connected with such assassination plots… I note that the instruction is 

cast in urgent terms… Please advise.”20 

The Ambassador to Uruguay, Ernest Siracusa, also sent a letter in response 

addressing concern that issuing a démarche could put him in danger.21 

Subsequently, Shlaudeman wrote to Kissinger on August 30th, laying out 

three options by which to communicate the démarche in light of the new concerns 

raised by the ambassadors. All three options sought to take action, with 

Shlaudeman writing that these actions are trying to prevent “a series of 

international murders that could do serious damage to the international status and 

reputation of the countries involved.”22 However, despite the urgency made 

apparent in Kissinger’s first memo calling for a démarche, there was no response 

from Kissinger until September 16th, over two weeks later. 

A document that was only released in 2010 following a significant amount 

of public pressure reveals Kissinger’s response.23 Rather than accept any of the 

three options, the “secretary declined to approve message to Montevideo and has 

instructed that no further action be taken on this matter.”24 Shlaudeman obeyed 

these orders and sent a cable, “instruct[ing] the ambassadors to take no further 

action, noting that there have been no reports in some weeks indicating an 

intention to activate the Condor scheme.”25 This cable was sent the day before the 

death of Orlando Letelier. 

Despite the clear knowledge of Operation Condor beginning assassination 

plots which Kissinger believed were emergent to address less than a month 

previously, and evidence that operatives from Southern Cone countries were 

seeking access to the United States, the US failed to act. At the helm of this 

inaction was Henry Kissinger, who’s response to the call to prevent “international 

18 McSherry, Predatory States: Operation Condor and Covert War in Latin America, 120. 

19 Nethercut, “Oral History Interview with Hewson Ryan,” April 27, 1998. 

20 “Santiago 8210,” August 24, 1976. 

21 “Operation Condor [Attachments Not Included],” August 30, 1976. 

22 “Operation Condor [Attachments Not Included].” 

23 Kornbluh, The Pinochet File: A Declassified Dossier on Atrocity and Accountability, 354. 

24 “Actions Taken,” September 16, 1976. 

25 “Operation Condor Sept 20,” September 20, 1976. 
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murders that could do serious damage to the international status and reputation of 

the countries involved” was to order that nothing happen.26 While the available 

documents show no direct support from Kissinger of the Letelier assassination, 

the knowledge, deliberation, and subsequent inaction during the time leading up 

to September 21st show that Kissinger did little to prevent what could have been a 

preventable assassination. 

KISSINGER’S MOTIVATIONS 

While it is now clear the ways in which Henry Kissinger could have, and failed to 

prevent the Letelier assassination, the question remains as to why he failed to act. 

This story is one that contains much more ambiguity as existing documentation 

does not record the thought processes of the secretary of state. However, I will 

explore four possible, not mutually exclusive theories: American ego, care for the 

US’ relationship with Pinochet, perceived benefit from the assassinations, and 

human error. 

One theory as to why Kissinger failed to take action to prevent the 

Letelier-Moffitt assassination is that the U.S. believed that they were different in 

the eyes of the Southern Cone than the European countries where Operation 

Condor would take place. Evidence suggests that the U.S officials’ ego led them 

to believe that the Southern Cone would not dare attempt an assassination on U.S. 

soil, despite evidence to the contrary. Indeed, released documents on Operation 

Condor only discuss these operations in relation to potential political 

assassinations in Europe, with no mention of the potential for these to take place 

on American soil. For example, the memo from Shlaudeman to Kissinger on 

August 3rd informing Kissinger of possible political assassinations describes 

these to take place “in [South America] and in Europe.”27 It is true that much of 

Condor’s operations took place in South America and Europe;28 however, it 

seems that the United States perhaps considered themselves special and beyond 

the potential influence of their hemispheric partners in South America. 

Even when direct suggestion of Condor assassinations in the US were 

made, the United States still demonstrated an ideology that Operation Condor 

would not dare to plan an assassination within the territorial borders of the United 

States. In July 1976, a Latin American military official, while intoxicated, stated 

that maybe he “‘would have to send someone to the U.S. to get Congressman 

Koch’” after detailing the military’s frustration with him.29 Even though this 

incident took place being directly around the time that the U.S. knew that 

26 “Operation Condor [Attachments Not Included],” August 30, 1976. 

27 “ARA Monthly Report (July): The ‘Third World War’ and South America,” August 3, 1976. 

28 McSherry, Predatory States: Operation Condor and Covert War in Latin America. 

29 Eatinger, “CIA Letter to Koch,” September 26, 2001.a 
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Operation Condor was planning assassinations, the C.I.A  concluded that this was 

“nothing more than alcohol-induced bravado,” and it was not until after the 

Letelier assassination that they “questioned their assumption that other countries 

would not conduct assassinations in the U.S.”30 Such bravado, even in the face of 

legitimate threat and concerning evidence, could explain Kissinger’s lack of 

action: he simply didn’t believe that Condor would ever attempt something in the 

United States, even if in hindsight this looks foolish. However, even if this is the 

case, this would still fail to explain why the United States would not take action in 

order to prevent assassination attempts outside of the US. 

The desire to preserve a close relationship with Southern Cone countries, 

and particularly Pinochet himself, serves as another possible explanation. There is 

ample documentation around the time of the Letelier assassination that Kissinger 

and the State Department did not want to upset Pinochet, despite the grave threat 

to international stability that political assassinations could pose. For example, 

Popper, the Ambassador to Chile’s request for further consultation before issuing 

the détente was due to his belief that Pinochet “might well take as an insult any 

inference that he was connected with such assassination plots.”31 Causing even 

possible insult to Pinochet was prioritized over asserting the United States’ 

opposition to political assassination, failing to possibly prevent a murder as a 

result. This document suggests that the United States was deeply concerned with 

maintaining good relationships with Pinochet, despite evidence as to his 

involvement in mass human rights abuses and political assassinations. Of course, 

it was Pinochet that ordered the assassination of Letelier, making this call not to 

risk insulting him by issuing a démarche even more damning and revealing of US 

priorities. 

The emphasis on preserving positive relationships with Pinochet is evident 

after the Letelier murder as well. A cable sent by Kissinger to Popper on October 

4th states that “the issue,” being Operation Condor assassinations, “should not, 

repeat not be raised with Pinochet.”32 Even after an assassination of a political 

rival on US soil, Kissinger still did not want to unnecessarily bother Pinochet. The 

alliances and relationships between the two countries clearly had an important 

role to play in Kissinger’s lack of action. 

Another reason that Kissinger could have withheld action that had the 

potential to prevent the Letelier assassination is that he may have perceived Phase 

III of Operation Condor as beneficial to US interests, and did not want to 

interfere, especially in conjunction with the belief that such actions would not take 

place on US soil. In the cable sent from Shlaudeman to Kissinger on August 3rd, 

Shlaudeman explains that if Operation Condor proceeds, the United States would 

30 Eatinger. 

31 “Santiago 8210,” August 24, 1976. 

32 “Operation Condor [Attached to Forwarding Memorandum],” October 4, 1976. 
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be a “casual beneficiary… for reasons that are too obvious to need elaboration 

here.”33 Kissinger had clearly voiced his opinion that the threat of communism in 

South America concerned the US, stating in his memoir that “the forces of radical 

upheaval in South America posed a greater threat” than a dissolution of Chile’s 

democratic institutions or human rights abuses.34 While he makes these statements 

in connection to Chile immediately after Pinochet came to power, it is clear that 

fighting the communist threat was of grave concern to Kissinger. While Kissinger 

was also briefed on the possible catastrophic consequences if political 

assassinations by Operation Condor proceeded, the benefit of reduced opposition 

from the left in South America may have put a damper on timely action in 

preventing these assassinations. 

Finally, Kissinger’s lack of action may simply have been an accident. 

Former Assistant Secretary of State William Rogers argues that Kissinger’s order 

for “no further action” implied that action had already been taken and the 

démarche had been distributed.35 While there is no evidence to suggest that the 

démarche was distributed, perhaps Kissinger believed otherwise. Perhaps 

Schlaudeman’s explanation for not issuing the démarche, that there had been “no 

reports in some weeks” that assassinations would actually occur, genuinely meant 

that the U.S. believed that the Southern Cone had decided to abandon this plot 

altogether and no warning was necessary. Perhaps the United States truly did not 

think to keep track of Michael Townley after his attempted entry to the United 

States. It is possible that accidents were made with no explanation other than 

human error; however, some of these claims are hard to believe given the level of 

intelligence available to Henry Kissinger. 

Why Henry Kissinger did not act to prevent the preventable assassination 

of Letelier may never be known concretely. Some combination of American ego, 

diplomatic relations, promotion of US interests, and human error may have been 

at play. However, this history consists of conflicting narratives and missing data 

that create profound ambiguity. I will now explore the ambiguity and controversy 

that still surrounds this story. 

REMAINING UNCERTAINTY 

While the story this paper has pieced together is primarily based on the available 

primary sources released in the National Security Archive, there exists 

considerable debate around both the interpretation of these released documents 

and the absence of historical documents that may never be released. 

33 “ARA Monthly Report (July): The ‘Third World War’ and South America,” August 3, 1976. 

34 Kissinger, Years of Renewal, 754. 

35 Kornbluh, The Pinochet File: A Declassified Dossier on Atrocity and Accountability, 533. 
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First, with regards to the documents that have been released, McSherry has 

suggested that there is reason to doubt the fidelity even of the documents that 

have been made public. She does not suggest that the documents were falsely 

constructed after the fact, but rather that perhaps these documents were 

constructed with the knowledge that they would leave a paper trail and thus were 

carefully worded and even intentionally created. Indeed, she highlights how 

Kissinger was known to instruct U.S. ambassadors “never to trust sensitive 

messages to cables.”36 Given that the démarche was never issued despite 

Kissinger’s original call for action on August 23rd, McSherry questions whether 

that document may have been created simply “for the record,” rather than in 

earnest.37 While it is impossible to know either way, her accusations illuminate 

the need to question even the documents that are currently accessible. 

Furthermore, the documents that have been released have also been 

interpreted in different ways. One prominent example is that of the debate 

between Kissinger’s colleague Wiliam Rogers, and prominent historian Kenneth 

Maxwell in Foreign Policy. Over a series of essays published back and forth, 

Rogers and Maxwell debated the evidence pointing to Kissinger’s involvement 

with Pinochet, including the Letelier assassination. While there were many 

elements to the debate, one point of contention was whether Shlaudeman’s call for 

“no further action” to be taken meant that the détente had already been issued, as 

Rogers argued, or that it should never be issued, as Maxwell argued.38 While there 

is no evidence to suggest that the démarche was ever issued, debate was still 

possible given that only scraps of evidence were available, making the 

interpretation of even one sentence crucially important. 

In addition, many of the documents released contain heavily redacted 

portions that further cloud the story. For example, there was a CIA report on 

Letelier from September 16, 1976, four days before his assassination. However, 

the document has been so heavily redacted that there is no indication as to why 

the CIA was monitoring his activities at that time.39 

These examples demonstrate that while the released primary sources 

provide glimpses of history, they possess important limitations that can contribute 

to the uncertainty of the past.   

However, perhaps of greater concern to the Letelier assassination is the 

amount of information that has not been released, opening the possibility that the 

true story is still yet to be discovered. Indeed, the story that the primary 

documents now tell of the Letelier assassination is drastically different than the 

history that was available in decades past. For example, for twenty years after the 

36 McSherry, Predatory States: Operation Condor and Covert War in Latin America, 122. 

37 McSherry, 122. 

38 Kornbluh, The Pinochet File: A Declassified Dossier on Atrocity and Accountability, 533. 

39 “Orlando Letelier,” September 16, 1976. 
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Letelier assassination, the documents the U.S. had released suggested that the 

U.S. did not know about Operation Condor until after the Letelier-Moffitt 

assassination, with Condor first being documented on September 28, 1976.40 

Without the documents that were later declassified, the history of the United 

States and Kissinger’s inaction in face of the knowledge of Operation Condor 

could not have been told. 

Another key document in the story of Kissinger and the Letelier-Moffitt 

assassination is Kissnger’s cable on September 16th stating that no action should 

be taken in repsect to the démarche.41 However, this document was not released 

until 2010, hiding Kissinger’s connection to the lack of action until thirty-four 

years after the assassination. This document in particular proves interesting given 

that William Rogers, who Kissinger describes as “my colleague, my friend and, in 

many ways, my conscience,”42 had attempted to argue prior to its release that 

Kissinger was not involved in the failure to deliver the démarche. He states, “so 

far as the record shows, he never saw it”, with “it” being the cable from 

Shlaudeman calling for no further action a few days after receiving instruction 

from Kissinger to do so.43 While the record at the time did not show Kissinger’s 

involvement, the lack of evidence was not because it did not exist, as Rogers 

would suggest, but rather due to these documents remaining intentionally hidden. 

In both cases, key pieces of information necessary to understand the history of the 

Letelier-Moffitt assassination were almost lost, and almost allowed the United 

States to tell a very different story of their actions during the time. 

The knowledge that there are still many secret documents also allows for 

stories to be told with no way for historians to verify them. For example, Rogers 

claims that Kissinger’s call for “no further action” was actually in response to 

messages stating that action had already been taken. However, when pressed for 

evidence, he stated that these documents were “‘nowhere to be found.’”44 If key 

figures from the time of Letelier-Moffitt assassination can claim that documents 

exist to exonerate them without producing such documents, any history could be 

constructed. 

The currently declassified documents also allow Kissinger leeway to claim 

that his failure to act in response prior to the Letelier assassination was accidental 

rather than intentional. For instance, all documents released leading up to the 

Letelier assassination make no reference to the idea that Operation Condor could 

attempt an assassination on U.S. soil. Was this possibility simply not considered, 

as the primary sources currently suggest, or are there documents that have not 

 
40 Kornbluh, The Pinochet File: A Declassified Dossier on Atrocity and Accountability, 354. 

41 “Actions Taken,” September 16, 1976. 

42 Kissinger, “William D. Rogers.” 

43 Rogers and Maxwell, “Mythmaking and Foreign Policy [with Reply].” 

44 Kornbluh, The Pinochet File: A Declassified Dossier on Atrocity and Accountability, 533. 
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been released? While enormous progress has been made in piecing together the 

story of Letelier’s assassination from declassified documents, it can still be 

questioned what remains to be discovered and what elements of the story are not 

yet known. As Douglas Valentine, a researcher who has studied the CIA for 20 

years comments “the CIA trusts that academics will abide by the rules (and most 

do) ... so major portions of our history have fallen into the black hole of official 

secrecy.”45 Classified documents, unrecorded conversations, and fabricated stories 

all obscure the truth of Kissinger’s actions leading up to the Letelier-Moffit 

assassination. 

CONCLUSION 

I have attempted to piece together the scraps emerging from the black hole of 

classified documents and hidden histories. The existing record shows that Henry 

Kissinger did indeed fail to act to prevent the assassination of Orlando Letelier. 

While his motivations for doing so are uncertain, I suggest a variety of possible 

motivations as evidenced in released documents, including an ego that did not 

believe assassinations would take place on U.S. soil, a desire not to harm 

relationships with Pinochet, recognition of the possible benefits to the U.S, and 

perhaps, simple human error. However, the narrative told by the existing 

documents is formed in the setting of secrecy and missing information that 

continues to surround this assassination. 

Chile’s National Commission on Truth and Reconciliation released a 

detailed report on March 4th, 1999 that exposed the repressive policies and crimes 

of the Chilean dictatorship.46 This process has enabled healing and progress in the 

wake of the violence of the late 20th Century. While the United States has begun 

declassifying documents, Kenneth Maxwell describes these documents as having 

been “extracted painfully, like rotten teeth.”47 There is potentially still much to 

learn in understanding Kissinger’s role in the events of September 21st. Until the 

full historical record is revealed and efforts are made to unshroud the mystery of 

this story, there will be barriers to believing the words of the government, barriers 

to collective healing, and there will be barriers to knowing history itself. 
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Evo Morales, an Aymara man, was the first Indigenous President of 

Bolivia, a majority-Indigenous country. However, he seemed to carry the burden 

of many worlds at the 61st Session of the General Assembly on September 19, 

2006.1 In his first speech at the United Nations (UN), Morales proclaimed that he 

represented “peoples once considered savages and animals — peoples who in 

some regions were condemned to extermination.” Morales placed himself in a 

broader Indigenous movement. He declared that he had come “to right the wrongs 

of 500 years.” 

Morales critiqued the UN, US foreign intervention, and neoliberalism in 

the same speech. The Indigenous leader detested the UN’s criminalization of the 

coca leaf, a “[symbol] of Andean culture.” He characterized US attempts at 

combatting drug trafficking in his country as “an instrument for the recolonization 

or colonization of Andean countries.” Morales promised to recover the natural 

resources that “were stolen, plundered, sold off and delivered to transnational 

corporations by neo-liberal [Bolivian] Governments.” The head of state advocated 

for the withdrawal of US troops from Iraq, a global response to climate change, 

and a movement toward “defending life and saving humanity.” He spoke for “life, 

not war…people, not empire.”2 

This speech is indicative of how Morales foregrounded his foreign policy. 

He critiqued capitalism, neoliberalism, the US, the UN, the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank. The struggle for legitimizing 

indigeneity and Indigenous interests in Bolivia and Latin America had indeed 

been one that spanned 500 years, and Morales saw his presidency as an 

opportunity to advance Indigenous interests. He echoed the voices of his 

Indigenous constituency and the “rights of the Indigenous peoples of the world.” 

The Indigenous President saw himself as speaking to a world of nations and 

leaders whose economic and political interests in Latin America trumped “the 

right to self-determination, the right to live in communities, and the right to live a 

life based on solidarity and reciprocity.” Morales argued that the US and 

international institutions contributed to the plight of Bolivia, so he saw foreign 

policy as a critical aspect of his presidency.3 

A llama herder as a child, Evo Morales came from humble beginnings. He 

noticed the marginalization of poor and Indigenous people in his country and 

worked to champion their cause. Before he ascended to the presidency, Morales 

I would like to thank Dr. Laura Correa Ochoa for her guidance on this project and her commitment 

to my academic development. 
1 Jon Lee Anderson, “The Fall of Evo Morales,” The New Yorker, March 23, 2020, 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/03/23/the-fall-of-evo-morales. 
2 Evo Morales, “A/61/PV.11,” United Nations Digital Library, September 19, 2006, 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/589608?ln=en. 
3 Evo Morales, “A/61/PV.11.” 

66
67

Board: Full Issue: Volume 4, Issue 1

Published by Works, 2023



gained the trust of his large Indigenous base when he led a coca-growers union.4 

In his three terms as President from 2005-2019, Morales nationalized natural gas, 

ratified a constitution that strengthened Indigenous rights and declared 

plurinational status, and increased protections for coca growers. Morales 

addressed social inequality through programs such as a universal basic pension 

and a cash-transfer system in the healthcare sector. He built schools and hospitals, 

and at times “theatrical,” as Jon Lee Anderson noted, Morales visited 

impoverished towns and gave money to children.5 Morales would say he was 

“married to Bolivia.” He advanced Indigenous interests in a country where 

roughly 62 percent of the population self-identify as Indigenous, thus making it 

the nation with the highest percentage of Indigenous people in Latin America.6 

Morales and his political party, Movimento al Socialismo (MAS), aimed to 

transform the nation. Fundamentally, he envisioned a plurinational and 

democratic state free from foreign intervention. 

At the transnational level, Bolivia was an actor in what scholars and other 

observers have termed the “Pink Tide,” a shift from conservative and neoliberal 

rule to leftist governments in Latin America in the 2000s.7 Neoliberalism is an 

economic development model that turns countries towards globalization, and its 

policy prescriptions include pro-market stances, such as the privatization of state-

owned sectors and openness to foreign investment.8 Bretton Woods Institutions, 

the IMF and World Bank, recommended that Bolivia and other Latin American 

nations implement neoliberal policies in the 1980s and 1990s. Their policies 

failed to bring prosperity and increased income inequality. With the political 

victories of various leftist leaders—Evo Morales in Bolivia, Hugo Chávez in 

Venezuela, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva in Brazil, Rafael Correa in Ecuador, and 

Christina Fernández de Kirchner in Argentina—some in the region celebrated the 

beginning of what looked to be a reversal of neoliberalism and the passing of 

redistributive policies.9 It was a political opening, especially for the Bolivians 

who had fought the prior decade against the privatization of natural resources in 

the Water and Gas Wars. 

4 Xavier Albó et al., eds., The Bolivia Reader: History, Culture, Politics (Durham, North Carolina: 

Duke University Press, 2018), 627; Anderson, “The Fall of Evo Morales.” 
5 Anderson, “The Fall of Evo Morales.” 
6 Nancy Postero, “The Emergence of Indigenous Nationalism in Bolivia: Social Movements and 

the MAS State,” in The Indigenous State: Race, Politics, and Performance in Plurinational 

Bolivia (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 2017), pp. 25-40, 26. 
7 Jeffery R. Webber, From Rebellion to Reform in Bolivia: Class Struggle, Indigenous Liberation, 

and the Politics of Evo Morales (Chicago, Illinois: Haymarket Books, 2011). 
8 Juan Pablo Rodríguez, “The Politics of Neoliberalism in Latin America: Dynamics of Resilience 

and Contestation,” Sociology Compass 15, no. 3 (February 23, 2021): pp. 1-13, 6. 
9 Rodríguez, 7. 
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Governments, international organizations, scholars, and the public 

watched Morales lead a poverty-stricken nation into the 21st century. Robert 

Albro defines Morales’ “legacy” as “the transformation of Bolivian society 

through the enfranchisement of the country’s Indigenous population.”10 His 

constituency viewed the presence of the US and international organizations in the 

country as imperialistic. Morales could not separate domestic issues from foreign 

policy, such as defending coca. He had no choice but to address foreign actors, 

and his socialist policies at home could not flourish unless he asserted Bolivian 

sovereignty. With a socialist agenda at home, Morales’ foreign policy centered on 

Indigenous concerns. 

This essay incorporates the literature that explains individual areas of 

Morales’ foreign policy. I include sources that discuss his political ideology, 

environmental policy, and decision to decrease ties with the US and increase 

relations with China. I also include scholars who have examined how Morales 

navigated through tensions between promoting extractivist policies and 

maintaining the interests of his Indigenous and peasant constituency. I build on 

the existing literature by focusing on his interactions with the US, China, the UN, 

the Bretton Woods Institutions, and his domestic audience. I contextualize 

Morales’ foreign policy by examining his speeches at the UN, tallying to twenty-

five according to the Dag Hammarskjöld Library.11 This essay also utilizes his 

tweets (@evoespueblo), op-eds in American news outlets, speeches at other 

events and platforms, and interviews. I analyze statements from various social 

movement leaders and political activists to uncover the attitudes and reactions 

toward his policies. I include works by foreign policy scholars, specifically those 

who discuss the trade-offs in foreign aid and intervention and the role of making 

decisions to send signals to domestic audiences. 

This paper is organized into three sections. I first discuss Morales’ 

political rise in Bolivia. Framing the ideology of MAS, I focus on the socialist and 

Indigenous wings of his political agenda. There is a concentration on his 

constituency’s mobilization in the 1980s and 1990s to combat the authoritarian 

regimes’ attempts to halt coca production and implement neoliberal policies. 

Second, I analyze Morales’ decision to expel the Drug Enforcement Agency 

(DEA), cut off United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 

and declare independence from the IMF and World Bank. Third, I analyze 

Morales’ critique of capitalism. Morales sought to prove that socialist policies 

worked in Bolivia and on the international stage. I also analyze his decision to 

10 Robert Albro, “Evo Morales’s Chaotic Departure Won’t Define His Legacy,” Foreign Policy, 

November 22, 2019, https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/11/22/evo-morales-departure-bolivia-

Indigenous-legacy/. 
11 “Speeches and Meetings,” Dag Hammarskjöld Library, 2021, 

https://www.un.org/en/library/page/speeches-and-meetings. 
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expropriate natural resources and increase Chinese foreign investment despite 

dissent from a few groups in his constituency. 

Ultimately, I argue that an attempt to center Indigenous concerns and 

critiques of US imperialism and neoliberalism defined Morales’ foreign policy. 

Morales used the expulsion of the USAID, the DEA, the IMF, and the World 

Bank, which he believed were imperialistic, to signal to his domestic audience 

that he was committed to an anti-US and foreign intervention stance. Moreover, 

Morales’ socialist agenda at home was keen on developing the economy and 

pulling Bolivia out of poverty, even if it meant putting parts of his constituency, 

who held concerns for environmental protection and sustainable development, at 

odds with his national agenda. At international forums, Morales championed the 

“vivir bien (living well)” philosophy that many Indigenous people in Bolivia 

supported. However, back home, he faced the political realities of a dynamic 

domestic audience that supported or mobilized to stall government projects.  

I maintain that at the heart of Morales’ foreign policy decision-making, the 

Indigenous President constantly faced trade-offs between benefitting his 

Indigenous and peasant constituency and breaking promises of his anti-

interventionist and pro-environment agenda. While it served Morales to cut ties 

with the US, he faced an uphill battle when developing transnational and 

international ties with Brazil and China. Trying to implement progressive policies 

in a market economy, Morales redefined Bolivian foreign policy. 

Morales’ political rise 

Evo Morales’ personality shined in the 2007 documentary Cocalero.12 Towards 

the end, the producers spotlight a conversation between two citizens who 

discussed whether Morales would wear a suit and tie to his presidential 

inauguration. The banter included talks of Morales possibly wearing a traditional 

Aymara outfit. Indeed, what an Indigenous leader looked like was foreign to 

many Bolivians. Nevertheless, Morales knew he had a specific task: address 

neoliberal reforms that undermined an Indigenous economy that was inextricably 

tied to their identity. 

Morales prided himself on his coca-producing past. He moved to the 

Chapare Province, a rural area located in the center of Bolivia, in the late 1970s. 

In Chapare, Morales grew coca and the trust of other coca growers as a union 

organizer. Morales witnessed the US War on Drugs initiative in the 1980s that 

sought to eradicate coca and cocaine production. In a 2009 op-ed piece in The 

New York Times, Morales wrote, “coca is an important symbol of the history and 

12 Cocalero, 2007. 
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identity of the Indigenous cultures of the Andes.”13 On one of the premier US 

newspapers speaking to a US audience, Morales argued that it was a “mistake” for 

the UN to equate the coca leaf with cocaine, citing that coca is healthier than 

nicotine and caffeine. Like the Times article, Morales published an op-ed in the 

Los Angeles Times in 2010 entitled “Combatting Climate Change: Lessons from 

the World’s Indigenous Peoples.”14 Morales wrote to the American public to build 

credibility, combat criticism, and familiarize the nation with Andean and Bolivian 

culture. 

When the US government focused on the crack epidemic in the 1980s, it 

equally sought to eradicate cocaine at its source in Latin America. President 

George H. W. Bush focused on policing the Andes and the Chapare coca 

growers.15 His policies rested on the premise that drugs, especially cocaine, are 

“viewed as tearing at the fabric of mainstream US society, as evident in periodic 

domestic drug scares and the demarcation – and demonization – of ethnic 

minorities and fringe groups in the United States,” according to Allan Gillies.16 

Bolivian President Jaime Zamora and the Colombian and Peruvian heads of state 

signed The Cartagena Declaration of 1990 that authorized the US military to stop 

coca production. In 1994, Bolivian President Gonzalo Sánchez de Lozado’s 

“Option Zero” plan was an initiative to eradicate all coca crops.17 

In response, Morales mobilized the rural coca growers for the “March for 

Life, Coca, and National Sovereignty” in 1994.18 More than 3,000 cocaleros 

marched for 22 days to La Paz.19 The government repressed the coca growers. 

The two sides fought for the crop vital to the Indigenous economy and identity. 

Five years later, with the backing of the international community, the Bolivian 

Government’s “Dignity Plan” in 1999 created the Conjoint Task Force, a group of 

500 police and 1500 soldiers that aimed to halt coca production and killed more 

 
13 Evo Morales, “Opinion: Let Me Chew My Coca Leaves,” The New York Times, March 13, 

2009, https://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/14/opinion/14morales.html. 
14 Evo Morales, “Combating Climate Change: Lessons from the World’s Indigenous Peoples,” Los 

Angeles Times, April 23, 2010, https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2010-apr-23-la-oew-

0423-morales-20100423-story.html. 
15 Gillies, 83.  
16 Allan Gillies, “Contesting the ‘War on Drugs’ in the Andes: US–Bolivian Relations of Power 

and Control (1989–93),” Journal of Latin American Studies 52, no. 1 (May 6, 2019): pp. 77-106, 

80. 
17 Jörg Alfred Stippel and Juan E. Serrano-Moreno, “The Coca Diplomacy as the End of the War 

on Drugs. The Impact of International Cooperation on the Crime Policy of the Plurinational State 

of Bolivia,” Crime, Law, and Social Change 74, no. 4 (April 29, 2020): pp. 361-380, 369. 
18 Stippel and Serrano-Moreno, 370. 
19 Luis Felipe Cruz, “The Cocalera Marches: An Expression of the Right to Demand Rights,” De 

Justicia, March 4, 2019, https://www.dejusticia.org/en/column/the-cocalera-marches-an-

expression-of-the-right-to-demand-rights/. 
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than 115 people.20 The government’s violent intervention sparked the creation of 

MAS and became a rallying cry for Indigenous socialist organizers like Morales. 

The 1994 March increased Indigenous mobilization within Bolivia, and it 

is credited as the “foundational moment in the imaginary” of MAS.21 MAS drew 

its base from the “campesinos, the landless movement, leftist lawyers, women’s 

groups, some lowland Indigenous leaders, and assorted Trotskyites.”22 Morales 

saw himself as bearing a torch lit by previous leftist revolutionaries, especially 

Aymara insurrectionist Túpak Katari and Cuban revolutionary Ernesto “Che” 

Guevara. At MAS rallies, supporters often carried signs bearing photos of their 

two heroes, and Morales mentioned their legacies in his 2006 inauguration 

address.23 

Understanding MAS and Morales’ affinity for Túpak Katari and Guevara 

helps explain their political ideology. A figure of Indigenous resistance, Túpak 

Katari led the Great Rebellion (1780-1782) against the Spanish. He rebuked their 

expropriation of resources on Indigenous territory and mercantilist policies.24 He 

is ingrained in Aymara’s cultural memory as the embodiment of pluralism, social 

justice, and Indigenous agency.25 At the 2008 UN General Assembly, Morales 

mentioned that before the Spanish quartered Túpak Katari, the Indigenous leader 

professed, “I die, but I will return transformed into millions of people.”26 Those 

millions of people, Morales believed, were the more than two million people who 

voted for him and MAS in the 2005 Presidential Election. 

MAS aligned itself with Guevara’s Marxist mission to establish a 

government that provided structural changes involving the nationalization of 

public resources, land reform, education reform, and various social programs. 

Guevara was committed to socialism and anti-colonialism, as demonstrated 

through his role in the Cuban Revolution and participation in decolonization 

struggles in Africa.27 During his planned overthrow of the authoritarian regime in 

Bolivia, Guevara died at the hands of the Bolivian army that received support 

from the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).28 Guevara’s determination to 

20 Stippel and Serrano-Moreno, 371. 
21 Stippel and Serrano-Moreno, 371. 
22 Nancy Postero, “Morales's MAS Government: Building Indigenous Popular Hegemony in 

Bolivia,” Latin American Perspectives 37, no. 3 (May 2010): pp. 18-34, 23. 
23 Evo Morales, “Evo Morales Inauguration Speech: January 31, 2006,” barrioflores, 

https://barrioflores.wordpress.com/2006/01/31/evo-morales-inauguration-speech/. 
24 Eva Fischer, “From Rebellion to Democracy: The Many Lives of Túpac Katari,” History and 

Anthropology 29, no. 4 (November 20, 2017): pp. 493-516, 507. 
25 Fischer, 507. 
26 Evo Morales, “A/63/PV.6,” United Nations Digital Library, September 23, 2008, 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/643753?ln=en, 30. 
27 Zach Johnk, “Che Guevara’s Fiery Life and Bloody Death,” The New York Times, October 9, 

2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/09/world/americas/che-guevara-history.html. 
28 Johnk, “Che Guevara’s Fiery Life and Bloody Death.” 
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undermine these authoritarian governments point to MAS’s democratic 

aspirations. MAS idealized a government, democratic and socialist, that 

empowered the Indigenous and poor. 

Thus, Túpak Katari and Guevara represented the Indigenous and socialist 

wings of Morales’ political agenda. Morales defined his agenda as “the continuity 

of the struggle for Túpac Katari; that struggle and these results [Morales’ 

Presidential victory] are the continuity of Che Guevara.”29 Securing the rights and 

advancement of the Indigenous and poor was possible if the government engaged 

in socialist reform that provided for the citizen’s welfare. 

Aside from the war on drugs, Indigenous and peasant farmers mobilized to 

protest the government’s decision to privatize the water in what has been termed 

the “Cochabamba Water War (1999-2001).” A peasant farmer and Coalition for 

the Defense of Water and Life representative, Oscar Olivera, claimed in a 2001 

interview that the World Bank’s recommendation to Bolivia to privatize the water 

led to the passing of law 2029.30 This law eliminated the guarantee that rural areas 

would be distributed water, forbade the collection of rainwater, and leased the 

water supply to Aguas de Tunari and the United States-based company Bechtel.31 

The water proved vital to the Cochabamba economy, as the people there sustained 

themselves through coca and vegetable production. 

The people of Cochabamba, and even a few elites, mobilized on 

December 28, 1999, to forcefully repeal law 2029. The 2010 film Even the 

Rain/También la Lluvia captures the spirit of this mobilization. A powerful scene 

in the film is when a protestor angrily remarks, speaking into a megaphone, that 

the government sold the country’s water, “even the rain.”32 Protestors blockaded 

roads and had violent encounters with police. On one occasion, 179 people were 

injured. The water companies fled the area in April 2001, and the bill collapsed.33 

After the people mobilized again and halted Bolivian President Carlos 

Mesa from privatizing gas, known as the Gas War (2003), he resigned under 

pressure from progressive forces in 2005. In this political context, Morales and 

MAS rode the momentum created by the Indigenous and poor communities who 

halted neoliberal policies considered an infringement on sovereignty and 

devastating for their economic well-being. Morales won the 2005 Presidential 

 
29 Morales, “Evo Morales Inauguration Speech.”; It is also interesting to note that Morales hung a 

portrait of Guevara, that was made of coca leaves, behind his Presidential desk. This captures how 

indigeneity and socialism were intertwined in his politics. 
30 Oscar Olivera, “The Fight for Water and Democracy: An Interview with Oscar Olivera,” 

Journal of Public Health Policy 22, no. 2 (2001): pp. 226-234, 228. 
31 Olivera, 229. 
32 Even the Rain/También La Lluvia, 2010. 
33 Olivera, 233. 
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election with 53.7 percent of the vote, the first Bolivian head of state to amass 

over two million votes.34  

At the end of Cocalero, the producers spotlight the creative faction of 

Morales’ campaign who designed an outfit that would soon mirror his foreign 

policy. They blended a traditional Indigenous outfit with a more traditional suit. 

Although it was his inauguration outfit, it spoke to his task: define Indigenous 

identity to the rest of the world and produce an image and plan applicable to both 

realms. 

Paralyzing the imperialist arm 

At the United Nations General Assembly on December 11, 1964, Ernesto “Che” 

Guevara announced Cuba’s ties to the socialist Soviet Union. Dressed in his 

recognizable green military jacket with slicked-back hair, Guevara denounced the 

actions of the US towards Cuba and the rest of Latin America. With one hand in 

his pocket, he proclaimed that Cubans, and their “irrevocable determination to 

fight and to paralyze the mailed fist of the invader,” would defend their portion of 

the Caribbean even if it meant death.35 On US turf, Guevara injected his 

revolutionary spirit and country into a soon-to-be intense military conflict.  

Evo Morales was fearless and purposeful at the UN. He took the anti-

imperialist spirit of Guevara’s speech to heart. The General Assembly was a 

means for the Bolivian President to earn international legitimacy, advocate for a 

world without US imperialism, and champion the protection of sovereignty and 

natural resources from ill-intentioned foreign investment. Morales delivered a 

consistent message that primarily denounced what he argued as the imperialist 

intentions of the US. In his view, the US had meddled in Latin America and 

induced poverty in the region. The US maintained an imbalance of power through 

USAID, the DEA, the IMF, and the World Bank.36 

On March 11, 2009, Morales spoke in a meeting with the UN Committee 

on Narcotic Drugs, an organization that drafted a ten-year narcotics strategy.37 

Here, Morales continued to critique the US and UN initiatives to halt coca and 

cocaine production. Morales tried to explain the irony of the proposed laws when 

34 Evo Morales, “A/63/PV.6,” United Nations Digital Library, September 23, 2008, 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/643753?ln=en, 30. 
35 Ernesto Guevara, “A/PV.1299,” transcript of speech delivered at the United Nations General 

Assembly, New York, NY, December 11, 1964, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/692269?ln=en. 
36 Evo Morales, “A/64/PV.4,” United Nations Digital Library, September 23, 2009, 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/665848?ln=en, 39; Morales called for the “real democratization 

of the United Nations” and made suggestions for a structural reset of the second United Nations 

organ. 
37 Ryan Grim, “Bolivian President Chews Coca During Speech At UN,” Huffington Post, May 25, 

2011, https://www.huffpost.com/entry/bolivian-president-chews_n_174075. 
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he suggested that the coca leaf was grown and consumed three thousand years 

before Christ. He argued that the criminalization of the coca leaf at the 

international level was a systematic means of squashing the Indigenous economy 

and identity. In front of international leaders at this forum, Morales chewed a coca 

leaf, shrugged his shoulders, and was immediately met with the applause of other 

diplomats in attendance. Morales searched in the crowd for Antonio Maria Costa, 

the executive director of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, and he proceeded to 

ask why Costa had not arrested him.38 

When Morales questioned President Barack Obama’s character at the 64th 

Session of the General Assembly on September 23, 2009, he illuminated his 

stance and view of indigeneity in the global context. Towards the end of his 

speech, Morales mentioned that a report from the US State Department accused 

him of “the explicit acceptance and encouragement of coca production at the 

highest levels of the Bolivian government.”39 Morales then alluded to the idea that 

the State Department accused him of encouraging the sale of cocaine. He felt that 

these documents painted Indigenous Bolivians and Morales’ government 

negatively. Morales refers to the State Department documents then states: 

I wonder how it is possible for someone [Obama] who has suffered 

discrimination to discriminate against another. At least in Latin America, 

the so-called Afro-Americans and Afro-Bolivians are the sectors most 

discriminated against in society, together with the so-called Indians or 

Indigenous people. We are called “negroes” and “Indians.” I do not 

understand how a Black person who has been discriminated against and 

excluded can discriminate against and exclude an Indian. It is a matter of 

grave concern.40 

This critique of Obama came after Morales alluded to the US as an imperialist and 

racist state. Morales strategically linked US imperialism to racism. 

Morales viewed the Black and Indigenous struggle in the US as 

comparable to the Afro-Bolivian and Indigenous struggle. Morales refers to 

chronicled overt and structural racism in the US that has existed since enslaved 

people arrived and developed the first colonies across the Americas. For Morales, 

the US perpetuated racist and exclusionary policies towards Black, Indigenous, 

and other ethnic minorities within its borders and those abroad. Morales 

questioned how Obama, a representative of a discriminated minority group, could 

then discriminate against Latin American countries with ethnic minorities. He 

38 Drugreporter, “Morales Is Chewing Coca at the UN - Part 2,” YouTube, May 11, 2009, 

https://youtu.be/Ilz6WzdaP14. 
39 Morales, “A/64/PV.4,” 39. 
40 Morales, “A/64/PV.4,” 39. 
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detested how the US continued to label the Andean Indigenous people as drug 

traffickers. The Indigenous president believed that from the US’s perspective 

because the Andean Indigenous grew coca, they also produced cocaine. 

The Indigenous leader linked issues of imperialism with those of race and 

ethnicity. His critique of the US as an imperial actor accompanied dialogue on the 

discriminatory practices of international organizations. According to Morales, the 

Bretton Woods Institutions recommended policies that expropriated natural 

resources and policed coca were explicitly designed to harm Indigenous groups 

and benefit the US. Morales may not always have explicitly mentioned 

indigeneity. However, by critiquing the expropriation of natural resources and the 

initiatives to halt coca production, which mattered tremendously to Indigenous 

economies and identity, he still championed Indigenous interests at international 

forums. 

Furthermore, Morales led the expulsion of USAID in 2013, and he viewed 

the decision as a step toward ending US imperialism in Bolivia. USAID states its 

“twofold purpose of furthering America’s interests while improving the lives in 

the developing world” includes providing humanitarian, development, military, 

and technical assistance and money.41 Morales saw USAID as more an imperialist 

force than a beneficiary of the world’s impoverished. He eliminated USAID 

funding in response to US Secretary of State John Kerry’s characterization of the 

Western hemisphere as the “backyard” of the US.42 Throughout his UN speeches, 

Morales argued that USAID, and more broadly any US intervention, hurt the 

interests of Bolivians and Latin America. This decision came after the expulsion 

of the US ambassador to Bolivia in 2008 and the DEA in 2009, the former 

accused of cooperating with right-wing movements and the latter accused of using 

violence to harm coca growing.43  

Insofar as USAID injected pro-US policies into developing countries, 

Morales’ decision to reject funding paralleled his anti-imperialist stance. Foreign 

policy scholars agree that US foreign aid has strategic intentions, and their plan 

can be articulated as a “carrot and stick” mechanism. Accepting aid can be tricky 

for the recipient because they must determine whether they are willing to benefit 

their constituency with the idea that the donor may use the aid as a bargaining 

tactic in the future. Compliance is rewarded, and non-compliance may lead to the 

41 “Mission, Vision and Values,” US Agency for International Development, 

https://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/mission-vision-values. 
42 Tim Padgett, “The Obama Administration Looks to Latin America After Years of Neglect,” 

Time, May 13, 2013, https://world.time.com/2013/05/13/has-washington-finally-discovered-latin-

america/. 
43 Emily Achtenberg, “Bolivia: USAID Out, Morales in For Re-Election Bid,” NACLA, May 11, 

2013, https://nacla.org/blog/2013/5/11/bolivia-usaid-out-morales-re-election-bid. 
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loss of funding, less bargaining power in disputes, and sanctions.44 It is crucial to 

characterize the perceived threat to Morales as real. Note, however, that the loss 

of funding would destabilize health and education programs that benefitted from 

USAID.45 

Kerry’s comment gave Morales a heightened platform to denounce the US 

and signal to Bolivians that he cared for their interests. The decision came after 

Morales had already reduced USAID funding in half from 2010 to 2011 ($26.7 

million).46 Because this “radical declaration [appeared] much weaker in practice 

than in theory,” Claire Veale contends that Morales used Kerry’s comment to 

appeal to the Bolivian public.47 Tobias Heinrich argues that levels of “news 

coverage about the recipient conditions” is an indicator of whether a country 

sends foreign aid.48 Although out of the scope of Heinrich’s article, coverage of 

an issue appears to be a mechanism leaders consider when making decisions 

regarding aid. Morales used the heightened news coverage of Kerry’s comment to 

prove to Bolivians that he maintained an anti-imperialist stance. 

During his speech at the UN on September 20, 2010, Morales stated that 

Bolivia’s economy grew because he nationalized natural resources and state 

companies, increased Bolivia’s national income, and transferred resources and 

services to Bolivians through bonds and securities.49 Morales simultaneously 

declared that the IMF and World Bank “oppress [Bolivian] society” through 

austerity measures. Morales critiqued neoliberalism and the Bretton Woods 

Institutions, and he argued that nationalizing industries and foreign investment 

under his direction induced prosperity. 

As a decolonial gesture, the Indigenous leader cited various reasons for 

mistrusting these institutions. Morales often recalled that after a debt crisis in the 

1980s in Latin America, countries such as Peru, Brazil, Bolivia, and Argentina 

looked towards the IMF and World Bank for assistance.50 The IMF and World 

Bank lent to these countries under the condition that they implement neoliberalist 

44 Bryan R. Early and Amira Jadoon, “Using the Carrot as the Stick: US Foreign Aid and the 

Effectiveness of Sanctions Threats,” Foreign Policy Analysis 15, no. 3 (July 2019): pp. 350-369. 
45 Eric Farnsworth, “Expelling USAID from Bolivia: The Impact of Morales' Decision,” America's 

Society/Council of the Americans, May 3, 2013, https://www.as-coa.org/articles/expelling-usaid-

bolivia-impact-morales-decision. 
46 Claire Veale, “Morales’ Expulsion of USAID: Truly Progressive Move or Political Sleight of 

Hand?” Collective Development, May 29, 2013, 

https://collectivedevelopmentdotorg.wordpress.com/2013/05/29/morales-expulsion-of-usaid/. 
47 Veale, “Morales’ Expulsion of USAID: Truly Progressive Move or Political Sleight of Hand?”. 
48 Tobias Heinrich, “When Is Foreign Aid Selfish, When Is It Selfless?” The Journal of Politics 

75, no. 2 (April 9, 2013): pp. 422-435, 422. 
49 Evo Morales, “A/65/PV.3,” United Nations Digital Library, September 20, 2010, 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/698726?ln=en, 19. 
50 Jon V. Kofas, “The Politics of Austerity: The IMF and US Foreign Policy in Bolivia, 1956-

1964,” The Journal of Developing Areas 29, no. 2 (January 1995): pp. 213-236, 213. 
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reforms, known today as the Washington Consensus.51 Bolivia, shackled with 

debt, took loans from the IMF in 1980s.52 These reforms had limited success and 

disproportionately affected impoverished sectors.53 At the UN General Assembly 

on September 26, 2007, Morales mentioned how in 2003 the IMF and World 

Bank ordered the Bolivian government to implement austerity measures. Between 

a gasoline and worker’s tax, the Bolivian government chose to tax workers. This 

move by the government led to protests that resulted in 15 deaths.54 Negative 

views towards the IMF and World Bank policies festered throughout Bolivia, so 

Morales’ beliefs on the Bretton Woods institutions were consistent with the 

general view of the Bolivian population.  

When Morales (@evoespueblo) declared “total independence” from the 

IMF and World Bank on Twitter in 2017, the two organizations that he wrote 

“dictate the economic destiny of the world,” the news came to no one’s surprise.55 

Much like Morales’ op-eds in The New York Times and the Los Angeles Times, 

the head of state used Twitter to communicate with Bolivians, US citizens, and 

other foreign publics. Morales tweeted about domestic and global issues, often 

accompanying his message with a photo of him smiling. He relayed statements 

across accessible forums, like Twitter, to show a commitment to involving the 

public in his political process. Morales communicated that he cut ties with the US, 

IMF, and World Bank for the people’s benefit. 

The slew of speeches at the UN to condemn imperialist actors and 

decisions to expel USAID and the Bretton Woods institutions were the 

consequences of years of Indigenous mobilization. I focus on the expulsion of 

USAID and Bretton Woods Institutions to emphasize that when Morales 

attempted to end relations with the US and these institutions, Bolivia lost 

resources and funding. These decisions sought to restrict foreign influence over 

domestic economic and political processes. As much as Morales saw it necessary 

to cut ties with these actors, he equally, as I show in the next section, sought 

partners willing to aid him and Bolivia. Leaders account for the fact that when 

they sever ties with one partner, they generally must find another to fulfill the role 

of the previous state/organization. Morales would likely not have left these deals 

unless he saw a formidable way to keep his promises to his people and the 

international community that he would bring prosperity. 

51 John Williamson, “What Washington Means by Policy Reform,” Peterson Institute for 

International Economics, November 1, 2002, https://www.piie.com/commentary/speeches-

papers/what-washington-means-policy-reform. 
52 Kofas, 214. 
53 Rodríguez, 7. 
54 Evo Morales, “A/62/PV.7,” United Nations Digital Library, September 26, 2007, 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/610026?ln=en, 24. 
55 Evo Morales, Twitter (Evo Morales Ayma @evoespueblo, July 22, 2018), 

https://twitter.com/evoespueblo/status/888741299620384769? 
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A socialist vision 

On August 15, 2011, almost 1,000 Isiboro-Sécure Indigenous Territory and 

National Park (TIPNIS) residents protested Morales’ 182-mile proposition.56 

Morales proposed a highway that would bisect the TIPNIS territory: the 

Indigenous land and a national park which the Chimáne, Yuracaré, and Moxeño-

Trinitario peoples consider home. The police repressed protesters and left 70 

wounded. Termed the “TIPNIS controversy,” domestic interests collided.  

Leaders critical of Morales cited that he could not champion the 

environment and Indigenous people on the international stage and then return to 

Bolivia and break his promises. The President of the TIPNIS Subcentral, 

Fernando Vargas, stated that Morales “is the first defender of Mother Earth 

internationally, he needs to be that here.” President of the Indigenous movement 

CIDOB, Adolfo Chávez, expressed that the government should “work in good 

faith alongside Indigenous peoples.”57  

For Morales, the highway preceded economic development, as it was 

supposed to be contracted by the Brazilian construction company Construtora 

OAS and the National Bank for Economic and Social Development of Brazil. The 

Brazilian entities promised to fund about 80 percent of the project ($330/$415 

million).58 The highway would link Brazil to ports in Chile and Peru. 

The inconsistencies that Vargas cited stemmed from the fact that at the 

UN especially, Morales was a champion of the environment and one of the most 

vocal supporters of combatting climate change. During Morales’ first UN speech 

on September 19, 2006, he mentioned that it was important for the UN to adopt 

the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples that included “the right to 

care for the environment,” and he argued for “vivir bien” and not “vivir mejor.” 59 

The vivir bien (living well) philosophy is “a community-centric, ecologically 

balanced, economically sustainable, socially harmonious and culturally 

meaningful set of commitments,” according to Robert Albro.60 Morales 

56 Emily Achtenberg, “Why Is Evo Morales Reviving Bolivia’s Controversial TIPNIS Road?” 

NACLA, August 21, 2017, https://nacla.org/blog/2017/08/22/why-evo-morales-reviving-

bolivia%E2%80%99s-controversial-tipnis-road. 
57 Kenner, “President Evo Morales Officially Signs off TIPNIS Law.” 
58 Pauline Blount, “Indigenous Bolivians Challenge Road through Isiboro Secure Park, 2011,” 

Global Nonviolent Action Database (Swarthmore College, October 30, 2011), 

https://nvdatabase.swarthmore.edu/content/Indigenous-bolivians-challenge-road-through-isiboro-

secure-park-2011. 
59 Morales, “A/61/PV.11,” 35. 
60 Robert Albro, “Bolivia's Indigenous Foreign Policy: Vivir Bien and Global Climate Change 

Ethics,” in Church, Cosmovision, and the Environment: Religion and Social Conflict in 
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essentialized his Indigenous constituency as one that would advocate for nations 

globally to “collectively end irrational industrialization and consumption to cease 

provoking irreparable harm to our environment.”61 Morales pushed an initiative 

that marked April 22 as International Mother Earth Day. Bolivia was the only 

country that did not sign the accord of the UN Climate Change Summit in Cancun 

in 2010. Bolivian ambassador to the UN, Pablo Solon, cited that the text lacked 

binding mechanisms, contradicted “the stated goal of capping the rise in 

temperature at 2C,” and included “loopholes for polluters, opportunities for 

expanding carbon markets and similar mechanisms that reduce the obligation of 

developed countries to act.”62 Ultimately, through action and rhetoric abroad, 

Morales painted his country and Indigenous people as committed to protecting 

Mother Earth, even if it meant forgoing development projects and decreasing 

consumption. 

Competing with this agenda was Morales’ goal of lifting Bolivians out of 

poverty and developing the economy. Morales argued that the root of the world’s 

issues was the privatization of resources and state-owned sectors, which 

marginalized the people who found themselves outside the small concentration of 

those who held most of the world’s wealth. Morales strived to develop a 

reputation for economic success. He mentioned how he reduced extreme poverty 

through socialist policies in nine out of twenty-five speeches at the UN. For 

instance, in 2010, he cited that UN data found that since his inauguration, extreme 

poverty in Bolivia fell from 41 to 32 percent.63 In 2019, Morales reported that 

extreme poverty fell to 15.2 percent.64 The head of state affirmed that his socialist 

policies benefitted Bolivians. His message revolved around the ills of capitalism 

and the possibilities of socialism. 

The TIPNIS ordeal highlights the difficulties of keeping a consistent 

policy on domestic and international fronts. It also shows the tension between 

being an environmental champion keen on developing a country with abundant 

natural resources. Emily Achtenberg argues that the TIPNIS predicament 

“exposed the contradictions of Morales’ global championship of Indigenous and 

environmental rights while promoting destructive projects at home.”65 Jessica 

Aguirre and Elizabeth Cooper echo this sentiment, arguing that although Morales 

 
Contemporary Latin America, ed. Evan Berry and Robert Albro (London, England: Routledge, 

2018), pp. 99-122, 101. 
61 Morales, “Combating Climate Change: Lessons from the World’s Indigenous Peoples.” 
62 Pablo Solon, “Why Bolivia Stood Alone in Opposing the Cancún Climate Agreement,” The 

Guardian, December 21, 2010, https://www.theguardian.com/environment/cif-

green/2010/dec/21/bolivia-oppose-cancun-climate-agreement. 
63 Morales, “A/65/PV.3,” 19. 
64 Evo Morales, “A/74/PV.3,” United Nations Digital Library, September 24, 2019, 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3832033?ln=en, 37. 
65 Achtenberg, “Why Is Evo Morales Reviving Bolivia’s Controversial TIPNIS Road?” 
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could push for “something new and different in the world of global politics” in 

terms of sustainable environmental and development policies, he still confronted a 

reality that was “far more traditional back at home in the practicalities of 

Bolivia’s domestic politics—political compromise included.”66 Morales 

articulated an authentic climate agenda because indigeneity was intrinsically tied 

to the land. He earned the title of UN “World Hero of Mother Earth.” However, 

parts of his constituency either punished or supported Morales for looking to use 

the land to develop the economy. 

I make three observations here. Firstly, I extend Aguirre and Cooper, who 

would likely agree that there were “political realities and compromises that 

[Morales] was forced to face” domestically.67 The same hand that Morales used to 

remove the country from cooperation with the US and other international 

organizations was also restrained in dealing with outside actors. Secondly, when 

President of the TIPNIS Subcentral Fernando Vargas points to the fact that 

Morales had an inconsistent message internationally, recognize that citizens 

followed Morales’ word on the international stage and held him accountable for 

those statements to further their agendas at home. 

Lastly, this controversy illuminates the views of Indigenous communities 

toward neoliberal policies and the kinds of compromises Morales faced. While 

many factors contributed to the failure of neoliberal policies in the 1980s and 

1990s, the TIPNIS ordeal highlights that, as the human rights activist Waldo 

Albarracín believed, “the left grew frustrated by [Morales’] emphasis on business 

and his lack of interests in environmental prerogatives.”68 To develop the 

economy through infrastructure projects, Morales was willing to sacrifice pro-

environmental policies, which upset lowland Indigenous groups, who believed 

that the highway would lead to “deforestation and colonization by migrant settlers 

from the western highlands.” However, the highway would have benefitted the 

Cochabamba coca growers and farmers, who “enjoy improved market access, as 

would small cattle ranchers in the lowland department of Beni.”69 This “contested 

development,” as Emily Achtenberg calls it, showcases the tension between 

development and environmental policy, especially in an Indigenous-majority 

country like Bolivia.70 Morales’ depiction of the Indigenous people as monolithic 

66 Jessica Camille Aguirre and Elizabeth Sonia Cooper, “Evo Morales, Climate Change, and the 

Paradoxes of a Social-Movement Presidency,” Latin American Perspectives 37, no. 4 (July 2010): 

pp. 238-244, 238. 
67 Aguirre and Cooper, 240. 
68 Anderson, “The Fall of Evo Morales.” 
69 Emily Achtenberg, “Contested Development: The Geopolitics of Bolivia’s TIPNIS Conflict,” 

NACLA, August 1, 2013, https://nacla.org/article/contested-development-geopolitics-

bolivia%E2%80%99s-tipnis-conflict. 
70 Achtenberg, “Contested Development: The Geopolitics of Bolivia’s TIPNIS Conflict.” 
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actors who preferred environmental protections at the international stage was far 

from the more complex and contested political terrain he encountered back home. 

The TIPNIS predicament suggests that development models that rely on 

natural resource extraction to modernize the economy are, to an extent, at odds 

with some groups in an Indigenous-majority country and even at odds with 

Morales’ foreign policy agenda that found some acclaim and support from 

international bodies and actors for supporting sustainable development. Albro 

contends that Indigenous environmental politics are distinct from the “normative 

underpinnings of capitalist-driven economic development and market-based 

solutions to the growing climate crisis.”71 

Furthermore, Morales increased ties with China to develop the economy 

through natural resource expropriation. As Deng Xiaoping’s famous quote goes, 

the Chinese economy, which expanded at an unprecedented rate in the late 20th 

century, “crossed the river by feeling for the stones.” The Chinese government’s 

Belt and Road Initiative, formally proposed in 2013, was a development model 

intended to gain trading partners. The program’s philosophy was that through an 

exchange of ideas and common interests, China could earn the trust of the places 

they visited.72 A form of soft power, this global agenda is known for its expansion 

across Western Asia, Europe, and Africa.73 The Chinese government also built a 

steady economic relationship, sometimes symbolic, with Latin American states. 

China increased its presence in Bolivia to diversify its national resource suppliers.  

According to Morales’ UN General Assembly speech on September 28, 

2015, China offered Bolivia “assistance and cooperation.” He saw their approach 

as “not an expansionist one.”74 China’s state capitalism and imperial past, known 

as “the Century of Humiliation” (1839-1949) when the country was subjugated to 

Western and Japanese rule, also provided attractive cultural and ideological 

similarities to Bolivia.75 China became an alternative to US funding and Bretton 

Woods institutions in a move to increase hegemony throughout Bolivia and Latin 

America. As Ivo Ganchev claims, neoliberalism’s decline in Latin America 

 
71 Albro, “Bolivia's Indigenous Foreign Policy: Vivir Bien and Global Climate Change Ethics,” 

113. 
72 David Dollar, “Seven Years into China's Belt and Road,” The Ripon Society, October 2020, 

https://riponsociety.org/article/seven-years-into-chinas-belt-and-road/. 
73 Joseph S. Nye, “Soft Power and American Foreign Policy,” Political Science Quarterly 119, no. 

2 (2004): pp. 255-270, 256; As defined by Joseph Nye, “soft power is the ability to get what you 

want through attraction rather than coercion or payments.” Scholars since Nye (2004) have 

extended his argument to other countries, such as Russia and China. 
74 Evo Morales, “A/70/PV.15,” United Nations Digital Library, September 28, 2015, 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/811309?ln=en, 28. 
75 Alison Adcock Kaufman, “The ‘Century of Humiliation,’ Then and Now: Chinese Perceptions 

of the International Order,” Pacific Focus 25, no. 1 (March 11, 2010): pp. 1-33. 
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created an opportunity for China to invest and increase trade in the region.76 

Given that Chinese foreign direct investment in Bolivia was negligible from 

2005-2014 to China’s economy, decisions to create ties are more political than 

economic.77 

When Morales severed ties with the Bretton Woods Institutions, he 

increased ties with China and other Latin American lending institutions. In 2005, 

Bolivia owed more than one-third of its external debt to the World Bank. 

According to Ganchev, by 2014, debt levels with the World Bank were 8.7 

percent.78 In 2005, half of the external debt was owed to the Inter-American 

Development Bank (IADB) and the Andrean Financing Corporation (AFC), 

roughly about 32.8 percent and 17.6 percent respectively. The country kept its 

debt levels to the IADB roughly the same but increased its debt with the AFC to 

30.9 percent in 2014.79 And for China, external debt in Bolivia rose from 

negligent to 9 percent by 2014, which suggests an attempt to decrease reliance of 

US-led financial institutions.80 

Chinese investment negatively impacted the environment and undermined 

some Indigenous communities’ interests in Bolivia. In 2015, Bolivia’s 

Petrolíferos Fiscales Bolivianos (YPFB) consulted the Tacana Indigenous village 

about three seismic explorations to locate hydrocarbons in the Bolivian 

Amazon.81 One of the three, the Nueva Esperanza Project, was led by BGP 

Bolivia, a subsidiary of China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC). The 

Tacana Indigenous people hesitantly agreed to the projects under the condition 

that BGP Bolivia protected the forests, biodiversity, and the Indigenous people in 

voluntary isolation.  

After BGP Bolivia and the Tacana people agreed to a deal, BGP Bolivia 

said it could not conduct the exploration without compromising the area’s 

resources. The project went on, and BGP Bolivia “mutilated” chestnut trees and 

polluted the water.82 According to a 2018 report by the International Federation 

for Human Rights, BGP Bolivia stripped “hundreds of linear kilometers” of forest 

76 Ivo Ganchev, “China Pushed the Pink Tide and the Pink Tide Pulled China: Intertwining 

Economic Interests and Ideology in Ecuador and Bolivia (2005–2014),” World Affairs 183, no. 4 

(November 17, 2020): pp. 359-388, 362. 
77 Ganchev, 374. 
78 Ganchev, 372. 
79 Ganchev, 373. 
80 Ganchev, 373. 
81 Yvette Sierra Praeli, “Environment and Rights Founder in the Wake of Chinese Funding in 

Bolivia,” Mongabay, December 27, 2018, https://news.mongabay.com/2018/12/environment-and-

rights-founder-in-the-wake-of-chinese-funding-in-bolivia/. 
82 Praeli, “Environment and Rights Founder in the Wake of Chinese Funding in Bolivia.” 
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cover.83 The company “altered the route of underground watercourses and 

affected the rivers that supply local communities with water,” and the oil workers 

drove away game species.84 Adamo Diego Cusi, an environmental and social 

monitoring coordinator for the village of Tacana, claimed that after he exposed 

the environmental harms, the Bolivian government threatened to prosecute him. 

Cusi then fled and hid for two years. The operation infringed on the land of 

isolated Indigenous villages. After allegations that the company’s workers 

assaulted the monitors, the Tacana people mobilized and protested BGP Bolivia’s 

harms, and they even were able to suspend its operations. Although exploration 

works eventually finished, the effects remained. Morales and his government did 

not offer reparations despite these harms. 

When Morales increased ties with China, he put some Indigenous 

communities at odds with his national agenda. Latin American leftist leaders and 

citizens held differing views on Chinese investment. In Latin America and Africa, 

key regions where China entered and invested, citizens held negative views about 

the superpower. David Shambaugh cites that internationally, positive views about 

China have declined and that 49 percent of respondents to a BBC poll viewed 

China negatively.85 Despite the region’s shaky views of the superpower, Ganchev 

argues that Chinese investment “aided leftist leaders there [in Latin America], 

providing them with the financial means to maintain anti-American policy stances 

while fulfilling their domestic agendas and pursuing multiple bids for 

reelection.”86 Increasing foreign investment with China enabled Morales to 

“rebalance [his] economy while steering away from the United States, at least in 

the short run.”87 While he did not entirely rely on China, Morales gained a non-

US outlet to provide economic assistance.  

The interaction with BGP Bolivia and the Tacana people demonstrates that 

Morales’ mission to pull Bolivians out of poverty through a liberalization 

development model that relied on the expropriation of resources faced trade-offs 

between the national agenda and a piece of his constituency. Although the Tacana 

people rejected this plan, he continued with the project to increase profits for his 

country. There were issues that Morales was not willing to compromise, such as 

the intrusion on Tacana land. After Morales declared independence from the IMF 

83 (FIDH) International Federation for Human Rights, “Universal Periodic Review, Third Cycle of 

the Civil Society’s Evaluation of the Extraterritorial Obligations of the People’s Republic of 

China: Case Studies from Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador and Peru,” International Federation 

for Human Rights, November 10, 2018, 21. 
84 FIDH, 22. 
85 Shambaugh then argues that “so long as [China’s] political system defies, rather than enables, 

free human development, its propaganda efforts will face an uphill battle.” For more, “China's 

Soft-Power Push: The Search for Respect,” Foreign Affairs 94, no. 4 (2015): pp. 99-107, 107. 
86 Ganchev, 381. 
87 Ganchev, 380. 
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and World Bank on Twitter in 2017, another Twitter user replied, “Ahora 

dependen de China.” This exchange captured the Bolivian public’s complex 

relationship with foreign investment. Despite the meager increase in Chinese 

investment, which hovered around nine percent, the regional disturbances to the 

environment mattered to the public more than the numbers imply. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this essay, I showed that Morales’ foreign policy's defining features were a 

critique of US foreign intervention and capitalism. His foreign policy centered on 

Indigenous interests, but his domestic audience put him in a position to choose 

which pieces of his constituency benefitted. When Morales focused on Indigenous 

and peasant concerns domestically, he needed to address foreign actors who 

undermined his constituency’s interests. Morales saw USAID and the DEA as 

exploitative agencies that harmed his democracy and coca grower/Indigenous 

interests. So, he removed the agencies to show a commitment to anti-US 

imperialism and free Bolivia from what he saw as exploitative agreements. A 

critique of capitalism and neoliberalism, Morales declared independence from the 

IMF and World Bank, which he viewed as predatory lenders. 

Morales brought prosperity to the region, but to do so, he balanced 

catering to his constituency, foreign actors, and an image he projected abroad. 

When Morales sought new agreements to develop his economy through foreign 

investment, infrastructure projects, and natural resource extraction, he faced an 

uphill battle to maintain a vivir bien agenda. Lowland Indigenous groups held him 

accountable for his words at international forums and the UN, where he 

essentialized the Indigenous people as fully supportive of the environment and 

earned the title of “World Hero of Mother Earth.” Thus, while he listened to calls 

to stall projects, such as the TIPNIS highway, he disregarded concerns from the 

Tacana people when inviting Chinese corporations that extracted natural 

resources. Morales faced trade-offs between harming Indigenous and peasant 

concerns and developing the national economy and pulling Bolivians out of 

poverty. 

After Morales’ chaotic exit from office in November 2019, journalists and 

scholars scrambled to define his legacy. With some outlets calling him “the 

America’s greatest President,” the media has generally held a positive view of the 

leader and rested in the midpoint between spectacular and beneficial but 

problematic to Bolivian democracy.88 The in-between is Laurence Blair and Dan 

Collyns’ characterization of Morales as “the Indigenous leader who changed 

 
88 Olivia Arigho-Stiles, “Evo Morales Was the Americas’ Greatest President,” Jacobin, October 

18, 2020, https://jacobinmag.com/2020/10/evo-morales-bolivia-Indigenous-president-mas. 
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Bolivia but stayed too long.”89 Morales said that he “refounded Bolivia.”90 

Certainly, the Indigenous leader navigated progressive politics in a market 

economy and redefined Bolivian foreign policy. After he and MAS combatted the 

authoritarian governments that privatized natural resources and squashed 

Indigenous demands, Morales ended decades-long agreements that put Indigenous 

and peasant interests aside. However, during his tenure, he raised questions as to 

whether he was entirely committed to catering to all his Indigenous/peasant 

constituency. 
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Introduction 

In 1866, a formerly enslaved doctor named Josh Donalson sent a letter to the head of the 

Freedman’s Bureau in Washington D.C., General Oliver Howard. In his letter, Donalson 

complained of his inability to collect his payments from those he had treated, and of the refusal 

of the local Bureau agents to recognize his professional status as a doctor. Donalson wrote that 

the Austin, Texas Bureau agents concluded, “he’s got no license; Nor no Deplomer. Don’t pay 

him.” The lack of intervention from the Austin Bureau on Donalson’s behalf, and their active 

antipathy, heavily impeded Donalson’s ability to practice medicine. To continue practicing, “I 

had to insure every Case. No Cure No Pay.”1 

Donalson’s story was only one of many for Black doctors as they sought to establish 

themselves as professionals after emancipation. During enslavement, they used their knowledge 

of healing herbs and minerals to treat patients. In other words, they were homeopaths. In the 

antebellum era, medical groups like the American Medical Association (AMA) campaigned 

against homeopaths, midwives, and healers, whom they called irregulars. Medical societies and 

state boards established strict medical licensing laws that worked to prevent irregulars from 

practicing. At the first meeting of the AMA, the delegates there described irregulars as “a swarm 

of locusts.”2 It was in this climate that homeopaths like Donalson, freed from bondage, entered 

the medical marketplace but only found policies that further discriminated against them. Without 

a diploma from a medical school, or a license from a state medical board, irregulars like 

Donalson had few options. However, this did not prevent Black physicians from pushing for 

professional equality as the political climate of Reconstruction opened the door to activism. 

1 Gretchen Long, Doctoring Freedom: The Politics of African American Medical Care in Slavery and Emancipation 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012), 106-109. 
2 Proceedings of the National Medical Conventions (Philadelphia: American Medical Association, 1847), 71. 
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For Donalson and many others, Reconstruction symbolized hope and political 

opportunity. As power shifted away from local and state governments and centralized in the 

Federal Government, citizens’ rights were redefined.3 Black and feminist activists took the 

opportunity to petition the government for full enfranchisement. Furthermore, arguments for 

suffrage went hand in hand with arguments for professionalism to round out full citizenship 

inclusion in the reunited United States. Thus, for Black and female physicians that had been 

discriminated against, Reconstruction also represented an opportunity to push for equality in the 

medical profession. 

To the American Medical Association, though, Reconstruction represented a challenge to 

its policies that had protected the social boundaries of medicine since the AMA’s founding in 

1847. In 1868, northern members would push for the inclusion of female delegates, and in 1870, 

a Black delegation would seek entrance to the AMA. Both meetings ended disappointingly for 

activists and neither group was invited to join the AMA. 

Medical historians have long considered these two meetings to mark the official 

entrenchment of sanctioned racial and gender discrimination within the AMA and its feeder 

societies. Scholarship has primarily focused on the role of Chicago physician Dr. Nathan Smith 

Davis in establishing discriminatory practices that had lasting repercussions through the 

twentieth century. Davis certainly was exceptional as a northern doctor who continually sided 

with the southern delegates and was primarily responsible for rooting discrimination within the 

AMA. Still, it should be recognized that his views were representative of the majority of the 

AMA’s delegates prior to, and during the 1868 and 1870 meetings. Additionally, these scholarly 

3 Eric Foner, The Second Founding: How the Civil War and Reconstruction Remade the Constitution (New York: 
Norton, 2019), 15. 
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works do not fully recognize the historical moment in which these meetings occurred and 

therefore they miss important context in developing their narratives.  

This paper seeks to provide the full context for the 1868 and 1870 AMA annual meetings 

and provide reasoning as to why the “woman question” and “Negro question” were asked of the 

AMA at that time. Despite the American Medical Association’s attack on irregulars, which 

disproportionately affected Black and female practitioners, momentum for their inclusion in 

medical societies had been growing throughout the nineteenth century. The establishment of 

female and Black medical schools supplied them with a regular education while the work of 

Black and feminist activists put pressure on the AMA to extend professional recognition to these 

groups. Finally, the political upheaval of Reconstruction provided the perfect opportunity for 

activists to petition the Federal Government for enfranchisement, and for marginalized 

physicians to petition the AMA for membership. In analyzing the two meetings and responses to 

them, this paper expands upon previous arguments on the influence of Nathan Smith Davis in the 

refusal of the AMA to admit diverse delegations. Hence, the meetings of 1868 and 1870 are 

important pieces of Reconstruction history that emerged as a consequence of the political 

uncertainty of the era. These meetings offered hope to Black and female physicians, but 

ultimately did not extend membership to either group due to the actions of Davis. He, along with 

other AMA members, reaffirmed the social boundaries of the profession as white and male. 

Black and Female Practitioners in the Antebellum Era 

Even before the American Revolution, women actively participated as medical 

practitioners in America. While the professional status of doctors had not yet been cemented into 

society, women freely entered the medical marketplace as midwives, healers, and homeopaths. 

After the Revolution, and by the time the Cult of Domesticity had found a strong foothold in 
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American culture, female healers were forced to marry their work with their status in the 

domestic sphere. They were restricted to concerning themselves with matters of domesticity—

obstetrics, gynecology, pediatrics, and geriatrics. 4 But even these branches of medicine were 

soon closed off to female practitioners as apprenticeships, difficult for women to get in their own 

right, gave way to medical colleges as the primary form of medical education in the early 

nineteenth century.5 Thus, the war on irregulars took its first casualties as educated white men 

replaced midwives with accoucheurs, and the fields of obstetrics and gynecology became heavily 

populated with white men.6 To regain their status as societally sanctioned healers, it was of 

critical importance that women gain access to a regular medical education. 

Efforts to create women’s medical colleges in the early nineteenth century presented an 

avenue towards professionalization and activism, but they elicited intense pushback from male 

physicians. The few women’s medical colleges that existed at this time were situated in the 

Northeastern United States, and this geographically primed these institutions to marry with the 

abolitionist and feminist movements emerging in the North. Indeed, in 1849, Elizabeth 

Blackwell, a staunch feminist credited as the first woman to graduate from an American medical 

school, graduated from Geneva Medical College. Geneva was located adjacent to Seneca Falls, 

New York where one year prior to Blackwell’s graduation, the famed Seneca Falls Convention 

on women’s rights had convened.7 The founding of women’s medical colleges increased in the 

mid-century, and so too did their class size. The Woman’s Medical College of Pennsylvania, the 

leader in women’s medical education for decades, increased its class size from eight women in 

4 Regina Morantz-Sanchez, Sympathy and Science: Women Physicians in American Medicine (New York: Oxford UP, 
1985), 14, 61. 
5 Mary Roth Walsh, “Doctors Wanted: No Women Need Apply”: Sexual Barriers in the Medical Profession, 1835-
1975 (New Haven: Yale UP, 1977), 5. 
6 Morantz-Sanchez, Sympathy and Science, 98. 
7 Walsh, “Doctors Wanted: No Women Need Apply”, 64. 
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1850 to more than thirty by 1879.8 Also, between 1847 and 1900, 37 medical schools that 

originally only admitted men, opened their doors to women. Thus, women’s medical colleges 

assaulted the patriarchal medical profession in more ways than one: they encroached upon the 

social boundaries that the war on irregulars created, and they reinforced feminist and abolitionist 

policies. However, the AMA still made access to women’s medical colleges extremely difficult. 

The educational guidelines they passed in 1847 required medical schools to expand their 

curriculum, extend their term lengths, hire a minimum number of professors, and ensure the 

standards of their students’ preliminary education.9 For newly founded medical colleges, meeting 

these requirements would not be possible, and for the women applying, the requisite preliminary 

education was not readily available. Thus, male physicians reinforced the gender boundaries of 

their profession by attacking the status of women’s medical colleges. 

In turn, many feminist writers issued their support for the education of female physicians. 

“The mildness and amiability of woman,” wrote Virginia Penny, economist and social reformer, 

in 1862, “her modesty, her delicacy and refinement, all tend to make her acceptable at the bed 

side. Her quick insight into the ailments of others, and her promptness in offering a remedy, 

enhance her value.”10 Penny draws upon the common characteristics attributed to a woman at the 

time and uses them to argue that women, in many ways, can practice medicine better than men. 

According to Regina Morantz-Sanchez, the strategy of accentuating the “natural” caretaking 

roles of women to argue for their fitness as physicians was widespread among activists.11 Unlike 

8 Clara Marshall, Woman’s Medical College of Pennsylvania: An Historical Outline (Philadelphia: Blakiston, Son, and 
Co. 1897), 10; Ruth J. Abram, “Send us a lady physician”: Women Doctors in America (New York: Norton, 1985), 
133. 
9 Proceedings of the National Medical Conventions (Philadelphia: American Medical Association, 1847), 74. 
10 Virginia Penny, “The Occupations of Women: Female Physicians,” New York Evangelist, New York, 24 June 1862, 
2. 
11 Morantz-Sanchez, Sympathy and Science, 5. 
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the post-Revolution era, when female practitioners’ domestic sphere confined their professional 

options, antebellum activists argued that their domestic characteristics innately prepared them for 

medicine. 

Many male physicians also wrote in favor of female physicians, but this support often 

came with a catch. The Christian Advocate in 1880 detailed the writings of Dr. Chadwick who 

believed that it was in the best interest of the community to “give to women the fullest 

instruction in accordance with the most improved systems, and under the most eminent teachers” 

and that “their proficiency should be tested by the most rigid ordeals.”12 While promoting the 

medical education of women, Dr. Chadwick also suggested that this education be accompanied 

by rigorous testing. Similarly, an anonymous physician penned the same year in The Physicians’ 

and Surgeons’ Investigator, “Woman has a more delicate sense of touch, is more gentle, and 

sympathetic than man, and particularly for her own class, and children.” Again, we see the 

emphasis of these inherent characteristics being used as a persuasive tactic. However, the 

author’s reliance on anonymity raises the question of how widespread support for female 

practitioners from male physicians truly was. If it was common enough, he ought to have had the 

confidence to sign his name. Furthermore, his support came with a caveat that a woman must 

first “obtain a liberal education.”13 In other words, a regular education.  This conditional support 

was incredibly common within the writings of male doctors because it allowed them to support 

female practitioners publicly while at the same time disparaging the quality of their education 

that did not meet the high standards of the AMA.  

Unfortunately, the record is less detailed regarding the work of Black practitioners during 

slavery. Enslavement, as a creator of “social death,” has a way of silencing voices, and the voices 

12 “Health and Disease: Women as Physicians,” Christian Advocate, New York, 6 May 1880, 302. 
13 Maintien Le Droit, “Women as Physicians,” The Physicians’ and Surgeons’ Investigator, 1, no. 2 (1880): 343. 
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of enslaved medical practitioners were similarly silenced. What can be said, is that despite 

enslavement, slaves worked as healers and midwives, and could even establish reputations 

among patients in local communities. Their practice relied heavily on African herbalist and 

spiritual traditions, a marriage of science and faith, that worked on healing the body and the 

mind. In fact, slave healers and midwives were so successful in their treatments that they were 

often called upon by their owners for healing advice or child deliveries.14 However, treatment 

success did not mean that they were integrated into the professional medical sphere. Their labor 

was still owned, and southern white physicians commonly exploited the knowledge of enslaved 

healers to promote their own practice.15 But this exploitation was only one layer of the horrific 

combination that was medicine and slavery. 

Slavery was crucial to the advancements of American medicine. Torturous experimental 

treatments were performed on enslaved persons so that white practitioners could hone their skills 

and discover new medicines. In Medical Apartheid, Harriet Washington details the history of 

medical experimentation on Black Americans. According to Washington, slaves endured 

experimental vaccinations, surgeries, and other treatments, often repeatedly, to satisfy the 

professional ego and sadistic nature of their white physician owner. Dr. James Marion Sims 

earned the epithet “the father of gynecology” thanks to his discoveries from repeated, forced 

surgical procedures on the enslaved women that he owned. Medical schools in the South kept 

supplies of cadavers of formerly enslaved persons and even went to such lengths as to exhume 

buried corpses for dissection. Freed Black doctors attempted to speak out against the atrocities 

committed at the hands of white physicians, but their numbers were too low to wield any power, 

14 Harriet Washington, Medical Apartheid, (New York: First Anchor Books, 2006), 48. 
15 Shryock, Medical Licensing in America, 33. 
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and their voices were drowned out.16 The institution of slavery was built into the fabric of 

American medicine, just as it was built into the fabric of the nation, and emancipation threatened 

to upend both.  

During the mid-nineteenth century, momentum was gathering for Black and female 

physicians as their numbers gradually increased with every passing year. They were entering the 

professional sphere and sought to contribute to American medicine in a meaningful way. 

However, the roadblocks of licensing and education placed by the American Medical 

Association, as well as many of the state medical societies, still stood firmly in the path of these 

practitioners. All they needed was an opening, and on April 12, 1861, when cannons fired upon 

Fort Sumter and the Civil War began, they sensed their opening. Many Black and female 

physicians served as army doctors during the war, proving their mettle as effective 

practitioners.17 When the fighting was over, and emancipation had been won, their moment of 

opportunity was fully upon them, not only just for physicians, but equal rights in all spheres. 

After emancipation, formerly enslaved healers, herbalists, and physicians’ apprentices 

sought to exercise their new freedom by entering professional medicine, but their attempts were 

blocked. While enslaved, healers could practice homeopathy without any scrutiny because they 

were not considered professionals, but now that their citizenship was affirmed by the 14th 

Amendment, the restrictions on irregulars fully applied to them. Directly after the Civil War, no 

Black medical schools existed to provide regular educations, and there were no Black medical 

societies to issue licenses. Black practitioners had very few options. The few freedmen that 

16 Washington, Medical Apartheid, 64, 114. 
17 Morantz-Sanchez, Sympathy and Science, 97. 
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received medical licenses typically had to rely on white physicians, former masters even, 

petitioning the state boards on their behalf.18  

Achieving licensure placed freedmen in a unique position. Brian Powers writes that 

“Black professionals have been bound by a dual obligation: to pursue excellence and success in 

their profession, and to leverage their professional stature to help improve the condition of their 

communities.”19 Early Black physicians were living proof that the barriers of the AMA, and 

those of the larger white-dominated society, could be broken, and in doing so, they could 

participate as full members in their communities. Thus, Black physicians’ professional status was 

directly linked to their citizenship and their activism. To continue to grow and affirm these 

attributes, much like their female physician counterparts, they would need their own medical 

schools. 

The Howard School of Medicine in Washington, D.C. officially opened in 1867. Its 

primary purpose was to train “colored doctors” in the manner of a regular education, but it also 

openly enrolled white and female students. Howard set itself apart from its contemporaries in 

this way. At the time, no other medical school in the country admitted female and Black students 

to the same program, and Howard did it while also keeping tuition costs low so that freedmen 

could enroll and work their way through.20 Before Howard’s founding, if a free Black wanted a 

medical education, they had to travel outside of the United States to Canada or Europe. 

Howard’s first graduating class in 1868 included only 8 individuals, but by 1900, a total of 552 

physicians had earned a degree, 35 of whom were women.21 The Howard School of Medicine 

18 Gretchen Long, Doctoring Freedom, 117, 118. 
19Brian Powers et al., “Practice and Protest: Black Physicians and the Evolution of Race-Conscious Professionalism,” 
Journal of Health Care for the Poor and Underserved, Vol. 26 (2015): 73. 
20 Wilbur Watson, Against the Odds: Blacks in the Profession of Medicine in the United States (Piscataway: 
Transaction Publishers, 1999), 23. 
21 Thomas Ward, Black Physicians in the Jim Crow South (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas UP, 2003), 4. 
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was crucial to expanding access to education during Reconstruction as it led the way for the 

establishment of other successful Black medical schools such as Meharry Medical College, 

Knoxville Medical College, and Chattanooga National Medical College.22 With expanded 

education for both freedmen and women, their numbers as regular physicians increased, but they 

still needed the consent of state and national medical associations for licensing. Reconstruction 

had created a political climate for activism to thrive. Now it was time to petition the American 

Medical Association for recognition and full acceptance into the profession. But whose moment 

would it be? Black physicians, female physicians, or both? 

Reconstruction Activism 

The political reconfiguration during Reconstruction provided an opportunity for feminists 

and Black activists to petition for equal rights. Before the Civil War, Americans used to talk 

about the United States in pluralities. They would say “these United States,” signifying “a less 

coherent nation.” It was not until after the war that they began referring to their nation as “the 

United States,” heralding the country as singularly unified.23 Within this shift towards unification 

existed a redefinition of States’, and citizens’, relationships to the Federal Government. During 

the war, President Lincoln centralized power in Washington, stripping away much of the 

legislative authority from the States, and would maintain this policy after the war. This transition 

redefined how the rights of the American people were ensured. Now, the Federal Government 

was responsible for protecting and upholding the constitutional rights of its citizens. A new 

direct line was drawn from the highest seats of authority, circumnavigating State legislators, and 

reaching out the laymen, and this line signified political opportunity for feminists and Black 

22 Watson, Against the Odds, 26. 
23 Laura Edwards, A Legal History of the Civil War and Reconstruction: A Nation of Rights (Cambridge: Cambridge 
UP, 2015), 4-15. 
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activists to achieve equal rights.24 Faye Dudden’s book, Fighting Chance: The Struggle Over 

Woman Suffrage and Black Suffrage in Reconstruction America, details the complex relationship 

between feminists and Black activists as they both fought to seize the moment. 

In the beginning, there was a harmonious relationship between feminists and Black 

abolitionists. The Seneca Falls Convention of 1848 sparked the beginning of the feminist 

movement towards equal rights, with their largest goal being total enfranchisement for women. 

There, Susan. B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Lucy Stone emerged as the suffrage 

stalwarts, but also present at the meeting was Frederick Douglass.  Douglass fully supported the 

push for women’s suffrage as he hoped that their success would lead to emancipation and the 

eventual enfranchisement of all Black persons in the United States. Thus, a deep connection 

formed between Douglass, Stanton, Anthony, and their respective movements. Each was hopeful 

that success for one movement would translate into success for the other.25 

Feminists successfully built momentum for their cause throughout the 1850s and early 

1860s, and shared their progress with the abolitionist movement. However, once the Civil War 

was over, and the best opportunity for political action presented itself, cracks in the special 

relationship between feminism and Black activism began to show. First, Wendell Phillips, 

abolitionist and good friend of Anthony and Stanton, declared that Reconstruction would be “the 

Negro’s hour.” Phillips was anxious that pushing too hard too fast for both woman suffrage and 

Black suffrage would destroy the chances for either. He, along with other abolitionists and Black 

activists, urged Stanton and Anthony to wait and let freedmen ride the momentum of 

emancipation to full enfranchisement, and then the woman question could be properly addressed. 

24 Eric Foner, The Second Founding, 19. 
25 Faye E. Dudden, Fighting Chance: The Struggle Over Women’s Suffrage and Black Suffrage in Reconstruction 
America (New York: Oxford UP, 2011), 17. 
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However, Stanton and Anthony had just waited 20 years for the right time to push, and they were 

determined not to let this opportunity slip away from them. Second, while Phillips and the other 

activists championed “the Negro’s hour,” it became clear that the Black suffrage that they spoke 

of was more accurately Black male suffrage. Once again, the women would be marginalized and 

forced to watch as another group of men earned full enfranchisement. It became clear to Stanton 

and Anthony that action was required to salvage the moment.26 

In response, Stanton took to her newspaper, The Revolution, to share her thoughts, and in 

doing so, severed the relationship between feminists and Black activists. “Black men have been 

citizens in the District of Columbia for two years,” wrote Stanton in 1869, “Have they made any 

move for the enfranchisement of women there? Nay, nay they are at this moment more hostile to 

woman than any class of men in the country.” Stanton called out the lack of reciprocity for the 

promotion that women had done for the abolition movement. She also employed racist 

stereotypes of Black men and their attitudes towards white women in the hopes to shift the 

conversation away from Black suffrage and towards woman suffrage. Stanton continued, 

“manhood suffrage creates an antagonism between black men and all women, that will culminate 

in fearful outrages on womanhood, especially in the southern states.” By describing Black men 

as “hostile” and conjuring up images of “fearful outrages,” Stanton drew on the racist stereotype 

of the Black rapist. Thus, she argued that passing over women and securing the vote only for 

Black men would result in further “degradation” of women by the Black rapist, and by her 

country by keeping her disenfranchised.27 

In another speech at the Woman Suffrage Convention in Washington, D.C. in 1869, 

Stanton made her racism much more explicit. “Think of Patrick and Sambo,” she said to her 

26 Dudden, Fighting Chance, 70. 
27 Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “Women and Black Men,” The Revolution Newspaper, New York, 2 February 1869, 88. 
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audience, “who do not know the difference between a monarchy and a republic, who can not 

read the Declaration of Independence or Webster’s spelling-book, making laws for Lucretia 

Mott, Ernestine L. Rose, and Anna E. Dickinson.”28 Stanton knew well the oratory powers of 

former slaves: she had been allied with Frederick Douglass not long before this speech. Here, 

though, she debased all freedmen to the childlike “Sambo” archetype thereby diminishing their 

intelligence. To Stanton, they were unworthy of the vote compared with the likes of Lucretia 

Mott. This was a further attempt to start the “woman’s moment,” but to do so, she also had to put 

down the “Negro’s moment.” Dudden judges that Stanton’s attacks on Black suffrage, were not 

fueled entirely by racism, which Dudden acknowledges certainly did exist among feminists, but 

mostly as a political tactic to refocus political activism towards the woman’s moment.29 It is this 

strained climate when the questions of Black or female enfranchisement in the medical 

profession were proposed the American Medical Association. 

The Meetings of 1868—The Woman Question 

Officially, the question of female practitioners was first placed on the docket of the 

American Medical Association in 1867.30 Dr. Washington Atlee of Pennsylvania and Dr. Henry 

Bowditch of Massachusetts, both strong supporters of female physicians and outspoken members 

of the AMA, motioned that the Association permit the consultation and induction of regularly 

educated female physicians. Dr. Atlee was instrumental in writing the Code of Ethics for the 

American Medical Association, and he strongly supported the inclusion of women in the 

28 Elizabeth Cady Stanton, ed., History of Woman Suffrage, Vol. 2, Rochester: Charles Mann Printing, 353.  
29 Dudden, Fighting Chance, 2. 
30 The Transactions of the American Medical Association (Philadelphia: American Medical Association, 1867), Vol. 
18, 43. 
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profession of medicine. In his home state of Pennsylvania, Atlee had previously lobbied the state 

medical society for the formation of the Women’s Medical College in Philadelphia.31 

Dr. Bowditch, too, had championed the inclusion of female practitioners in 

Massachusetts. A professor at Harvard Medical School and senior member of the Massachusetts 

Medical Society (MMS), Bowditch staunchly advocated for the medical education of women. He 

ensured the induction of the first female and Black physicians into the MMS. For Bowditch, who 

was also a fervent abolitionist, “the woman’s struggle was an extension of the principles of the 

abolitionist movement.”32 With these two activists leading the charge for inclusion in the AMA, 

one would think that their motion stood a good chance of passing. However, after a “brief 

discussion” by Dr. N.S. Davis, as recorded in the minutes, the question of female physicians was 

redirected to the Committee on Medical Ethics.33  

At the time of the 1868 meeting, Nathan Smith Davis was one of the most influential 

physicians in the United States. Branded as “the father of the AMA” for his role in establishing 

the Association, his career began in New York where he first proposed the formation of a 

national medical convention to oversee and establish medical education curricula and licensing 

procedures.34 He was awarded a chair at Rush Medical College in Chicago, but soon left to 

establish the Chicago Medical College.35 Throughout his career, Davis focused heavily on 

medical education, and thereby directly contributed to the marginalization of irregulars from the 

profession. Furthermore, Davis founded the Chicago Medical Examiner, which became one of 

31 Steven Peitzman, “Why Support a Women's Medical College? Philadelphia's Early Male Medical Pro-Feminists,” 
Bulletin of the History of Medicine 77, no. 3 (2003): 585. 
32 Walsh, “Doctors Wanted: No Women Need Apply”, 149. 
33 Transactions, 1867, 43. 
34 Nathan Smith Davis, History of the American Medical Association (Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo, and Co., 
1855), 42. 
35 Thomas Bonner, “Dr. Nathan Smith Davis and the Growth of Chicago Medicine,” Bulletin of the History of 
Medicine 26l, no. 4 (1952): 365. 
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the most important medical publications in the country. With Davis at the helm, medical 

education in the United States entered into a reformation, expanding and lengthening the 

training, and making it more difficult for supposedly improperly trained practitioners to practice 

medicine.  

Davis also served as president of the American Medical Association from 1864 to 1866 

where his political opinions influenced its policies. Just as the country emerged from the Civil 

War, so too did the American Medical Association, as many of the delegates served as army 

doctors for both sides. During the war, Davis politically aligned himself with the Copperheads, a 

party of Northern Peace Democrats that opposed President Lincoln’s wartime policies, especially 

the Emancipation Proclamation.36 The Copperhead movement had an especially strong foothold 

in Illinois, Davis’ home state. As such, Davis’ tenure as President of the AMA focused heavily 

on reconciliation with the southern delegates. Douglas Haynes argues for the importance of the 

southern delegates to the AMA’s success. “At the first convention in 1846,” Haynes writes, 

“nearly a third of all state delegations came from the slave South,” and that number only 

increased as the AMA grew its influence.  

Therefore, as “father of the AMA,” Davis could not let the fracturing of the United States 

destroy a part of his life’s work. To further appease the South, Davis made sure that every other 

annual meeting would be held in either the South or a border state.37 In his presidential address in 

1865, Davis worked to put the horrors of the Civil War in the past: “Our congratulations, to-day, 

are still mingled with a deep shade of sadness,” he stated, “sadness that so many of our 

36 Bonner, “Dr. Nathan Smith Davis,” 372; Jennifer L. Weber, Copperheads: The Rise and Fall of Lincoln’s Opponents 
in the North (New York: Oxford UP, 2006), 2. 
37 Douglas Haynes, “Policing the Social Boundaries of the American Medical Association, 1847-1870,” Journal of 
the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 60 2 (2005): 174, 186. 
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professional brethren have constrained to abandon the peaceful pursuit of their human calling.”38 

And “brethren” was the crucial word here. Davis emphasized the brotherhood of the profession 

to erase the political barriers that threatened to tear the AMA apart and to rebuild the community 

around their shared vocation. Focusing on the brotherhood of medicine also reified the 

boundaries of the AMA as a white, patriarchal hegemony. As a leader of his profession, and a 

Copperhead, even considering Black people and women in the brotherhood would have been 

inconceivable. In Davis’s eyes, as the AMA entered Reconstruction, the boundaries of sex and 

race should remain as they always had been, and in 1868 he ensured the walls stood firm. 

At the 1868 annual meeting in Washington D.C., the Committee on Medical Ethics, now 

chaired by Dr. Bowditch, issued their report. Seeking to answer, “whether or not it be proper and 

right for members of this Association to consult with well-educated women, who have studied 

and received degrees or diplomas from properly constituted medical schools,” Bowditch once 

again argued on behalf of female practitioners. He pointed out the successes of famous European 

physicians such as Madame Boivin and Mary de Medici, and should the United States seek to 

elevate their medical practices to the heights of Europe, it would seem necessary to consult with 

female physicians. “Surely there could be no valid reason for refusal,” the report stated, “unless, 

indeed, the fact of sex alone should be deemed reason enough to satisfy a reasonable mind.”39 

With his argument laid out, on behalf of the Committee on Medical Ethics, Bowditch proposed 

the following resolution: 

Resolved, That the question of sex has never been considered by this Association in 
connection with consultations among medical practitioners, and that in the opinion of this 
meeting, every member of this body has a perfect right to consult with any one who presents 

38 The Transactions of the American Medical Association (Philadelphia: American Medical Association, 1865), Vol. 
16, 71. 
39 The Transactions of the American Medical Association (Philadelphia: American Medical Association, 1868) Vol. 
19, 88. 
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the ‘only presumptive evidence of professional abilities and acquirements’ required by this 
association, viz., ‘a regular medical education.’40   

With the resolution read on the meeting floor, what followed was a lively debate between 

delegates. That debate never made it into the AMA minutes. It could be found in the Chicago 

Medical Examiner, Dr. Nathan Smith Davis’s publication. As a consequence, Davis had full 

editorial control over the discussion of female practitioners. 

Taking the floor first to defend Bowditch’s resolution was Dr. Atlee. According to the 

Examiner, Dr. Atlee echoed Bowditch’s argument, “In other countries, women had achieved the 

highest honors as medical practitioners, and he thought what could be done in France and 

Germany could most certainly be honorably done in the United States.”41 He added that the 

advent of new medical schools for women granted the opportunity for a regular education, 

reaffirming Bowditch’s claims that there existed no tangible reason for the AMA to prohibit 

consultations with female practitioners. Atlee tried to strengthen his argument by emphasizing 

the honor in admitting female physicians thereby pandering to the southern members’ notions of 

masculinity. In the Antebellum period, “honor” was crucial to the construction of manhood in the 

South. The main pillars of honor stood upon valor in conflict, a positive reputation amongst the 

public, strong physical appearance, and male integrity which extended to protecting women and 

their virtue.42 The Civil War, and certainly Reconstruction, generated attacks upon honor, 

especially surrounding the protection of women. Southern feminists, like Rebecca Felton, argued 

that southern men did not effectively protect women and focused too heavily on maintaining 

40 Transactions, 1868, 91. 
41 Nathan Smith Davis, Ed., “Annual Meeting of the American Medical Association,” Chicago Medical Examiner, Vol. 
9, no. 6 (1868): 358. 
42 Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor: Ethics and Behavior in the Old South (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1983), 34. 
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their sexual privilege.43 Thus, Atlee’s emphasis on honor worked within the framework of 

southern masculinity, and preyed upon any anxieties the southern doctors may have been feeling. 

He asserted that the admission of female physicians could be done “honorably.” In other words, 

the male physicians could still maintain their privilege. 

With their arguments laid out, Atlee and Bowditch effectively called the question: was 

the war waged on irregular practitioners more about ensuring proper education and licensing, or 

was it more about policing the racial and gender boundaries of the medical profession? 

Then Dr. Nathan Smith Davis took the floor. Davis opened his remarks by seeking to 

redefine the AMA’s relationship to the question. “This association,” Davis explained, “had never 

taken action upon any matter which distinguished practitioners, either account of sex or color.” 

Davis further explained that the AMA had never restricted the consultations of their members, so 

long as the consultants were “duly qualified,” but “If any local association saw fit to enact a law 

restricting its members, that was a matter for such societies to determine.” Backtracking 

strategically, the Examiner included comments by Davis exalting the position of women in the 

world. “The law of the Creator had assigned her sphere of duties,” he said, and that he was “in 

favor of the broadest equality. If she was to be equal in the profession, let her be equal on the 

farm and in the ditch.”44  

Clearly an attempt to obfuscate his official stance on female doctors, Davis first 

emphasized the proper “sphere” for a woman, the domestic sphere. Although, should she want to 

leave her God-given locale to become a physician, Davis expected her to then be ready to work 

in the field and the ditch. In essence, Davis backhandedly told women to “stay in their sphere.” 

43 Crystal Feimster, Southern Horrors: Women and the Politics of Rape and Lynching (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 
2011), 78. 
44 Nathan Smith Davis, Ed., “Annual Meeting of the American Medical Association,” 359-360. 
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In his final act, Davis moved that the question of female practitioners be postponed permanently. 

His motion passed despite the grievances of Dr. Atlee. 

Davis’ actions in 1868 not only further solidified the boundaries of the profession, but 

aligned with his conception of Reconstruction politics. By comparing gender with race, Davis 

drew upon common strategies of Reconstruction oppositionists. Unlike Bowditch, who saw 

strength in cooperation of Black and female activists for universal rights, Davis pitted the two 

groups against one another and preyed upon racial anxieties that had emerged among feminists 

like Elizabeth Cady Stanton in the late 1860s.45 Furthermore, Davis countered Atlee and 

Bowditch’s nationalist and global viewpoint by relinquishing power back to State medical 

societies. Atlee and Bowditch both sought to elevate a reunified United States to the level of the 

medical accomplishments of Europe. They wanted the AMA to use its centralized power and 

make a strong statement for the inclusion of female practitioners in the profession while Davis 

sought to preserve the power in the states for the restriction of their members. These stances 

mirrored the attitudes of the nation as the Federal Government argued about the passing of the 

14th and 15th Amendments. 

The account of the Chicago Medical Examiner adds to the intrigue of the 1868 meeting. 

The full comments are not included in the official AMA minutes, but the Chicago Medical 

Examiner includes the debate. N.S. Davis was the chief editor of the Examiner at the time of this 

meeting meaning he had control of this portrayal of his position to the large audience of his 

publication. This explains the word choice as the Examiner describes Davis’ comments as 

“clearly defined,” implying that the comments of his colleagues, and notably Dr. Atlee, were not 

as precise. The Examiner article also makes sure to highlight his “respect, his reverence, his 

45 Dudden, Fighting Chance, 21. 
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love” for women.46 While Davis argued for states’ rights to bar consultation with female 

practitioners, which he certainly understood would appease the southern delegates and add the 

barriers facing female professionalism, he also reified his image as a level-headed, reasonable 

physician. He controlled the narrative from the 1868 meeting and ensured that he, and the 

American Medical Association, maintain their dignity within the public eye. Effectively, he 

melted away any malevolent motives.  

Furthermore, the historiography of Davis transformed its portrayal of the doctor. Before 

the Civil Rights Movement, medical historians praised Davis for his revolutionary ideas and 

leadership in the formation of a high-functioning medical infrastructure. After the Civil Rights 

Movement, historians focused instead on Davis’ role in the exclusion of women and Black 

Americans from the profession of medicine. Thomas Bonner’s 1952 biographical article, “Dr. 

Nathan Smith Davis and the Growth of Chicago Medicine,” reflects that pre-Civil Rights 

perspective. “Dr. Davis,” Bonner argues, “was to acquire a national reputation as a builder of 

medical and health institutions, a humanitarian reformer in medical and civic matters, and a sane 

and rational scientist.”47 Bonner gives a glowing review of Davis’ contributions to Chicago while 

minimizing his politics. Instead, Bonner states of Davis that “he bore manfully the stigma which 

attached to followers of the Copperhead cause during the Civil War.”48 Bonner asserts Davis’ 

manhood and absolves him of any problematic stances. In essence, Bonner justifies Davis as he 

sought reconciliation with the southern delegates, and any scrutiny he may have faced only 

contributed to his manliness.   

46 Nathan Smith Davis, Ed., “Annual Meeting of the American Medical Association,” 359. 
47 Bonner, Dr. Nathan Smith Davis and the Rise of Chicago Medicine, 362. 
48 Bonner, Dr. Nathan Smith Davis and the Rise of Chicago Medicine, 372. 
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After the Civil Rights Movement, historians like Robert Baker have contested Bonner’s 

presentation of Davis. Analyzing the AMA meetings of 1868 and 1870, Baker places Davis at 

the center of the controversy. “In a series of debates over the admission of female and Negro 

physicians,” writes Baker, “Davis urged ‘his’ AMA to adopt a policy of deferring such issues to 

a local level. This would become the AMA’s policy until race- and gender-based discrimination 

was outlawed by the civil rights legislation of the 1960s.”49 Both Baker and Bonner recognize 

Davis’ influence in the profession, but Baker shifts the historical lens to magnify the 

consequences of his actions. As Baker points out, the Civil Rights Movement elicited a change 

for the AMA policies, as well. Davis’ enabling of local discriminatory practices persisted until 

the 1960s. All the while, the AMA hypocritically released statements decrying segregation but 

refused to dismantle its own white establishment.50 Thus, the historiography on Davis has more 

recently shifted to highlight his contribution to the discriminatory practices of the AMA.  

In the mid-nineteenth century world of American medicine, Davis was powerful. His 

authority allowed him to control the narrative of 1868 and paint himself as the most reasonably-

minded delegate. His adopted policy opened the door to formalized discrimination against 

female and Black practitioners, especially within southern medical associations. 

News of the 1868 meeting spread across the country and garnered strong responses. Dr. 

C.S. Lozier, writing in The Revolution, expressed her excitement with the resolution proposed by

Dr. Bowditch at the meeting. “This looks in the direction of Equal Rights,” wrote Lozier, “I like 

the wording of this resolution, it is worthy of educated manhood, to break their own fetters.”51 

49 Robert Baker et al., “Creating a Segregated Medical Profession: African American Physicians and Organized 
Medicine, 1846-1910,” Journal of the National Medical Association 101 6 (2009): 410. 
50 Ward, Black Physicians in the Jim Crow South, 191. 
51 C.S. Lozier, “The American Medical Association at Washington,” The Revolution Newspaper, New York, 4 June 
1865, 339. 
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Much like Bowditch and Atlee, Lozier emphasized the rationality of permitting consultation with 

female physicians, but her words also brought an air of disappointment that “educated manhood” 

had taken so long to consider the question. This attack on their “manhood” echoed Atlee’s 

discussion of honor. This time, however, discrimination against women had ensnared men and 

prevented them from their honor.  To Lozier, Bowditch’s resolution was a start in the long walk 

to “Equal Rights,” and the question of female physicians, and professionalism in general, 

extended from the same branch as voting rights. “You say, ‘give women the ballot,’” Lozier 

wrote, but women’s education and voting rights must “reciprocally influence each other.”52 To 

care for the female body required properly educated, highly skilled female physicians. Similarly, 

proper democratic representation required female representatives. Thus, the issue of “the 

women’s hour” required the development of suffrage and professionalization side-by-side with 

one another.  

Peculiarly, Lozier seemed not to realize that the AMA did not adopt Bowditch’s 

resolution. She did not comment on that fact which we can only imagine would have heightened 

her dissatisfaction with “educated manhood.” Lozier no doubt was a highly informed individual, 

so this omission is certainly worth exploring. Lozier is writing in response to the coverage of the 

1868 meeting found in the Washington Chronicle, but often these newspapers merely reprinted 

the official minutes of the AMA which, as discussed, did not record the full discussion. It is also 

possible that the AMA, or perhaps Davis, sought to control the narrative of the meeting. While 

the AMA minutes were reprinted widely, so too was the CME article over which Davis had full 

editorial control, widely disseminated to medical journals around the country. It is plausible to 

think that Lozier’s misunderstanding of the fate of the resolution stems from white-washing by 

52 Lozier, “The American Medical Association in Washington,” 339. 
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the AMA given that the minutes seem to protect Davis, and that he had control over the 

republished account that projected him in a positive light. In fact, at the meeting of 1870, the 

AMA would engage in a similar cover-up for Davis, this time on the topic of race. 

The Meeting of 1870—The Negro Question 

The conflict over race and AMA membership began in 1869 when Black physicians from 

Howard University asked for representation in the all-white Medical Society of District of 

Columbia (MSDC). The MSDC controlled medical licensing for D.C., so representation in this 

society would be another step towards legitimizing the professionalism, and in turn the 

citizenship, of Black doctors.53 The MSDC rejected the request and refused to admit any Black 

doctors. In response, Black and sympathetic white physicians formed the integrated National 

Medical Society of Washington D.C. (NMS) and filed a complaint with Congress accusing the 

MSDC of racial discrimination. The MSDC retaliated and filed countercharges against the NMS 

accusing them of trying to dissolve the MSDC “through legislative influence.”54 While a 

congressional investigation confirmed that the MSDC refused the Black delegation strictly due to 

the color of their skin, Congress balked and relegated any verdicts to a decision by the AMA’s 

Committee of Ethics.55 No doubt the temporary transfer of congressional power inflated the ego 

of the American Medical Association and formalized its position as the preeminent medical 

authority in the United States. The Committee of Medical Ethics, now with Nathan Smith Davis 

as a member, was set to read its resolution on the matter at their annual meeting in 1870.  

53 Robert Baker, “The American Medical Association and Race,” American Medical Association Journal of Ethics, 
Vol. 16, no. 6 (2014): 480. 
54 The Transactions of the American Medical Association (Philadelphia: American Medical Association, 1870) Vol. 
21, 54. 
55 Baker, “The American Medical Association and Race,” 480. 
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The next year, delegates from across the reunified Unites States filled Lincoln Hall in 

Washington D.C on May 3rd. Among them were the six delegates from the MSDC, but barred 

from entering was the NMS delegation containing Black physicians Charles Burleigh Purvis, 

Alexander Thomas Augusta, and Alpheus W. Tucker. They were led by the white dean of 

Howard Medical College, Robert Reyburn.56 When it was time for the Committee of Medical 

Ethics to submit their findings, Dr. Nathan Smith Davis stood up and presented the majority 

resolution. 

Resolved, That the charges lodged with the Committee of Arrangements against the 
eligibility of the National Medical Society of the District of Columbia have been so far 
sustained that we recommend that no member of that Society should be received as 
delegates at the present meeting of this Association. 

In issuing this resolution, Davis once again aligned himself with the southern doctors on the 

Committee, H.F. Askew, and James Keller, while the Committee’s two other northern doctors 

dissented. Davis did not supply any further justification for the exclusion of the integrated 

delegation, aside from their membership in the NMS. Obfuscating, Davis wrote, “If the Medical 

Department of Howard had chosen to send any delegates who are not members of that society, 

there is nothing whatever in the report to prevent them from being received.”57 Clearly, this was 

an attempt to indicate that the basis for exclusion was their home medical society and not the 

individuals themselves, and certainly not their race. But as the meeting progressed, it became 

clear that Davis and the AMA could not commit to that final point. 

After the majority report was read, the minority dissent was presented by Dr. Alfred Stillé 

of Philadelphia. Dr. Stillé was heavily involved in the development of the AMA during its early 

years. He championed medical education reform in hopes to emulate the strict educational 

56 Baker, “The American Medical Association,” 480. 
57 Transactions, 1870, 55-56. 
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requirements of France.58 While he did harbor prejudice against women and Black Americans, 

he nonetheless respected those that achieved a regular education and believed they should be 

included as delegates.59  Stillé’s report was far more detailed in its justification for the 

admittance of the NMS delegation than that of the majority. The report emphasized that the 

physicians from the NMS delegation were regulars. “The physicians so excluded,” wrote Stillé, 

“are qualified practitioners of medicine who have complied with all the conditions of 

membership imposed by this association.” Similar to Bowditch and Atlee during the debate on 

women professionals, Stillé made clear that these Black doctors had been educated properly and 

licensed properly, so there could not be any justification for their exclusion besides their race. 

With both resolutions on the table, the roll was called, and Davis’s resolution passed, 114 ayes to 

82 nays. All the delegates from the MSDC were allowed to vote.60 

During the final day of the meeting, in a last-ditch effort to secure some semblance of a 

victory for racial equality, Dr. John L. Sullivan of Massachusetts offered the following 

resolution: “Resolved, That no distinction of race or color shall exclude from the Association 

persons claiming admission and duly accredited thereto.” The resolution was put to a vote. It 

failed—106 to 60. The American Medical Association could not even commit to a statement 

against racial discrimination.61  Thus, the exclusion of the delegates from the National Medical 

Society, who were regularly educated and properly licensed, was indeed entirely about the color 

of their skin. The AMA, however, was not done. Their final act was to pass a resolution 

58 “Alfred Stillé,” UPenn Archives, Accessed 12/12/21, https://archives.upenn.edu/exhibits/penn-
people/biography/alfred-Stille. 
59 Katharine Blackiston Stillé, Fragments: Being a Sketch of Alfred Stillé (Philadelphia: Drexel Biddle, 1901), 23; 
Carolyn Skinner, Women Physicians and Professional Ethos in Nineteenth-Century America (Carbondale: Southern 
Illinois UP, 2014), 147. 
60 Transactions, 1870, 55-56. 
61 Transactions, 1870, 65. 
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absolving themselves of any wrongdoing. It read, “it has been distinctly stated and proved that 

the consideration of race and color has had nothing whatsoever to do with the decision of the 

question of the reception of the Washington delegates.”62 This resolution passed, 112 to 34. In 

the final moments of the annual meeting, the AMA attempted to wipe away any traces of racial 

discrimination. It gave them a headline to present to the public when the truth was that they 

could not pass the actual resolution that would have prevented racial discrimination. This was 

whitewashing at its finest. With their hands clean, and their medical association remaining 

“pure,” the delegates at the 21st annual meeting of the American Medical Association packed 

their bags and left.  

This time, Davis did not hide his actions as he had in 1868. This time, the minutes of the 

AMA recorded the full comments of the delegates. It has been previously argued that male 

physicians outwardly expressed support for female physicians while also encoding attacks on the 

legitimacy of women’s medical colleges. To do the same, Davis took editorial power of the 

meeting in 1868 to encode his gender discrimination. However, the nature of racial 

discrimination was different. White physicians felt no need to hide their distaste towards Black 

doctors. Discussing the action of “self-preservation” for the AMA, a reprinted article from the 

Louisville Medical Journal stated, “the admission of these Negro delegates would be a wanton 

and reckless disregard of that principle of action.”63 Racial discrimination was much more 

prevalent and explicit. Therefore, Davis felt no need to hide his actions through editorial power. 

He felt supported by the southern delegates that held a majority within the AMA and backed his 

proposal. Furthermore, the final resolution absolved Davis and the others of any racial 

discrimination. There was no need for obfuscation in the 1870 meeting. 

62 Transactions, 1870, 67. 
63 “Professional Association with the Negro,” Macon Weekly Telegraph, Macon, 12 April 1870, 2. 
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Davis’s role in the outcome of the meeting should not be understated. With him at the 

helm of the majority decision, he continued his allyship with the southern delegations and placed 

a discriminatory resolution on the floor. His policy of indifference in 1868 reared its head again 

in 1870 as the AMA balked at the opportunity to comment on the topic of race. By refusing to 

make a statement, the Association fulfilled Davis’s plan to allow local societies to continue 

discrimination based on race, just as the 1868 decision allowed local societies to continue 

discrimination based on sex. The bulwarks of the white, male medical profession were as strong 

as ever. 

Once the news of the 1870 meeting got out to the public, Black activists published 

explosive criticisms of the AMA and the MSDC. In particular, Sella Martin, editor of The New 

Era, a popular Black magazine in Washington D.C., published unbridled assaults in his editorial 

columns. In reviewing the AMA’s racist decision, Martin wrote, “How demoralizing as well as 

blind is prejudice, when it can thus control and bind men who, from the education they have 

received and the position they enjoy, would seem to guarantee that they are gentlemen.” Much 

like C.S. Lozier’s critique of the AMA, Martin attacked the character of these so-called 

“gentlemen.” Despite all their education, Martin complained that the white physicians of the 

AMA had let their perception be clouded by the guiles of racism. “Stranger than all,” Martin 

continued, “it seems that a dead and rotten system, which has made this country to stink in the 

nostrils of the great powers of the world, should still retain power to benumb the senses of such 

men, and keep their reason dormant beyond anything else produced in this age of chloroform.”64 

In another powerful editorial, Martin not only attacked the politics of the American 

Medical Association, but specifically singled out Nathan Smith Davis. Martin accused the annual 

64 J. Sella Martin, “American Medical Association,” The New Era, Washington, D.C., 5 May 1870, 4. 
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meetings of the AMA to be nothing more than “social reunions.” Martin argued that these 

meetings served to appease the medical elites and reaffirm the classist, racist, and sexist 

ideologies entrenched in the profession. If they truly wanted to propel the medical community 

forward, they would not shy away from the scientific work done by female and Black 

practitioners. Instead, they opted to stay in their ivory castle. Furthermore, the imagery of a 

“social reunion” contrasted with the current Reconstruction of the nation. The white medical 

profession was able to reconvene, through the efforts of Davis, and resume business as they had 

prior to the Civil War while freedmen struggled to construct their citizenship. “We can readily 

conceive that a society,” Martin continued, “in which ‘gentlemen who served during the war in 

the Confederate army are now prominent in the control of its affairs,’ might possibly have at 

times under discussion matters not likely to enlist the sympathies of colored gentlemen.”65 The 

AMA still had a majority of delegates come from the formerly-slaveholding South, many of 

whom were elected to the AMA presidency after the Civil War.66 In his final words, Martin 

confronted Davis. He accused the northern doctors that had served for the Union during the war, 

but then had rejoined the “social reunions” with southerners of “being guilty of treason to their 

common country.”67 Davis was one of, if the not the most prominent northern member to openly 

seek appeasement with the South. Thus, Martin’s accusation about treason was primarily 

directed at Davis. 

Neither petition that would have made the AMA more inclusive was successful. Within 

two years, Davis and the AMA had established the local society policy that would exclude Black 

physicians for another century. Female practitioners would have their moment in 1876 when 

65 J. Sella Martin, “The Medical Profession in the District,” The New Era, Washington, D.C., 27 January 1870, 1. 
66 Haynes, “Policing the Social Boundaries of the American Medical Association,” 194. 
67 Martin, “The Medical Profession in the District,” 1. 
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Sarah Hackett Stevenson would become the first woman member of the American Medical 

Association, but Black physicians would wait until 1968.68 Davis concealed the true racial 

motivations behind his local policy so well that throughout the Civil Rights Movement the AMA 

issued condemnations of racial discrimination while still invoking Davis’s local policy to protect 

the ability of their feeder societies to racially discriminate. These meetings were but one episode 

in a much larger history of discrimination in medicine, but they are paramount to understanding 

the scope of the medical profession.  

Conclusion 

The meetings of 1868 and 1870 were not independent events from one another, nor were 

they independent from the events in the rest of the country. These meetings, and the questions of 

membership, emerged because of building momentum from Black and female physicians. For 

women, momentum began in the 1840s with Elizabeth Blackwell’s graduation and the 

subsequent founding of more regular women’s medical colleges. For Black Americans, 

emancipation started the movement that also helped create Black medical schools like Howard. 

Black and feminist activists used this momentum in their push for enfranchisement hoping that 

professionalism and suffrage would go hand in hand. Ultimately, Nathan Smith Davis, and most 

AMA delegates, were able to protect their brotherhood and refuse entry for both Black and 

female doctors. While Davis was a product of his time, he also leveraged the other attitudes that 

surrounded him. As “father of the AMA,” he appeased southern delegates to protect the 

Association, and he used his editorial power to protect his reputation. These meetings were not 

spontaneous. They were a quintessential result of Reconstruction and its underlying politics and 

activism. 

68 The Transactions of the American Medical Association (Philadelphia: American Medical Association, 1876) Vol. 
27, 16. 
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Only recently has the medical world reckoned with the actions of Davis and the AMA to 

keep the medical profession white. In 2021, both Northwestern Medical School and the 

American Medical Association released statements altering their centuries-long praise of Nathan 

Smith Davis. Northwestern renamed its “Nathan Smith Davis Society,” and the AMA CEO 

wrote a letter grappling with the AMA’s history of racism one of its key founders.69 The letter 

writes, 

“First, do no harm” is a guiding ethos in medical ethics, reminding us that at its core the 
art of care and caring for others seeks to reduce and eliminate harms that our patients and 
communities are experiencing. By continuing to examine our long history, our AMA is 
reaffirming medicine’s commitments to this ethos, and to creating a more just and perfect 
union for all.70 

The homage to the Hippocratic Oath is important. One of the first steps to making amends as an 

institution is recognizing the harm that has been caused through time. Especially in the 

profession of medicine, acknowledging the harm that Davis and the other delegates started and 

propagated for a century is crucial to tackling the inequities within healthcare. The AMA barred 

Black and women physicians thereby harming the patient population. In doing so, they broke the 

Code of Ethics they fought so hard to maintain. 
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With the effects of the Protestant Reformation still at the heels of the Catholic Church,

the Church Fathers had to act quickly. Thus, the Counter-Reformation was born, starting when

the Church Fathers united at the Council of Trent to address the challenges raised by Protestants.1

Convoked by Pope Paul III in the Italian city of Trent in December 1545, the Council of Trent

met in twenty-five sessions occurring over the span of eighteen years from 1545 to 1563 during

three separate periods between those dates. While calls for assembly began in 1519 as soon as

the seriousness of Luther’s challenge became obvious, nothing happened for over twenty-five

years due to politics and inertia.2 Though beginning inauspiciously with fewer than thirty bishops

in attendance, this official council of the Roman Catholic Church would set forth decrees that

lasted well into the modern era, definitively shaping the history of Catholicism and, thus, the

world.3 The Council assigned attendees three primary objectives to resolve: first, solving the

Protestant “problem”; second, clarifying several points of doctrine and ritual, specifically in

response to the challenges raised by reformers; third, the “herculean” task of eliminating the

corruption and abuses that sparked the Reformation in the first place.4 In addressing these issues,

the Council committed to radical changes to homogenize the system, such as unambiguously

affixing the Biblical canon, declaring the Latin Vulgate the authoritative standard for Biblical

use, and delineating universal mass practices. As Sir Francis Bacon once wrote in his

Meditationes Sacrae, “knowledge is power”5 – and the Church well understood this, which is

why they set out to limit public knowledge of Scripture with the Council of Trent. This paper

will investigate the Roman Catholic Church’s reliance on Latin tradition being reinforced at the

Council of Trent as a means of maintaining control.

5 Francis Bacon, Meditationes sacrae. (London: Excusum impensis Humfredi Hooper, 1597).
4 Ibid, 379.
3 Eire, Reformations: The Early Modern World, 1450-1650, 378.
2 Carlos Eire, Reformations: The Early Modern World, 1450-1650. (Yale University Press, 2018), 378.
1 “Council of Trent,” Encyclopedia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/event/Council-of-Trent.
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With Christianity continuing to spread across the Roman Empire as of 382 CE, a

standard, authoritative translation of the Bible was needed. Hence, Pope Damasus I asked Jerome

of Stridon to revise the existing Latin translations of the Gospel using the original Greek

manuscripts. Jerome went beyond this initial task, however, later undertaking a complete Latin

translation of the Old Testament and entire Hebrew Bible from the original Hebrew.6 This

version was known as the editio vulgate, eponymously named from his use of the contemporary

vulgar language. While vernacular Bibles had already begun publicly circulating prior to

Johannes Gutenberg’s fifteenth century invention of the printing press, production of Bibles in

different languages exploded alongside the “Gutenberg Revolution,” spurred by his original

creation of the first type-printed book in Europe and mass-production of the Bible.7 The Church

feared the possibility of the printing press facilitating widespread circulation of ideas across

Europe, with Pope Alexander VI asserting in 1501 that “it will be necessary to maintain full

control over the printers so that they may be prevented from bringing into print writings which

are antagonistic to the Catholic faith.”8 As such, in the Fourth Session’s “Decree Concerning the

Edition, and the Use, of the Sacred Books,” the Council officially declared the Latin Vulgate

Bible the only authentic edition to be used in all matters. Further, the Church Fathers added the

warning “that no one is to dare, or presume to reject it [the Vulgate] under any pretext

whatever.”9 The Fourth Session’s decree to officialize the Latin Vulgate may seem innocuous

enough on its own, but important attention should be paid to the very specific wording that the

Council implemented in doing so.

9 Council Fathers, “Fourth Session,” The Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, Ed. & trans. by James
Waterworth, (London: Dolman, 1848), 17-21.

8 Martin, A Beautiful Ending, 40.

7 John Jeffries Martin, A Beautiful Ending: The Apocalyptic Imagination and the Making of the Modern World.
(2022), 35.

6 Philip Kosloski, “What Is the Vulgate and Why Is It Important?”, (Aleteia, 30 Sept. 2019),
https://aleteia.org/2019/09/30/what-is-the-vulgate-and-why-is-it-important/.
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Targeted against the Protestant ad fontes principle by pronouncing the Latin Vulgate

translation to be “held as authentic” in its own right, the decree came in objection to Protestant

Reformers’ insistence to examine the original Hebrew and Greek scriptures for doctrinal proofs.

The Council further qualified this decree by making specific mention that it applies to “the Latin

editions, now in circulation” as forthwith being “held as authentic,” but not necessarily

“inerrant.” The deliberate wording used implies a fear of different translations exposing parts of

the Vulgate Bible as imperfect, de facto undermining the Church’s own credibility. Especially

following the Protestant Reformation, the Church held the assumption that if ordinary people,

such as artisans and merchants, began to read the Bible for themselves, they would read it in a

way that was disruptive to society. Literacy was closely tied to the clergy for most of early

European history, but European literacy rates skyrocketed in the sixteenth century. This fear of

the Church was directly purveyed by the societal effects of the printing press, since it lowered the

cost to own a personal Christian Bible and thereby allowed the public firsthand access to

Scripture, of which there existed more than two thousand editions published throughout Europe

at the time.10 While many of these editions were in Latin, the vernacular Bibles had the widest

effect, “bringing the Word of God directly to an increasingly literate public” through access to

personal copies of Scripture translated into the most prolific European languages.11 In retaliation

against these developments, the Fourth Session’s decree hid a veiled motive of barring the

common person from crafting their own interpretations of Scripture and, subsequently, from

dissenting against the Church’s interpretation in any informed capacity.

Due to this growing public availability of the Bible, the Church demanded exclusive

authority to interpret the text, arguing that the Bible needed to be interpreted only by priests who

11 Ibid, 41.
10 Martin, 31.
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had been to seminary and would thus read it in a pre-approved way. Accordingly, the Council of

Trent issued the creation of seminaries, ensuring that all subsequent generations would have

priests proficient in Catholic theology.12 With its objective to control the interpretation and

legitimacy of the Bible, the Church sought to secure its infallible rule in society by extension. To

make this censorship official, the Council of Trent attacked the effects of the printing press in the

Fourth Session, with specific language that “it shall not be lawful for anyone to print any books

whatever on scared matters, without the name of the author; nor to sell them in the future, or

even to keep them, unless they shall have been first examined, and approved of, by the

Ordinary.”13 Beyond this, in 1559, Pope Paul IV issued the Pauline Index, a comprehensive list

of banned books effectively banning all translations of the Bible into the vernacular. The index

was a product of two inextricable objectives: “protecting the Catholic faithful from heresy and

safeguarding unity within the church itself.”14

A common thread found throughout the rest of The Canons and Decrees of the Council of

Trent is the Council’s repeated use of the phrase and other similar wordings of “let him be

anathema” when ending decrees and declaring other such Church beliefs, referring to those who

may contradict whatever the Council laid out. The church fathers imbued a threat into the very

decrees of the Church through this language – and this threat was not empty. The Church

organized inquisitions across Europe during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, “establishing a

paradigm for the suppression of deviance.”15 Taking the case of the Roman Inquisition, which

was initiated in hopes of stamping out any public form of non-approved religious thinking in

Italy, we stumble upon the trial of sixteenth century Friuli miller Domenico Scandella, known as

15 Ibid, 388.
14 Eire, 385.
13 Council Fathers, “Fourth Session,” The Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, 17-21.
12 Eire, 382.
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Menocchio, who was charged with heresy.16 Menocchio, a man of the village, boldly shared his

heretical beliefs, which were loosely based on the Bible and mixed with other oral traditions,

with his local community. Witnesses seemed to deny sharing his beliefs and found them

distasteful, but it was not until the Church came hanging the threat of death over the heads of

dissidents that they spoke up against him. Whereas Christ told His believers to “Love thy

neighbor as thyself,”17 the Church took a fundamentally opposing stance, turning neighbor

against neighbor, all for the sake of suppressing any opposition to its monopoly on scriptural

interpretation.

With the Church only legitimizing Latin Scripture, the Council of Trent codified Latin as

the new exclusive language of mass and the Roman Missal, which dictated the prescribed

prayers and rites examined in mass.18 As a result, mass universally occurred in Latin,

disregarding the emergence of the new Romance languages as the use of spoken Latin declined

over the centuries in non-academic settings. One of the reasons for this was that “the power of

Latin itself as a mysterious language could lend the mass a transcendent feel and an immediacy

unequaled by any vernacular liturgy.”19 For Catholics, this paradoxical ritual of Latin made it a

tongue simultaneously common and alien to all, solidifying its presence as a universalizing force

for Catholics as an exalted sacred code that would be recognizable by Catholics across the globe.

For Protestants, though, “the continued use of Latin only deepened their conviction that Catholic

ritual was dead wrong, useless, riddled with priestcraft and superstition, and not much different

from magic.”20 Interestingly enough, while reading of scripture and the prayers spoken by the

20 Ibid.
19 Eire, 397.

18 “Facts on Latin in the Roman Catholic Church,” Reuters, (Thomson Reuters, 13 May 2011),
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-pope-latin-facts/facts-on-latin-in-the-roman-catholic-church-idUSTRE74
C2C220110513.

17 Matt. 22:39 (NIV).

16 Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller, (The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2013).
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congregation during mass were required to occur in Latin, the Council of Trent took no apparent

issue with priests then interpreting the verses in the common tongue of the people.21 Chapter VIII

of the Twenty-Second Session particularly demands dissection with this qualification, as it is left

unclear what made teaching in the vernacular “not expedient to the Fathers,” despite the

acknowledgement that “the mass contains great instruction for the faithful people.”22 It seems the

Council knew the people would leave mass without understanding, considering most of mass

was in Latin. As such, to remedy this new ordinance, the Council of Trent specified that the

pastors ought to “frequently expound some portion of those things which are read at mass.”23

This implies the explanation be in the people’s tongue, so “that the sheep of Christ may not

suffer hunger,” receiving their fill of the Word in an understandable language. 24 Although this

lets them be “fed,” it does not allow them to discern for themselves.

According to Catholic theology, the Sacraments and liturgy could not only edify people

by performing them, but they could also change the spiritual state. Through celebration of these

rituals, a sacrament or ceremony could forgive sins, increase grace, and sanctify people,

independent of any actual comprehension from the people performing them. In the eyes of the

Church, lack of comprehension of the words spoken did not hinder the effectiveness of these on

the congregation through the Catholic principle of ex opere operato.25 The Church cared less

about popular understanding of the message being preached and more about having warm seats

in the pews. This impersonal style of religion contributed to the Church’s success, especially

since it could now also be globally facilitated through these new standardized practices.

25 Karl Keating, “What Does the Expression ‘Ex Opere Operato’ Mean?”, Catholic Answers, 24 Sept. 2019,
https://www.catholic.com/qa/what-does-the-expression-ex-opere-operato-mean.

24 Ibid.
23 Ibid.
22 Ibid.
21 Council Fathers, “Twenty-Second Session,” The Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, 152-170.
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The final sessions of the first phase of the Council of Trent centered on the sacraments,

reaffirming the efficacy of ex opere operato, with the decree insisting that “the sacraments were

made effective by God himself, and that their power was never nullified if the priest or the

recipient was in a state of sin.”26 Contrary to this view, reformers believed that the meaning of

the liturgy was to increase faith, which meant parishioners had to understand what was going on

for it to be more than show. Because of this belief, Protestants held that sermons in the vulgar

language were absolutely necessary. As Yale Professor of History and Religious Studies Carlos

Eire puts it, “the success of Protestantism can be attributed in a large measure to its popular

appeal, and to the pamphlets and sermons that spread the Protestant message in the vernacular.”27

By standing its ground on such issues and leaving the general populace outside of the realm of

such matters, the Catholic Church only hurt itself in its battle against the Reformation.

In his letter to Pope Leo X entitled “On the Freedom of a Christian,” Martin Luther

dances around the open secret of Pope Leo’s own involvement in this corruption, instead

imploring him to “impose a curb upon those flatterers who are enemies of peace, while they

pretend peace.”28 The Catholic Church established itself upon the hill of human tradition and

leaned into the sacred nature that develops from it over time. Luther tears this foundation down,

asserting that “it will profit nothing that the body should be adorned with sacred vestments, or

dwell in holy places, or be occupied in sacred offices, or pray, fast, and abstain from certain

meat, or do whatever works can be done through the body and in the body.”29 The Church

believed that it was beholden to not solely Scripture, but also to “the unwritten tradition which,

received by the Apostles from the mouth of Christ Himself, the Holy Ghost dictating, has come

29 Ibid.

28 Martin Luther, “On the Freedom of a Christian,” Received by Pope Leo X, Modern History Sourcebook, (Fordham
University, 6 Sept. 1520), https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/luther-freedomchristian.asp.

27 Ibid, 373.
26 Eire, 380.
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down to us, transmitted as it were from hand to hand.”30 The Church views its tradition as

consistent with Scripture and equal to Scripture in authority, thus various of its doctrines are

derived from tradition rather than from Scripture. Contrary to this, Luther staunchly believed that

“a simple layman armed with scripture is to be believed above a pope or council without it,”31

alluding to the Protestant doctrine of sola scriptura, meaning “by scripture alone.” While

Protestants viewed sola scriptura as a freedom of the people and vernacular teaching as integral

to increasing faith, the ritual reforms of Trent contrarily saw the matter as that worship was not

to be “slavishly tethered to the Bible alone, or to vernacular tongues, that curse of Babel.”32

During the first phase of the council, attendees first attacked Protestant theological

claims, affirming the Church’s authority to interpret Scripture and the role of tradition in

Christian life, countering the Protestant principle of sola scriptura. On account of this stance,

however, when the Protestants and Catholics turned to public, in-person debate on doctrine

between each side’s respective clergy, “more often than not, Protestants would win […] because

they set the agenda for discussion in terms of sola scriptura, closing off all arguments from

Catholic tradition.33 An instance of Catholic independence from Scripture can be seen in the

issue of indulgences that set off the Reformation; despite not being scripturally sound, the

Church endorsed this practice regardless and put forth indulgences as having a key role in

salvation. By its very own ideology, Protestantism appealed far more to the average person, as

salvation was no longer dependent on traditions, or “works,” that happened in church, but on an

independent relationship that could be readily fostered with God; simply an extension of divine

grace that no human could earn – “by grace, through faith.” Beyond this, though, Catholic

33 Ibid, 376.
32 Eire, 398.
31 Ibid.
30 Martin, 42.

135
136

Swarthmore Undergraduate History Journal, Vol. 4 [2023], Iss. 1, Art. 8

https://works.swarthmore.edu/suhj/vol4/iss1/8



polemicists did not help in this battle, writing for a theologically sophisticated audience, often in

Latin, and missing wider reception as a result. It is no wonder that they struggled to reach the

laity since the Church itself prevented its members from truly grasping Scripture through its

staunch reforms.34

The reason Protestantism was able to spread like wildfire in sixteenth century Europe

went beyond the novel accessibility ingrained in its very belief system of personal religion,

reaching the public on a level like never before through its embracing of the vernacular in

sermons and Scripture. With the Council of Trent decreeing the Latin Vulgate to be the only

acceptable translation, disapproving of reading of printed Bibles, and ensuring that mass be

scripturally performed in Latin with only Church-approved explanation in the common tongue,

Catholics were subject to any “truth” the Church decided for them. One of such “truths” was a

step too far with the payment of indulgences, based not on Scripture but instead on Catholic

tradition. Martin Luther’s profound anger at the Catholic Church for its growing corruption made

indulgences “the nail” in the Ninety-Five Theses that ignited the Protestant Reformation in 1517.

With the Reformation, Luther sought to redirect the Church’s focus on worldly power and

financial gain back to the core of the Bible: sola scriptura. However, the Church was too heavily

entrenched in the nexus of religion and all other matters of early modern Europe to change

centuries worth of its way of doing things. Although the Council of Trent’s main focus was on

doctrinal decrees, it did not turn a blind to the ongoing blatant corruption that called for

institutional reform. Alongside its intent to defang the arguments of the Protestant Reformation,

it also made efforts to reform the Church from within. The support of the Church hierarchy and

secular rulers across Europe made genuine reform of Church corruption possible, with the most

significant changes occurring at the local level through the efforts of specific individuals. The

34 Ibid, 374.
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Catholic Reformation, thus, “was effected in large measure by the limbs themselves, thanks to a

healthier head.”35

35 Eire, 384.
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Starting in the seventeenth century to nineteenth century, Russia became home to a 

unique form of witchcraft. Having origins in both Old Believers and the Russian Orthodox 

Church, witchcraft and religious practices had interrelated rituals and iconographic meanings. 

The influence of Russia’s unique religious history, the religious structures, and the fusing of state 

and church created a spiritual environment different from the rest of Western Europe. 

Developing from those conditions, the gendered aspect of witchcraft reflected the social 

hierarchies rather than femicide alone. In this context, the gendered condition of witchcraft 

emerged differently from traditional theories of witchcraft as its purpose was to codify and 

stabilize those social and political hierarchies within communities. Furthermore, peasants faced a 

barrage of repressive action from the lack of government support in the form of political 

instability, economic burden, and social threats to the sustainability of their livelihoods and 

communities. With this context of limited social protection, witchcraft mitigated the inevitable 

unrest rising within these peasant communities. Combining its religious history, patterns of 

imperial expansion and governance, and social hierarchies, witchcraft accusations arose during 

especially troublesome economic and political times. Differing from eighteenth-century America 

Witchcraft trials, these trials were not only femicide. Targeting anyone who might subvert 

established social or cultural norms, these accusations often led to violent expungement, ending 

with a ritual of communal bonding. 

Dating back to Muscovy, the mixture of religion and culture contributed to the historical 

development of Russian witchcraft. Developing from Orthodox Christianity and the Old 

Believers, the concepts and perceptions of witchcraft originated within the cultural sphere 

endemic to Russia.1 And as Peter the Great blurred the lines between the two most impactful 

institutions and merged the state and church, this political, religious, and social change deeply 

impacted peasants’ lives.2 Through the examples of possessions and spiritual rituals, the 

histography and its impact on development shows the different targets in Russian and Western 

European witchcraft accusations. As Steven Frank argues, “History and custom also taught 

Russian peasants the best way of dealing with persons whose magical powers endangered the 

health and welfare of the community members, crops, and livestock.”3 Thus, the influence of 

cultural heritage and the emerging structural and individual shifts greatly impacted the 

emergence of Russian witchcraft and its impacts on gender and community relationships.  

By analyzing the process of development within the context of religious history and 

development, witchcraft arose in peasant villages as a way to understand and justify the world 

around them. Through economic and social limitations, the religious origins of witchcraft rituals 

both diluted individual and community uncertainty. As an example of this simplification, 

witchcraft was divided into “‘white’ spells of ‘prayers’ or ‘black’ spells of mockery.”4 

Unquestioning, the binary between good and evil created an intellectual framework that makes 

the world less complex and easier to understand for the undereducated peasants.5 However, 

building off the knowledge peasants did have through religious teachings, the development of the 

form of witchcraft in Russian villages “relates to the ‘pagan’ component that has been so 

 
1 Aleksandr S. Lavrov. “Witchcraft and Religion in Russia, 1700-1740,” Russian Studies in History, Vol. 45, No. 4 

(Spring 2007), 8.  
2 Stephen P. Frank. History 127D, Spring 2022, University of California, Los Angeles, Lecture. 
3 Stephen P. Frank. “Popular Justice, Community and Culture among the Russian Peasantry, 1870-1900,” Russian 

Review, Vol. 46, No. 3 (Jul. 1987), 260. 
4 Elena B. Smilianskaia. “Witches, Blasphemers, and Heretics Popular Religiosity and ‘Spiritual Crimes’ in 

Eighteenth-Century Russia,” Russian Studies in History, Vol. 45, No. 4, (Dec 2014), 45. 
5 Ibid, 29. 
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stubbornly ascribed to popular religiosity.”6 By having witchcraft become a stereotype or social 

norm, the origins in religion gives it more ability to soothe individual or communal unrest. 

Bound together, the “spillage” of the magical rituals into Christianity and Christianity 

into witchcraft intertwines the church and witchcraft.7 Through this connection, both church and 

society solidified their influence on physical embodiments of religion and religious norms. For 

example, “wearing of a pectoral cross, church attendance, confession, and Communion–central 

tenets of church membership for an Orthodox Christian–were also of importance to the magical 

mindset.”8 Through this lens, “‘Inverted’ desecration ‘veneration’ of the same sacred artifacts, by 

a ‘reverse’ recitation of prayers, by rejection of the baptismal name, by sham ceremonial, and so 

forth” used the same historical iconography why adapting to current magical rituals.9 This 

religious dissent wreaked havoc on a village system in which management of the religious 

aspects of life was closely woven into secular village administration.10 By viewing the blending 

of magical rituals with Orthodoxy as its own unique cultural practice, the importance of both 

institutions cocreated and codified their existence through the similar use of icons, rituals, and 

meanings. Through the veil of Orthodoxy, witchcrafts’ origins hid within the history of religious 

norms. 

Arising within a uniquely Orthodox Christianity environment, Russian witchcraft not 

only differed from Western society witchcraft based on religious history and ritual norms but had 

different impacts on gender structures. In Western Europe and the American Colonies, witchcraft 

almost exclusively targeted women. While in Russia, both men and women were accused of 

witchcraft.11 Based on Orthodox Christianity’s gender expectations and social norms, the 

difference in religion affected all levels of society within a different context than in Western 

Europe.  This lens not only provides reasons for the contrasting development of witchcraft but 

also addresses the larger impact of cultural colonization undertaken by Imperial Russia.12 As 

Historian Christine Worobec argues, the “relative backwardness in comparison to Western 

Europe and about the peasantry, especially peasant women’s role in that backwardness, “caused 

social tensions between the peasantry and educated nobility who were embarrassed at their 

perceived lack of civilization.13 However, within the peasant’s class, view of gender norms 

greatly impacted the burden of witchcraft on women’s role within society.  

By examining the context of socio-religious development, the gendered dimension paints 

the broader image of different forms of hierarchy within Russian society. Based on the 

Orthodoxy tradition, the gender hierarchy of Western Europe did not take hold within Russia’s 

isolated peasant villages.14 However, as Valerie Kivelson writes, “social hierarchy within family 

units and broader communities created a powerful organization framework that in some ways 

overrode gender in Muscovites' social imagination and practice [...] At each level, individuals 

6 Ibid, 29. 
7 Valerie A. Kivelson. “Male Witches and Gendered Categories in Seventeenth-Century Russia,” Studies in Society 

and History, Vol. 45, No. 3, (Jul. 2003), 641. 
8 Elena B. Smilianskaia. “Witches, Blasphemers, and Heretics Popular Religiosity and ‘Spiritual Crimes,” 44. 
9 Ibid, 43. 
10 Heather J. Coleman. “Tales of Violence against Religious Dissidents in the Orthodox Village,” Sacred Stories: 

Religion and Spirituality in Modern Russia, ed. Mark D. Steinberg and Heather J. Coleman, 207. 
11 Valerie A. Kivelson. “Male Witches,” 621. 
12 Stephen P. Frank. History 127D, Spring 2022, University of California, Los Angeles, Lecture. 
13 Christine Worobec. “Possessed: Women, Witches, and Demons in Imperial Russia,” Northern Illinois University 

Press, 1st edition (Feb 2001), 9. 
14 Ibid, 9. 
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were subordinated to their superiors in rank and age, regardless of gender.”15 Within this 

framework, witchcraft emerged as a product of broader social practices and exploited the 

existing gender norms. Thus, to understand the complex social hierarchy, women’s restricted 

role in religion and culture created an environment of increased repressive treatment. 

Figure 1. “The Husband weaves bast shoes with skill; the wife spins fibers with a will.” In this 

seventeenth century print, the ideal roles of men and women solidify the gender norms of the 

community. As economic producers, they both work within their own spheres, yet as a unit, 

create an industrious part of the community’s economy. It also reflects the gender hierarchy as 

the wife makes the primary good for the husband as he manufactures the final good. 

From: V. Bakhtin and D. Moldavskii, Russkii lubok XVII-XIX vv. (Moscow-Leningrad: 

Gosudarst-vennoe izdatel’stvo Izobrazitel’nogo Iskusstva, 1962), fig. 11. 

Women, limited to a reclusive and subordinate position within peasant society, faced 

increased vulnerability to witchcraft accusations and femicide. When accused and convicted of 

anything ranging from adultery to witchcraft, women were stripped naked and paraded around 

the village while villagers beat upon domestic or agricultural tools, carried signs, and mocked the 

victim through songs in what is known as a Charivari.16 Men faced a similar fate of being 

stripped, tarred, and feathered, but the Charivari ritual was usually reserved only for women.17 

Furthermore, women were more likely to be accused of witchcraft within the context of the 

stable community. In the case of Nastas’ia Trifonova, a peasant women, she “denied the 

accusation brought against her, saying that she ‘had not hexed’ another soldier's wife ‘and had 

15 Valerie A. Kivelson. “Male Witches and Gendered Categories in Seventeenth-Century Russia,” 612. 
16 Stephen P. Frank. “Popular Justice,” 245. 
17 Ibid, 245. 
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only conjured for her, for Varvara, with salt, to make her husband love her, and my conjuration 

was divine.”18 As argued by Kivelson, “Women, for their part, were thought to practice black 

magic, deriving from their peculiar anatomy and apparently magical ability to bear children.”19 

Therefore, the domestic nature of female witchcraft directly attacked social hierarchies by 

subverting the assumed physical concealment of women within peasant society.  Through this 

example, the entwinement of women within the context of witchcraft, social norms, and 

punishment emerges from the traditional gender hierarchy. Thus, the vulnerability of women 

within the hierarchy of Russian peasant villages created less protection against being accused of 

witchcraft and produced a violent community response when women exited their reclusion or 

standard gender norms.  

In contrast to women's role within peasant society, men's greater ability to travel outside 

the village exposed them to a greater risk of being accused and killed of witchcraft. As men were 

more likely to roam the countryside as vagrants or healers, their negative impacts on taxation and 

shifting populations undermined the stability of local communities.20 21 The commune as a whole 

was responsible for a set tax, thus, as travelers weaved through communities, their tax burden 

spread amongst the community.22 This caused more economic tensions between residents and 

these traveling men. Men’s role in witchcraft also diverged from the roles witchcraft accusations 

played in women’s lives. “Men were associated with magical manipulation of harvests, field, 

weather and disease, magical specialties that grew out of their own professional skills and 

expertise.”23 Thus, tying men more closely to the economic stability of the community. 

Undermining economic and political structures, men suffered from harsher punishment than 

women. Instead of charivaris, traveling men faced brutal attacks such as whipping, branding, 

mutilating, or execution.24 Therefore, men’s roles within society also emerged from the 

structures of the patriarchy. However, their presence as economic, political, and social heads of 

their communities exposed them to a greater risk of witchcraft accusations and brutal punishment 

if they subverted established societal norms.  

 

 
18 Elena B. Smilianskaia. “Witches, Blasphemers, and Heretics Popular Religiosity and ‘Spiritual Crimes’ in 

Eighteenth-Century Russia,” 38. 
19 Valerie A. Kivelson. “Male Witches and Gendered Categories in Seventeenth-Century Russia,” 615. 
20 Stephen P. Frank. History 127D. 
21 Valerie A. Kivelson. “Male Witches,” 621. 
22 Ibid, 618. 
23 Valerie A. Kivelson. “Male Witches and Gendered Categories in Seventeenth-Century Russia,” 615. 
24 W. F. Ryan. “The Bathhouse at Midnight: An Historical Survey of Magic and Divination in Russia (Magic in 

History),” Penn State University Press, 1st Edition, (1999), 424.  
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Figure 2. “Russian Peasant Plower.” In this late-nineteenth-century picture of a male peasant 

plower and his son, the significance of horses and harvests was foundational to community 

stability. Reflecting the issue of males’ role in the economy, this picture analyzes the nature of 

gendered socio-political relationships in the community. Arising from this important community 

stability, witchcraft emerges as a gendered response to direct instability.  

From: Steven Frank, “The Countryside,” Spring 2022, University of California, Los Angeles, 

Lecture. 

On a broader scale, these gender norms and hierarchy reflect an empire-wide patriarchal 

governance system. Based on the Tsar and the Russian Orthodox Patriarch, community 

participation meant ascribing to this societal structure.25 Through this lens, tensions or rivalries 

that emerged from this class structure reflect similar patterns of hierarchical and gendered 

aspects of witchcraft accusations. Within the peasant village, this edified “traditional means of 

public criticism or punishment in which the entire community could participate and disciplinary 

technique by which family or community members were forced to follow collective rules.”26 

Therefore, the trickle-down effects of hierarchy directly influenced the emergence and practice 

of witchcraft and witchcraft accusations.   

Within the context of the Law Codes of 1649, the increasingly stratified social classes 

heavily impacted the lives of peasants.27 And, under Russian imperial expansion and unequal 

class taxation, peasants held most of the society's economic burdens with little political 

25 Stephen P. Frank. History 127D. 
26 Stephen P. Frank. “Popular Justice,” 244. 
27 Stephen P. Frank. History 127D. 
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representation or liberty.28 Without government support and physical isolation from other 

villages, the peasant community developed close economic and cultural bonds within the 

community as means of survival. Therefore, as people defied the social order, witchcraft 

accusations allowed the community to expunge the social unrest and unite behind a shared belief 

system. As Heather Coleman argues through the example of religious differences within peasant 

communities, peasants “leaving the Church and performing non-Orthodox rites in an Orthodox 

milieu aroused enmity within the family, inferred with the administration of the village, and the 

rupture of the ritual unity of village life.”29 Unity, in peasant communities, became foundational 

to all avenues of social life as it protected and sustained the community from the many 

dangerous outside threats. 

These tensions and rivalries exploded during times of increased misery.30 Primarily based 

on economic challenges or recent social unrest, the toleration of traveling men discussed earlier 

eroded.31 As an outlet for fear and anger, accusing these men (and sometimes women) of 

witchcraft or horse-thieving –even when there is limited evidence–allowed the community to 

release pent-up societal stress. In these situations, violent expungements were led by the 

community to rid of the social danger. In these tensional events, the Samosud acted as a means of 

justice as the Tsarist regime had little ability to punish peasant wrongdoing.32 Through the 

community’s decision to physically punish, parade, or economically extort, the wrong was made 

right.33 However, within a community, punishments were often less extreme but always went 

across or down the social scale.34 The rivalry that emerged between different families led to 

“communities and households becoming contested sites when violations or perceived 

transgressions of the trust placed in personal and social relationships occurred. ”35 Thus, 

accusing outsiders eased internal tensions during challenging economic times.  

Within this quasi-egalitarian, mostly independent peasant society, male elders of the 

community governed the village.36 Thus, when it came to accusations of witchcraft, the council 

had absolute authority over the punishment. As Frank argues, “with its wealth of symbolism and 

ritual, public humiliation of a wrongdoer brought both crime and criminal before the offended 

community for judgment, and it was the community that oversaw conformity to established 

customs and rules, thereby asserting the primacy of its authority.”37 In performing their authority, 

the rituals of public shaming were used to force the community’s acknowledgment of the 

wrongdoing; “perhaps because of the increased significance of property relations in the post-

emancipation period and an attendant weakening of the primacy of kinship.”38 In this era, 

witchcraft developed further to migrate the suffering left during the start of modernization, and 

ways of survival, punishment, and unity tried to sustain the community.  

From the early days of the Russian Empire through industrialization, the peasants could 

not escape suffering. As discussed earlier, mixed to form spiritual and ritualist practices, 

28 Ibid.  
29 Heather J. Coleman. “Tales of Violence against Religious Dissidents in the Orthodox Village,” 202. 
30 Stephen P. Frank. History 127D. 
31 Stephen P. Frank. “Popular Justice,” 259. 
32 Ibid, 262. 
33 Ibid, 264. 
34 Valerie A. Kivelson. “Male Witches and Gendered Categories in Seventeenth-Century Russia,” 609. 
35  Christine Worobec. “Possessed,” 107. 
36 Stephen P. Frank.  History 127D. 
37 Stephen P. Frank. “Popular Justice, Community and Culture among the Russian Peasantry, 1870-1900, 249. 
38 Ibid, 255. 
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witchcraft emerged from the blending of religion. This led to communities resorting to the 

magical world during times of suffering. Later, as traveling men replaced earlier stereotypes of 

witches, outmigration and social instability drove accusations. Therefore, as modernization 

spread across Russia, the third purpose of witchcraft emerged. Worobec argues that the “new 

forces that impinged upon women’s lives were a result of industrialization and male out-

migration as well as a growth in monastic institutions in the second half of the nineteenth 

century."39 However, the primary purpose of the witchcraft ritual and the social response to 

accusations stemmed from the fact that “more than four out of five Russians, peasants lived in a 

world obsessed with concerns of survival and regulated by a patriarchal system and notions of a 

moral economy or a rough-and-ready egalitarianism.”40 Therefore, the only real solution to their 

economic instability and overall suffering remained incurable.  

Also unchanged were the social rituals arising when accusations of witchcraft emerged. 

From Samosud to Charivaris, these cultural practices acted as a masked social contract. 

Traditional punishment acted as a social guardrail against instability within the community, 

authorized by the community. As one villager recorded, everyone would “even bring their 

children and wives and make them beat the man, so that everybody would be responsible.”41 

Therefore, these structures played an important role in the governance of the community without 

the direct influence of the imperial government. Moreover, “Russian peasant society participated 

in their social healing. The ‘mimetic’ nature of possession, Edward Shieffelin points out, ‘is 

never merely the product of the actor alone.’”42 Therefore, just as witchcraft emerged as a 

response to economic suffering and religious origins, its expungement also formed a social 

product, which to itself, codified the existing social structures.  

Not only did punishment act as critical societal protection to peasant villages as they 

“acted to soothe ill feelings and hostilities by involving an entire village in the punishment,” it 

helped the community unite behind a singular cause.43 As Frank argues, these events “sought to 

bring offenders back into the community rather than drive them out altogether, and used the 

symbolic threat of expulsion together with the forced purchase of vodka (i.e. symbolic 

reconciliation) as its main instruments for re-establishing normal intra- village relationships.44 

Therefore, the unification after violent episodes or high tensions acted as a tempering of social 

unrest and pacified the community. Within this context, witchcraft and the rituals surrounding it 

solidified social structures, morals, and community governance.  

As home to its own unique practice of witchcraft, the Imperial Russian Witchcraft formed 

as a form of governance. Emerging during times of high social stress, the accusation of 

witchcraft did not solely reflect femicide intentions or religious reprisal as it did in other parts of 

westernized society. It reflected a community-guided governance ritual founded on religious 

history, gender norms, and community cohesion. In analyzing these patterns, witchcraft acts as a 

means of codifying social stability, cleansing economic, social, or political danger, and 

supporting inherited societal traditions. Exposed to harsh living conditions, these ritualized 

experiences united communities and preserved them from harmful external forces.  Thus, the 

practice of witchcraft, spanning from the seventeenth century to the nineteenth century, deeply 

impacts the heritage and continued survival of Russian peasant society.  

39 Christine Worobec. “Possessed: Women, Witches, and Demons in Imperial Russia,” 12. 
40 Christine Worobec. “Possessed: Women, Witches, and Demons in Imperial Russia,” 1. 
41  Stephen P. Frank. “Popular Justice, Community and Culture among the Russian Peasantry, 1870-1900,” 258. 
42 Christine Worobec. “Possessed,” 205.  
43 Stephen P. Frank. “Popular Justice,” 250. 
44 Ibid, 225. 
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