
TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

 

 

 

TimePieces 
 

A Journal of Undergraduate History at the 

University of New Brunswick 

Volume 15 

2014 

 

 

 

 

 

TimePieces is the annual publication of the Undergraduate History Society at the University of 

New Brunswick 

 

unb.history@gmail.com 

unbtimepieces@gmail.com  

http://www.unbf.ca/arts/History/ 

 http://unbtimepieces.wordpress.com/   

©2014 – University of New Brunswick  

mailto:unb.history@gmail.com
mailto:unbtimepieces@gmail.com
http://www.unbf.ca/arts/History/
http://unbtimepieces.wordpress.com/


TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

1 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Acknowledgements………………………………………………………………………………2 

 

Is War Inevitable? 

By Alan Jones.………………………………………………………………………………......3-7 

 

Why is it so Hard to End Wars?  

By Weston McArthur.…………………………………………………………………………8-11 

 

“Why Can’t We be Friends?” An Analysis of Middle East Factors Leading to War  

By Katelyn Stieva……………………………………………………………………...…..…12-26 

 

Surviving Turmoil: The Enduring Legacy of the Stonewall Riots  

By Bobby Cole……………………...……………………………………………………..…27-34 

 

Asking What Causes Terrorism is Asking the Wrong Question: The Turkish Hezbollah 

Case 

By Ellen Boyd……………………………………………………………...……………...…35-50 

 

Childbirth, Socio-sexual Deviance, and Racial Hierarchy: A Comparison of European, 

Native, and African Childbirth Practices in the Early Modern Era 

By Rebecca Stieva…………………………………………………………………………....51-70 

 

On Manufacturing the Degenerative State: Theories on the Origins of Humanity and 

Complexion in Medicine in the Early Modern Atlantic World  

By Joseph Burton………………………………………………………………………..........71-86 

 

“France is Not France without a Sword:” Charles de Gaulle and Philippe Petain in the 

Context of the French Military 

By Brianna Carmichael………………………………………………………………..……87-107 

 

The Midwife-Witch Controversy 

By Sarah Lyons……………………………………………..………………………..……108-118 

 

“Respect Depends Wholly on Appearance:” Masculinity and Bodily Control in the 

Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries 

By Alex Donovan………………………………………………………………………….119-136 

 

L’Acadie, l’Acadie: Film, Source, History  

By Cody Hamilton……………………………………………………………………...….137-160 

 

Can Witches Fly? 

By Caine Morgan………………………………………………………………………......161-176  



TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

2 

 

Acknowledgements  

The fifteenth volume of TimePieces is a collection of essays that cover a wide range of 

topics and span thousands of years of history and the UNB History Society is honoured to 

present a collection of work which demonstrates that talent of UNB History students. However, 

it cannot be understated that these papers are a testament not only to the ability of their authors, 

but they speak highly of the quality of education students are receiving.  

We would like to thank the faculty and staff of the History department for their dedication, 

enthusiasm, and encouragement, as well as their willingness to help us learn and succeed in 

whatever we do. The Society would specifically like to recognize Dr. Lisa Todd for her help in 

running the History Society this year – your time commitment has not gone unrecognized and we 

are grateful for the help and guidance you have given us this past year.  

Of course, it is necessary to also thank our fellow History students. The Executive, as well 

as the fifteenth volume of TimePieces, would not have existed without your willingness to get 

involved. We have had a great time putting together social events and we are proud to be in a 

position where we can showcase your academic work. Congratulations on making this another 

successful academic year for the History Society. We hope that you enjoy TimePieces15! 

The 2013-2014 History Society Executive 

Mark Wells, President 

Erica Foster, Vice-President Internal 

Bobby Cole, Vice-President External 

Perry Dykens, Treasurer 

Rebecca Stieva, TimePieces Editor-in-Chief 

Hessel Altenburg, TimePieces Assistant Editor 



TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

3 

 

Is War Inevitable? 

By Alan Jones 

War has been a driving force in history since the earliest civilizations emerged and it has 

shaped the course of empires and civilizations from the earliest Egyptian kingdoms to the 

destruction of the Austro-Hungarian Empire at the end of the First World War. After the end of 

the Cold War, many hoped that major wars would never be a threat to humanity again. That post-

Cold War optimism expressed by Fukuyama in his article “The End of History” has since turned 

sour as the realities of the post-9/11 world begin to take hold. The long war on terrorism and a 

myriad of minor conflicts on several continents has again raised the question of whether or not 

war is inevitable. History has so far shown that it is. The efforts of liberal democracies at 

Versailles to prevent war were powerless to stop the Second World War, and the rising cultural 

tensions in places like the Middle East, West Africa, and Central Asia may spell the end for 

many nation states and the spread of low intensity conflict. The backdrop to all this are the 

environmental issues that may soon push even the most democratic nations over the edge, and 

exacerbate the already simmering cultural tensions found in the world’s hotspots.  

 The Treaty of Versailles was an attempt by the victorious powers of the First World War 

to pacify Europe and end any chance of another world war. It obviously failed in its duty, despite 

the best efforts of those diplomats involved. If then, despite the treaty, war began anyways, does 

this mean that war is inevitable? Or was the Treaty not good enough to prevent war? Margaret 

MacMillan in her book Paris 1919 explains that “the peacemakers of 1919 made mistakes, of 

course” but adds that to blame it on the Versailles treaty is to “ignore the actions of everyone… 
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…for twenty years between 1919 and 1939.”
1
 So the liberal democracies of 1919 failed to live 

up to the great dreams expected of them, to end war, and create a new world that could not 

dissolve into another destructive global conflict. Perhaps then war is not inevitable if nations 

could negotiate agreements in the spirit of Versailles that are able to please everyone and 

eliminate the need for conflict. Liberal democracies have managed to embrace this idea and it 

has been acknowledged that liberal democracies do not go to war against each other. However, 

democracy is not found everywhere in the world, and it is in some of these regions, most notably 

West Africa and the Middle East that cultural tensions have ignited years of war.
2
 These long 

running tensions were not treated by Versailles, as MacMillan explains: “… in Africa they 

carried on the old practice of handing out territory to suit the imperialist powers. In the Middle 

East they threw peoples together, Iraq most notably, who have still not managed to cohere into a 

civil society.”
3
 These cultural tensions between peoples are quickly coming to head and may 

soon escalate into low intensity conflict or even open war.  

 West Africa has been plagued by strife and conflict since the colonial powers left after 

the Second World War. Specifically, war and cultural tensions in Sierra Leone, Liberia, Guinea, 

Ivory Coast and Nigeria may result in the total collapse of any government infrastructure, and the 

emergence of permanent low-intensity conflict bordering on complete lawlessness.
4
 A similar 

situation concerning cultural tensions exists in both the Middle East and in Central Asia. These 

tensions may prove that war is in fact inevitable, and that these regions will always be potential 

sites for future wars. Robert Kaplan discusses these regions and the issues they face at length in 

his article The Coming Anarchy. He describes how “West Africa is becoming the symbol of 

                                                 
1
 Margaret MacMillan, Paris, 1919: Six Months that Changed the World (New York: Random House, 2002), 493. 

2
 Robert Kaplan, “The Coming Anarchy,” The Atlantic Monthly 273:2 (February 1994), 44-49. 

3
 MacMillan, Paris, 1919, 493. 

4
 Kaplan, “The Coming Anarchy,” 44-49. 
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worldwide demographic, environmental, and societal stress, in which criminal anarchy emerges 

as the real "strategic" danger.”
5
 He then goes on to explain how Sierra Leone is a country in 

name only, with a 27-year old in charge of only the capital and surrounding areas, hundreds of 

thousands of refugees fleeing from the violence, and a collapsing environment due to over-

logging and soil erosion. “Sierra Leone…” Kaplan explains:  

…is a microcosm of what is occurring, albeit in a more tempered and gradual manner, 

throughout West Africa and much of the underdeveloped world: the withering away of central 

governments, the rise of tribal and regional domains, the unchecked spread of disease, and the 

growing persuasiveness of war.
6
 

When governments eventually collapse due to these pressures, cultural tensions will boil 

over and lead to wars for cultural dominance, the so-called “Clash of Civilizations” described by 

Samuel Huntington. Another example Kaplan uses to describe how cultural groups will dictate 

the future of war are the Kurds in the Middle East. Kaplan states that: 

Because the Kurds overlap with nearly everybody in the Middle East, on account of their 

being cheated out of a state in the post-First World War peace treaties, they are emerging, in 

effect, as the natural selector--the ultimate reality check. They have destabilized Iraq and may 

continue to disrupt states that do not offer them adequate breathing space, while strengthening 

states that do.
7
 

The Kurds, who live in multiple countries in a region that stretches from Iran to Syria and 

Turkey, may according to Kaplan, one day reach such influence that they have the power to 

topple governments, resulting in the kind of culturally driven warfare or low-intensity conflict 

                                                 
5
 Kaplan, “The Coming Anarchy,” 44-49. 

6
 Kaplan, “The Coming Anarchy,” 44-49. 

7
 Kaplan, “The Coming Anarchy,” 44-49. 
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that is already present in West Africa.
8
 If there can be no way to reconcile separate cultural 

groups with each other, then war may very well be inevitable in those regions of the world where 

cultural groups are at odds with each other, that is, everywhere in the world.  

 While cultural tensions may be at the forefront of the causes of wars in the future, the 

environmental crisis facing the earth will certainly not make it any easier to prevent these wars 

from happening. Kaplan argues that global climate change is rarely taken into account when 

considering how wars will start in the future (he writes in 1994, before global climate change 

was so well known), but he says that climate change will be “the national-security issue of the 

early twenty-first century.”
9
 He was right. Global climate change is quickly being taken into 

account by every government the world over, with each nation considering how flooding, water 

loss and soil erosion may affect their nations and their neighbours. Kaplan describes a case in 

Europe, where the damming of the Danube has led to strife between Hungary and Slovakia. “A 

classic case…” he says, “…of how environmental disputes fuse with ethnic and historical 

ones.”
10

 As competition for fertile land and sources of fresh water intensify, cultural tensions will 

be exacerbated and conflict will erupt between groups that have long maintained an uneasy truce. 

The impact millions of refugees have on countries as they flee rising sea levels and drought may 

very well lead to war and the collapse of governments. As the environment around us changes, 

so too does any chance of war not becoming inevitable vanish.  

 When considering whether or not war is inevitable, many argue that it is simply human 

nature that leads humanity to wage war upon each other. However, liberal democracies do not 

fight liberal democracies, suggesting that even human nature can be contained with the right 

                                                 
8
 Kaplan, “The Coming Anarchy,” 44-49. 

9
 Kaplan, “The Coming Anarchy,” 44-49. 

10
 Kaplan, “The Coming Anarchy,” 44-49. 
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political system. Liberal democracies attempted to prevent war with the Treaty of Versailles, and 

their failure may be the result of the actions of non-democratic governments, but its failure did 

lead to a series of events that still affect the world today, suggesting that war perhaps is 

inevitable, and long term causes can begin wars years and years from now. Kaplan expands on 

this idea in The Coming Anarchy, arguing that cultural tensions and environmental degradation 

will be the causes of future wars, until governments collapse and a form of low-intensity conflict 

bordering on violent crime engulfs many regions of the world. To Kaplan, war is inevitable, and 

even the most liberal of democracies cannot withstand the cultural and environmental pressures 

put on it. History thus far has proven that war is inevitable, and until every government in the 

world is a liberal democracy and proves the concept of non-violence between such governments, 

it is inconceivable that there can be a world without war. After all, we are only human, and war 

has been a part of our existence since the beginning of civilization.  

Bibliography 

Kaplan, Robert. “The Coming Anarchy.” The Atlantic Monthly 273:2 (February 1994). 44-49.  

 

MacMillan, Margaret. Paris 1919: Six Months that Changed the World. New York: Random 

House, 2002. 
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Why is it so hard to end wars? 

By Weston McArthur 

It has been said that it is much easier to start a war, than it is to end one. Once a war gets 

started, stopping it is a serious challenge. Wars are so difficult to end because of a mixture of 

factors that play out before and during the war. These factors include a lack of international 

management, nationalism and the forces that can accompany it such as prejudices, and even the 

problem of the state system itself. Ending wars are difficult because of those factors, which 

sometimes arise from war itself. 

No international system of order or management or lack thereof, is a large reason as to why 

it is so difficult to end wars. The League of Nations is a definitive example of this. Before the 

First World War there was no system of international management and regulation; the 

peacekeepers of 1919 realized this and created the League of Nations.
1
 The League of Nations 

was created to ensure that another war, like World War 1, would not happen again; it stood for 

international disarmament, compulsory arbitration, and the need for all states to adhere to an 

international public law.
2
 Above all else, military historian Michael Howard pointed out: “there 

was a concept of collective security”.
3
 The problem was that security needed to be enforced, and 

that required power. As Margaret Macmillan put it: “power involves will… in 1919 that will, had 

been spent in Europe. The leaders... no longer had the capacity to order their people to pay a high 

price for power”.
4
 This would show during the Abyssinian crisis of 1935. The Abyssinian crisis 

would bring about the end of the constructive world policy that the League was trying to 

                                                 
1
 Margaret McMillian, Paris 1919: Six Months that Changed the World (New York: Random House, 2002), XXIX. 

2
 Michael Howard, War and the Liberal Conscience (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1978), 86.  

3
 Howard, War and the Liberal Conscience, 87. 

4
 McMillan, Paris 1919, XXX. 
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command.
5
 “Expectations of collective security… had dwindled to almost nothing”.

6
 This would 

also of course, influence the start of the Second World War. An example of where this collective 

security did actually work was in Serbia in 1995 with the Dayton Accords.
7
 NATO put forceful 

military and political pressure on the Serbs to sue for peace and stop fighting; they did so.
8
 With 

little to no international system of management, stopping wars can be extremely difficult. 

The state system itself brings about a number of problems relating to, why it is so difficult 

to end wars. The countries that waged war in 1914 were for the most part, democratic. This 

brought about the problem of public opinion, which would weigh heavily on the Allied leaders 

during the First World War. This would lead to a form of entrenchment in which it had become 

impossible for the leaders of their respective countries to back out of the war, their commitment, 

along with their promises. As Margaret Macmillan had put it: “the peacemakers brought their 

own national interests with them, but also their likes and dislikes”.
9
 As in Versailles in 1919, the 

Germans were not treated as equals; the French wanted the Germans to pay the price that they 

had paid in the past.
10

 The peacemakers represented their own countries, and since most of them 

were democracies, they had to heed public opinion.
11

 This, as Michael Howard had stated, had 

destroyed any hope of just and liberal peace preventing future wars from occurring. “It was the 

public opinion in Britain, France, and Italy, acting on impeccably democratic politicians, which 

                                                 
5
 Howard, War and the Liberal Conscience, 97.  

6
 Howard, War and the Liberal Conscience, 100.  

7
 D. Charters, “Peacekeeping as a Means of Stopping War,” class lecture in HIST1004 (War in the Modern World), 

University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, November 13, 2012.      
8
 D. Charters, “Peacekeeping as a Means of Stopping War,” November 13, 2012.    

9
 McMillan, Paris 1919, XXXI. 

10
 D. Charters, “How Do We End Wars? Negotiations?” class lecture in HIST1004 (War in the Modern World), 

University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, November 4, 2012.  
11

 McMillan, Paris 1919, XXX. 
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made impossible a rational peace”.
12

 The state system could in fact be a hindrance on the peace 

process, thus the ending of wars itself. 

Another problem arising from the state system was, and still is nationalism. The First 

World War itself started as a result of nationalism, with the assassination of Austrian Arch Duke 

Franz Ferdinand by the Serbian Black Hand.
13

 The roots of nationalism in Europe however go 

much deeper than that. Even the liberals and socialists, who were stern critics of war, were 

nationalistic over their own people. German socialist Bebel put it quite so: “the soil of Germany, 

the German fatherland, belongs to us the German masses as much and more than to the others.”
14

 

The working classes were patriotic themselves.
15

 When the First World War broke out, it was 

greeted with great enthusiasm and nationalism.
16

 It would be difficult by that point to go against 

the public’s enthusiasm and try and stop the war. “The First World War appeared at its outset to 

be a profoundly just war in which they could partake with a good conscience,” Michael Howard 

said.
17

 This leads to the just war theory, that it was a rational choice to go to war.
18

 Another 

example of where nationalism caused a problem in ending a war would be Afghanistan in 2001. 

In late 2001 the Taliban had been overthrown and the United Nations was in control of the 

government but the United States still had not accomplished its national objective of eradicating 

the terrorist threat.
19

 The United States’ goal was to hunt down and kill as many terrorist as 

                                                 
12

 Howard, War and the Liberal Conscience, 83. 
13

 D. Charters, “How Are Wars Started,” class lecture in HIST1004 (War in the Modern World), University of New 

Brunswick, Fredericton, September 23, 2012. 
14

 Howard, War and the Liberal Conscience, 68. 
15

 Howard, War and the Liberal Conscience, 68. 
16

 Howard, War and the Liberal Conscience, 69. 
17

 Howard, War and the Liberal Conscience, 73. 
18

 D. Charters, “The Laws of War,” class lecture in HIST1004 (War in the Modern World), University of New 

Brunswick, Fredericton, November 8, 2013.  
19

 D. Charters, “How Do We End the War in Afghanistan,” class lecture in HIST1004 (War in the Modern World), 

University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, November 15, 2012. 
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possible, by any means necessary.
20

 This naturally created a problem, and served to fuel the 

Taliban’s message against the west, arguably prolonging the war.
21

 This can also be attributed to 

the lack of international management and the influence of American public opinion. The forces 

of nationalism can thus be a very large threat to the end of wars.    

Whether it is the lack of international management, the state system along with public 

opinion, or nationalism, the removal of one of these three things from the equation would make 

the ending of wars much easier. Though the world of today is much different from the world of 

1914, the state system and nationalism still persist, and so does war. Perhaps it may be as 

Rousseau once said: “if the social compact could be severed at a stroke, at once there would be 

no more war. At a stroke the state would be killed, without a single man having to die.”
22
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Why Can’t We Be Friends? 

An Analysis of Middle East Factors Leading to War  

 
By Katelyn Stieva 

Introduction 

“Only the dead have seen the end of war.” 
1
 

 The world today is full of war—very few people will dispute this fact. In fact, war and 

conflict have been almost constant in all of human history. According to journalist Chris Hedges, 

war “gives us purpose, meaning, a reason for living.”
2
 The justification for wars are as varied as 

the conflicts that fill the pages of history books, but the justification for war is not the only 

important piece to consider. Where as justification offers the broader context to war and conflict, 

it is the underlying roots and motivations and the deeper causes of war that reveal facts about the 

societies, and the people involved.  

 Throughout history, and especially in recent years, the countries of the Middle East have 

been forced to deal with war on multiple fronts, and the wars fought there provide key examples 

of not only how individual’s justify war on personal levels, but they offer historians the 

opportunity discuss and study why these nations used war to achieve their ends as opposed to 

diplomacy and negotiations.  

 Through a careful analysis it becomes evident that the nations of the Middle East are 

surrounded by factors and tensions too numerous to name one as the single the reason why they 

revert to war over diplomacy.  

 

                                                 
1
 Often, this quote is attributed to Plato, but there has yet to be any proof or verification given to this claim.  

2
 Chris Hedges. War is a Force That Gives Us Meaning (New York: Anchor Books. 2002), 3. 
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Points to Consider 

Moving forward, this paper will discuss several factors that lead Middle Eastern nations to war 

over diplomacy. These factors include the arbitrary boarders of many states, the diversity of the 

people, and the leadership of nations. In this context, there are several facts that are important to 

keep in mind. First, the term “Middle East” is used loosely to describe a geographic area that has 

links to Europe, and Asia. There are no set boundaries for determining what constitutes the 

Middle East and what does not.  

Second, it is important to distinguish between war and conflict, as the two are connected but not 

synonymous. For the purposes of this paper war will be used to describe a state of being at odd 

with another entity. Conflict, on the other hand, will be defined as entities actively, and 

consciously, pursuing policies to the detriment of another entity. In essence, war is the wider, 

encompassing state, while conflict is the specific intent and action. 

The final fact that is important to remember is that in the Middle East, rarely is anything straight 

forward. The countries of the Middle East are nations permeated by propaganda, ideologies, and 

distinct geographic features that make studying this region objectively very difficult. 

Additionally, the Middle East was host to some of the oldest known civilization in history, and 

some of the disagreements in the modern Middle East draw their roots from events that occurred 

long ago, adding additional difficulties to an already difficult situation. 

The Critical Analysis 

Creation of a Nation 

 The history of the Middle East, as previously mentioned, is immense, but arguably, the 

magnitude of its past is what made it so difficult to bring peace to the region in the early 20
th

 

century. As a result of the collapse of the Ottoman Empire at the end of the First World War, 
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nations including France and Britain were given mandates in the region to help settle the 

disputes, and ensure that nations would peacefully develop. Additionally, the Middle East played 

a key part in the War, and remained a point of interests for larger nations. Unfortunately, these 

national mandates often resulted in arbitrary boarders that did not reflect local realities.
3
 This 

case can be made for the heavily debated creation of Israel.  

 To understand how Israel came to be, one first needs to look back a few years to the First 

World War (recognizing that the story began long before the 1910’s, this will serve as the point 

of departure for this study). During this time period, Palestine was part of the Ottoman Empire 

and was divided into areas of regional control.
4
 During the War, Great Britain had a vested 

interest in the Middle Eastern front, and they followed several courses of action to ensure that 

their interests remain secure.
5
 

 The first course of action, and arguably one of the most infamous, was the Hussein-

McMahon Correspondence. In the early stages of 1915, Britain was faced with a poor political 

position in the Middle East, and they needed help. Sir Henry McMahon, British High 

Commissioner in Egypt, and Sherif Hussein of Mecca began a series of correspondence with 

hopes of establishing an alliance, and so Britain could gain a foothold in the region.
6
 Within the 

first few letters exchanged, there seemed to be an agreement surrounding the future of Palestine 

that stated Great Britain was prepared to recognize the legitimacy of an Arab state with the 

                                                 
3
 Jerry M. Long, Saddam's War of Words: Politics, Religion, and the Iraqi Invasion of Kuwait (Austin: University of 

Texas Press. 2004), 8. 
4
Eran Kaplan, Derek Jonathan Penslar, and David Sorkin. The Origins of Israel, 1882-1948 a Documentary History 

(Madison, Wisc.: The University of Wisconsin Press.2011), 13. 
5
 Ian J. Bickerton and Carla L. Klausner. A History of the Arab-Israeli Conflict (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Pearson 

Prentice Hall. 2010), 35-36. 
6
 Victor Kattan, From Coexistence to Conquest: International Law and the Origins of the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 

1891-1949 (London: Pluto Press. 2009), 40. 
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exception of modern day Lebanon and Syria, and that the Arab world would recognize the 

administration rights of Great Britain in the regions of Baghdad and Basra.
7
 The debates as to 

whether or not the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence was a legally binding treaty are still 

ongoing, but in the eyes of the Arabs at the time, it was, and Britain’s next two diplomatic moves 

shocked their Arab allies.  

 The first was the Sykes-Picot Agreement, which was decided upon in 1916 between 

Britain and France. This agreement divided up the region into zones of British and French direct 

control, and partial control. This was in direct conflict with the correspondence between Hussein 

and McMahon.
8
 If the Sykes-Picot Agreement blindsided their Arab allies, Britain’s next policy 

was cause for outrage.  

 On 2 November 1917, British Foreign Secretary Lord Balfour issued a statement that is 

known as the Balfour Declaration. In this statement, addressed to Lord Rothschild (head of the 

British Zionist Organization), Balfour states the British government favoured the creation of a 

Jewish home in Palestine and would use to the fullest extent possible their resources in achieving 

this gaol.
9
 In all fairness to the British, they did add that nothing would be done to potentially 

harm the rights of the non-Jews already living there.
10

 

 The three British policies above set the stage for a clash between Arab and Jew that 

would polarize British Middle Eastern policy for a number of years; both groups, the Arab and 

the Jews, believed that Britain owed them a homeland. Following the war, the conflict between 

the two sides intensified under the British Mandate. The British Mandate in Palestine, first 

                                                 
7
 Kattan, From Coexistence to Conquest, 99-100;  Harari, Maurice, Government and Politics of the Middle East 

(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall. 1962), 131. 
8
 Bickerton, A History of the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 37-38. 

9
 Hariri, Government and Politics of the Middle East, 132. 

10
 Bickerton, A History of the Arab-Israeli Conflict, 39. 
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ratified in April 1920, and again in 1922 included almost verbatim the Balfour Declaration, and 

it became official British policy to establish a Jewish homeland in Palestine.
11

 Under the 

Mandate, both the Arabs and Jews set up organizations designed to oversee the administration of 

the Mandate and represent their interests in the region.
12

 As the British Mandate progressed, the 

levels of violence also increase, and eventually the British were required to enforce a new series 

of regulations to help control the levels of violence. These policies included restricted 

immigration, and land sales. Their new position on Palestine was outlined in the 1939 White 

Papers.
13

 

 As much as the 1939 White Paper infuriated the Jewish community, a much more 

pressing issue was at the forefront—World War Two and the annihilation of European Jewish 

communities. The war helped to calm hostilities between the Arab and Jewish communities, but 

it did nothing to quell the desires of each group to establish an independent state in Palestine. 

Following the end of the War, Britain was still unable to find a satisfactory answer to the 

Palestine problem.
14

 Britain decided to take the question to the United Nations (UN). The result 

was Resolution 181 passed on 29 November 1947. This resolution contained, among other 

provisions for the partition of Palestine into a Jewish and Arab state. With the passing of this 

resolution, Britain’s official mandate in Palestine ended. 
15

 

 On 14 May 1948, Britain removed its flag from their embassy, signifying the withdraw of 

its last presence in Palestine. The next day, Israel was declared an independent state.
16

 The 
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boundaries Israel established for itself were fluid, claiming control over the land given to them in 

Resolution 181.
17

 This was not an inherent problem, but what complicated matters was that the 

partition plan established reflected the long standing British control of the region, and it divided 

lands along the lines of British political and economic interests, not only lines that made sense 

for the region. In many ways, the boarders were defined by past colonial interests, and not local 

realities.
18

  

 The boundaries of Israel proved, and still prove, very contentious for a number of 

reasons, including their colonial roots and their failure to recognize the diversity of the people 

they encompassed. The people of the region identified less with a nationality and more with an 

ethnicity. This makes establishing national boarders and enforcing the incredibly hard, especially 

when it is colonial powers dictating where the boarders will lie.  

The Great Divide of People 

 The question of boarders and nationals is compounded by the diversity of the people that 

inhabit the Middle East. The range of diversity is not restricted to simple ethnic or religious 

divisions either. Ethnic divisions run deeper than simply Arab and non-Arab, just as religious 

division runs deeper than Muslim, Jew, Christian, etc. Within each of these groups, there are 

subdivisions that result in a society comprised of sectarian groups. This does little aid in the 

process of peaceful negotiations, and serves as a significant point of contention among the 

people of the Middle East.  

 Perhaps one of the clearest examples of how a diverse population can polarize the politics 

of a nation can be found in Lebanon. Just like Palestine, the area known today as Lebanon and 
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Syria was in the control of the Ottoman Empire prior to the First World War, and it was not until 

after the War and French Mandate did they become known as Syria and Lebanon.
19

  

 As mentioned, following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the region was given to the 

French under a mandate strikingly similar to the mandate given the British in relation to 

Palestine. Just the British in Palestine, the execution of the French Mandate required the use of 

force on the part of the British, more so in Syria than Lebanon, but the proximity of the two 

nations required France to make concessions to both.
20

 Lebanon received its constitution in May 

1926, which established the nation as a parliamentary republic with Charles Dabbas, an 

Orthodox Christian, as the first president.
21

 Despite this, the country still remained under a 

French Mandate.  

 During the French Mandate in Lebanon, tensions between the country’s pro-French 

Maronite Christian population and the Muslim population remained high, and politics often 

focused on a way to alleviate the tension between the two groups.
22

 With the fall of France in the 

Second World War, an agreement was made that granted independence to both Syria and 

Lebanon, though very little came about as a result of this declaration.
23

 True independence for 

Lebanon was reached by an agreement between Christian president Bishara al-Khuri as President 

and the appointment of Riyad al-Sulh as Prime Minister. These two men reached an agreement in 

October 1943, known as the “National Pact”. This agreement can be considered the unwritten 

part of Lebanon’s constitution.
24

 This agreement, by acknowledging Lebanon as a distinct entity 

with an Arab identity, was designed to nullify the fears of the Christians of being absorbed into a 
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larger Arab state, and address the concern of the Muslims that Lebanon would lose its connection 

to the Arab world.
25

  

Under the 1926 Constitution and the 1943 National Pact, the government structure was to 

include a Christian president, a Sunni Muslim Prime Minister, and a Shi’a Muslim speaker of the 

House, and the number of seats in the Chamber of Deputies (the lower house) was to be done on 

a confessional basis, with Christians always holding the majority as they were the religious 

majority at the time.
26

 This structure was designed to represent Lebanon’s immense religious 

diversity. In 1940, the approximate time of nominal independence from France, there were 

thirteen distinct religious groups with over a thousand identified members in Lebanon, plus an 

additional eight thousand classified as “other”.
27

 These numbers have obviously shifted since 

then, and the Christians eventually lost their religious majority, nevertheless, this system 

established formed the basis of the Lebanese government and went unchallenged for years until 

the Lebanese Civil War.
28

 

Without going into too much detail (and there is plenty), the Lebanese Civil War pitted the 

Maronites against the Lebanese National Movement (LNM), made up primarily of Druze 

amongst other; the LNM was soon joined by elements of the Palestinian Liberation Organization 

(PLO).
29

  The two belligerents clashed over economic and political differences that included the 
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fact that while Christians were no longer the majority in numbers, they still dominated the 

economic sector, this combined with their political control of the Chamber meant that they had 

relative control of the country.
30

  

The Civil War was clearly fought along sectarian lines, and it led to nearly fifteen years of war 

within Lebanon, that included an Israeli invasion the country in June 1982, and the PLO had 

begun to use southern Lebanon as a power base from which they attacked Israel.
31

Lebanon was 

soon embroiled in a series of proxy wars that used their religious division and tension to control 

and sway public opinion and perception of the struggle for a Palestinian home and the abolition 

of Israel.
32

 The disunity among Lebanon’s people and the political sectarian lines established 

there made it a perfect place for religion to become the key division point amongst its citizens, 

and in this case, the ethnic division drove a country to civil war, let alone war against its 

surrounding neighbours.  

A Question of Leadership and Regimes 

 The two previous areas of analysis have discussed more abstract reasons why nations 

would use war over diplomacy to settle disputes, but there are more direct reasons as well. The 

nature of a country’s leadership plays a very significant role in deciding how the country is going 

to conduct itself. Unfortunately for the Middle East, many of the governments found there are 

autocratic and corrupt in nature which makes conducting diplomacy very difficult.  

 Iraq under control of Saddam Hussein offers an ideal example of a situation where the 

leader of a country helped perpetuate a nation towards war when it was not seemingly necessary. 

Saddam Hussein grew up in a time of political instability, though Iraqi politics has continually 
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been characterized by instability.
33

 Hussein began his political career in the Ba’ath party, and 

was part of the party during the 1963 coup that brought them to power for the first time. With 

their overthrow shortly after, the Ba’ath party re-assessed their tactics, and when political chaos 

struck the country again after the humiliating defeat in the Six Day War, the Ba’ath Party seized 

their opportunity and took power, this time with Hussein directing their secret police.
34

 

Additionally, Hussein was related to the party’s Secretary General—President Hadan al-Bakr, 

and he used this relation to great political gain, eventually convincing an aging al-Bakr to step 

down, allowing Hussein to take control of the party and the country peacefully.
35

 

 Hussein assumed control of the country in July on 1979, though his formal inauguration 

was seen as a simple formality. 
36

 Within days of taking over the party, Hussein had eliminated 

all those from the party he saw as a threat to himself—66 senior members were executed. 
37

 It 

became evident in the first few weeks of Hussein’s regime that political obedience was expected, 

and connections to the Ba’ath Party were necessary for survival politically but also in society.
38

 

Under Hussein, the Ba’ath Party was reorganized, creating a complex system of governance, 

surveillance, and intelligence networks that only Hussein himself had full access to.
39

  

 Understanding the nature of Saddam Hussein’s regime is important, but so is 

understanding the type of man Saddam was, and how he viewed himself in the context of 

leadership. Saddam propagated an image of himself as the only leader able of sustaining Iraq, 
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and he looked to historical images and symbols to reinforce this image he had created for 

himself.
40

 Saddam imagined himself to Iraq what Saladin was to Islamic caliphate, and drew 

upon the common traits the two shared like their place of birth (Tikrit).
41

 The image of Saladin 

was a powerful one for Saddam to identify with, and it was for sure done on purpose. Very few 

of Saddam’s actions did not serve a purpose. 

 Take, for example, a parade held on 2 August 1989. The parade itself was to 

commemorate a new memorial remembering the fall soldiers of the Iran-Iraq War. The memorial 

itself has significant elements, but the true symbols of the day were to be found in Saddam’s 

appearance.
42

 Riding a white horse, Saddam was dressed in the regalia associated with the old 

monarchy, especially that of King Faisal; the white horse was also significant as the animal plays 

a significant role in the Muslim holiday of Ashura, which remembers Imam Hussein and his 

martyrdom.
43

  

 Saddam’s appearance at this parade served a dual purpose, as many of his actions did—

they served his own interests and the interests of the State. The two were so closely linked in his 

own mind that Saddam used was able to justify using terror and violence for his own purpose as 

actions that were for the good of the State. To find an example of this, one just had to look at 

how Saddam’s one-time Minister of Health was treated: after suggesting with some trepidation 

that Saddam resign from the Presidency until the Iran-Iraq war was over, Saddam had the man 

removed from the room, executed, and pieces shipped to the man’s wife.
44

 These actions served 
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his own interests quite clearly, but it can also be speculated that Saddam felt he was acting in the 

best interest of the State by eliminating a senior politician who doubted the Regime.  

A military general close to Saddam wrote in his memoir “Saddam though nothing of killing 

innocent men if it served his purpose”.
45

 Saddam Hussein’s regime was characterized by 

violence and repression; he was an extremely paranoid and dictatorial ruler that feared overthrow 

and used lessons from the Soviet Union and the Third Reich to help guide him in his 

establishment of total control over Iraq. Despite the violence associated with his rule, Saddam’s 

regime was the longest running in Iraqi history, and in that way, stable. It was also stable in the 

fact that Saddam was predictable in many ways—his own interests always came first.
46

 The 

tactics he used to instil fear in the public and to assume complete control of the military ensured 

that the nation would support him regardless of how illogical or unfounded his orders were 

because they feared the repercussions if they did not follow his will. The Iraqi population, in 

many ways, became easy to manipulate and repress do the sheer amount of propaganda and fear 

that permeated their society.  

Saddam’s regime is in many ways incomparable to many of the regimes of other Middle Eastern 

societies, and it would not be fair to demonize all other national leaders the same way the 

Saddam Hussein is demonized. But the main conclusion to be drawn from Saddam’s example is 

that if an effective propaganda and careful public management campaign are implemented by an 

autocratic leader, the nation’s population runs the risk of being led astray by their leader, 

especially if the military supports the regime.  
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Conclusion 

 The discussion presented above deals with three factors that impact a nations choice to go 

to war over using more peaceful means of settling disputes, especially in the context of the 

Middle East. The Palestine issues displayed how the seemingly arbitrary boarders established in 

the region have profound effects of the legacy of those nations. Lebanon is an example of a 

nations divided among ethnic and religious lines, and how those sectarian divisions make 

peaceful government incredibly difficult. The relationship between these two factors cannot be 

overlook either. The vast number of ethnicities and religions in the region made establishing 

borders that would satisfy every group nearly impossible. As a result, borders were established 

that did not recognize the realities of the region, and served more to ensure colonial interests in 

the area were protected.  

 The political instability created by the division of ethnic and religious groups by arbitrary 

borders is only compounded by the rise of autocratic dictators in the regime, like Saddam 

Hussein, a man who had no patience for anybody who disagreed with him. This means that 

societies that are already aggravated by superficial boarders and a multitude of competing 

ideologies are often being ruled by men that pay very little attention to the interest of their 

citizens. This practically spells out a recipe for conflict.  

 It is important to remember that these are not the only factors in play though. In 

additional to land disputes, ethnic and religious diversity, and some very interesting regimes, 

economic interests have to be considered as well. Oil, for one, plays a significant role in Middle 

Eastern countries and their economies. The role of oil also draws in an international community 

that are all concerned with the conditions of Middle Eastern markets, adding additional levels of 

importance to oil diplomacy. There are fundamentalist movements that also need be considered, 
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as well as the politicization of religious groups within the Zionist and Islamic tradition. 

Nationalism, colonialism, militarism—all of these ideologies were, and still are present in the 

Middle East, and all played a role in shaping the Middle East. The lengthy history of the Middle 

East also cannot be overlooked, as the roots of some of the oldest conflicts can be traced back 

hundreds if not thousands of years.  

 The realities of the Middle East are complex. Within independent nations, and the region 

as a whole, there a clashes of religion versus religion, ethnicity versus ethnicity, sects within 

religious fighting other sects, there are geopolitical economic interests at stake, land disputes, 

historical disagreements, and the list could go on; all of these issues make distinguishing why 

nations go to war a very difficult task. In order to establish one reason as more important, one 

would have to negate the importance of all the other factors that contribute to war, and that is 

simply not possible to do. Therefore, simply put, there are too many tensions and factors in the 

Middle East to establish a single reason as to why nations use war instead as a method of 

diplomacy. 
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Surviving Turmoil: The Enduring Legacy of the Stonewall Riots 

 
By Bobby Cole 

 

On Friday, June 27th, 1969, and into the morning of June 28th, riots roared outside of the 

Stonewall Inn, in New York City's Greenwich Village, sparking a movement. The incident began 

when police officers raided the notorious gay bar for their illegal serving of alcohol, after the 

declaration of a crackdown on gay bars by mayoral re-election candidate John Lindsay.
1
 Officers 

arrested the employees of the establishment, and a handful of patrons. As  people were taken to 

squad cars, a crowd of patrons and several local residents gathered outside of the Inn, and 

became angry with the unusually rough treatment of those being arrested. They began throwing 

objects at the police officers, forcing the officers to barricade themselves inside the Inn until 

reinforcements arrived.
2
 

 After any ordinary police raid of a gay bar, its patrons immediately dispersed to avoid 

identification or arrest, but some homophile activists, or activists advocating for gay rights, like 

Craig Rodwell, who were at the event said they could feel in the night air that this instance was 

different; they knew something was going to happen.
3
 The incident escalated when the crowd set 

the building ablaze in anger, though the policemen controlled the flames from within.
4
 When 

police reinforcements arrived, a riot ensued. Christopher street was filled with gay men and 
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women. Reportedly a thousand people participated in the initial riot,
5
 and frequent shouts of "gay 

power" were heard throughout the crowd.
6
 It took the police several hours to quell the rioters and 

clear Christopher Street. 

 The momentum of the events of June 27th spilled over into the days following as activists 

strove to create an awareness opportunity out of the riot. Gay activists handed out flyers at the 

site of the damaged Stonewall Inn the following day to crowds drawn by the press coverage. 

Flyers were handed out by day, and further rioting was seen that evening,
7
 participants doubling, 

to two thousand people.
8
 After these two nights of anger and pride, rioting might have died 

down, were it not for the homophobic and bigoted content of articles published in the Village 

Voice, a newspaper based in Greenwich Village. The articles sparked further riots on 

Wednesday, July 2nd.
9
  

 These three instances of rioting have become immortalized in gay culture as a turning 

point in the movement for gay liberation. Some claim that "the modern gay rights movement in 

the United States was born"
10

 out of this event, and that before the time of the Stonewall Riots 

there was no political structure to the movement.
11

 Despite their recognition as a great first for 

the gay community, the Stonewall Riots were not the first instances of such rioting, the first 

being the riots at Compton's Cafeteria in San Francisco.
12

 They were not even the first organized 

instance of gay protest against the bigoted nature of society and the law. It is because of the 

commemorative power of the Stonewall Riots, facilitated by a combination of factors that were 
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not present in other cases, that they are remembered, and celebrated, decades later. The 

Stonewall Riots are so well remembered because of the wide demographic involved in the initial 

riots (unlike instances like the Compton's Cafeteria Disturbance), the radicalization of the 

homophile movement, and the nature and design of the commemorative event.  

 The Compton's Cafeteria Disturbance is an instance of gay activism comparable to the 

Stonewall Riots. It happened in August of 1966, three years prior to Stonewall, in the Tenderloin 

neighbourhood of San Francisco. The aggression between the gays and the police officers was 

instigated by the manhandling of a gay man by a police officer, which was met with violence 

from the gay community. Police car windows were smashed, and a newsstand outside of 

Compton's Cafeteria was burnt to the ground. There was an outbreak of rioting the following day 

when gay people were not permitted back into the cafeteria due to the violence of the day before. 

The fact that the Tenderloin neighbourhood had a very limited demographic, comprised mainly 

of drag queens and male prostitutes, made it difficult to gain the support necessary to sustain this 

demonstration of gay activism.
13

 The more conservative gay people, typically men, who 

comprised the majority of activists among the homophile movement were not a part of this 

community, therefore the size of the riot, and its commemorative power as an event supporting 

the gay liberation movement, were limited.
14

 These limitations are the reason that this event has 

been buried in history, and why the Stonewall Riots are considered to be the first instances of 

gay rioting. 

 The Stonewall Riots, unlike the Compton's Cafeteria incident, reflected New York City's 

developing, empowered gay community's diversity, and the location to incite further 
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demographics to get involved. Two years prior, Craig Rodwell opened the Oscar Wilde 

Memorial Bookstore in Greenwich Village, which became the base of operations for the 

Homophile Youth Movement in Neighbourhoods (HYMN).
15

 HYMN was one of New York 

City's organizations that attempted to involve more youth in the homophile movement during the 

'sixties. This organization helped develop the homosexual identity of NYC's youth, and inspired 

them to take part in the social revolution that ensued. The event took place in the heart of 

Greenwich Village, which was a hub for gay life in all its forms. The demographic of the 

commemoration is also important to consider. Many other social justice movements co-existed 

with the gay liberation movement at this time—the Women's Liberation movement, Black 

Power, and the student New Left—and there was much overlap.
16

 An endless amount of support, 

resources and, later, commemorative insight were available to the gay liberation movement 

through these other movements. The radicalization of these movements facilitated more public 

displays of the existing social unrest.
17

 

 The homophile movement and its radicalization played an crucial role in the 

commemoration of the Stonewall Riots, the first annual event being remarkably well supported 

by the radicalized factions therein. The movement's radicalization began with the notion that 

more traditional means of protesting the inequalities in civil rights and acquiring public attention, 

were insufficient and outdated.
18

 These radical views had already spread through the other 

prominent liberation movements of the time and were now on the rise within the homophile 

organizations.
19

 For many, John F. Kennedy's election marked a great divide between the 
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conservative views of the fifties, and a new, more accepting era.
20

 His election, in combination 

with the unsuccessful attempts of prior activists to elicit government attention and acceptance, 

led to a strong desire to radicalize, and reinforce media attention given to the gay community. 

The radicals developed strong media contacts in order to support the empowerment of the gay 

community. The publicity the Stonewall Riots received in New York City is a direct result of 

these media contacts developed by the radicals.
21

 These radicals also helped to initiate the 

subsequent riots, creating a larger movement out of a potentially singular event.  

 One of the most influential names associated with the early radicalization of the gay 

liberation movement is that of Frank Kameny. Kameny began an annual protest, a calm 

demonstration, outside of the Independence Hall in Philadelphia on July 4th, beginning in 1968, 

which became known as the Independence Hall Annual Reminder.
22

 The power of the Stonewall 

Riots' memory is demonstrated by this example; the Annual Reminder was the first instance of 

annually organized protest, rather than Stonewall, but was, like Compton's, overshadowed. 

  The Annual Reminders were actually adapted to commemorate Stonewall, and were 

moved to New York City and to the end of June for 1970.
23

 With the radicalized homophile 

movement supporting the commemoration of the Riots, holding an event the following summer 

became crucial in preserving their memory.  The already diverse and vast number of people 

either having participated in, or having heard about the Riots made them the best candidate for 

forging national identity and raising public awareness. The concept of moving the Annual 

Reminder to Christopher Street during the last weekend of June each year was brought forward 
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to the Eastern Regional Conference of Homophile Organizations (ERCHO) by Craig Rodwell.
24

 

It was widely applauded. After holding the Annual Reminder for three consecutive years in 

Philadelphia on Independence Day, it was moved to New York City where it was to 

commemorate the Stonewall Riots, and by extension the gay liberation movement, rather than 

quietly reminding the government of the inequalities that homosexual people had to suffer 

through. This was a more practical idea, given that holding a commemorative event of any kind 

cannot be fully appreciated or communicated when another, larger event is taking place; in this 

case, Independence Day consistently overshadowed any kind of protest taking place for the gay 

liberation movement. The new celebration was termed Christopher Street Liberation Day, and it 

became a nationwide celebration after several years of increased support.
25

  

 Four cities were targeted to be a part of the first annual Christopher Street Liberation 

Day; Los Angeles, San Francisco, Philadelphia, and Chicago. Of the four cities targeted, only 

Los Angeles opted to stage its own commemorative event; however, while there was 

disappointment at the reluctance of the other cities and homophile organizations, Los Angeles 

remained the best candidate to celebrate in tandem with New York City. The event, held in a pair 

of metropolitan centers, one on either coast, was widely recognized, and many people became 

aware of its existence and message.
26

 In New York City, Christopher Street Liberation Day took 

the form of a "march for freedom"
27

 through downtown Manhattan, to Central Park where a 

celebration was held in Sheep Meadow.  Other cities followed suit after the first annual 

Christopher Street Liberation Day, including San Francisco in 1972.
28

 The event succeeded 
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because the radicals among the homophile movement supported the event and used the 

transnational network, the Homophile League, to reach a large number of people. If New York 

City had been the only city to recognize the event, it very well may have failed.  

 The Stonewall Riots and their commemoration, which have developed into the Gay Pride 

Parades, have given a sense of identity to many members of the gay community, as seen in the 

Weststrate and McLean study. The study was conducted to identify which aspect of life gay men 

and women felt gave them a sense of identity, and it was found that the majority of people who 

were adolescents in the 1960s identified social justice, human rights, and gay activism.
29

 The 

Stonewall Riots are a large part of this category, given the time period, although they are not 

mentioned explicitly, as a major contributing factor to the gay identity of the 1960s.   

 The Stonewall Riots have become an intimate part of gay culture and are successfully 

commemorated each year on an international scale, with the Gay Pride Parades. Pride Parades 

have become a symbol of advocacy for not only the gay community, but the expanded 

community of alternative sexualities (the LGBTQ community), that has developed as a result of 

the gay liberation movement. They have provided the LGBTQ community with a sense of 

identity that, even when oppression existed in every facet of North American society,  helped to 

mitigate self-oppression, the most overwhelming form of oppression.
30

 The success of the 

commemoration can be attributed to a number of factors including the demographic of the riots, 

the radicalization of the homophile movement, and the nature of the event. The heart of New 

York City's gay community was the venue for the largest instance of rioting in the early gay 

liberation movement, which reached across factions of gay culture, and inspired, arguably, the 
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entirety of the gay community of New York City to participate and support the cause. The 

radicalized homophile movement, members of which were among the rioters, also supported the 

cause using the media as a vehicle for their advocacy. Deciding to hold a march as the 

commemorative vehicle, and developing it into a parade which had the potential to incorporate 

many different aspects of the gay community, proved to be a sufficient means of securing the 

support necessary to carry forth the event. The commemoration also gave the gay community a 

sense of national identity. They became a coherent group, all associated with a single event, 

rather than several factions existing in different cities. 
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Asking What Causes Terrorism is asking the Wrong Question: The Turkish 

Hizbollah Case 

 
By Ellen Boyd  

 

For centuries our world has been affected by terrorism, but not until the 20
th

 century, when 

terrorist activity was at its height, did it become a topic of study.  Terrorism is a very 

controversial subject and, since it is so complex, historians are in constant debate over the issues 

surrounding terrorism, such as what is the goal of a terrorist or is terrorism a way to achieve a 

goal?  However, one of the most challenging questions that historians are often hesitant to 

answer is what the main causes of terrorism are.  The reason it is difficult to find an answer to 

this question is because by suggesting there are causes like religion, poverty, repression, or 

racism which lead to terrorism, it justifies the action of the terrorist.  Terrorist activity in Turkey 

has plagued the country since the 1960s, and Turkish Hizbollah offers a great example of how 

terrorist groups and organizations use causes such as religion or repression to justify their violent 

actions.  When a person lists reasons or causes for why terrorism takes place, it unconsciously 

suggests that you can take away the stimulus, and by doing this terrorism will no longer occur. In 

order to better grasp terrorism and all that encompasses it, it is important to ask the right 

questions, and by looking at Turkey, one is able to realize terrorism is a choice and not a 

reaction, making it difficult to identify a root cause.  Simply understanding the causes of 

terrorism not only cannot be fully supported, but also neglects to recognize terrorism as a choice 

by individuals or groups as a method of political fighting, and inadvertently suggests violence as 

a reaction is justifiable.   

In order to persuade the reader into understanding why terrorism cannot be broken down 

into a list of causes, the case of terrorism in Turkey will be used to prove why the causes found 
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in books, journals, and articles do not add up when put into practice or real life examples.  Each 

“cause” will be explained in terms of why it has been given this title, followed by an explanation 

of why this “cause” cannot be so based on Turkish Hizbollah terrorist organization, the 

government in Turkey, and the external conditions surrounding Turkey at the time of the height 

of terrorist activity.  Following this point and counterpoint argument, the essay will discuss 

Turkey and the specific causes that the media and government attribute to the cause of terrorism 

in Turkey, which will also be disputed.  Finally the argument will give some insight into the 

issue of choice, and how terrorists justify their actions as a reaction to the wrongdoings of 

governments.  Throughout the essay a number of questions are posed not only because much of 

the information is still unanswered, but to engage the reader and cause them to form their own 

ideas and opinion on the subject of cause.   

Between the 70s and 80s a large amount of literature began to be published on terrorism as 

the rate of terrorist groups and organizations as well as the number of attacks was on the rise.
1
  

Among this literature, there was a lack of information on causes of terrorism because much of 

the newly published works were based more so on the historical significance of it, rather than 

asking questions about why it exists.
2
  Any writing which did discuss causes was often missing 

facts and examples to back them up or attributed terrorism to problems within governments that 

caused them to be weak and therefore susceptible to terrorist activity.
3
  During this time there 

needed to be more research put into the topic in order to have a better understanding of 

causation, and not simply blaming the problem on a fragile government.  In order to have a 

complete explanation on the subject, researchers had to consider questions that clarify what 
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environment terrorist activity takes place in, if political, economic, or social issues encourage 

terrorism, and why terrorism appears in some cases, but not in others with the same conditions 

surrounding it.
4
  More recent literature has been much more comprehensive, and explains why 

the phenomenon occurs, rather than accusing and putting the responsibility on the government.     

Initially, the study of terrorism was difficult because there was too little to information in 

terms of examples of terror in the past.  Despite terrorism being a widespread issue, and having 

been part of our society for many years, there were not enough comparative studies done 

between events or organizations to fully understand one major or multiple causes.  Once a 

significant amount of similarities were found between terrorist organizations it was possible for 

researchers to develop answers.  This new information allowed experts to dismiss old theories 

like ones that suggested governments refused to prevent terrorism, therefore they were the cause, 

and replaced it with new ideas, that more or less put the focus on politics, society, and the 

economy.
5
  However, this new ideology was still incomplete, as it left out the idea of terrorism as 

a political choice, which had not yet been considered a cause at this point.  Even today, with new 

information and ideas about terrorism as a choice or even a strategy used by people, it is difficult 

to talk about the causes of terrorism because it is such a controversial subject and remains a topic 

of debate between historians.
6
   

 The Republic of Turkey has been dealing with the issue of terrorism on a much larger 

scale than most countries and for a longer period of time.  By the 1980s, there were numerous 

groups including those from the revolutionary left, neo-Fascist right, and the Kurdish separatist 

groups who were engaging in terrorist activity.  While each group had their own plan, the 
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underlying reasoning behind each group’s campaign was to stabilize the socio-economic 

conditions, and legal and constitutional framework, which the country had yet to fully realize.
7
  

Turkish Hizbollah, which is still an active group today, uses terror as a way to protect the 

religion of Islam, and also to rebel against the regime and ultimately to attempt to come into 

power.  Although Turkey had gone through a period known as the “revolution of Turkish 

democracy” in 1950, the phase only lasted a short time and the government soon allowed 

military intervention to control the country, which left the population dissatisfied and this is what 

lead to the rise in violence.
8
  There were a few groups who followed the democratic system, but 

the majority quickly reverted to violence in order to achieve their political goals.  It is common 

to hear in Turkey that terrorism is an effective method to counteract the wrongdoings of the 

government based on past successes; therefore it is frequently used by radicals and extremists.   

 Turkish Hizbollah quickly gained attention in the 1980s and were soon known as the 

“killers of Kurdish Worker’s Party members and supporters”.
9
  While they have remained a very 

private group, Turkish Hizbollah has carried major attacks like bombings and daily 

assassinations of Kurdish members and supporters.  Within three years, approximately 1000 

civilian deaths had occurred due to the violence of Turkish Hizbollah.
10

  The group used 

extremely harsh methods from the beginning including “shootings, arson, assault with meat 

cleavers, kidnapping, beatings and attacks with acid on women not dressed in an Islamic 

manner”.
11

  The brutality of these actions has caused some people to question whether or not it 

                                                 
7
Ihsan Bal & Sedat Laciner, “The Challenge to Revolutionary Terrorism to Turkish Democracy 1960-1980,” 

Terrorism and Political Violence 13: 4 (2001), 90. 
8
 Bal & Laciner, “The Challenge to Revolutionary Terrorism to Turkish Democracy 1960-1980,” 91. 

9
 Suleyman Ozeren & Cecile Van De Voorde, “Turkish Hizbollah: A Case Study of Radical Terrorism,” 

International Journal of Comparative and Applied Criminal Justice 30:1 (2006), 94. 
10

 Ozeren & Van De Voorde, “Turkish Hizbollah: A Case Study of Radical Terrorism,” 84. 
11

 Ozeren & Van De Voorde, “Turkish Hizbollah: A Case Study of Radical Terrorism,” 85. 



TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

39 

 

was not so much a method to achieve their goals, but was a part of the goal.
12

  Due to the 

extreme torture and severe cruelty the victims of Turkish Hizbollah are subjected to, the group is 

an interesting case when studying the question of causality because it brings out a new element 

of terrorism, which helps support the point of many articles that argue terror is a choice.   

There have been many publications on why this crisis took place and, in comparing 

findings, similar preconditions have been found that can be seen as possible causes.  Just as 

experts have reported, the “causes” which many of these articles rely on to answer the question 

as to why this crisis has occurred, typically suggest social, political, and economic conditions of 

the country to be at the source.  Terrorists themselves have said violence is the only means that 

will allow a group to successfully achieve their goals and liberate them from the cause of 

discontent among the population.  Mahir Cayan, one of the key leaders of the socialist 

revolutionary movements stated, “It is justified to use violence in Turkey, since the country is 

considered to be under the occupation of external imperialists and their capitalist allies within the 

country”.
13

  It is this attitude that is common among the majority of terrorist organizations, and 

causes a belief that, so long as violent actions can be justified as a response to an inadequate 

government, it is acceptable.  This ideology reinforces the argument there are preconditions that 

make people unhappy and want to make a change, but this does not justify the use of violence.   

Preconditions are often mistaken for causes because the two terms frequently overlap and 

seem more related than they are in actuality.  As Martha Crenshaw discusses in her article The 

Causes of Terrorism, she points out terrorism is a choice, but there can be preconditions 

surrounding it which lead up to an attack:  
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We approach terrorism as a form of political behavior resulting from the deliberate choice 

of a basically rational actor, the terrorist organization. A comprehensive explanation, however, 

must also take into account the environment in which terrorism occurs and address the question 

of whether broad political, social, and economic conditions make terrorism more likely in some 

contexts than in others 

It is important to take into consideration the difference between causes and a precondition 

which, as Crenshaw argues, are factors that set the stage for terrorism in the long run.
14

  This 

definition separates social, economic, and political factors from being causes, and classifies them 

as preconditions.  She then goes into more detail on preconditions by suggesting it can be broken 

down into enabling factors, which allow terrorism to happen, and permissive factors, which 

inspire terrorists to take action.
15

  Turkey fits the mould that Crenshaw has presented, much more 

so than many of the listed causes that other articles have suggested.   

 It should not be ignored that there are events and conditions that surround terrorism, but it 

is more appropriate to classify them as preconditions rather than causes.  One aspect of 

Crenshaw’s argument that goes against the idea that terrorism has no external cause, is her idea 

of direct causes of terrorism, or as she terms it, participants.
16

  She defines participants as “events 

that immediately precede terrorism”
 17

, but she later refers to them as direct causes and follows 

with a list of causes like modernization or urbanization, that in turn cause terrorism to take place.  

It is this section of her article that begins to steer away from the idea of terrorism as a choice, and 

even goes as far as to say, “These instigating circumstances go beyond merely creating an 

environment in which terrorism is possible; they provide motivation and direction for the 

                                                 
14

 Crenshaw, “Explaining Terrorism,” 381. 
15

 Crenshaw, “Explaining Terrorism,” 381. 
16

 Crenshaw, “Explaining Terrorism,” 381. 
17

 Crenshaw, “Explaining Terrorism,” 381. 



TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

41 

 

terrorist movement”.
18

  It should be acknowledged why the specific reasons given by Crenshaw 

and others on the causes of terrorism do not fully explain terrorism, which is because of the 

missing factor of choice by the terrorist.   

 Experts and historians have struggled to come up with concrete causes to better their 

understanding of why people resort to violence to achieve a political goal.  They struggle with 

this because many of the causes can easily be disputed and disproven, making none of them 

stand out as a major cause.  Most articles and books come to similar conclusions and generally 

agree there are several sources that terrorism stems from, based on how past terrorist groups and 

organizations have justified the use of violence.  Based on knowledge and information from past 

terrorist activities, most would agree that there are a number of main causes and these main 

causes can be broken down into more specific and detailed reasons.
19

  Most historians suggest 

the key causes are concrete grievances, lack of opportunity politically, and finally the idea of a 

sudden event that overwhelms the political society.
20

  These causes can be tested using the events 

that have taken place in Turkey to better understand how reliable they truly are.  Even so, it is 

important to remember the underlying cause that will truly determine whether or not a person 

resorts to terrorism, which is the active choice to use violence or terror to reach their goal or 

spread their message.   

 The first cause is the one which receives the most attention because it has been the most 

commonly used by terrorists in the past.  Concrete grievances include issues over poverty, 

racism, and religion. Groups who rely on this cause as justification tend to be the minority who 

wish to better their lives or bring awareness to their situation in hopes of change and resort to 
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violence to do so.
21

  In the case of concrete grievances, a social movement develops which can 

turn into terror once those involved feel they need to use more extreme measures in order to 

make their movement more successful so they can come out victorious.
22

  People often base their 

protest on being deprived of basic human needs, discrimination against a race or culture, or even 

fight for religious dominance.  In Turkey, the Hizbollah formed as a response to the mistreatment 

of Turkish Muslims and carried out attacks on the Kurdish Workers Party who were responsible 

for terrorizing Muslim people.
23

  Concrete grievances give terrorist organizations the justification 

they need to excuse their use of violence. 

 On the other hand, while concrete grievances are often what a terrorist or group intends to 

change, it cannot be said these situations cause an organization to resort to terror.  If this were the 

case, there would be a lot more terrorism in certain areas than others, and terrorism might not 

occur in some places where these problems are less of an issue.  We know this is not true 

because with poverty, for example, not only people in impoverished countries use terrorism; in 

fact most terrorist organizations are composed of middle-class individuals.
24

  In Turkey, many of 

the uprisings and protests were lead by middle-class, well-educated university students, which 

makes them different from the typical mould.  Islam is a prominent religion in Turkey with 99 

percent of the population being Muslim, which would cause a person to believe religion would 

most likely be at the forefront of conflict and could cause violence between groups.  However, it 

can be easily argued these wars are much more political than they are religious, because both 

groups are fighting for control and power over another group.  Believers justify the use of terror 

when they feel they are in danger because of their beliefs or they have to use drastic measures to 
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preserve their faith.
25

  It is contradictory for groups to claim religious causes and use violence to 

get what they want since Islam does not encourage violence, except in certain circumstances.  

Finally, with racism, which is found to be present in almost every country around the world, one 

would expect terrorist groups to be forming and in constant clashes with one another.  But, as we 

know, this is not the case, and based on past and current terrorist groups’, racism is not the main 

motive behind the actions, making racism more of a justification than a cause.   

 Lack of opportunity, the second listed cause of terrorism, is basically when people feel 

their political freedoms are being denied by a repressive government.
26

  There have been many 

countries in the past ruled by repressive regimes such as Nazi Germany, Romania, East 

Germany, or the Soviet Union, and still today countries remain under authoritarian government 

in places like China and North Korea.  In a lot of these countries the majority of the population is 

not satisfied because it restricts freedom and opportunity, therefore it is common for the people 

under these types of repressive regimes to often rise up against the government in attempt to 

cause a change or overthrow it.
27

  The main issue that terrorists focus on is political problems 

within the country, and the main cause of unrest is repression.  Repression as a political problem 

is normally something that is looked down upon by the majority of the population; therefore one 

would think terrorists’ actions are supported and encouraged by the people.
28

  Many examples of 

terrorism that stem from repression often come from young students, who feel they must act on 

behalf of the larger population to change the country as they see fit.   

 There are several problems with this theory which discredit lack of opportunity as a 

legitimate cause of terrorism.  The first of these is that under repressive regimes it is difficult for 
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people to dissent against the government because regimes quickly persecute any suspect who is 

causing trouble for the government.
29

  Under Nazi Germany in the 30s and 40s, or communist 

East Germany after the Second World War, one would expect terrorist groups to arise, but 

terrorism was not an option because when a government is in total control there is no room for 

rebellion.  Another problem with this cause is if it were true that only repressive regimes have 

terrorists, then in countries with democracies like Canada or the United States there would be no 

terrorist activity against the government.  Turkey was working towards a democratic government 

and allowed for opposition parties to form, and the people achieved this without the use of 

violence.
30

  Terrorism, for the most part, has occurred in places with more freedom where people 

are able to speak their mind and act freely, which goes against what the theory suggests.   

 The final cause that historians often refer to is an event which overwhelms society, which 

the public reacts to with violence.  There has been a common pattern of governments announcing 

changes, enacting a controversial bill, or reacting to the public in a way in which the population 

feels responding with terrorism will force the regime to adjust to the groups’ demands.
31

  Often 

times, conflicts between citizens and the government can get out of hand, as seen in Turkey with 

the country rapidly developing; causing a lot of social disorder among the population and having 

many political implications.
32

  This idea that one must be aware of the external conditions that 

precede terrorist activity is the focus of the third cause.  When society is faced with events 

whether it is natural, like some sort of environmental disaster, or a reaction by the government, 
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people often feel the need to take drastic efforts to force the government into dealing with the 

problem quickly.
33

  

 Similarly to the arguments against the first two causes, reaction to an event is dealt with 

by the public in an orderly, acceptable manner the majority of the time.  Normally terrorism is 

taken into the hands of the minority who believe they are acting on behalf of the rest of the 

population, but without their consent, like many of the Turkish students who were becoming 

more active in politics.
34

  Often, the population is not in favour of the terrorist and do not support 

the extreme measures they go to.
35

  Once a terrorist sees the action of the government as unjust 

they feel it is acceptable to use violence to take power into their own hands, which is not a 

solution despite what the organization believes.  While the terrorist may believe their actions are 

just, based on the idea that they feel they are reacting to the wrongdoings of the government, in 

reality, the terrorist is usually the initiator or perpetrator.  There are options available to the 

public other than choosing to take the terrorism route, but their perception of the events taking 

place distorts how they react.
36

  For a terrorist to suggest their actions are just because it is a 

reaction is not understandable to onlookers, and yet again is an excuse, not a cause. 

 In the case of Turkey one of the very publicized and most talked about cause of terrorism 

was the problem of international conspiracy.
37

  It is a very common belief among countries that 

places such as the Soviet Union, Bulgaria, or Syria often sponsor and train organizations in order 

for the sponsoring state to exert influence over the country, without being directly to blame.  

Most of the journals or articles hesitate to mention this, but it should be included when studying 
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Turkey because it was such a prominent idea.  It is agreed that Turkey is an example of a country 

that got mixed up in state-sponsored terrorism by the Soviet Union, who it is known wanted 

Turkey to destabilize as a country, for its own benefit.
38

  This cause does not consider the 

individual and their own willingness to participate in the political violence.  Another cause that 

was often published in newspapers and throughout the media is the idea that Turkey brought 

terrorism upon itself because of its poor government, which allows for terrorism to take place.
39

  

There has been evidence found that leads many people to believe state-sponsorship was 

involved, but again, this cannot fully explain why an individual or group chooses violence as 

their means.   

 While each of these causes does have some validity to back them up, they cannot 

exclusively explain why terrorism takes place.  It has to be taken into consideration that factors 

like poverty, repression, or some type of overwhelming current event are normally present either 

alone or in a combination when it comes to terrorism.  However, these are the things that 

terrorists are trying to better or change in society, and not direct causes.
40

  This does not make it 

acceptable for an organization to use violence, even though this is commonly their belief.   The 

idea that the end justifies the means is the type of thought that the typical terrorist has.  If a group 

or individual strongly believes it takes violence and the use of fear in order to force the 

government into taking action, or changing government altogether, they will resort to these 

measures.  By stating the three main causes, and expanding on each, it still leaves out a very 

important element which is the true determinant in understanding why terrorism happens.  The 
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40

 Yonah Alexander, David Carlton, and Paul Wilkinson, Terrorism: Theory and Practice (Westview Press: 

Colorado, (1979), 74. 
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causes listed do not fully explain terrorism because they exclude the most important element in 

terrorism, which is the individual or group itself.
41

    

 The key to understanding terrorism is to acknowledge that using violence to get a 

political message across and instill fear towards a group is a choice by the terrorist.  It cannot be 

said that there is a definitive cause for several reasons the first being many of the causes can be 

easily disputed as already discussed, and secondly, actions cannot be blamed on external causes 

or be used to justify a cause.  It cannot be stressed enough; violence is always a choice.  New 

studies on terrorism and causes are focusing on the terrorist and the psychological factors that 

motivate a terrorist to choose this path of violence.  New questions are emerging that focus on 

understanding the individual terrorists and why they feel violence is justified as a means of 

spreading a political message.  Terrorist groups in Turkey are often seen as having a poor 

reputation for not just using violence, but as some people have put it in the past, having a “fetish” 

for it, which supports the argument of terror as a choice.
42

 

 Crenshaw does not completely pass over the notion of terrorism as a choice; in fact she 

acknowledges terrorism as “neither an automatic response to conditions nor purely calculated 

strategy”.
43

  Talking about the psychological aspects of a terrorist, and the groups and individuals 

that compose each organization, is an important element found in most literature on terrorism.  

Trying to understand the motivations behind terrorists’ actions could be as complicated, or more 

so than just identifying causes.  Although some terrorists have similar backgrounds and traits, the 

task of understanding the “terrorist personality”, if such a thing even exists, would only cause 

numerous debates, and conflicts.  While each terrorist might answer the question of, “why 

                                                 
41

 Sayari, “Political Violence and Terrorism in Turkey 1976- 80: A Retrospective Analysis,” 99. 
42

 Sayari, “Political Violence and Terrorism in Turkey 1976- 80: A Retrospective Analysis,” 206 – 212.   
43

 Crenshaw, “Explaining Terrorism,” 389.  



TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

48 

 

engage in terrorism?” differently based on diverse motivations, many would have similar 

answers if asked, “is terror a legitimate political tool?”.  Suggesting terrorism has cause, brings 

about a problematic issue of justifying violence, which can never be the case, no matter the 

situation or factors surrounding it.  Since many terrorists seem to find their actions justified 

because they see them as a reaction, the rest of the world considers it unjustified violence.    

  Identifying a cause or multiple causes almost simplifies terrorism and in some ways 

ignores the terrorist themselves, which can cause a great deal of problems, one of which is that it 

omits choice.  Understanding why some people feel the need to resort to terrorism is almost an 

impossible task, but it is something experts and historians are trying to figure out in hopes of 

preventing future terrorists attacks.  The idea of choice is not fully understood, but, it better 

explains why terrorism takes place than identifying root causes.  Dealing with causes is 

problematic for many reasons, as mentioned with the case of Turkey and how listed causes 

cannot be entirely supported by actual terrorist groups and incidents.  It also assumes several 

things about governments and countries that are quite controversial themselves.  These 

assumptions are that root causes can be determined, problems such as poverty can be fixed, a 

country is capable and willing to fix the issues, and finally, terrorist groups have the willingness 

to allow a government to fix the problems in the long run and not immediately.  Cause is very 

complicated and raises more questions than it actually answers. Therefore, it is important to keep 

in mind, when an individual or groups decides to use terrorism; this is the true cause of terrorism.  

Terrorism is less about external causes, and more about internal, psychological choice.   

 It is useful to have a working knowledge on what experts and historians consider the 

causes of terrorism because it helps to better understand why people use terrorism, and what 

political, social, or economic change they are after.  Turkish Hizbollah provides an excellent 
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model to test the commonly listed causes because terrorism was so prevalent in the country for 

many years and, at a first glance, one might think concrete grievances, lack of opportunity, and a 

catalyzing event, could easily explain why terrorist groups like Turkish Hizbollah broke out.  

However, it should be pointed out these causes are more accurately defined as preconditions 

which led up to a terrorist individual or organization choosing to use violence.  This idea puts 

more emphasis on the terrorists and takes blame away from the country or government.  Causes 

are too easily disputed to be considered accurate or reliable, and it also brings about the issue 

over whether or not stating a cause justifies the violence.  Many terrorists feel the need to resort 

to terrorism because, to them, it is the only viable option to achieve their goals.  Knowing this, 

people need to clarify their understanding of cause, because with this new information, the true 

source of violence is the mindset of a terrorist that believes it is a justified action.  Therefore that 

mindset is the true source of terrorism.  Looking at the individual and group rather than external 

political, social, or economic environments is the best way to identify why terrorism takes place.  

The most important thing to remember is that the source of terrorism is diverse and has multiple 

layers that historians are only beginning to sort through, which makes it a complicated and often 

frustrating subject.  Although terrorists themselves do not see their actions as a choice, the 

willingness and option to use violence as one’s means can never be justified based on the idea 

they were forced into terror because of external causes.   
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Childbirth, Socio-sexual Deviance, and Racial Hierarchy: A Comparison of 

European, Native, and African Childbirth Practices in the Early Modern Era 
 

By Rebecca Stieva 

 

For obvious reasons, childbirth is an important part of any society. However, aside from 

natural increase, childbirth practices can reflect many societal values about the roles of women, 

the importance of children, and religious and spiritual beliefs. Childbirth, as a highly sexualized 

and gendered act, was used in the early modern period as a way of distinguishing between 

cultural groups. Many Europeans, upon travelling to the New World, noted childbirth practices 

among the Natives and Africans. Juxtaposing these narratives with the actual childbirth practices 

of Natives and African demonstrates that the descriptions provided by Europeans did not reflect 

reality. Rather, these narratives became a tool used to construct a racial hierarchy based on socio-

sexual deviance. The socio-sexual deviance of Natives stemmed from the preconception of 

painless childbirth, the position of delivery, and the spiritual significance of childbirth. Similarly, 

Africans were sexually deviant because they were viewed as overly sexualized ‘animals’ who 

gave birth painlessly. Placing this racial hierarchy within the proper context demonstrates how it 

was used to justify the ‘civilization’ and slavery of these groups.
 1

  

Childbirth practices in European colonies had a high degree of cultural significance. 

Motherhood and childbirth in society can be examined to demonstrate the influence patriarchy 

and religion had on determining women’s roles. Furthermore, analyzing the importance of 

childbirth as a female experience illustrates how a standard for childbirth practices was set. 

Addressing these two aspects reveals the cultural significance of childbirth in European society. 

                                                 
1
 For the purpose of this paper, European practices of childbirth were taken from scholarship focusing on European 

women in British North America. Similarly, the time periods considered span from the seventeenth century until the 

mid-nineteenth century. Where applicable, dates will be provided to help frame the discourse of the paper.  
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Motherhood in early modern British society was a woman’s purpose. Within a patriarchal 

society, women were tasked with bearing, raising, and educating children. In the English 

colonies during the eighteenth century, the average age for motherhood was twenty-three and 

many women continued to have children until the age of forty. Births were generally every 

fifteen to twenty months apart, as it was custom to breastfeed a child for approximately a year.
2
 

The continuous cycle of pregnancy, childbirth, and nursing meant a woman spent much of her 

married life fulfilling the role of motherhood. For example, Mary Vial Holyoke, who was 

married to physician Edward Holyoke of Boston in 1759, had twelve children in twenty-three 

years.
3
 Approximately sixty-five percent of Mary’s married life was devoted to childbearing. 

Similarly, her daughter Sarah spent a little more than fifty percent of the first twenty years of her 

marriage in a continuous cycle of motherhood.
4
 As Mary and Sarah’s stories demonstrate, 

women’s primary role within society was motherhood however; the role of childbirth within 

society did more than support patriarchal power. Religiously, the pain of childbirth was regarded 

with high importance.  In Christian doctrine, it was widely believed that women were supposed 

to endure the pain of childbirth as part of Eve’s Curse. When Adam and Eve ate the fruit from 

the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, the Lord cursed Eve: “I will greatly multiply thy 

sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children.”
5
 Experiencing pain while 

giving birth identified women as part of the Christian community.
6
 Within society, therefore, 

                                                 
2
 Breastfeeding often, but not always, acted as a contraceptive and therefore naturally spaced births. Richard Wertz 

and Dorothy Wertz, Lying-In: A History of Childbirth in America (London: Collier Macmillan Publishers, 1977), 2-

3.  
3
 “Mary Vial Holyoke,” in A Day at a Time: The Diary Literature of American Women from 1764 to the Present 

(New York: Feminist Press at the City University of York: 1985), edited by Margo Culley, 29.  
4
 Judith Walzer Leavitt, Brought to Bed: Childbearing in America, 1750 to 1950 (New York, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1986), 15-17.  
5
 Genesis 3:16, King James Version.  

6
 Jennifer L. Morgan, Labouring Women: Reproduction and Gender in New World Slavery (Philadelphia: University 

of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 47. 
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childbirth and motherhood were women’s roles under patriarchy but also served a religious 

purpose, signalling belonging to the Christian community.  

Understanding the significance of childbirth in society allows for an exploration of how 

childbirth was conducted and how, in turn, this created the standard that would be used for 

Native and African comparison. Before 1760, childbirth was entirely a women’s realm. Men 

were only called to the birthing chamber when a woman was not available to aid in delivery or 

there was something wrong.
7
 Termed “social childbirth,” labour and delivery served as a societal 

gathering where women surrounded the expectant mother, offering encouragement and sharing 

stories of their own labours.
8
 Childbirth was presided over by a midwife, often an older woman 

in the community who was well versed in delivering babies. Calling the midwife, therefore, 

signalled the true beginning of labour. In the hours before sending for the midwife, the expectant 

mother would continue her daily tasks as normal, although she would take the time to prepare the 

bed with childbirth linen. These linens were purchased exclusively for childbirth and were highly 

valued, often passed from mother to daughter. The birthing chamber was one of two places: 

either in the “borring room,” which was the small area behind the kitchen, or the master 

bedroom.
9
 Once the mother was sure she was experiencing the onset of labour, she sent her 

husband to fetch the midwife and other women of the village, as is seen in the case of Samuel 

Sewall’s wife: “My wife had some thoughts the time of her travail might be come, before she 

went to bed. But it went over. Between 4 and 5 am. I go to prayer, Rise, make a fire, call Mrs. 

                                                 
7
 It was after 1760 that the male-midwife gained popularity and women lost their medical role in the birthing 

chamber. Leavitt, Brought to Bed, 37.  
8
 The group of women allowed into the birthing chamber was generally restricted to women who had given birth 

themselves. Rebecca Tannenbaum, The Healer’s Calling: Women & Medicine in Early New England (Ithaca and 

London: Cornell University Press, 2002), 46-47; Wertz and Wertz, Lying-In, 2.  
9
 Tannebaum, The Healer’s Calling, 34; Wertz and Wertz, Lying-In, 13.  
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Ellis, Hawkins. Mary Hawkins calls Midwife Greenlef.”
10

 When labour began, Mr. Sewall sent 

for the women of the village and the midwife. 

Once the midwife arrived, the women’s realm which childbirth embodied was established. 

The midwife sent the husband and any other children out, prepared a fire and, if she had one, set 

up her birthing stool. Midwives were very unobtrusive in their practice, though they possessed 

knowledge of how to turn a baby for delivery and knew what herbs to administer to aid in 

delivery.
 11

 As long as there were no problems, childbirth was often a joyous occasion and the 

atmosphere of the room reflected this. The women surrounding the mother offered 

encouragement, prepared broths to help her keep up her strength, and shared their own stories of 

childbirth. Women often found great comfort in being surrounded by women who had survived 

the perils of childbirth.
12

 Women were encouraged to labour in various positions, including 

walking around before their membranes broke.
13

 Once labour had progressed and dilation was 

complete, women were moved into a delivery position as described in Aristotle’s Complete 

Masterpiece (London, 1762): “As to the manner of delivery, various midwives use different 

ways. Some are delivered sitting on a midwives’ stool. But for my own part, I think that a pallet-

bed girded, and placed near the fire, that the good women may come on each side, and be readily 

assisted, in much the best way.”
14

 These were the two standard positions for delivery among 

European women. In the event there was no birthing stool, the woman sat on the edge of the bed 

                                                 
10

 The word ‘travell’ or ‘travail’ often appears in early modern writing and referred to labour. Samuel Sewall, 

“January 2, 1701/2,” in The Diary of Samuel Sewall vol. 1 (New York: Farrar, Staus and Giroux, 1973), 459.  
11

 Tannebaum, The Healer’s Calling, 34-35.  
12

 Wertz and Wertz, Lying-In, 17.  
13

 Tannebaum, The Healer’s Calling, 35.  
14

 Oxford English Dictionary defines a pallet-bed as a straw mattress, an inferior bed. A pallet-bed was most likely 

suggested so women didn’t ruin the mattress of a good bed with birth fluids. Aristotle, Aristotle’s Complete 

Masterpiece (London, 1762), 66-67; Oxford English Dictionary, “Pallet, n.2.” Accessed November 15, 2013. 

Available online at: http://www.oed.com.proxy.hil.unb.ca/view/Entry/136384?redirectedFrom=pallet-

bed+#eid32551549.  

http://www.oed.com.proxy.hil.unb.ca/view/Entry/136384?redirectedFrom=pallet-bed+#eid32551549
http://www.oed.com.proxy.hil.unb.ca/view/Entry/136384?redirectedFrom=pallet-bed+#eid32551549
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and the assistants supported her under the arms and by holding her legs. After the baby was 

delivered, the women tended to the child whereas the midwife delivered the afterbirth and then 

tightly wrapped the mother’s belly and thighs with cotton to prevent infection. After delivery, the 

mother was put to bed for a two to four week period in which she could regain her strength and 

devote all her attention to her new child. During the “lying-in” period, women from the 

community would help run her household by providing meals, tending children, and seeing to 

various other domestic tasks.
15

 As the description above alludes to, childbirth was entirely a 

women’s arena in the early modern period. Women’s sense of community was strengthened in 

the birth room. It is important to recognize that childbirth was heavily feared by many women, as 

pregnancy, labour, and delivery were incredibly risky. Women feared the pain that labour 

promised but also recognized that fulfilling their role as a mother could send them to their grave. 

Community, therefore, helped fortify women against these fears.
16

 By creating such a structured 

environment for childbirth, European women created a standard for childbirth practices which 

Native and African women would be compared to.  

Native childbirth practices greatly differed from those of European women, as often 

portrayed by traveller accounts.
17

 Throughout the European accounts of Native childbirth, there 

are three areas which were consistently highlighted: the painlessness/silence Native women 

experienced during birth, the position of delivery, and the spiritual aspects of childbirth. To fully 

                                                 
15

 Tannenbaum, The Healer’s Calling, 35-36.  
16

 Wertz and Wertz, Lying- In, 18; Leavitt, Brought to Bed, 21.  
17

 Traveller accounts, in this case, refer to the various treatises and diaries kept by men and women who travelled to 

the New World to explore and settle. Many of these documents would be sent back to London to be published.  
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understand these differences, it is important to compare the European perception of Native 

childbirth with actual Native practices.
18

 

Many accounts note the painlessness/silence of Native childbirth. Perhaps one of the more 

crass descriptions was penned by John Josselyn (c. 1680-1700?). An Englishman who travelled 

to the New World several times throughout his life, Josselyn described Native childbirth as a 

solitary act and stated that “when they come to a bush or tree that they fancy, they lay them down 

and are delivered on a trice, not so much as groaning for it.”
19

 The ease and silence of Native 

childbirth is a consistent theme in many traveller accounts. Joseph Jouvency, a Jesuit missionary, 

also noted that “even the pangs of childbirth, although most bitter, are so concealed or conquered 

by the woman that they do not even groan.”
20

 Like Jovency, Roger Williams (c. 1606-1683), 

who was born in London and founded Providence, Rhode Island, noted that “many of them are 

scarcely heard to groan. I have often known in one quarter of an hour a woman merry in the 

house, and delivered, and merry again.”
21

 As these brief examples have shown, the ease with 

which Native women gave birth was often highlighted. As discussed above, European women 

                                                 
18

 It is important to remember that there would have been differences in childbirth practices among different Native 

groups. These differences often reflected cultural differences, though the European accounts rarely recognize this 

fact. Ann Marie Plane, “Childbirth Practices Among Native American Women of New England and Canada, 1600-

1800,” in Women and Health in America (2
nd

 Edition), ed. Judith Walzer Leavitt (Madison, Wisconsin: University 

of Wisconsin Press, 1999), 38.  
19

 Many of Josselyn’s treatises were published by the Royal Society in London. Gordon Goodwin, “Josselyn, John 

(c. 1608-1700?),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford University Press, 2004). Accessed November 

15, 2013. Available online at: http://www.oxforddnb.com.proxy.hil.unb.ca/view/article/15138; John Josselyn, 

Colonial Traveler: A Critical Edition of Two Voyages to New England (London, 1675), 92. Accessed November 11, 

2013. Available online at: 

http://books.google.ca/books?id=Q1R3AAAAMAAJ&focus=searchwithinvolume&q=labours.  
20

 Joseph Jovency, Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents, vol.1, 277. Accessed November 11, 2013. Available on 

line at: http://puffin.creighton.edu/jesuit/relations/relations_01.html.  
21

 Francis J. Bremer, “Williams, Roger (c. 1606-1683), Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford 

University Press, 2004). Accessed November 15, 2013. Available online at: 

http://www.oxforddnb.com.proxy.hil.unb.ca/view/article/29544; Roger Williams, A Key into the Language of 

America (London, 1643), 141. Accessed November 11, 2013. Available online at: 

http://books.google.ca/books?id=wOfpAPRxlVYC&printsec=frontcover&dq=A+Key+into+the+Language+of+Ame

rica&hl=en&sa=X&ei=JZCCUqBEsvrgA5_MgYAJ&ved=0CDAQ6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=A%20Key%20into%

20the%20Language%20of%20America&f=false.  

http://www.oxforddnb.com.proxy.hil.unb.ca/view/article/15138
http://books.google.ca/books?id=Q1R3AAAAMAAJ&focus=searchwithinvolume&q=labours
http://puffin.creighton.edu/jesuit/relations/relations_01.html
http://www.oxforddnb.com.proxy.hil.unb.ca/view/article/29544
http://books.google.ca/books?id=wOfpAPRxlVYC&printsec=frontcover&dq=A+Key+into+the+Language+of+America&hl=en&sa=X&ei=JZCCUqBEsvrgA5_MgYAJ&ved=0CDAQ6AEwAA
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were identified as part of the Christian community when they experienced pain in childbirth. 

Therefore, the fact that Native women could deliver without crying out exemplified the need to 

‘Christianize’ Native women.  

In contrast, there were several explorers who did not believe Natives gave birth painlessly 

and offered explanations as to why Native women never cried out during childbirth. Both 

Jouvency and Williams offered explanations for silence in childbirth following their 

observations: in Native culture, it was believed that a woman who groaned in childbirth would be 

“stigmatized by everlasting disgrace” and “most of them count it a shame for a woman in travell 

to make complaint.”
22

 Similarly, John Long, an English trader with the Natives, noted that “the 

force of example, acting upon their pride, will not allow these poor creatures to betray a 

weakness or express they pain they feel, less the husband should think her unworthy of his future 

attention.”
23

 All of these documents provide cultural reasons as to why Native women appeared 

to give birth without pain. Historians in the modern era theorize that the stigma attached to 

crying out during childbirth was put in place to provide Native woman with an air of self-

sufficiency. Childbirth for Native women, much like European women, was their role in society. 

However, it was not feared as it was in European culture and successfully bringing forth a child 

without crying out was expected of Native women. The sense of accomplishment and self-

reliance that was the product of a successful delivery, therefore, worked to further women’s role 

as mother in society.
24

 

                                                 
22

 Jovency, Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents, vol. 1, 227; Williams, A Key into the Language of America, 141.  
23

 John Long, John Long’s Voyages and Travels in the Years 1768-1788 (Chicago: R.R. Donnelly & Sons Company, 

1992), 78. Accessed November 11, 2013. Available online at: 

https://archive.org/details/johnlongsvoyage00quaigoog. 
24

 Plane, “Childbirth Practices Among Native American Women,” 40;  Patricia Jasen, “Race, Culture, and the 

Colonization of Childbirth in Northern Canada,” Social History of Medicine 10:3, 384.  
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The notion that Native women gave birth quickly was also contested in select European 

accounts. Samuel Hearne (1745-1792), in his treatise, relayed the story of a Native woman who 

was overcome by labour during their travels: “The poor women was delivered, which was not 

until she had suffered all the pains usually felt on those occasions for near fifty-two hours.”
25

 As 

Hearne alluded to, labour and delivery was not as quick as being delivered in a trice, as Josselyn 

had described. Historians’ work on Native childbirth practices again confirms that labour was 

neither quick nor done in the bush. Rather than finding a bush or a tree, many Native women 

were taken into huts. To the missionaries who observed these practices, the huts were “miserable 

and did not shelter her at all from the wind.”
26

 However, women were most likely accustomed to 

this practice as they were very similar to the menstrual huts common in Native societies. Inside 

the hut, the woman was either by herself or with women from the village who tended her during 

labour. Ann Plane, in her work on Native American women, notes that even though men did not 

participate in childbirth, they were often aware of the ongoing labour.
27

 Perhaps the best example 

of a long labour in a birth hut can be found in Mary Jemison’s story. As a teenager in New 

England, her family was taken captive during the Seven Years’ War (1754-1763) and she was 

adopted by a Seneca family who lived along the Ohio River. She was married to Sheninjee, a 

Native from another tribe and became pregnant by him. When she went into labour, her sisters 

took her to a hut and stayed with her during her forty-eight hours of labour. Jemison notes that 

she could not return to the house for two weeks.
28

Not being able to return suggests that Native 

                                                 
25

 Samuel Hearne, A Journey from Prince of Wales’ Fort in Hudson’s Bay to the Northern Ocean (London, 1795), 

91-92. Accessed November 11, 2013. Available online at: https://archive.org/details/journeyfromprinc00inhear.  
26

 Paul le Jeune, Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents, vol. 16, 107. Accessed November 11, 2013. Available 

online at: http://puffin.creighton.edu/jesuit/relations/relations_16.html. 
27

 Plane, “Childbirth Practices Among Native American Women,” 38-39.  
28

 It is important to note that Mary mentions her husband was gone during her labour and time in the hut. Therefore, 

it poses the question if Mary was not allowed back in the house because her husband was absent or if she was 
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women, like European women, experienced a period of lying-in after giving birth, though many 

traveller accounts spoke of Native women who gave birth and returned to work immediately with 

the infant on their back.
29

  

Besides the notion of painless/silent childbirth, Europeans noted the position in which 

Natives gave birth. Native women, unlike Europeans, delivered in a kneeling position or 

standing. As Letitia Hargrave (1813-1854) described in a letter to her mother, “the ladies here 

never have a doctor nor do they go to their bed but sit on their knees.”
30

 Delivering in such a 

position was often aided by a leather strap which hung from the ceiling of the birth hut. During a 

contraction, the strap was pulled on as a way to help the mother gain leverage to push.
31

 Also 

unlike European women, Native women often delivered alone or with few other women in the 

hut. This practice heavily deviated from the concept of social childbirth that the Europeans were 

heavily accustomed to.
32

 The act of delivery, therefore, differed from European deliveries in the 

sense that the position was different but also because women delivered alone or were tended by 

very few other women. The lack of assistants may explain why Native women chose to deliver in 

the position they did. If there was no one to assist her, the Native mother had to find a way to 

help herself deliver her child and did so using a rope hanging from the ceiling.  
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Society, 1947), 310. Accessed on November 11, 2013. Available online at: 
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The final way Europeans noted Native births were different from their own was the 

emphasis on spirituality. Native women often tried to give birth near a stream or body of water, 

which stemmed from the belief that spirits inhabited the water. While in labour, women were in a 

time of transition between two worlds and it was in times of transition that spirits made 

themselves known. Therefore, by placing themselves near a body of water, women in labour and 

their newborn child had the chance to encounter these spirits.
33

 There are two European accounts 

of this practice. Mary Jemison, while retelling her story of being adopted into a Seneca family, 

noted that the hut her sisters brought her to when she went into labour was on the Ohio River.
34

 

Similarly, Susannah Willard Johnson Hasting (1730-1810), another European woman who was 

captured by a Native tribe, recounted her experience of going into labour: “I was taken with the 

pangs of childbirth. The Indians signified to us that we must go on to a brook. When we got 

there, the showed me some humanity by making a booth for me.”
35

 As both Mary and 

Susannah’s stories illustrate, water served as an important spiritual factor in Native birth 

practices and was something European women could not relate to.    

Having studied European and Native childbirth practices, attention must be given to 

African childbirth practices. Unlike Native practices, there is not as much discussion in European 

treatises about the variety of childbirth practices. Rather, the European accounts of African 

labour and delivery are consistent in their portrayal of a painless childbirth. Thomas Trapham’s 

A Discourse of the State of Health on the Island of Jamaica (London, 1679), claimed “the benign 

female moon in her direct approximation refuses that whole sex remarkably from [green 

sickness], as well as assists and facilitates births so that scarcely is there room left for the old cry 

                                                 
33

 Plane, “Childbirth Practices Among Native American Women,” 42.  
34

 Jemison, “A Pennsylvania Woman’s Adoption into an Indian Family,” 55; 
35

 Susannah Johnson, A Narrative of the Captivity of Mrs. Johnson (Windsor, 1814), 30-31. Accessed November 11, 

2013. Available online at: https://archive.org/details/narrativeofcapti00john.  

https://archive.org/details/narrativeofcapti00john


TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

61 

 

(Lucina fer opem).”
36

 Within Trapham’s treatise, he alluded to the benign female moon and its 

impact on childbirth for African women. According the Trapham, the effect was such that the cry 

Lucina fer opem, a traditional cry to the goddess Lucina uttered by labouring women, was not 

needed. Dr. Thomas Dancer (c. 1750-1811) also believed that the environment in which African 

women gave birth influenced how painful it was, writing “happily for females in warm climates, 

they seldom stand in need of much assistance in delivery.”
37

 In both of these instances, it was 

believed that the climate African women were accustomed to influenced their ability to give birth 

without pain. Of course, to the European mind, a painless childbirth signified exclusion from 

Eve’s Curse and the Christian community and, as will be discussed, helped to justify the 

enslavement of the African people. It is in Edward Long’s The History of Jamaica (1774) that 

the animalization of women and childbirth was highly exaggerated. Long wrote that:  

Their [African] women are delivered with little or no labour; they have therefore no more 

occasion for midwives than the female oran-outang, or any other wild animal. A woman 

brings forth her child in a quarter of an hour, goes the same day to the sea, and washes 

herself. Some have even been known to bring forth twins without a shriek, or a scream; 

and it is seldom they are confined above two, or at most, three days.
38

 

 

This excerpt from Long’s treatise exemplifies how exaggerated European descriptions of African 

women could be. African women were viewed as closer to animals rather than human because 
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they gave birth so quickly and without pain.
39

 It is interesting to note that nowhere in the 

discourses on African childbirth is a reason given for the silence observed during childbirth. 

Europeans observed reasons why Native women never uttered a cry during delivery but no such 

observations existed for Africans. Historian Barbara Bush provides an explanation for this 

pattern. In her article “Hard Labor: Women, Childbirth, and Resistance in British Caribbean 

Slave Society,” Bush states that African women had been trained to bear pain stoically when 

they underwent at clitoriodectomy (female circumcision) during puberty in Africa. This training, 

she argues, was intended to be applied during childbirth.
40

 Therefore, it was not that pain was 

absent but, like the Natives, African women suppressed visual or vocal expressions of pain due 

to cultural constraints.
41

  

 Having examined the standard of childbirth practices set by European women, and then 

analyzing how Europeans perceptions Native and African childbirth differed from reality, it 

becomes possible to explore how childbirth practices represented socio-sexual deviance. In her 

article “Male Travelers, Female Bodies,” Jennifer Morgan argues that Europeans used the sexual 

behaviour of non-European groups as a way to label them as the ‘Other.’ Europeans, she writes, 

“looked to socio-sexual deviance to indicate savagery in African and the Americas and to mark 
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differences from Europe.”
42

 Though Morgan was applying the theory of socio-sexual deviance to 

women’s breasts and breastfeeding, the theory can easily be applied to childbirth practices. 

However, in order to fully understand the racial hierarchy that came from observing childbirth 

practices, it is important to place these observations within the proper social context.  

 Europeans and Natives had a very different relationship than Europeans and Africans, 

which influenced how descriptions of childbirth were written. Many Native accounts were 

written in a time when Europeans were attempting to coexist with Natives. Because of their 

knowledge of the geography, flora, and fauna of the region, Europeans were at least somewhat 

dependent on Natives for survival, specifically in terms of herbal medicine.
43

 Africans, on the 

other hand, were primarily viewed as potential slaves. Especially in the West Indies, where the 

climate was similar to that of Africa, blacks were perceived to be ideally suited to hard labour.
44

 

The different ways Europeans viewed Natives and Africans is projected through their 

descriptions of childbirth practices. Native practices were not consistent in the way African 

descriptions were. Rather than insisting that Natives felt pain during birth, several documents 

argued for cultural reasons as to why Native women may conceal their pain. Also, the Native 

practices included descriptions of women going to a small hut, either by themselves or alone, to 

give birth and remained in the hut for at least a few days. Africans’ cultural practices, however, 

were never given notice. Similarly, the descriptions of African women delivering children never 
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explored location, assistants, or position. These differences in descriptions reflect the relationship 

between the cultural groups.  

 In order to form a racial hierarchy based on socio-sexual deviance, Europeans needed to 

compare childbirth practices of Natives and Africans to their own practices. As the primary 

excerpts above have indicated, Europeans saw socio-sexual deviance in both groups, although in 

comparison, African childbirth practices differed more heavily from European practices than 

Natives. Based on information surrounding the customary practices of childbirth (meaning 

location, assistants, delivery position, and amount of time spent recuperating before returning to 

work), Europeans created a racial hierarchy that placed Natives above Africans, though both 

groups were under Europeans. This theory, as a whole, is best described in the words of Lady 

Maria Nugnet, who lived in Jamaica from 1801-1805. She noted:  

Women [Africans] work in the fields till the last six weeks, and are at work there again in a 

fortnight after their confinement. Three weeks in very particular cases are allowed, but this 

is the very longest time. Nelly Nugent remarked, however, that it was astonishing how fast 

these black women bred, what healthy children they had, and how soon they recovered 

after lying-in. She said it was totally different with mulatto women, who were constantly 

liable to miscarry, and subject to a thousand little complains, colds, coughs, &c. Indeed, I 

have heard medical men make the same observation.
45

  

 

From her journal entry, it becomes evident that European women recognized the differences in 

childbirth practices between the racial groups and used these differences to justify the treatment 

of each group. Though Maria Nugnet never addressed Native women, she mentioned that 

Mulatto women are more delicate during pregnancy than Africans, inferring that Mulatto 

women’s place in the hierarchy is closer to Europeans than Africans. The hierarchy, therefore, 

could be adapted to accommodate the different racial groups within various social contexts.  

                                                 
45
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This racial hierarchy of European-Native-African must be placed within a context of 

changing understandings of race. In the eighteenth-century, Europeans saw themselves as 

superior to the ‘Other.’ They did not see the need to recognize the diversity of the people they 

were enslaving, whether they were African or Native. Rather, many scientists observed that 

differences among humans were to be expected; as part of the natural kingdom, variations 

occurred among the human population like they occurred in plants.
46

 By classifying humans as a 

species, the differences between people formed sub-species. However, these divisions of humans 

were primarily noticed along geographic divides. Believing that geography dictated traits unique 

to a ‘type’ of human, the concept of race became a difference in biology rather than a difference 

of culture.
47

  

Considering that race was viewed as biological difference, it makes sense that scientists in 

the late eighteenth century turned to biological differences to explain why Native and African 

women supposedly experienced painless (or at least easier) childbirth. For example, Europeans 

argued that Native infants had small heads and the Native woman’s pelvis was also much 

smaller. Though never empirically proven, the notion that white, male babies had large heads 

glorified the intellectual superiority of the European. Therefore, European women had a hard 

time giving birth to babies because they were superior to the Native race.
48

 Similarly, it was 

widely believed that small babies were the product of lifestyle. Both African and Native women, 

supposedly, gave birth to smaller babies due to immoral lifestyle. The effect this had was two-

fold. First, small babies explained why Africans and Natives had easier labours but second, this 
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theory worked to justify the subjugation and ‘civilization’ of these groups. It is also interesting to 

note that the theory of immorality producing smaller children would propel and encourage the 

racial hierarchy childbirth practices established. It was believed that Africans, of all the groups, 

were incredibly promiscuous beings who enjoyed a licentious lifestyle.
49

 Natives, though not 

modest to European standards, were considered more reserved than Africans. This is seen in 

Richard Ligon’s description of a Native childbirth: “Her time was come to be delivered, loath to 

fall in labour before the men, walk’d down to a wood, in which was a pond of water, and there 

by the side of the pond, brought herself a bed.”
50

  The sense of shame this Native woman felt for 

men to see her in labour reflected a semblance of modesty the Natives were perceived to have 

whereas Africans, supposedly, felt no shame about their naked bodies.
51

  

Given that proper context is imperative for analysis, it would be wrong to conclude without 

a discussion about the nature of slave society and the perceptions of painless African childbirth. 

As the theory above states, Europeans believed that the promiscuous lifestyle of Africans caused 

their babies to be smaller. Given that slave society meant African women received little to no 

prenatal care, sparse nutrition throughout pregnancy, and worked in the fields until labour 

started, it makes sense that this theory persisted.
52

 Historian Richard Steckel has conducted many 

quantitative studies on the birth weight of African children on slave plantations and he 
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ascertained that, generally, African birth weight on plantations was approximately 5.10 lbs. 

Having compared this birth weight to the birth weight of Africans in their native countries, 

Steckel determined that slave children weighed approximately twenty-two percent less than 

native African children during the years of slavery.
53

 If Steckel’s assumptions about birth 

weights are accurate, it made sense that Europeans claimed Africans gave birth to small babies. 

However, rather than realizing poor nutrition and a lack of prenatal care caused small babies, 

Europeans blamed this trend on an immoral lifestyle.   

 Much can be gained by examining how socio-sexual deviance was used to identify the 

‘Other’ in European society between the seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries in British 

North America and the British West Indies. European childbirth practices set the standard to 

which Native and African childbirth practices were compared to. Unlike the communal birthing 

room that Europeans embraced, Natives and Africans gave birth alone and often silently. These 

deviations from ‘normal’ childbirth practices made these racial groups inferior in the European 

mind. Analysing Native and African childbirth practices using European accounts demonstrates 

how Europeans were able to construct a racial hierarchy of socio-sexual deviance in regards to 

childbirth practice. However, to fully understand the use of this racial hierarchy, it is important to 

consider the accuracy of these practices and the social context in which they were applied. By 

studying the cultural and spiritual importance of childbirth practices in African and Native 

culture, it becomes clear how the European accounts were written to justify the treatment of 

Native and African people and accurately reflected the relationships between the cultural groups 

at the time.  
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On Manufacturing the Degenerative State: 

Theories on the Origins of Humanity and Complexion in Medicine in the 

Early Modern Atlantic World 
 

By Joseph Burton 

 In his fierce indictment of racism and slavery, Jean- Paul Sartre (1905-1980) exposed the 

blatant hypocrisy of an Enlightenment humanism which seemed to exclude non-Europeans from 

its abstract definition of the rational individual: “with us there is nothing more consistent than a 

racist humanism since the European has only been able to become a man through creating slaves 

and monsters.”
1
 To be sure, long before Charles Darwin and Alfred Wallace demonstrated that 

Homo sapiens in fact originated in Africa, many others had devised their own theories on the 

origin of the human species, and with it, the origin of “blackness.” Virtually all were construed  

to demean and denigrate non-whites. It was during the eighteenth century that two very distinct 

trends emerged in the field of skin colour and racial body types. The first dealt with changing 

perspectives regarding non-European cultural habits, and the very emergence of “race” as we 

understand it today. Sixteenth and seventeenth century travelers and medical practitioners from 

Europe clearly recognized diversity among non-European populations; to these individuals, 

African inferiority was not predicated on physiological differences, but rather on perceived 

primitive, or superstitious cultural practices.
2
 Ergo it was the latter which prevented these 

“others” from achieving the sort of high society Europeans believed they themselves had 

founded. The second trend pertained to new ideas on the origins of black skin, whose 

propounders discarded reliance on scripture in favour of an explanation that was increasingly 
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more grounded in biology and bodily hierarchies. Georges-Louis Leclerc was among the most 

prominent of a new group of scientists which asserted that non-Europeans had, in a constitutional 

sense, “degenerated” from an original white ancestry into a barbarous and animalistic state. This 

monogenism (i.e. originating from a single pair of ancestors) was not entirely unique, for the 

majority of its adherents were also medical environmentalists, so called because they drew on 

classical correlations between climate and its capacity to alter one’s physiognomy and 

intellectual capabilities.
3
 Another group of thinkers and scientists within this second trend 

believed black skin colour was the exterior manifestation of some innate or original 

primitiveness. This polygenist theory (i.e. originating from two or more pairs of ancestors) 

rendered Africans an entirely separate species in and of themselves, rather than a deviation from 

an original white race. These two trends would systematically merge during the eighteenth 

century, and new theories on anatomical difference and human origins came to be seen as 

responsible for those cultural and lifestyle deficiencies.
4
 In other words, the latter had become 

the symptom where once it was the cause. And thus on the subject of race, it is impossible to 

understand one trend without the other. This would prove to have tremendous implications for 

medical practitioners because if blacks and whites were so very different, the potential for 

different diseases to manifest themselves inherently in racially-specific bodies became very real. 

But there were continuities outside of the trends. Therein always remained white paternalism; 

Europeans regarded society and life in Africa as uncivilized, unhappy, and if left to itself, deadly. 

Indeed, it was as if blackness itself became a disease, for which only Europe had the cure.  
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 Theories on human origins of course did not spontaneously come about during the 

Enlightenment. Before delving into a discussion on the trends, it is necessary to briefly touch on 

pre-Enlightenment ideas. Prior to the scientific revolution, theories on human origins were 

predominately theological and could be found in scripture. The creation story, more specifically 

Adam and Eve as the original couple, had appeared to vindicate Europeans’ conviction that God 

favoured whiteness. The origins of non-Europeans however, were traced back to the story of 

Noah, and that of his son Ham. As the story goes, when Ham looked upon his father, lying naked 

in a state of drunkenness, Noah cursed Ham’s son Canaan to a life of servitude. In turn it would 

be Cush, Canaan’s son, who was believed to settle and populate what is now Ethiopia.
5
 Hesitant 

to break with such an ancient tradition, the Royal Society in London (founded in 1660) 

disavowed notions of distinct or multiple races for most of the latter half of the seventeenth 

century, precisely because there remained sentiments of “universal kinship.”
6
 This, of course, 

would change as the two trends progressed. And it is here, beginning with the first trend, to 

which we shall now turn. 

  The absence of any comprehensive works on racially-based constitutional differences 

before the eighteenth century most likely indicates that Europeans did not ground their 

superiority (although clearly still present) in physiognomy.
7
 Indeed, many travel journals up to 

the mid-seventeenth century remarked on the great diversity among African populations, not 

only with respect to physical appearance, but also to skills in hunting and botany and complex 

systems of government. Instead, criticisms were to be found in strident xenophobia, or prejudices 
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against certain practices in culture and lifestyle.
8
 Notwithstanding recognition of those complex 

political structures, the absence of European art, science, and Christianity kept Africans in a state 

of perpetual barbarousness for Europeans. For example, Hans Sloane (1660-1783), medical 

practitioner and fellow of the Royal Society dismissed African spirituality which he observed in 

Jamaica as superstitious, and even harmful: “Tis true they have several ceremonies, as dance, 

playing, etc. but these are for the most part mixt with a great deal of Bawdry and Lewdness.”
9
 

Indeed, the inability to control sexual lust was one of the perceived symptoms of African’s 

apparent lack of civility.
10

  

 While there existed no discourse on inherent constitutional difference (including in 

Sloane’s work) Europeans had conceptions of beauty and “proper” facial features, and the 

“flattened” nose, and “wide” lips they saw in Africans predictably did not lie among those proper 

features. But these too were the products, supposedly, of a primitive lifestyle, rather than part of 

a wider critique of the body. Edward Tyson (1651-1708), in his The Anatomy of the Pygmie 

(1699), discussed the subject, remarking that Africans’ noses were “flatter than Europeans; 

which be thought rather Natural to that Nation, than occasions...by the mother’s tying the infant 

to her back and so when at Work bruising and flatting it against her shoulders.”
11

 In Tyson’s 

view, maternal work habits were responsible for those “displeasing” facial features of Africans. 

Tyson, himself Vice President of the Royal Society in 1704, made little distinction in his work 

between Europeans and non-Europeans. The Anatomy of the Pygmie discussed the human 
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 Churchill, “Sloane’s Perspective on the Medical Knowledge and Health Practices of Non- Europeans,” 91-92; 
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qualities of the chimpanzee, which Tyson likened to the functions of “man,” that is, including 

both black and white bodies.
12

 In other words, he did not strictly speaking juxtapose comparisons 

between chimps and Africans and Europeans, only chimps and humans (African or European). 

Indeed, at the end of the seventeenth century, Africans were by no means the “intermediary” race 

or species between ape and man, which later scientists would postulate.  

 At this juncture it is important to iterate where medicine and medical practice fit into 

these early stages of trend number one. Given that scientific and anatomical discourse had yet to 

be developed along racial lines, throughout the seventeenth century medical practitioners rarely 

questioned the interchangeability (i.e. constitutional similarity) of bodies.
13

 Thus, there was no 

reason to suggest that physicians could not treat black and white bodies with identical treatments 

for the same diseases. Although Hans Sloane believed that as a white man he possessed a higher 

intellectual prowess, he nonetheless commended black ingenuity in medical discourse, and 

furthermore made no real distinction between Europeans and non-Europeans when administering 

treatment while he was in Jamaica.
14

 Those diseases which Sloane diagnosed as especially 

prevalent in African bodies were those which were symptomatic of seemingly uncultivated 

lifestyles. For example, Sloane believed those “bawdry” or “lewd” spiritual practices left 

Africans more prone to venereal disease. There were other diseases later believed to be inherent 

in blacks, which during this period were evidently not so. The Italian physician Baglivi Giorgio, 

who published a treatise in London on “the practice of physick” in 1704, diagnosed white 

                                                 
12

  Anita Guerrini, “Tyson, Edward (1651–1708),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University 

Press, 2004. Accessed November 1, 2013. Available online at: 

http://www.oxforddnb.com.proxy.hil.unb.ca/view/article/27961. 
13

 Londa Schiebinger, “Medical Experimentation and Race in the Eighteenth-century Atlantic World,” Social 

History of Medicine 26:3 (2013), 346-382. 
14

 Churchill, “Sloane’s Perspective on the Medical Knowledge and Health Practices of Non- Europeans,”  96. 

http://www.oxforddnb.com.proxy.hil.unb.ca/view/article/27961


TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

76 

 

patients with a respiratory illness which he referred to as “sleepy Distemper.”
15

 This is quite 

significant, given that three decades later, the sleepy distemper would be diagnosed by surgeon 

John Atkins (who will be discussed in depth later in this essay) as a disease to which Africans 

were constitutionally predisposed.
16

 As it was, Sloane represented a dying breed of physician. 

During his time in Jamaica, and thereafter, the scientific community in England and abroad 

became convinced, in spite of his work, that the climate and external environment could alter the 

structure and potency of disease.
17

  

 In the wake of a massive influx of New World flora and fauna to Europe in the early 

eighteenth century, scientists worked tirelessly to make sense of it all and devised a system of 

classification using binomial Latin names.
18

 Humanity, once placed on such a high pedestal 

above the animal kingdom, finally became part of it. Carolus Linnaeus, revolutionary in his 

pioneering of this nomenclature, subjected humans to the same analysis and inquiry which he 

displayed in his botanical research. However, this new system was used only to accommodate 

white superiority.
19

Although George-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, believed Linnaeus 

neglected man’s capacity to reason when distinguishing between humanity and the rest of nature, 

he classified humans into “races” based on characteristics such as skin colour, hair type, and 
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speech.
20

 Buffon would in turn influence many others, including the German scientist Johann 

Friedrich Blumenbach, who in his 1775 work De Generis Humani Varietate Nation recognized 

five “great races” into which the human species was divided: Caucasian, Mongolian, Ethiopian, 

American, and Malay (i.e. in the region of Malaysia).
21

 While Europeans identified a great deal 

of diversity amongst themselves, they did so increasingly less among African populations. This 

is especially true of travel literature. For example, in his 1731 account on Saint- Domingue, the 

Jesuit Missionary Pierre-Francois de Charlevoix believed that ignorance among Africans was 

something of a truism, given that “they could not learn the Lord’s prayer.”
22

 Vital questions over 

the causation of black skin became all the more contentious, and they held important 

implications for medicine and the cementing of racial hierarchies.  

 In the spirit of the Enlightenment, conventional religious explanations for the presence of 

black skin gave way to empirical and scientific observation. Here of course we see the first 

stages of trend number two. However, it must be said that these new ideas only re-

conceptualized antiquated notions of white hegemony amidst a sort of universal kinship. French 

author and cleric Abbe Jean-Baptiste Dubo and the naturalist Buffon were among those most 

critical in developing a comprehensive theory on scientific monogenesis. Based on classical 

humoral conceptions of the body, “climate theory” emerged as the definitive explanation during 

the first half of the eighteenth century.
23

 To these environmentalists, the external environment, be 

it the air, water, sun or soil, altered the very structure of the organs, and indeed the quality of the 
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blood and other internal fluids. Buffon himself endorsed the idea that an excess of black bile had 

“stained” the epidermis.
24

 It is important to note that such monogenists were still reiterating a 

general “sameness” amongst blacks and whites. Temperate climates, it was thought, induced a 

mild disposition in any individual; it was only in exotic, or tropical climates that previously 

white men and women had “degenerated” into a separate race, as Buffon mentioned in his 1749 

work, Histoire naturelle: “In a succession of generations, a white people transported from the 

north to the Equator, would undergo this change, especially if they adopted the manners, and 

used the food, or the new country.”
25

 To this faction of scientists, although Africans bore similar 

characteristics as to warrant their classification as “human,” they increasingly came to resemble 

apes. But of course “race” was by no means encapsulated in only complexion. Not only would 

the temperate zone bring about whiteness, but also mild mannerisms and progressive 

government. Extreme climates (hot or cold) could only house extreme models of politics and 

despotic relationships between a government and its people.
26

 Finally, although climate theory 

was the secular alternative to biblical notions of race, Christianity was thought to flourish in 

temperate zones, and it remained a key facet in colonial relations between Europeans and non-

Europeans.  

 Although Buffon was instrumental in merging the concepts of distinct races with climate 

theory, climate theory itself was nothing new.
27

 One could say Buffon’s work was perhaps the 

culmination of a gradual linkage between skin colour and the external environment in the 
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decades prior. The Royal Society in London had met in 1690 to debate this very matter. Through 

her analysis of the Society’s minutes in April of that year, Christina Malcolmson has clearly 

demonstrated that overwhelming support was granted to climate theory.
28

 The Royal Society 

drew on the works of Robert Hooke for example, who even as early as the 1660s wrote that “the 

alteration of the climate, soil, and nourishment doth often produce a very great alteration in those 

Bodies who suffer it.”
29

 Moreover, the Society rejected Anton van Leeuwenhoek’s anti-climate 

proposal because he had reasoned with his microscope that blackness was in fact the product of 

tiny “scales” that were inherent in all humans, yet also inherently dark in Africans.
30

 Indeed, 

climate theory was quite widespread, and not only in England. The Academie Royale des 

Sciences de Bordeaux in 1739 called upon intellectuals to define the precise causation of black 

skin. By 1741, sixteen essays had been submitted. Most of the authors drew upon climate theory, 

while a select few clung to old biblical interpretations. There was no authoritative polygenist 

theory offered.
31

  

 The two trends had thus merged; where culture and lifestyle were once understood to be 

the mainspring, they were now symptoms of a much more generalized, biological condition of 

the degenerative state. Indeed, the “symptoms of blackness,” including sloth, barbarism, 

imbecility, paganism, or hyper- sexuality, became diseases of sorts themselves.
32

 Conveniently, 

Europeans believed this sort of animalism protected Africans from diseases which decimated 
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white populations in the tropical climates, namely malaria or yellow fever.
33

 But it would be 

improper or misleading to imply that contemporary monogenists regarded it as true that diseases 

were inherently racially-specific; rather, environmentalism (as its name suggests) insisted that it 

was the external environment which produced certain qualities of the body that left Africans or 

Europeans more susceptible or vulnerable to different sicknesses. In other words, the same 

disease could manifest itself differently in black and white bodies. Francisco Barrera y Domingo 

was a surgeon in the Spanish Royal Navy in the latter decades of the eighteenth century. In his 

travels to South America, he wrote frequently on the concept of nostalgia, then believed to be a 

pathological ailment which induced sadness and melancholia.
34

 Symptoms of nostalgia ranged 

from anxiety or palpitations to fever, stupor, or insomnia.  Although physicians identified 

triggers such as foreign environments, mistreatment, and hardship, the remedies they prescribed 

(including bloodletting or a change in diet) suggest that such illnesses were treated very much as 

physiological, and not psychological. While Domingo observed both whites and blacks suffering 

from nostalgia, he surmised that it was particularly detrimental to the latter, being disposed to 

hyper-sensitivity, fits of envy, and ingratitude.
35

 Yet Domingo also scorned those Europeans who 

brutally separated African families, believing that Africans had the capacity to love just as any 

other. And so it must be said that many eighteenth century Europeans continued to acknowledge 

the “potential” for blacks to achieve similar levels of intellectual prowess to whites if they 

steeped themselves in European science and literature.
36

  Of course, however noble this seems 
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for the time, it was this type of rhetoric which Europeans reiterated repeatedly, whether sincerely 

or cynically, as grounds for imperialism.  

 Into the 1730s and 1740s, a separate faction of thinkers and scientists began to seriously 

question monogenesis and climate theory as a model for explaining blackness and black 

constitutions. Among those was David Hume, who challenged climatic determinism. For Hume, 

the weather and environment could not possibly account for racial difference, given that there 

were individuals throughout the world living under the same climatic conditions, but who 

differed radically.
37

 He therefore pointed to some innate, moral determinant which separated not 

only blacks from whites, but whites from all other races. Thus Hume went beyond the likes of 

thinkers such as Buffon when he argued that it was this biological predisposition to ignorance 

and stupidity which prevented science and technology (for Buffon the cure for savagery) from 

proliferating outside of Europe: “Such a uniform and constant difference could not happen in so 

many countries and ages if nature had not made an original distinction betwixt breeds of man.”
38

 

The “original distinction” to which Hume was referring was a separate black ancestor and 

species, thereby breaking entirely with biblical conceptions of shared lineage. This polygenism 

was shared by many of Hume’s contemporaries. For example there was the French philosopher 

Voltaire, who was among those humanists critiqued by Sartre. Although he proved himself 

invaluable in facilitating a broad shift to accountability and rule of law in government, Voltaire 

nonetheless asserted that the differences between whites and blacks were so great such that they 

constituted a different species all together, intermediaries between man and ape.
39

 Edward Long, 

an English planter and judge who resided briefly in Jamaica, frequently likened the physiology, 
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cultural habits, and mannerisms of Africans to wild primates in his 1774 History of Jamaica.
40

 

He supposed the constitution of the African women so primitive or hardy that pregnancy and 

birth was quick and virtually painless, so much so that a new mother could go about her daily 

activities as normal. In fact, he noted that “some have even been known to bring forth twins 

without a shriek or scream.”
41

 Long, of course, was trying to juxtapose the black female 

experience with a more “delicate” or “civilized” white female childbearing experience. To 

monogenists, men like Long were the worst racists. Others, not only in Europe would also come 

to display such hypocrisy. The United States of America was founded on Enlightenment ideas of 

liberty and freedom, as well as the abstract rational individual. Yet its socio-economic growth 

was very much predicated on the subjugation and commodification of Africans, who in 1776 

were still traded as “exotica,” along with wild animals, precious minerals, and spices.
42

 As the 

Sartre quote above implies, blackness did not factor into the picture of the abstract individual, 

precisely because it was exoticized over the course of the two trends at the hands of 

Enlightenment philosophers and scientists. Indeed, Thomas Jefferson, the intellectual 

revolutionary turned president and author of the Declaration of Independence, was himself a 

polygenist.
43

  

  Unlike monogenist surgeons like Francisco Barrera y Domingo (mentioned above), 

polygenist practitioners examined bodies for diseases which manifested themselves inherently in 

whites and blacks. Among the first to articulate a clear polygenist theory in medicine was 

English Naval Surgeon John Atkins. His ideas, compounded in his Navy Surgeon in 1734, 
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derived from an expedition to the Guinea coast, where he had been sent to help protect British 

trading interests from pirates.
44

 Atkins, like Hume rejected the notion that blackness and 

whiteness shared the same history and origins: “From the whole, I imagine that white and black 

must have descended of different protoplasts; and there is no other way of accounting for it.”
45

 

Like Buffon and Blumenbach, Atkins diagnosed what he observed to be a lack of self-discipline 

and inappropriate behavior in Africans as in a sense pathogenic. This “disease of anti-

civilization” for example could induce Africans to eat raw meat and become ill, or bring about 

rampant indolence and inactivity. Indeed, according to Atkins, Africans exuded little emotion 

when separated from loved ones.
46

 However he differed fundamentally from monogenists on the 

subject of innate constitutional difference. Atkins theorized that irrespective of age, African 

bodies were always in a childlike state of “imperfection,” that is, their fibers and faculties would 

not, and could not ever properly develop. This of course included the brain, which under Atkins’ 

model was unable to prevent or control excessive secretions of phlegm (which according to 

humoral theory accounted for the unemotional state he professed to observe).
47

 Such weak or 

underdeveloped bodies were for Atkins natural carriers for the diseases which he treated aboard 

his ship, including yaws and the “Sleepy Distemper,” mentioned earlier in connection with the 

work of Baglivi Giorgio. However, Atkins viewed the sleepy distemper as a “slave’s disease,” 

and the catarrhal state which it induced (a general symptom of distemper) seemed to correspond 

to his theory of the brain. Still, although he believed the African brain was fundamentally weak, 

Atkins also noted that because it had been seldom used, it (like a muscle of the body) had turned 
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soft.
48

 Therefore, introducing knowledge from Europe would stimulate the brain, just as Sloane 

had said in the context of the first stages of trend number one. Buffon would reiterate this a little 

over a decade after the publication of Navy Surgeon. And so notwithstanding their monogenism 

or polygenism, the vast majority of European scientists thought of themselves in such a way as 

would later be articulated in Rudyard Kipling’s poem “The White Man’s Burden”:  they 

themselves were the most effective cure.
49

  

 Medicine by the mid-eighteenth century very much came to be intertwined with racial 

theories which themselves came to develop along lines of biological classification. Indeed, where 

once culture and lifestyle separated Europeans and equally diverse groups of non-Europeans, the 

work of Buffon, Linnaeus, Blumenbach and others separated varieties of humans into distinct 

groups based on phenotypical criteria. Lifestyle and tradition, although construed as 

underdeveloped within both paradigms, transformed from a root of the problem, to a symptom of 

a much more encapsulating “disease”, which was simply to exist as an African. By virtue of 

having “derived from a separate protoplast,” as Atkins put it, many Europeans superimposed a 

natural and universal ignorance on all Africans.
50

 In subjecting humans to the same variation as 

plants and animals, the naturalists were removing humanity from the pedestal on which religion 

had placed it, but at a terrible cost. A new theory, albeit with old connotations, was articulated to 

provide grounds for subjugation, and enslavement. It is impossible to understand this 

development without taking into consideration both the trend on changing perspectives regarding 

culture and lifestyle, and the evolving theories on the origins of blackness, for these two are 

inextricably linked.  
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“France is Not France Without a Sword:” 

Charles de Gaulle and Philippe Pétain in the Context of the French Military 
 

By Brianna Carmichael 

 

Marshal Philippe Pétain and General Charles de Gaulle are indisputably two of the most 

important men in the modern history of France. Both have frequently been given the appellation 

“saviour of France” and both have certainly deserved that title. Pétain and de Gaulle have shaped 

France as it is today through their actions over the course of the twentieth century, Pétain during 

the First and Second World Wars, and de Gaulle from the Second World War to his death in 

1970. The two men also shared a unique and at times turbulent relationship; de Gaulle began his 

military career under the wing of the Marshal during the First World War, and the two 

maintained a cordial – even affectionate – association until the 1930s. Following a major break 

in 1938, de Gaulle and Pétain would never again find themselves on the same side in a conflict. 

During the First World War, Marshal Pétain’s ideas were considered revolutionary, while it was 

de Gaulle who was the revolutionary in the 1930s and 1940s. Examining the nature of their 

relationship, particularly their similarities and differences with regards to the military, provides a 

lens through which to study the French military of the early twentieth century. While there were 

generational and societal differences separating the two, they were remarkably similar in 

character, and the termination of their relationship was the result of professional differences 

regarding military doctrine – a generally divisive issue in interwar France – and the personal 

conflicts born out of this professional disagreement. 

The years between 1870 and 1945 witnessed rapid change in the French military. 

Following France’s defeat by the Prussians in the Franco-Prussian War in 1870, attempts began 
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in 1872 to modernise the army, intended to make it more disciplined and introduce compulsory 

service.
1
 The defeat in 1870 resulted in the new French military doctrine of “attack, attack, 

attack” in every situation.
2
 This doctrine would prove to divide French military commanders 

during the First World War into two opposing camps: one camp agreed entirely that frontal 

assaults and a great deal of élan would see the army through, intimidating all those who stood 

against them, and a second camp, which thought this was foolishness and advocated a more 

cautious, defensive approach.
3
 Philippe Pétain fell firmly into the latter camp. In the pre-First 

World War French military, promotion was decisively based on attendance at the École 

Supérieure de Guerre, France’s foremost military school; once one attained the rank of Major, 

promotion was increasingly based on the decisions of selection committees comprised of 

gentlemen officers who felt that social qualifications were essential in anyone above the rank of 

Major, making promotion more difficult for those of humble backgrounds. From the middle of 

nineteenth century, the proportion of students enrolled in the École Supérieure de Guerre who 

were the sons of officers grew markedly, and the army as a whole increasingly consisted of 

upper bourgeois and noble families.
4
 

Philippe Pétain had a sluggish start to his military career even by peacetime standards: he 

was a 58 year old Colonel when the Great War broke out in 1914, two years away from 

mandatory retirement. Pétain was born of peasant stock with few military connections. While 

growing up, however, Pétain learned from his rural roots the pessimism, the composure in the 

face of conflict, and the love of simplicity and family, all of which would play important roles in 
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his later years.
5
 It cannot be said that Pétain was a traditional Catholic, though many have;

6
 he 

married a divorcée in a civil ceremony in 1920, and never had children. Pétain was indeed non-

religious for the majority of his life, and was very pragmatic (as opposed to the romanticism of 

de Gaulle) with regards to his career: his decision to enlist in the military was purely financial.
7
 

Pétain’s superiors in the pre-war era were quite polarised regarding his ideas – it has been stated 

that Pétain’s military theory was the most adaptable of any French military commander prior to 

the First World War and that he was very much isolated in his push against the established ideas 

of the French military at this time.
8
 The post-1870 French army has been characterised as 

subordinating itself passively to the government.
9
 In this context, Pétain’s dissent with regards to 

the military’s doctrine would have been especially outrageous.  

Many of Pétain’s ideas were in fact quite revolutionary, particularly in the eyes of the 

French officer corps following France’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian War, contributing to the 

infrequency of his promotions.
10

 French military strategy increasingly shifted away from the 

defensive tactics that had supposedly lost that war, towards the sorts of tactics that would prove 

so disastrous to the French army during 1914 and 1915. Pétain recognised the importance of the 

offensive tactics, but felt that it was crucial they be accompanied by firepower and a great deal of 

caution. Pétain’s argument was that in the face of increasing artillery and machine gun fire from 

the enemy, the commander’s primary task was the protection of his men; the alternative would 
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be the slaughter soon in evidence during the opening years of the First World War.
11

 Pétain’s 

advancement through the ranks accelerated markedly during the war, partly due to what was at 

that time considered an unusual ability: surviving battles.
12

 Colonel Pétain had become General 

Pétain when, in 1916, he was given the command of the Battle of Verdun; he became known as 

the Victor of Verdun for his success there. While at Verdun, the pessimism and defeatism 

engrained in Pétain from his childhood began to emerge; by the end of the war, these traits were 

increasingly obvious.
13

 Pétain was given the position of Commander-in-Chief of French forces in 

1917, and was subsequently made Marshal of France in 1918.  

Charles de Gaulle commenced his military career in 1909, a career for which he had been 

preparing since the age of 14.
14

 De Gaulle grew up in a very traditional (the de Gaulle name was 

more than five centuries old), deeply Catholic and conservative family, which had a long history 

of military involvement and was certainly considered upper-middle class.
15

 The military seemed 

a sensible choice for the young de Gaulle, and by enlisting he was realising the dream of his 

father, Henri de Gaulle.
16

 His sense of self-importance even from that early age is obvious: in his 

memoirs, de Gaulle writes, “I was convinced that France would have to go through gigantic 

trials, that the interest of life consisted in one day rendering her some signal service, and that I 

would have the occasion to do so.”
17

 This sort of romanticising of the military and his own role 
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in it persisted through many years; de Gaulle saw the military institution as crucial for national 

regeneration and believed military careers should be celebrated.
18

 

In 1912, when de Gaulle and then-Colonel Pétain first encountered one another, the two 

already suffered a major disagreement in military matters: where Pétain was an advocate of the 

defensive, de Gaulle unapologetically called upon all ranks to focus on the offensive.
19

 Perhaps 

not knowing of this significant difference, or perhaps ignoring it, Pétain praised de Gaulle 

extensively: in a memorandum, the Colonel wrote that “[de Gaulle] has asserted himself as an 

officer of real worth who promises very well indeed for the future,” and in a later note, de Gaulle 

is described as “very intelligent, passionately attached to his profession ... worthy of all praise.”
20

 

The future Marshal saw much to be admired in this young officer. De Gaulle was deeply affected 

by his early experiences with Pétain, saying that it was from his first colonel that he learned “the 

meaning of the gift and art of command.”
21

 De Gaulle also learned to imitate Pétain’s style of 

command, being blunt, accepting no nonsense, and challenging authority where he felt the 

supposed authority was in the wrong.
22

 

Pétain and de Gaulle, despite having both served at Verdun, did not come into extensive 

contact during the war – de Gaulle was out of action for the majority of the conflict due to an 

assortment of injuries and a lengthy stint as a prisoner of war in Germany. It was at Verdun that 

he was captured; Pétain, hearing of this, mentioned de Gaulle in a dispatch which glowingly 

reviewed the latter’s service and called him “a peerless officer in all respects.” De Gaulle was 

presumed dead until his family heard otherwise through the Red Cross. While imprisoned, he 
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made five unsuccessful escape attempts and subsequently remained in Germany for the duration 

of the war. It was during his years in captivity that he formulated and began cementing his ideas 

regarding the mechanisation of the French army.
23

 

By the end of the First World War, de Gaulle had advanced to the rank of Captain. His 

advocacy for a mechanised army was, as mentioned, not uncontroversial and proved detrimental 

to his success at the École Supérieur de Guerre where he enrolled in 1922: in the words of de 

Gaulle’s contemporary, Georges Loustaunau-Lacau, “de Gaulle was very badly treated for 

having spoken so highly of the importance of circumstances in battle, and it was [only] because 

of his courage that he [received any honourable mention].” De Gaulle was given a mark of assez 

bien for his efforts, the least of the honourable mentions, which in effect removed him from the 

group of future leaders of the military and deeply humiliated him.
24

 This slight to the young 

officer did not go unremarked by Marshal Pétain. Despite their fairly limited contact since the 

early years of the First World War, Pétain was unerringly convinced of his former subordinate’s 

potential as a leader and intervened on de Gaulle’s behalf, an unprecedented move, resulting in 

de Gaulle’s qualification improving to the second level, bien. Pétain also told de Gaulle that he 

would willingly be De Gaulle’s patron, one of a very limited number of young officers given that 

honour. De Gaulle’s commentary on the subject was remarkably prescient: “I shall never set foot 

in that hole [the school] again unless I go there as commanding officer.”
25
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 It was shortly after this episode that Captain de Gaulle began his first major foray into 

writing, publishing his first book, La Discorde chez l’ennemi, in 1924. In a subsequent article 

printed in 1925, de Gaulle criticised the French military and the education he had received at the 

École Supérieure de Guerre. Though Pétain was the recipient of some of this criticism, he 

responded by offering his former subordinate a position on his staff, a position de Gaulle 

occupied from 1925 to the end of 1927.
26

 Pétain had been nursing the ambition to publish a book 

which he thought might be “called ‘the soldier through the ages’ or something of that kind,” and 

de Gaulle seemed to present the perfect opportunity to see this ambition come to fruition: de 

Gaulle was an excellent writer, and Pétain, who never wrote anything for himself, had been 

determined to find the ideal ghost writer for the book.
27

 The book would become known as Le 

Soldat to Pétain and de Gaulle. Though increasingly dissatisfied by his role as ghost writer, de 

Gaulle worked on Le Soldat throughout his time on Pétain’s staff.
28

 This book, initiated in 1925, 

would prove to be a turning point in de Gaulle’s relationship with Pétain. Also in 1925 came the 

Rif War in North Africa, an additional turning point in the Pétain-de Gaulle relationship. 

The Rif War occurred from 1920-1926 in Morocco, a colonial possession divided between 

Spain and France. French intervention did not occur until 1924, when the Rifian tribes, named 

after the mountains in which they were based, threatened French Morocco. Pétain was in 

command of the French forces beginning in 1925, much to the displeasure of local authorities, 

namely France’s proconsul in Morocco, Marshal Hubert Lyautey.
29

 This was Pétain’s first 

venture into colonial military service (another reason for his slow advancement through the ranks 
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in the pre-First World War era – those unwilling to go overseas to fight in the colonies faced 

delayed domestic promotions). While in Morocco, Pétain’s ideas regarding the military and 

warfare remained unaltered; he did, however, make contact with an assortment of Spanish 

officials with whom he would resume acquaintance in 1939 in his capacity as France’s first 

ambassador to Francisco Franco’s dictatorial Spain.
30

 De Gaulle dated Pétain’s “senile ambition” 

as beginning with this campaign in Morocco, and was not alone in believing the Rif War was a 

demonstration of Pétain’s overweening desire to exercise power.
31

 De Gaulle was famously 

quoted as saying “Marshal Pétain was a great man; he died in 1925.”
32

 

7 April 1927 saw Captain de Gaulle’s triumphant return to the École Supérieure de Guerre. 

The school that had failed to give de Gaulle the necessary teaching grade would be obliged by 

Marshal Pétain to listen to the captain’s ideas regardless, in a series of three lectures on the 

nature of command given to the entire teaching body of the school and the army.
33

 Though he 

was not commanding officer, de Gaulle returned to the École in style, and was told by Pétain that 

“it is the lecturer’s privilege to lead the way,”
34

 which he proceeded to do with great confidence. 

The lectures were edited into a book, Le Fil de l’épée, and published in 1932. De Gaulle sent the 

first copy to Pétain and personally dedicated it: “Homage from C. De Gaulle, in deepest respect 

and devotion.” The official dedication read “To Marshal Pétain. This essay, Monsieur le 

Maréchal, could only be dedicated to you, for nothing shows better than your glory how clear 

thought can lead to correct action.”
35

 This was the last major demonstration of amity between the 

two men. While their relationship had been at times turbulent, up to this point, Pétain and de 
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Gaulle had respected and admired one another for the most part, though Pétain was perhaps 

growing impatient with de Gaulle’s negative attitude towards being a ghost writer for the 

Marshal. Despite this mounting tension, the two were very similar in many respects. Some of 

these similarities were born out of the military life both led; other points of agreement were 

particular to Pétain and de Gaulle, such as their mutual belief that France would call on them as 

its saviour. Each also believed that he was the incarnation of his personal idea of what France 

should be.
36

 

The French military in the interwar years has been extensively analysed – it provides one 

of the keys to the unexpected defeat of 1940. During this time, French military doctrine, due to 

its use of explanatory terms like “Bible” and “evangelism,” has been compared to the teachings 

of a religious order, the leader of which would have been Marshal Pétain who was the source of 

this new doctrine as a result of his success with it in the First World War,
37

 despite the fact that 

Pétain had no direct involvement with the military’s doctrine during the entire period of the 

1930s.
38

 Over the course of the interwar period, the military became increasingly protective of its 

doctrine, resenting and resisting criticism, as evinced by its highly negative reaction to the ideas 

of de Gaulle. The audacity of de Gaulle’s ideas resulted in a rejection of any controversial 

viewpoints by the military in the years leading up to the defeat of 1940. Unfortunately, the minor 

modifications to its doctrine that the military did enact were insufficient in the face of the 

German army.
39

 Rather than being described as a fighting force, the army had devolved into a 
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training force, increasingly reliant on reservists, though the professional officer corps remained 

intact (also in a diminished role).
40

 

The end of friendly relations between Marshal Pétain and now-Colonel de Gaulle was 

prefaced in 1934 with the publication of de Gaulle’s book, Vers l’armée de métier (Towards a 

Professional Army). Pétain’s main issue with the book was the type of mobile warfare advocated 

by de Gaulle; he even went so far as to state that tanks were best used to support defensive 

positions, not in offensive arenas as de Gaulle would have them.
41

 Essentially, the doctrine of 

war de Gaulle favoured was opposed to Pétain’s ideal style of warfare. It was in this book that de 

Gaulle fully examined the importance of tanks and mobility in warfare and made the 

controversial assertion that a professional army would be necessary to the future defence of 

France,
42

 an idea that was thoroughly frowned upon by the majority of French politicians, who 

felt a professional army threatened internal liberties, as a professional army was, in their view, a 

dangerously right-wing idea, compounded by their fear that the French army was nursing secret 

political ambitions.
43

 Though he was least effective in predicting the role the air force would play 

in the defeat of 1940, de Gaulle did include information on joint aircraft and tank operations
44

 

(Pétain was actually more receptive to air power than was de Gaulle, though predictably he felt 

air power was best used as an accessory to the infantry).
45

 Rather than dedicating this book to 
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Pétain, as he had done for his two previous books, de Gaulle dedicated Vers l’armée de métier to 

the French Army.
46

  

The final blow to the relationship came in 1938 over the aforementioned Le Soldat, now 

known as La France et son armée. Pétain had not wanted the book published, as established 

around 1930: de Gaulle’s style and manner of thinking were quite distinctive, and he had to 

audacity to ask that he be credited for the portion he wrote, resulting in an angry outburst by the 

Marshal and his refusal to deal further with the book.
47

 De Gaulle opted to ignore this decade-old 

prohibition and signed a contract to publish the book on 8 May 1938. In August, de Gaulle 

finally told his former employer that he intended to publish the chapters he had written as 

Pétain’s ghost as part of a larger volume for which he, de Gaulle, would claim credit.
48

 Pétain 

replied to say that he found this “perfectly astonishing,” outlined in no uncertain terms that he 

still considered the manuscript his own, and expressed distress at de Gaulle’s attitude on the 

subject.
49

 The Marshal proved willing to compromise, however, and agreed to the publication of 

the book, provided it included a dedication to Pétain which he would write himself, 

acknowledging his part in its creation. De Gaulle ignored the dedication the Marshal sent him, 

scripted his own version, and sent this to the publishers without informing Pétain. In an angry 

letter to the publisher, Pétain stated that the issue with the dedication as it appeared was that it 

was factually incorrect; de Gaulle simply said that Pétain remembered their agreement 

incorrectly.
50

 Though their initial disagreement was professional, based on military doctrine, the 

catalyst to the end of their amicable relations was personal, a matter of pride. The relationship 
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between the two men was at an end, each too self-important to continue to be friendly in the face 

of the insults of 1938. 

The following year, German forces invaded Poland, prompting France and Great Britain to 

declare war on Germany. The defeat of France was imminent when, on 18 May 1940, Marshal 

Pétain, newly returned from his ambassadorial position in Spain, was made Deputy Prime 

Minister to Paul Reynaud, an appointment which resulted in a surge of optimism throughout 

France: the Victor of Verdun had come to France’s rescue. Of course, the majority of observers 

were not aware of Pétain’s characteristic defeatism (a trait he shared with General Maxime 

Weygand, who was made commander-in-chief of French forces the following day).
51

 Much to 

the disgruntlement of both Pétain and Weygand, on 5 June, the newly promoted General de 

Gaulle joined Reynaud’s government as Under-Secretary of State for War.
52

 De Gaulle was 

immediately focused on combating the defeatism that was seeping through the government – 

though he admitted that metropolitan France was lost to the German forces, de Gaulle adamantly 

insisted that the war continue to be fought in the colonies and from Great Britain.
53

 He flatly 

refused to admit defeat. 

The decisions undertaken by Pétain immediately prior to and after his ascension to 

complete control were, according to de Gaulle, the result of Pétain’s age and inability to grasp 

that this conflict was not merely a repetition of the Franco-Prussian War. As a result of this, 

Pétain felt that surrendering as soon as possible to the Germans was the correct course of 

action.
54

 Pétain and Weygand pushed repeatedly for an armistice throughout the month of June. 

The battle was joined between Weygand and de Gaulle for dominance in Reynaud’s government, 
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the former advocating an armistice with Germany immediately, and the latter proposing an 

evacuation to the colonies, to which Weygand replied, “The Empire? But that’s childish! ... 

When I’ve been beaten here, England won’t wait a week before negotiating with the Reich!”
55

 

De Gaulle remained defiantly in disagreement with this push for an armistice and departed for 

London on 16 June 1940.
56

 He immediately rejected orders to return to France and denounced 

the armistice signed by what would become the Vichy government; from the beginning, de 

Gaulle’s resistance was of a very public sort, and “his movement bore the brand of public 

disobedience.”
57

 Shortly after de Gaulle’s departure, Reynaud resigned as prime minister, 

leaving Marshal Pétain in control of France.
58

 The armistice Pétain and Weygand wanted was 

signed with Germany on 22 June. On 10 July, the Third Republic capitulated, voting itself out of 

existence, and giving Pétain full powers.
59

  

The following four years of the Vichy Regime were not characterised by much direct 

contact between General de Gaulle and Marshal Pétain, nor did either have much to say on the 

subject of the other, although certain key events do deserve mention. After the raid on Dakar by 

de Gaulle’s and Britain’s forces in September 1940, de Gaulle was sentenced to death by a 

military tribunal in France after having been convicted of treason in absentia;
60

 the interesting 

question that arises is whether Marshal Pétain would have seen this sentence through had de 

Gaulle fallen into Vichy hands, when considering de Gaulle’s commutation of Pétain’s death 
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sentence five years later. Pétain apparently stated that he would never have allowed the sentence 

to be realised,
61

 but the reality is that the political situation in which he found himself likely 

would have prevented any intervention on Pétain’s part to save de Gaulle.  

There was also extensive imagery invoked of de Gaulle as the sword of France and Pétain 

as its shield; Pétain himself claimed in 1945 that de Gaulle had “carried on the struggle” outside 

France, and he had “prepared the way for liberation, by preserving an unhappy but living 

France.”
62

 The main force behind this sword and shield idea, which persisted for many years 

after the war, was Pétain’s defence lawyer, Jacques Isorni, who had also defended the 

collaborationist intellectual Robert Brasillach.
63

 Furthermore, the idea that Pétain was playing a 

“long game” was appealing to many, who hoped that de Gaulle and Pétain were secretly in 

cohorts and that “when the day came, [Pétain] would take up arms again.”
64

 Of course, the 

literature that has prevailed confirms that the Marshal was indeed a collaborator with the 

invading German forces; there was no secret sword-and-shield pact. Interestingly, de Gaulle 

seems to have appreciated the imagery of himself as a sword, stating in 1954 that “France is not 

France without a sword.”
65

 

The personalities of Pétain and de Gaulle are also interesting to examine. It is widely 

acknowledged that Pétain was admired by the vast majority of the French population – his was 

the face of the National Revolution under the Vichy regime.
66

 The popular perception of the 
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Marshal was limited, however. Pétain’s personality had an effect on his aforementioned delayed 

advancement in the military; he was regarded as bitingly ironic and not one to suffer fools, 

including superiors.
67

 His power as a marshal put him in positions for which he was unsuited and 

unqualified; Pétain, however, would never admit this. Upon closer inspection, Pétain was quite 

clearly arrogant, and was arrogant throughout his entire career in the spotlight.
68

 He was also 

convinced of his own superiority, a belief which only deepened as his rank improved; by the 

time he had attained the rank of Marshal, Pétain was unerringly self-satisfied, but concealed this 

fact under a facade of modesty which deceived those who did not know him.
69

 His 

aforementioned lack of Christian faith made him an unsuitable representative of the National 

Revolution. Any claims that Pétain had become senile by the time of the Second World War 

must be dismissed; for example, in spite of some accounts of his deafness, others describe this 

“deafness” as varying according to the subject at hand. Above all, Pétain had the power of the 

people to sustain him; although there were those around him who might have sought his 

convenient disappearance from France, the public’s enthusiasm for and infatuation with Pétain 

meant that the old Marshal had to remain.
70

 

De Gaulle, on the other hand, was thoroughly disliked by the bulk of those who knew him, 

in large part due to his abrasive and arrogant personality. He was invariably described as 

incredibly intelligent and frequent mention was made of his exceptional memory. He was, 

however, also described as “extremely mistrustful; using at times oblique methods to get rid of 

those who [were] annoying to him; violent and carried away on occasions.”
71

 The military 
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particularly disliked the leader of the French resistance abroad for reasons of their own; as 

explained by Dwight D. Eisenhower, who was Supreme Commander of the Allied forces during 

the Second World War, “if de Gaulle was a loyal Frenchman [the officers of the French army] 

had to regard themselves as cowards. Naturally the officers did not choose to think of themselves 

in this light: rather they considered themselves as loyal Frenchmen ... and officially and 

personally regarded de Gaulle as a deserter.”
72

 Ironically, de Gaulle actually fit the National 

Revolution mould much more closely than Pétain; de Gaulle married Yvonne Vendroux in 1921 

in a properly Catholic ceremony, and was extremely dedicated to his family, which included 

three children to whom the general was unfailingly devoted.
73

 

The trial of Philippe Pétain in 1945 provides an interesting and useful context in which to 

examine the relationship that remained between him and de Gaulle, the newly minted leader of 

the entirety of France.
74

 Initially, de Gaulle did not want to see Pétain tried at all: he declared that 

he would rather see the old Marshal remain in Switzerland, where the Germans had brought him 

during the Liberation, or end his days “in the Midi, where he would wait for death to come and 

take him.”
75

 Pétain heard of the plan to try him in absentia in early 1945, much as had been done 

to de Gaulle in 1940, and the Marshal immediately wrote to Führer Adolf Hitler, asking to be 

allowed to stand trial: “You [Hitler] will certainly understand the decision I have taken to defend 

my honour as leader and to protect by my presence all those who have followed me.”
76

 Pétain 
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was no coward, as de Gaulle himself acknowledged.
77

 The trial did eventually proceed, with 

Pétain present, from 23 July to 15 August 1945. Though the defence was skillfully put together 

by Jacques Isorni and Pétain, it was unsuccessful, and Pétain was condemned to death on 15 

August; two days later, de Gaulle intervened to commute the sentence to life imprisonment. The 

Marshal was eventually settled at the Île d’Yeu, where he died in 1951.
78

  

Philippe Pétain has been a particularly polarising figure in France ever since the Second 

World War. It is acknowledged that an impartial study of the Marshal is all but impossible to 

find. Pétain’s apologists have depicted him as a senile old man, steadily in decline throughout the 

interwar years and during the entire Vichy period.
79

 Some writers have pointed to the interwar 

years as the crucial developing point of the Pétain of 1940; his pride grew too strong to ignore. 

He was, after all, the saviour of France. Unlike de Gaulle, however, Pétain was rather ordinary,
80

 

and this is the source of the outstanding difference between the Marshal the General. The latter 

was all but destined for greatness – his force of character was such that a life of normality would 

never have contented him. Pétain attained his fame outside the military due only to his rank and 

his myth, as Victor of Verdun.
81

 Of course, de Gaulle went on to create the Fifth Republic in 

France and serve as President of France for ten years from 1959-69 after having led the 

government since 1958. Pétain has emerged in more recent publications
82

 as neither the 

sympathetic figure he was portrayed as immediately following the Second World War – the hero, 

the duped puppet, the shield of France – nor as the dastardly traitor who deceived his 

countrymen and deported thousands of Jews and French workers. Rather, the man reached the 
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peak of his heroism in 1916 at Verdun, and though his popularity did not decline for many years 

– collaborationist Prime Minister Pierre Laval would later comment that he did not believe 

history would “turn up another example of so much propaganda created in France for the benefit 

of a man”
83

 – his heroism certainly did diminish. De Gaulle, however, was only beginning to see 

his star rise in 1940. 

De Gaulle as head of state was substantially different from Pétain as head of state. De 

Gaulle came into power in 1958 in response to the failings of the Fourth Republic that had been 

set up in the aftermath of the Second World War. In the context of French difficulties during the 

Algerian War of Independence, de Gaulle was regarded as the only possible political leader who 

could give direction and guidance to the French government and the French people more 

broadly.
84

 It is possible that de Gaulle made conscious efforts during his time as head of state to 

refute the style of leadership practiced by Pétain
85

 – de Gaulle was certainly critical of any who 

might call him dictatorial: “It was I who re-established liberties when they had disappeared. 

Does anyone think that at sixty-seven I am going to start a career as a dictator?”
86

 In drawing up 

the constitution of the Fifth Republic, de Gaulle preferred a strong executive and direct rather 

than representative democracy, which might be regarded as fairly authoritarian ideas; however, 

having witnessed the results of Vichy’s absolutism, de Gaulle was eager to avoid making the 

same mistakes, commenting after the Liberation of France that “public safety was now assured, 

and [he] had no desire to maintain the momentary dictatorship which [he] had exercised in the 
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course of the storm.” It would appear that de Gaulle was not eager to employ unlimited power in 

the same way Marshal Pétain had been in those fateful days of 1940 – he was indeed horrified at 

being compared to Napoleon Bonaparte.
87

 

The relationship between Charles de Gaulle and Philippe Pétain culminated in the latter’s 

death sentence and its subsequent commutation by his former protégé. It has been claimed that 

de Gaulle cited Pétain’s service in the First World War and the Marshal’s extremely advanced 

age (he was 89 at the time of his trial) as reasons to commute the sentence,
88

 and de Gaulle 

himself stated that he was “determined to sign a reprieve whatever the result [of the trial].”
89

 

Likely, the politics of the situation would have prevented de Gaulle from seeing the ever-famous 

and admired Pétain executed, whatever his crimes, quite the opposite of the case in which Pétain 

found himself in 1940 regarding de Gaulle’s death sentence. However, regardless of the conflict 

that separated the two men on a personal level in 1938, the much more public and obvious 

conflict of the Second World War which separated them politically and ethically, and the 

military disagreements the two suffered, there is a convincing argument to be made regarding 

their lasting – and at times grudging – respect for each other. Both symbolised a revolutionary 

era in the French army, Pétain as a proponent of the defensive and artillery, and de Gaulle as an 

advocate of the offensive power of the tank. Their relationship was a pivotal one for France, and 

Europe more generally; two saviours of France, two revolutionary military commanders, two 

iconic leaders in their own time.  
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The Midwife-Witch Controversy 

By Sarah Lyons 

 The European witch hunt of the 14
th

 to 17
th

 centuries led to the deaths of upwards of 45-

60,000 accused witches.
1
 This initiative represented a physical manifestation of the battle that 

was raging between good and evil over the souls of men, wherein good Christians sought to 

eradicate the Devil’s minions on behalf of their God, so that the Devil’s influence might not 

continue to spread. The battle commenced in Switzerland, then Germany, Scotland, and Britain, 

eventually making its way across the entire European continent. Suspected witches were 

accused, tortured, brought to trial, and, if found guilty, burned at the stake. 70-80 percent of the 

witches prosecuted in early modern Europe were female,
2
 a trend that has been difficult for 

historians to pin-point the cause of due to regional and chronological variations in motivating 

factors.  In the 1960s and 1970s much focus was placed on the predominance of accusations of 

female lay healers, with particular focus falling on the midwife-witch. The modern 

historiography, however, suggests that this association of female medical practitioners with 

witchcraft accusations was a misguided attempt by certain historians to martyrize the female 

practitioner of the early modern period.  

In 1966 Thomas Rogers Forbes wrote The Midwife and the Witch, in which he claimed that 

in the early modern period midwives were the most accused of female healers, because of their 

especially low social and economic statuses. Midwives were untrained and uneducated 

community members with experience in childbirth who came to the aid of women giving birth, 

and, receiving very little compensation for their work, often struggled to earn a living from their 
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trade. This level of destitute poverty led to the assumption that the Devil’s offers of pleasure and 

reward would be that much more appealing to the midwife.  Forbes claimed that, in order to 

ward off predatory advances by the Devil, a midwife who was forced to travel at night to attend a 

birth might carry two loaves of bread, to demonstrate to the Devil that she was not so financially 

destitute that she might fall victim to his offers.  He claimed that midwives were of such low 

social and economic status that their sons could be excluded from guilds because of the 

associations. These women who were cast aside by society and struggling to subsist on their 

meager compensations often resorted to augmenting their incomes by offering a variety of 

supernatural services, such as curing diseases, foretelling the future, finding lost or stolen 

property, preparing love potions, etc.
3
  

According to Forbes, midwives were of such bad repute, that if a delivery did not go well, 

and mother or child fell ill or did not survive, the midwife involved in the unsuccessful delivery 

was accused of witchcraft. He argues that the stigma between midwives and witchcraft  may 

have arisen in part from the fact that even midwives who were not witches used spells and 

charms to protect and help the parturient woman and her baby. Garments which were said to 

have belonged to saints could be worn by pregnant women or used as aids in childbirth to protect 

the child and mother who were particularly vulnerable to diabolical attacks. The practice of using 

charms to promote successful births was struck down by the Catholic and Reform church, but 

despite the efforts of the church to stamp out these superstitious activities, rural, poverty stricken 

and illiterate midwives maintained their superstitious beliefs and activities.
4
  

                                                 
3
 Thomas Rogers Forbes, The Midwife and the Witch (New haven: Yale University Press, 1966), 112-113. 

4
 Forbes, The Midwife and the Witch, 125. 



TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

110 

 

Another factor that Forbes cites in the association between midwives and witches is the 

belief that witches were drawn towards the practice of midwifery because they used the 

byproducts of childbirth, placentas and umbilical cords, for a variety of nefarious purposes, 

including making ceremonial candles, and producing magical ointments. Witches put on trial 

often claimed to use ointment made of baby fat and other ingredients to procure the power of 

flight. A 1460 account from a witch in Aras claimed that before the Sabbath witches rubbed 

“witch’s ointment” or “flying ointment” on their bodies, and “flew off where they wished, past 

beautiful cities, woods, and streams, and the devil carried them to the place where they were to 

have their assembly.” According to accounts, these ointments were either concocted by the witch 

herself, or supplied by the Devil. The fat for the ointment needed to be procured from a slain 

infant who had not yet been baptised. And since the fat had to be procured immediately after 

childbirth, the midwife was an ideal candidate for diabolical activity.
5
   

According to Forbes, people in early modern Europe believed that midwives were in the 

habit of offering newborn, unbaptized babies up to Satan in sacrifice. The midwife-witch would 

find an excuse to isolate the brand new baby for some medical purpose, at which point she would 

take the baby outside and hold it up in offering. The Devil would take the newborn baby, leaving 

a soulless “changeling” in its place. Infants with congenital conditions were often assumed to be 

“changelings.”  Midwives were also accused of causing death to infants in utero, or, after birth, 

committing infanticide by strangling the baby or sticking a needle into its head. Midwife-witches 

could also prevent the baby from being properly baptized, or baptize the baby in the name of 

Satan.
6
 It was for this reason that in 1484 Heinreich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger directed German 

                                                 
5
 Forbes, The Midwife and the Witch, 118-120. 

6
 Forbes, The Midwife and the Witch, 128.  



TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

111 

 

state magistrates to only permit good Catholic women to be midwives, and in Germany 

midwives were required to take an oath of office. If a midwife was suspected of witchcraft, any 

baby baptized by her was to be re-baptized by the church.
7
    

Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English, in their book Witches, Midwives, and Nurses: A 

History of Women Healers, published in 1973, present the case that the witch-hunt of medieval 

Europe represents an important phase in the male take-over of the medical profession. According 

to Ehrenreich and English, in the 14
th

 century the medical profession in Europe was under strict 

control by the Catholic Church. Even formally educated male physicians were not authorized to 

consult patients without the presence or assistance of a priest. Nor were they permitted to treat 

individuals who had not yet confessed. This church control over the practice of medicine 

coincided with such misogynist Catholic teachings as the theory that during intercourse, the male 

deposits into the female a homunculus, or “little person,” complete with soul, which she houses 

for nine months, without the infant acquiring any of the mother’s traits. The women, in respect to 

childbirth, was not only relegated to the status of a storage facility, but, the homunculus was not 

considered safe again till it is back in male hands – that is, once it was baptized by a priest. The 

Church, at this time, also insisted that upon resurrection, all human beings would be reborn as 

men. Women were assumed to be in rebellion of this divine progress, with witches being accused 

of giving contraceptive aid and or performing abortions.
8
  

One characteristic of the witch-hunt which Ehrenreich and English claim persisted through 

all four centuries is that it was “a ruling class campaign of terror directed against the female 
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peasant population.”
9
 They claim that the witch hunt was organized and funded by the church 

and state, in order to eradicated individuals who they believed to be anti-church or anti-state.  

And since the field of medicine was so strictly regulated by the church, women who undermined 

the Catholic belief that a woman’s place was in the home by practicing medicine within the 

community fell victim to witch accusations.  They claim that the result of this campaign to 

restrict women from gaining medical reputability was still evident in 1973 because of the fact 

that at that time men comprised ninety-three percent of doctors, while women comprise seventy 

percent of health workers.
10

 They noted that female-only practices, such as midwifery, have all 

but disappeared as the result of the male medical practitioner cornering the medical marketplace. 

One exception that they note is that in 18th century England, midwives charged back, accusing 

doctors of doing damage to babies with their rough use of forceps, and today, England is one of 

the only countries where midwifery is still practiced.
11

 

Ehrenreich and English cite Malleus Maleficarum, or Hammer of Witches, written in 1486 

by Reverends Kramer and Sprenger as claiming that “no one does more harm to the Catholic 

Church than midwives.”
12

 They claim that for Catholic and Protestant states, conduct on witch-

hunting was derived from this text, and that “for three centuries this sadistic book lay on the 

bench of every judge, every witch-hunter.”
13

 They also claim that, because female lay healers 

engaged in more empirical experimentation with botanical remedies during a time when male 

practitioners were relying on church-sanctioned anti-empirical methods of diagnosis, such as 

astronomy, in 1527 Paracelsus “the father of modern science” burned his text on pharmaceuticals 
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confessing that he “had learned from the Sorceress all he knew.”
14

 They further their argument 

on the dangers that women were believed to pose towards children by citing demonologist Jean 

Bodin, who asserted, in his 1580 work On the Demon-Mania of Witches, that “witches sacrifice 

their own children to the devil before baptism.”
15

  

Even as early as 1974, however, certain historians began working to refute the allegation 

that female medical practitioners were persecuted disproportionately throughout the duration of 

the 15
th

-18
th

 centuries. Jaroslav Nemec, in his book Witchcraft and Medicine: 1484-1793, 

highlights the fact that as early as 1563 physician Johann Weyer had debunked the myth that 

witches used baby fat to procure the power of flight. As a critic of the witch hunt which was 

being carried out by Christian authorities throughout Europe, Weyer detailed his scientific 

discoveries concerning the phenomena of witch flight in his book De Prestigiis. Having acquired 

a number of recipes for “flying ointment,” Weyer used scientific testing to determine that several 

of the other ingredients listed in recipes for this ointment were poisonous, and that witches 

experiences were merely delirious dreams induced by drugs.
16

 Some ingredients, such as bats 

blood and various herbs would not have had any significant effect, but Aconite (monkshood) 

depresses the cardiovascular system, acts on the central nervous system, and produces sensory 

paralysis, and can be absorbed through the skin. Atropine (present in nightshade) is absorbable in 

a suitable base, and, in sufficient doses, causes excitement, delirium, and unconsciousness. 

Herbane and moonshade contain powerful narcotics and hallucinogenic agents. Weyer, looking 

to disprove that alleged “witches” had any mystical powers whatsoever, noted that the ointment 

could have produced the vivid experiences described by witches, especially when used by highly 
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suggestible and unstable individuals whose minds were already full of expectation of the great 

event.
17

  

In 1990 David Harley accused historians themselves of demonizing female healers, in his 

article “Historians as Demonologists: The Myth of the Midwife-Witch.” Harley makes the claim 

that a select number of spectacular witch trials involving midwives have been inflated in 

historical literature by feminist historians seeking to justify the rise of the man-midwife or create 

a generation of female martyrs within the history of the practice of midwifery. He argues that 

this misappropriation of attention on the connection between midwives and witches conflates the 

true history of midwifery.
18

 And while he admits that demonologists do make specific references 

to the dangers of the midwife-witch, often these references consume only a line or two in each of 

these large volumes, which invest a great deal more energy and space to demonizing other 

demographics, both male and female, for reasons unrelated to medicine. Here he notes critically 

that Bodin’s only reference to the midwife-witch was taken directly from Malleus Maleficarum. 

Bodin himself cites no original proof of any midwife having engaged in nefarious activity. He 

suggests a similar tendency among historians who, in order to further their own agendas in the 

association of midwives with witchcraft, blindly regurgitate those cases cited by other historians 

without bothering to examine actual trials to determine the true proportion of trials involving 

midwives.
19

 He works to disprove authors such as Forbes and Ehrenreich by pointing out that in 

some regions a majority of midwives were well paid, and actually held quite high esteem within 
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their communities.
20

 He further discredits their research by highlighting that fact that not all of 

the trials that they cite of women who delivered babies unsuccessfully involved women who 

considered themselves midwives by trade. He argues that many female lay healers in rural 

territories boasted a variety of medical specialties, including apothecaries and barber surgeons. 

Yet, he claims, every time a historian recounts a trial in which a woman was accused of injuring 

a child surrounding the period of delivery, she is labelled a midwife, and counted in with the 

number of midwives who were persecuted as witches.
21

  

Evidence suggesting that midwives were not in fact persecuted in disproportionate 

numbers was also illuminated by Lyndal Roper in 1994, in her book Oedipus and the Devil. 

Upon examining the number of trials involving accused midwives, Roper concludes that very 

rarely were midwives put to trial for witchcraft during the European witch hunt.
 22

 Rather, she 

argues, midwives provided an invaluable service to women who became pregnant, and their 

expertise was not often challenged by those who relied on them for the safe delivery of their 

children. Roper does note, however, that in instances of newborn deaths, mothers often turned 

their accusation on the lying-in-maid. Looking at English mortality figures associated with 

childbirth in the early modern period, Roper notes that if a child survived delivery, but their 

health deteriorated after birth, it was not the midwife who was present to care for the delicate 

newborn, but the lying-in-maid, who lacked the medical knowledge or expertise of an 

experienced midwife.
23
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In 2008 Charles Webster wrote a detailed biography of Paracelsus that discredited 

Ehrenreich’s claim that the 16
th

 century physician, botanist, and founder of the discipline of 

toxicology had ever discredited the contributions of pagan medicine except in cases where 

sinister activity was suspected.
24

 Regarded as a particularly enlightened medical thinker, 

Paracelsus drew his information from all branches of medical thought, including folklore, 

mythology, and proverbial wisdom. He is reported to have spent significant time with gypsies, 

including their remedies in his own works.
25

 His openness to dark magic made him particularly 

suspect in the eyes of the Catholic Church, though he himself believed that his new approach to 

pathology would confirm that God had in fact provided a cure for every illness.
26

 Paracelsus fell 

under criticism from his peers, but primarily because of his argumentative nature, and pompous 

attitude. Over time even physicians who were deeply critical of him were forced to acknowledge 

the efficacy of his treatments, and incorporate them into their practices.
27

 

Alison Rowland, in her 2013 article “Witchcraft and Gender in Early Modern Europe,” 

examines the gendered nature of the witch hunt from a very modern perspective. She highlights 

that fact that while women constituted 75 percent or more of the accused witches in many parts 

of Europe, in fact men made up the majority in Iceland, Normandy, Estonia, and Russia, and 

men and women were persecuted roughly evenly in Finland, Burgundy, and the parts of France 

which were ruled by the Parliament of Paris.
28

 In examining the reasons why the witch-hunt has 

been regarded primarily as a genocide of European women, she explores the many motivations 
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that feminist historians have demonstrated for promoting the myth of the female healer as witch. 

Some historians focus on patriarchal oppression of female social mobility. Others, such as 

Ehrenreich, seek to explain the exclusion of women from professional medicine. Other 

historians, she suggests, are martyrizing female groups in order to promote the importance of the 

female historical figure. In exploring the dramatizations that have been made in these agenda-

driven feminist works she highlights the fact that in 1893, American Suffragist Matilda Joslyn 

Gage claimed that 9 million people – most of them women, were executed as witches.
 29

  When 

in fact the death toll from the witch hunt is generally accepted to be at around 45-60,000.
30

 

Demonologists are often blamed for the propagation of the reputation of women as witches, but 

Rowland points out that demonologists were equally capable of imagining men as witches. Jean 

Bodin, she claims, actually cited more male witches than female witches by name including the 

respected German physician, Joanne Weyer, who he believed was doing the work of the Devil by 

attempting to disprove that alleged witches had any magical power at all.
31

 And while a 

patriarchal social order is often to blame for the higher numbers of female accused, she reminds 

her readers that the witch hunt was as likely to cause as to resolve anxieties about the established 

patriarchal social order.
32

   

The predominance of female victims in the early modern European witch hunt is still a 

widely debated topic today. Historians have yet to agree on a dominant factor which contributed 

to the gendered imbalance in accusation and prosecutions within the European community. 

Although, continued research and evaluation has demonstrated shifts in widespread beliefs 

                                                 
29

 Rowlands, “Witchcraft and Gender in Early Modern Europe,” The Oxford Handbook of Witchcraft in Early 

Modern Europe and Colonial America (Oxford University Press, 2013), 451. 
30

 Levack, The Witch-Hunt in Early Modern Europe, 23. 
31

 Levack, The Witch-Hunt in Early Modern Europe, 457. 
32

 Levack, The Witch-Hunt in Early Modern Europe, 457.  



TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

118 

 

within the historical community. The second wave of feminism that began in the 1970s ushered 

in a new interest in the topic, with feminist historians focusing on the roles that women played in 

the development of the medical profession. Modern historians have discredited many of the 

feminist arguments that attempted to craft a martyred image of female medical practitioners by 

depicting them as primary targets in the witch hunt, while still focusing their attention on the role 

that gender and misogyny played in witch accusations.     
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“Respect depends wholly upon Appearance:” 

Masculinity and Bodily Control in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries 
 

By Alex Donovan 

 

For the middling and elite orders of men of England and America in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, masculinity was a fluid concept that held no firm definition except in the 

opposition and threats directed toward it by other men and their fluctuating bodies. According to the 

humoral theory, an individual’s body was in constant flux and required a delicate balance in order to 

be effectively managed.
1
 This balance required men to avoid delving into excess appetite and to 

practice self-control over their bodies.
2
 Self-control could help a man attain honour, respect, and a 

polite body but it was no easy feat.
3
 Through artificial appliances such as wigs and clothing and with 

the introduction of new technologies, including sharpened and more reinforced steel, men were able to 

control their bodies through physical alterations.
 4

 Not everything was in their control, though, 

including threats to their masculinity such as balding. Some bodily functions also caused problems for 

men, including the issues of losing too much excess fluid through the practice of masturbation and the 

theory of male menstruation. Men were required to become masters of their bodies and to control 

every aspect of their person, from the quality of their hair to the health of their household.  

The study of masculinity is a fairly new field that began in earnest in the late 1990’s and 

exploded in the 2000s. Historians Karen Harvey and Alexandra Sharp described how the 
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historiography of masculinity covering the time period from 1650 to 1800 focused mainly on cultural 

histories.
5
 These cultural histories were for the most part concerned with discovering the meaning of 

masculinity. This essay aims to distance itself from solely discovering this meaning because of 

masculinity’s fluid and social nature, which make a base definition virtually impossible. The focus on 

culture also served to eliminate the psychological aspects of masculinity.
6
 Recent studies have begun 

to focus on more specific aspects of masculinity and their effects on the individual man. The new 

historiography attempts to discover what it was like for a man to live in the early modern period, with 

work focusing in on topics such as balding, masturbation or shaving. These papers attempt to 

understand masculinity as a “subjective identity” and place them within social contexts.
7
 This paper 

delves into these smaller, more specific topics in an attempt to paint a wider, social and personal 

picture of masculinity in England and America during the early modern period.  

A man’s body in early modern England and America was a complex and ever-changing concept 

made up of complex hierarchies. Female bodies were differentiated from male bodies in that they only 

appeared as fragmented and, moreover, different feminine body types were rarely explored.
8
 Men’s 

bodies, on the other hand, were constantly compared to other men’s bodies and to women. A simple 

definition of manhood is virtually impossible because of the sheer number of forms and variations that 

manhood could comprise.
9
 Manhood depended on a long list of factors that included such concerns as 

age, temperament, and social status. With these concerns, the prevailing theme identified with 

manhood for all ages and temperaments was the importance of self-control and balance.
10

 Possessing 
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control over one’s body, appearance and general attitude could garner respect regardless of one’s 

social class.
11

 Achieving this control was incredibly difficult, and many medical writers believed it 

was virtually impossible.
12

 This was in part due to the fact that each person’s humoral mixture was 

different and required careful study.
13

 If one were to gain control and balance then, one had to do so 

through the balance of the humors.   

Manhood in the early modern period hinged almost entirely upon the theory of the four humors. 

The understanding was that the earth was made up of four elements: Air, representing hot and wet; 

Fire, hot and dry; Earth, cold and dry; and Water, cold and wet.
14

 These four elements were 

represented in the body by blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm. These humors were essential in 

the proper functioning of the male and female body but could also cause negative effects if improperly 

balanced. Certain humors could dominate in an individual depending upon temperament, age, and 

especially gender.
15

 A woman’s body was considered cold and moist whereas a man’s body was hot 

and dry.
16

 Heat was considered a life-giving quality while cold was associated with weakness. There 

was, therefore, a clear and rigid distinction between men and women in the humoral theory. Men were 

graced with a healthier and more robust body capable of withstanding certain diseases and possessing 

higher reason.
17

 Reason was an important concept in the eighteenth century made popular by the 

Enlightenment thinkers. It is important to note that while the male body was indeed more robust, it 
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was still very capable of being damaged and was in a constant state of flux because of the changing 

humors in a man’s body.
18

 Men were therefore tasked with attempting to control this flowing body. 

The body’s constant flux meant that the body was hardly ever in balance and that to do so would 

take an incredible degree of self-control. While many men strived for this perfection, medical tracts 

were quick to assure that this was nearly impossible.
19

 Alan Bray postulates that masculinity existed in 

a state of constant threat from the imbalance of the body.
20

 This idea is integral to understanding the 

mindset of men regarding their masculinity during the early modern period. For Englishmen, 

masculinity did not truly exist outside of the threat of losing one’s manliness. For example, men were 

required to control any appetites that could be taken to the excess. Being too sexual could even make a 

man effeminate because the very act of “wantonness” was associated with women.
21

 It was not their 

lack of sexual promiscuity that made them manly; it was only the excess of sex that had any effect on 

their manhood. Consider the case of American Michael Wigglesworth, a young tutor at Harvard in the 

1650s, who felt his manhood was severely threatened by his “fond affection to my pupils whiles in 

their presence.”
22

 For Wigglesworth, these desires represented a “rebellious nature” in his body that he 

was unable to control.
23

 This lack of control seriously threatened Wigglesworth’s security in his 

masculinity.  

Wigglesworth clearly felt his masculinity being threatened by his lack of control. But what 

exactly did this lack of control threaten in regards to his masculinity? In describing his masculinity, 

Wigglesworth consistently referred to the ways in which it was being threatened but not what the 
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natural state of his manliness was.
24

  Perhaps even more interesting is the fact that Wigglesworth 

wriggled the blame for his thoughts off of his shoulders by later attributing it to a venereal disease he 

had contracted some time before the thoughts occurred.
25

 This venereal disease caused a weakness in 

Wigglesworth and thus his humors were not in proper balance. This imbalance could be attributed to 

his wanton thoughts.
26

 Again, Wigglesworth did not define his masculinity but instead showed how it 

was threatened.  His masculinity did not “exist of itself, but rather as something that was always 

threatened and contingent.”
27

 Men like Wigglesworth existed in a constant state of fear over the 

potential loss of their masculinity, forcing them to learn ways in which to prevent this potential loss. 

Before delving into the ways in which men attempted to retain their masculinity through 

personal pursuits, it is important to see how masculinity affected men in an external and social way 

through the concept of honour. The early modern period was accompanied by an increase in the 

population of England after two centuries of stagnation caused by the Black Death. The sixteenth 

century saw the beginning of this rise in population that extended well into the seventeenth century.
 28

 

This increase served to end the economic disparity of the previous centuries and increased the number 

of gentry in the population.
29

 Many of the new gentry came from humbler roots and rose up to the 

higher classes through their ambition. These “new men” were driven by an ambition that was defined 

by Francis Bacon as a “humor that makes men active, earnest, and full of alacrity.”
30

 Again, the 

humoral theory is used to show how the imbalance of a certain humor can affect the body.
31

 In this 

case, it provoked a reaction in man, giving him greater ambition towards a higher class and the 
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opportunity for honour and respect. While this notion of honour may have been one used mainly by 

the upper orders, their growing size and wealth made their concepts the predominant ideal for 

manliness.
32

 They also documented their thoughts more often than the lower classes due to their 

literacy and education and therefore much more is known about how the gentry comported themselves 

compared with the lower and middle classes.
33

  

This concept of honour represented the pinnacle of manliness for the English gentry and was a 

very public concept that must not be undermined. Honour was a public concept for these men because 

it depended on the opinion of others and was described as depending on the “honourer [more] then 

him honoured.”
34

 Again, man’s conception of masculinity did not exist without some external force. 

Just as men could not define their manliness without something threatening it, they also could not 

define their honour without the acceptance of another man or woman. Many men were willing to die 

for their honour instead of living with shame.
35

 This concept is often linked with the rise in duels in 

early modern England. A duel with a man who insulted his honour was seen as manly. Men would go 

to incredible lengths to defend their honour such as the case of Captain Arnold Cosby who, after 

having his nose pulled by a Lord Burke, challenged him to a duel and stabbed Burke twenty-one 

times.
36

 This was a clear invasion of Cosby’s body; a body that he needed to possess control over and 

Burke’s invasion threatened that control. The fact that both men were on an equal socio-economic 

levels meant that Cosby had to defend himself because his honour was so dependent on the opinions 
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of his social equals.
37

 This was due to the fact that honour varied depending on rank and position, and 

men of equal ranks must respect one another.
38

 Evidently, honour was important to a man and 

masculinity was intrinsically linked to honour.
39

 Very little was more important than maintaining 

one’s honour and masculinity for men of the early modern period.  

Honour and self-control were a means to an end in the attempt to create a polite body. While 

honour was a prevailing concept throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, politeness 

became even more popular in the eighteenth century.
40

 Politeness was a term that was associated with 

the gentility.
41

 It represented the need for moderation, mutual tolerance and social comity amongst the 

gentry.
42

 Politeness was an attempt to remove the socio-economic emphasis on being a gentleman and 

instead placed a cultural choice on the label.
43

 This, according to Lawrence Klein, was a way for the 

new middling class without a background in nobility to be able to be labelled as gentleman especially 

for the new gentry in America.
44

 This definition is not entirely convincing when applied to England, as 

behind the veneer of inclusivity for those of lesser means is a defensive position taken by the 

established nobility. By emphasizing that it was not solely money that made a man a part of the gentry, 

but your comportment meant that the new middling classes would still have work to do before they 

could count themselves a part of the higher order. The fact that “politeness was the outcome of 

polishing” demonstrates how to be a polite man required a great deal of work and control.
45
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There were plenty of conduct manuals such as the “Young Gentleman and Ladies’ Polite Guide 

to an Epistolary Correspondence” or “The Polite Tutor with Reflections on the Folly and Absurdity of 

Unpolite Behaviour” that helped define politeness for both men and women.
46

 While “The Polite 

Tutor” is a translation from French abbé de Bellegarde Jean Baptiste Morvan (1648-1734), it is 

relevant to the English as it was translated and printed in England with the translator noting in the 

preface how the English themselves are “inferior to the French in no…respect.”
47

 The translator gives 

an excellent description of the conception of politeness: “it is a mixture of humility, meekness, 

affability, discretion and modesty.”
48

 An unknown author simply entitled a “Lady” penned this 

translation.
49

 Her gender is key as politeness was rife with anxieties, especially about effeminacy.
50

 

The fact that a woman put forward this manual may have increased the fear amongst men that 

politeness was inherently feminine. Historian Michele Cohen argues that because politeness was about 

self-control and refining oneself that it risked impeding upon a man’s masculinity.
51

 While politeness 

certainly offered more anxieties and threats to men, it nevertheless fits well within the conception of 

masculinity during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Politeness hinged upon the concept of 

self-control just as masculinity did and politeness was in essence a companion to the gentry’s new 

conception of manliness.   

Preserving masculinity was a top priority for men and could be achieved through internal and 

external bodily control and modification. This control and modification was centered on creating a 
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“polite body” that was aesthetically pleasing to others.
52

 The most common way to obtain this polite 

body through external means was in a man’s appearance. In accordance with the theory of honour 

being based upon others, men also believed that “Respect depends wholly upon Appearance.”
53

 

Appearance was incredibly important for men and was how they conceptualized their desirability to 

women.
54

 Being regarded as ugly could threaten the chance of finding a wife and, as a result, a man’s 

masculinity was undermined. There was a means to remedy this problem. Gentlemen were assured 

that if “nature has failed to endow you with an attractive personal appearance, much may be done 

towards remedying the deficiency by means of artificial appliances.”
55

 Such appliances came in a 

number of different forms, including razors for shaving, wigs, and clothing.  

Clothing was one of the easiest and most accessible ways for a man to regulate his masculinity 

and ensure a polite appearance; however, properly clothing oneself was not a simple task and required 

careful consideration. According to Erasmus Jones in his manual A Man of Manners, men “must 

proportion our Cloaths to our Bodies.”
56

 Simply purchasing nice clothing was not enough; the clothing 

had to suit a man’s particular complexion. Jones explains how ignoring this could be disastrous. For 

example, if “a Man with a Complexion as pale as a Virgin Lady’s Chamber-pot, [wore] a Perriwig as 

white as a double-refined Sugar-Loaf,” it would make him look ridiculous because his wig was the 

wrong colour for his complexion.
57

 Wigs were associated with masculinity but had to be carefully 

selected so as not to reduce the quality of a man’s masculinity.
58

 If it were too large, small or 
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disproportionate in some way they might be ridiculed and mocked as effeminate.
59

 Jones eased some 

of these fears by assuring that neatness was commendable regardless of rank or condition in life. 

Respect would always be granted for being neat and clean “even if [their] title [was] simply that of 

Mr.”
60

 However, this is not to say that a man of a lower class could dress like one of the gentry 

though. Jones was clear to distinguish that men should not attempt to dress above their station.
61

 

According to Jones too many bakers, blacksmiths, and other tradesmen were attempting to wear 

clothing above their rank and fortune. It was perfectly acceptable to be neat in an attempt to boost your 

appearance, but it was not acceptable to further one’s station through the alteration of appearance. 
62

  

The possibility for men to change their appearance in early modern England was not solely 

restricted to items placed on the body. The eighteenth century saw the introduction of sharper and 

stronger steel razors that allowed more men to shave comfortably.
63

 This combined with the new 

consumer atmosphere of the seventeenth century that introduced new items to the middling classes 

opened up a new field of possible physical alterations to the body.
64

 The effectiveness of the razors 

also meant that men could now take a part of their cleanliness into their own hands and to cease 

relying on the skills of barbers.
65

 A beard had long been a symbol of manhood, distinguishing men 

from women. But with the introduction of this new technology, and the focus on bodily awareness, the 

removal of facial hair quickly came to imply control, discipline, and self-mastery of the body.
66

 This 

self-mastery was thought to lead to the eventual realization of the polite self. Shaving showed that a 

man was open to the new possibilities of the age. He had nothing to hide from the world by bearing a 
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cleanly shaven face.
67

 As the eighteenth century progressed, the beard became less and less of a 

symbol of manliness while shaving became reinforced as a proper social norm.  

Figure 1. Anon, The Political Shaver. (hand-coloured etching) London: J. Moore, 10 May 1784. 

 

The image of The Political Shaver (figure 1) helps to reinforce the fact that shaving in and of 

itself was a manly act. The etching portrays the duchess of Devonshire being shaved by Whig 

politician Charles James Fox.
68

 While the painting holds a number of interesting ramifications, 

including the reversal of gender roles, Fox is subservient to the Duchess despite the fact that his role 

as the barber was traditionally male. What is most striking in the painting is that the emphasis on 

Fox’s subservience rests in the removal of facial hair.
69

 Fox is sporting a beard in the painting but is 

still being represented as a feminine figure. While the Duchess, on the other hand, has a beard, it is 
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being shaved off. With the Duchess represented as the masculine figure in the painting and in the 

process of having her beard shaved in order to reinforce her masculine image, the importance of 

shaving for men is highlighted.
70

 There is an implied meaning that by not shaving, the Duchess would 

be perceived negatively in a social light just as many men would. Such examples further illustrate how 

attention to detail in a man’s appearance was of the utmost importance in maintaining his manliness. 

While shaving represented a firm action that could be taken towards controlling one’s body, 

there were certain methods of control that only occurred as a reaction to bodily events. One of these 

events that relates closely to the topic of shaving was the problem of balding. Balding was considered 

a male problem due to its frequency in men.
71

 The fact that masculinity stood for having control over 

one’s body meant that the loss of hair naturally signified the exact opposite of control. Accidental 

exposure of a man’s bald head was also quite embarrassing, akin to dropping one’s pants and therefore 

being bald meant you were in constant danger of offending others.
72

 It represented one of the many 

threats against a man’s masculinity.
73

 It was such a significant threat because it signalled the 

oncoming of old age, and the body in many ways was betraying man by entering into its most decrepit 

stage of life.
74

 Age represented one of the key elements of manhood, with middle age often 

representing the ideal for manliness.
75

 Men entered their manhood via a humoral shift into “the most 

constant and settled part of our life” when their heat was tempered properly, and they did not face the 

threat of death.
76

 Manhood was often considered the autumn of one’s life and the impending threat of 

winter was always on the horizon. Winter represented old age and would bring about an increase in 
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humoral phlegm and coldness that would sap a man’s life.
77

 Baldness represented this change in age 

and life cycle and likely caused men to be afraid as they were entering (or at least believed they were 

entering) the final stages of their life. 

Baldness also had important medical implications for a man with deep roots in the humoral 

theory of the body. Hair loss was perceived as either a malignant humor that rooted out the hair or as a 

lack of proper humors to nourish hair growth.
78

 Both of these theories had one thing in common: there 

was an imbalance of the humors that caused the loss of hair. Whether it was a lack of a healthy humor 

or a malignant one, the man had still failed to control his body and was thus feeling the residual 

effects. While this threatened his manhood by making him ugly and unattractive, it also held serious 

medical ramifications.
79

 It was believed that a bald head could actually make a person sick due to the 

head being open to the air.
80

 This was tied to the idea that as men aged they lost heat, which prompted 

an increased chance of illness.
81

 This, combined with the head being open to potentially toxic airs, 

gave men a reason to be concerned about their loss of hair. Men were then not only anxious about 

their hair loss because of the threats it posed to their masculinity, but also by the threats it posed to 

their health.  

Staying healthy for a man directly related to his masculinity because it required strict self-

control and manifested itself in different ways, particularly for married men. Self-control translated to 

household management for married men, in keeping their houses in order they in turn were keeping 

themselves and their family healthy.
82

 Men were so concerned with control that according to Lisa 
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Smith, many of them would become directly involved in their family member’s medical decision 

making.
83

 It was important for men to exert this control because if a man’s family was sick, they were 

disorderly and thus the man was less respectable on a social level. A honourable man on the other 

hand maintained a strong and healthy household.
84

 A man’s health was also very important to their 

family because the man was typically the sole provider and if they were to get sick a family’s socio-

economic position in society could easily change.
85

 Even in the domestic sphere it was important for 

men to exert a level of control in order to be perceived as honourable and manly.  

Returning once again to the body, one particular bodily function that quickly became a focus in 

man’s masculinity due to the frequency with which it occurred in men, and especially the youth, was 

masturbation.
86

 Masturbation in the medieval period had long been considered a “sin against nature” 

but it was only in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that it became seen as a problem with 

serious physical side effects.
87

 The humoral theory’s focus on balance in the body led medical thinkers 

to believe that excessive losses of bodily fluids or nutritious matter was hazardous as each had an 

important role to play in the balancing of the body.
88

 Semen was highly important for men as well 

because it was responsible for their manly traits, and an excessive loss of this sperm could be 

disastrous. Eunuchs were cited as proof of this theory because of their effeminate nature stemming 

from the removal of their testicles at a young age. The excessive loss of sperm turned these Eunuch’s 

bodies into soft, flabby, and incontinent bodies like that of women.
 89

 This was the potential course a 

man’s body could undergo if he were not careful. Even a man’s brain and nerves were not safe and 
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would suffer the consequences, removing his higher reasoning and rationality.
90

 Man’s rationality is 

what distinguished him from women and animals and therefore it was incredibly dangerous to risk 

losing this ability.
91

 It is important to note that because of the private nature of masturbation it is quite 

difficult to accumulate evidence on the subject other than through some coded diaries but mostly 

through official theories that do not always correlate with practice.
92

 It is quite likely that men had a 

fairly relaxed attitude towards masturbation as opposed to the official theories on its negative side 

effects.
93

 What is important to note from these theories though, is that all of the negative effects 

resulted from a loss of physical control over a man’s body.
94

 The masturbator was unable to control 

his sexual urges and was therefore no longer the master of his body. Despite how masturbation was 

practiced, the theories reveal some of the anxieties facing men.  

Perhaps the most complex example of bodily control is the concept of male menstruation. Male 

menstruation typically predates the 1700s, but it took on a new form with the focus on self-regulation 

for men in the eighteenth century.
95

 The menstrual body became tied more prominently to women 

during this period, but this did not mean that it was viewed as impossible in men. According to the 

humoral theory, because men were hotter than women, they sweated out their excess blood instead of 

menstruating. As men they had to sweat this blood out because they had a “plethora”, or too much, 

blood in the body which had to be purged in some way.
96

 Although men did not necessarily 

menstruate, spontaneous and induced leaks were known to occur from time to time.
97

 A man might 
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have mimicked menstruation by bleeding from his nose or from haemorrhoids.
98

  The difference 

between these blood leaks in men was that it was believed that men were able to control when the flow 

of blood occurred. Men voluntarily bled themselves to relieve their plethora.
99

 If a man were unable to 

control his body and his frequent and periodical flows, he could then be considered menstrual,
100

 and 

this was a sign of his weakness.
101

  Once again, the concept of control is highlighted as the signifier of 

man’s power and masculinity. It is only when he loses the ability to control his flows that a man then 

faces consequences to his health and to his manliness. 

Self-control was the defining characteristic of masculinity for men in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries. By controlling their fluctuating bodies men were able to preserve their manhood. 

They exerted control in a number of ways, including paying close attention to how they dressed and 

through bodily modifications. Threats to this control were taken very seriously as they posed a direct 

assault on a man’s masculinity. Attacks could manifest themselves through health risks from bodies 

leaking blood or an excessive loss of sperm via masturbation, to things like losing hair and growing 

old. The problem with masculinity being based upon self-control was that there was no model of 

masculinity for men. This did not stop men from searching for models in concepts like honour and 

politeness. Men felt a great deal of anxiety and external pressures from other men and women to 

maintain their honour, politeness, and in turn masculinity. To be a man in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries in England and America was filled with anxiety and societal pressures to look 

handsome and to be continually in control of one’s body and health. 
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L'Acadie, l'Acadie: Film, Source, History 

By Cody Hamilton 

L'Acadie, l'Acadie?!?, known in English as Acadia Acadia?!? and hereafter shortened to 

L'Acadie, l'Acadie, is a 1971 documentary film produced by Michel Brault and Pierre Perrault on 

student protests at the Université de Moncton (U de M) and the city of Moncton in 1968 and 

1969. Focusing on a few key individuals, the film follows students as they question the nature of 

what it means to be Acadian and take part in street marches and protests in pursuit of greater 

recognition of the French fact, French language rights, and financial assistance for U de M. The 

documentary's interpretation of events suggests that francophones outside Quebec face an 

impossible situation and are doomed to wither away at the hands of anglophones. 

 There is little historical literature exploring the protests at the Université de Moncton in 

great detail. This is not surprising given the fact that modern Acadia, until recently, has been 

largely ignored within English-Canadian and French-Canadian historiography. As Joel Belliveau 

notes, “for many Canadians...” Acadians “...evoke either colonial times, or, at the very least, 

tightly knit communities shrouded in tradition.” This is disappointing, he notes, given Acadia's 

presence in Confederation and its contribution to Canadian history. Modern Acadia is the most 

linguistically stable and geographically concentrated francophone community outside Quebec, 

and its presence in this regard has influenced federal policy on bilingualism, biculturalism, and 

the federal government's approach to Quebec's aspirations. And as L'Acadie, l'Acadie illustrates, 

New Brunswick, and Moncton, in particular, were places in the country where bilingualism was 

most hotly debated, reflecting, in part, national concerns writ large.
1
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 Within Atlantic Canadian and Acadian historiography, the student protests are situated 

within the context of the large social and political changes that occurred during the 1960s and 

1970s. In the 1960s, New Brunswick rapidly modernized as a result of regional development 

programs funded at the federal level, and this led to the widespread development and upgrading 

of infrastructure services in the realms of transportation, power plants, medical facilities, and 

schools. The northern and rural recesses of the province, which included Acadia, were 

particularly affected in this regard, with economic development and new construction all 

occurring during this period.
2
 New Brunswick, alongside the other Atlantic Provinces, also 

experienced strong levels of urbanization and industrialization, which led a number of reforms at 

the municipal and provincial level.
3
 Under Louis J. Robichaud, New Brunswick's first elected 

Acadian premier, the province implemented the Program of Equal Opportunity which centralized 

healthcare and education under its control, let it assume municipal debts, and established it as the 

sole authority capable of taxation. Prior to Equal Opportunity, counties had governed and 

financed health and education (the sole exception being Restigouche County, which had no 

county-wide financing system) which, due to differences in development and wealth in the 

taxable base in the province, contributed to significant disparities between county services. It 

also sustained pre-existing inequalities between different regions. Urban areas and anglophone 

sectors, for example, were wealthier and provided superior services relative to their rural and 

francophone counterparts. Equal Opportunity was meant to redress this through an 

interventionist state that ensured basic educational, cultural, and social standards were attained 
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regardless of location or language. While Acadians, who had the most to gain from Robichaud's 

initiative, applauded it, some anglophones were highly critical, viewing it as an attempt to more 

securely integrate francophones in the province's political and economic structure – in effect, a 

French takeover of New Brunswick. Others regarded Equal Opportunity as nothing more than an 

attempt to rob English-speakers to finance the French. This ignored the fact that rural 

anglophone sectors of the province also benefited from Equal Opportunity.
4
 

 This leads us to Acadia which, during the 1960s and 1970s, was undergoing its own 

version of Quebec's Quiet Revolution – what Richard Wilbur has called “The French 

Renaissance.”
5
 Until the mid-1960s, Acadia was very much a clergy dominated rural society, 

with Acadian communities operating under the guidance of the Church and parish priest.
6
 In 

practice, Acadia thus functioned somewhat as an autonomous unit within New Brunswick – 

establishing its own institutions of governance alongside those of Fredericton. The communal 

goals and aspirations of Acadians, for the most part, were likewise either promoted, funded, and 

sustained through these governmental entities, or, at the very least, through French-Canadian 

organizations such as the Ordre de Jacques Cartier. For the clerical elite, the primary goal, at 

least officially, was isolationism. Acadia was to be a small, autonomous and Catholic agricultural 

society sheltered from modernity and the perils of urbanization, capitalism, and Protestantism. 

By the 1960s, however, with the election of Louis J. Robichaud, efforts at regional development, 

and the implementation of the Program of Equal Opportunity, this ideology fell out of favour, 

and was replaced with a more liberal mindset.  

                                                 
4 Wilbur, The Rise of French New Brunswick,  208, 211, 213-215; Forbes and Muise, The Atlantic Provinces in 

Confederation , 449. 

5 Wilbur, The Rise of French New Brunswick , 222. 

6 Donald Savoie, “Student Unrest on the University of Moncton Campus 1967-1969” (Masters diss., University of 

New Brunswick, 1975), 67. 
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 Under this new paradigm, Acadia renounced its historic timidity and adopted an outward 

looking approach, seeking not only equality for francophones in the province, who constituted 

roughly forty percent of the population, but also to participate in its socio-economic and political 

life. In the process, Acadia became increasingly secularized, a consequence of the state's 

intervention into functions hitherto carried out by local institutions, and accelerated its 

integration into the North American economy. The construction of the Université de Moncton  

took place during this time, having been completed in 1963, and was part of Robichaud's attempt 

to modernize New Brunswick's postsecondary education system for both anglophones and 

francophones. It provided Acadians with their first institution of higher learning and secured, for 

the New Brunswick premier, Acadia's future as an integral part of New Brunswick.
7
 Thus, within 

a very short span of time, Acadia experienced profound transformation. “The change,” as 

Belliveau puts it, “was stupendous.” The Acadian elite, who “had long wished for autonomy, had 

accepted – and even cheered on – the integration of its most important institutions into the 

bureaucratic controls of the provincial government...The ideal of participation and 'equal 

opportunity' was on everyone's lips and was little – if at all – contested during the first half of the 

1960s.”
8
 

 Support for the liberal participatory ideology and Robichaud's modernizing reforms 

began to wane in the second half of the 1960s, and this was instigated by a number of 

interrelated events. For one, the impact of the reforms themselves was limited. Despite having 

elected Robichaud in 1960, Acadian communities saw little socio-economic progress relative to 

English-speaking parts of the province. Efforts to integrate in New Brunswick society and its 

                                                 
7 Belliveau, “Acadian New Brunswick's Ambivalent Leap into the Canadian Liberal Order,” 62-64, 69; Savoie, 

“Student Unrest on the University of Moncton Campus 1967-1969,” 77. 

8 Belliveau, “Acadian New Brunswick's Ambivalent Leap into the Canadian Liberal Order,” 70. 
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political institutions, meanwhile, were also often frustrated by English-French tensions. The 75
th

 

anniversary of incorporation of the city of Moncton, in 1965, ignored the Acadian presence in 

the city and none of the officials who spoke did so in French. And when, in 1967, French 

president Charles de Gaulle invited four leading Acadian spokespeople, including Adélard 

Savoie, president of the Université de Moncton, to Paris for discussions on how to aid Acadians, 

the move upset many anglophones. France agreed to provide financial assistance for the Acadian 

newspaper l'Évangeline, a French cultural centre and U de M, but this move was regarded by 

many English-speakers as an interference in matters of Canadian sovereignty, a reference to a 

speech de Gaulle made months earlier while in Quebec in support of that province's 

independence. Moncton mayor Leonard Jones, for his part, claimed the trip would damage the 

harmony between English and French speaking Monctonians.
9
 These reactions surprised many 

Acadians, and signified a continued hostility to the French fact. As a consequence, a form of 

neo-nationalism emerged among certain segments of the Acadian population, particularly among 

students and educators who, instead of advocating participation and integration, began to espouse 

more communitarian ideals. They rejected the idea that mere equality between English and 

French in favour of substantive equality. The latter recognizes that the equal treatment of all can 

hinder the already disadvantaged and thus advocates an appropriation of resources based on 

need.
10

 This view went against the liberal discourse promoted by Robichaud and the Acadian 

elite and contributed to the ideological divisions that would lead to the student protests in 1968 

and 1969.  

                                                 
9 Belliveau, “Acadian New Brunswick's Ambivalent Leap into the Canadian Liberal Order,” 73-74; Savoie, 

“Student Unrest on the University of Moncton Campus 1967-1969,” 71-72; Forbes and Muise, The Atlantic 

Provinces in Confederation, 449. 

10 Belliveau, “Acadian New Brunswick's Ambivalent Leap into the Canadian Liberal Order,” 76.  
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 The two works to discuss the protests in greatest detail were also the earliest produced, 

with both completed in 1975. Donald Savoie, a professor of public administration and economic 

development at the Université de Moncton, and student at U de M at the time of the protests, 

wrote his masters thesis on the subject at the University of New Brunswick. For Savoie, the 

protests were a local manifestation of the broader generational conflict that he regarded as 

responsible for the protests that occurred in campuses across the Western world during the late 

1960s. The students at the Université de Moncton were “concerned with the older Acadian 

generation,”  its ability to administer the university and, among the more radical elements of that 

group which he identified as the “new left,” the perception that older elites within Acadia and 

Robichaud's government stifled working-class Acadians' socio-economic and political 

opportunities to protect their interests.
11

 Jean-Paul Hautecoeur, in his L'Acadie du discours: pour 

une sociologie de la culture acadienne, also explores the protests in terms of generational 

change, but with an emphasis on intellectual history and sociology. For Hautecoeur, the students 

were inspired by Quebec's Quiet Revolution and the national discourse and pride that emanated 

from its socio-political transformation. As such, they aimed to emulate Quebec through “un 

nationalisme moins humble, moins doux, moins soumis, plus dynamique et plus agressif” and 

raise awareness and levels of engagement among the broader Acadian population. They wanted 

to wake Acadia up to the fact that it was a colonized and submissive entity whose elites were 

compromised.
12

 In  the writings of both authors, the protests, though they occur within the 

context of linguistic and ethnic tensions between francophones and anglophones, are thus 

essentially depicted as an inter-Acadian struggle, with the students taking action on matters of 

                                                 
11 Savoie, “Student Unrest on the University of Moncton Campus 1967-1969,” 63-65, 81-82. 

12 Jean-Paul Hautecoeur, L'Acadie du discours. Pour une sociologie de la culture acadienne (Québec: Les Presses 

de l'Université Laval, 1975), 295, 322, 340, 377. 
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language and equality only as a consequence of the alleged compromising tendencies of Acadian 

elites. More recent works have maintained this perception, though the students are not given as 

much agency. Richard Wilbur, for example, depicts the students as extremely impressionable 

and highly influenced by the professors hired from France, Western Europe's “hotbed for left-

wing radicalism.” According to Wilbur, many “saw the world in stereotype – les Anglais and les 

Québécois; the establishment and the proletariat” and transmitted these views to their 

students.”
13

As we shall see, the film's portrayal of the protests deviates from these 

understandings in important respects. 

 L'Acadie, l'Acadie was produced by Michel Brault and Pierre Perrault, two Quebec 

filmmakers who have had a seminal influence on Canadian and Quebec cinema. Brault is 

renowned for pioneering, along with Perrault and others during their time at the National Film 

Board (NFB), the style of cinema vérité, also known as cinéma direct, which takes advantage of 

light portable sound equipment and mobile cameras using 16mm film to explore issues on the 

ground, so to speak, and get into the thick of events and developments. This gives documentaries 

a sense of authenticity and intimacy as the viewer sees discussions between characters and events 

unfold in a natural and non-staged manner. In reality, however, the final product reflects the 

perspective of the filmmakers, who view and focus on what they believe to be pertinent and edit 

the footage to suit their intent.
14

 L'Acadie, l'Acadie was filmed in this manner, and the joint 

interest of Brault and Perrault in sovereignty and identity shaped their production of the film. It 

was, for one, intended for a Québécois rather than Acadian audience. The film takes the time to 

explain who Acadians are, where they are located in Canada and their historic deportation by 

                                                 
13 Wilbur, The Rise of French New Brunswick , 227-229. 

14 “Cinéma Direct,” Le dictionnaire du cinéma Québécois, ed. Michel Coulombe and Marcel Jean (Montreal: 

Boreal, 1988), 140. 
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Britain in 1755. It also subtitles French Acadians whose dialect is perceived to be too 'thick' for 

Québécois audiences and regularly asks students to explain their own concerns about Acadia in 

relation to developments in Quebec.
15

 Indeed, particular emphasis is placed on the notion that 

Acadians are a colonized people subject to anglo-imperialism and that, unlike the Québécois, the 

students' movement to redress the historic grievances perpetuated by anglophones is a lost cause. 

This leads the film to emphasize certain elements of the protests, ignore others, and generally 

curtail socio-political and institutional complexities in favour of its own interpretation. 

 This focus on anglo-imperialism by Brault and Perrault is interesting given that the NFB, 

at this time, was regarded as exercising its own form of imperialism vis-à-vis Acadia. When the 

Montreal based NFB created the French production unit in the city in 1964, it was responding to 

the growing presence of bilingualism and biculturalism in public discourse. Ostensibly, the new 

production unit was to be representative of French-Canadians throughout the country. In reality, 

however, the unit was dominated by Québécois who, having obtained their own production unit 

after a long period of marginalization within the NFB, were unable to distinguish between the 

concerns of Quebec within the context of the Quiet Revolution, and those of Acadia, which was 

under-going its own socio-political changes. This led a number of Québécois filmmakers who 

examined Acadia to do so from what was essentially an outsider's perspective – giving 

precedence to their own understanding of matters rather than those of Acadians themselves. To 

some extent, this is a practice which continues today and L'Acadie, l'Acadie has been regarded as 

an offender in this regard, with Pierre Véronneau claiming that both Brault and Perrault detected 

“in the Acadian nationalist movement an echo of their own nationalism.” Perrault, in the preface 

                                                 
15 Ronald Rudin, “Making Kouchibouguac: Acadians, the Creation of a National Park, and the Politics of 

Documentary Film during the 1970s,” Acadiensis XXXIX: 2 (Summer/Autumn 2010), 7-8. 
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to Jean-Paul Hautecoeur's L'Acadie du discours, admits as much, expressing his empathy and 

self-identification with the Acadian cause: “Mais ce discours est le mien. Il me raconte. Il est 

l'image de mon propre débat avec les images, avec les mots. Le décalque de mon ignorance et de 

mes redondances. De mes colères futiles et de mes soumissions rentables.” 
16

  

 Indeed, the film-makers' nationalism is at the very root of the documentary's origins. In 

an interview, Brault explained that the documentary began with his interest to produce a film 

alongside Perrault about René Lévesque and his founding of the Sovereignty-Association 

movement. Lévesque, however, was not interested, and the two opted instead to collaborate on a 

film about “le pays,” creating what would eventually become Un pays sans bon sens!, known in 

English as Wake up, mes amis!, a film directed by Perrault about French Canadian identity, 

nationalism, and patriotism that argued that Québécois could only have a future in an 

independent Quebec. It was during their time filming in Winnipeg, where they interviewed 

students about the nature of national identity, that they met Bernard Gauvin, one of the students 

who would eventually “star” in L'Acadie, l'Acadie. Gauvin informed them about the student 

march on city hall that would soon occur in the city of Moncton and this piqued Brault's interest, 

as unlike Un pays sans bon sens!, which merely sought out opinions, the events described by 

Gauvin involved individuals acting on their beliefs. This was very important for Brault, as in his 

own words, “c'est un geste, c'est pas seulement la parole [qui m'intéresse], c'est le geste et la 

                                                 
16 “Office National du Film du Canada (ONF),” Le dictionnaire du cinéma Québécois, ed. Michel Coulombe and 

Marcel Jean (Montreal: Boreal, 1988), 544-545; Rudin, “Making Kouchibouguac,”  6-7; Pierre Véronneau, “A 

Journey Through Acadian Cinema,” in Rain/Drizzle/Fog: Film and Television in Atlantic Canada, trans. Shana 

McGuire, ed. Darrel Varga (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2008), 24; Bernard Gauvin, “Pierre Perrault en 

Acadie, le rôle du cinéma vécu dans la transformation d'une prise de parole en conscience historique,” in Pierre 

Perrault: homme de parole, ed. Robert Laliberté, Francesca Bourgault et Mylène Poulin (Québec: l'Association 

internationale des études québécoises, 2011), 67; Pierre Perrault, preface to L'Acadie du discours: pour une 

sociologie de la culture acadienne, by Jean-Paul Hautecoeur, (Québec: Les Presses de l'Université Laval, 1975), 40. 
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parole.” After a day of filming, the two knew the situation in Moncton would evolve, and that a 

film could be made.
17

 

 This leads us to L'Acadie, l'Acadie, which follows four students at the Université de 

Moncton in 1968 and 1969: Michel Blanchard, Irène Doiron, Bernard Gauvin, and Blandine 

Maurice. The film itself is divided into three parts. The first act introduces us to the characters; 

the location, history, and situation of Acadia and Acadians, and the early events of 1968 – the 

student march on city hall, the views of individuals outside of Moncton regarding the student 

protests, and the student trip to Fredericton to demand a tuition freeze. The second act begins in 

the summer of 1968 and explores Acadian life, the relationship between Acadians, and the 

Church and sea, followed by protests at the Eventide nursing home over language rights and the 

student attendance at the Maritime Loyalist Association. The third and final section of the film 

limits itself to the occupation of the Sciences building at U de M and the failure of the protests. 

This is followed by the moral of the documentary: that francophones outside Quebec have little 

hope of obtaining linguistic and political equality and are, in a sense, doomed to be a colonized 

people. Interspersed throughout the film is an existential predicament about the nature of 

Acadian identity and the students' motivations, doubts, and concerns about the actions they take 

and the Acadia they live in. 

As mentioned above, the film emphasizes certain elements of the protests, ignores others, 

and generally curtails socio-political and institutional complexities and nuances to emphasize the 

idea that Acadians are doomed. The largest issue in this regard, perhaps, is the lack of context 

surrounding the students themselves. In L'Acadie, l'Acadie, the four key students are simply 

                                                 
17 Aurélie Le Caignec and Douglas Resende, “Entrevue avec Michel Brault,” Horscamp, 5 Sept 2011. Accessed 

December 12, 2013. Available online at: http://www.horschamp.qc.ca/spip.php?article455; Gauvin, “Pierre Perrault 

en Acadie,” 67. 
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presented by name, and while throughout the film we glean certain elements of their personality 

and mindset, we have little understanding of where they stand in relation to other students and 

Acadia more generally. Prima facie, we are left to assume that they are, in some sense, leaders 

who are representative of the student body. This was not the case. The students of the film were 

radicals among the student population, associated with or part of what Donald Savoie has 

identified as the “new left.” Many were also from northern New Brunswick, and as such 

expressed a lower degree of timidity vis-à-vis anglophones than their Monctonian counter-parts. 

In the formative years of their university experience, they participated in what was known as the 

Ralliement de la Jeunesse Acadienne, an organization set up by the Société Nationale Acadienne, 

its parent entity and one of the indigenous institutions of governance in Acadia, to include 

student representation within the Acadian body. The Ralliement quickly became a vehicle for 

radical thought, influenced by developments in Quebec where Québécois sought to become 

“maîtres chez-nous,” and professors from the Université de Moncton, particularly Roger Savoie, 

a priest and professor of philosophy recently returned from his studies in France.
18

 Savoie 

claimed that the Acadian people were not free, but controlled by an elite group of individuals. 

The group was a remnant of an earlier pan French-Canadian secret organization formed in the 

1930s, known as Ordre de Jacques Cartier, or colloquially, la Patente, and was set up by the 

Catholic Church. Originally, the group's role in Acadia was monitoring government posts for 

open positions and inserting the best suited Acadians, but over-time, as a result of an influx of 

lay members, its function changed, and it became dedicated to promoting its members' self-

interest. Savoie made a number of claims in this regard, stating that Adélard Savoie, president of 

                                                 
18 Hautecoeur, L'Acadie du discours, 274-277; Wilbur, The Rise of French New Brunswick, 227-229; Savoie, 

“Student Unrest on the University of Moncton Campus 1967-1969”, 58-59; Donald Savoie, I'm from Bouctouche, 

Me: Roots Matter (Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2009), 98. 
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U de M, ostensibly obtained his post through his position within la Patente and censored the 

newspaper L'Évangeline to protect his brother-in-law, Premier Robichaud, during the 1963 

election. Adélard Savoie also allegedly “infiltrated” another Acadian organization, the Acadian 

Education Association, in order to subvert its lobbying efforts for a French Normal school, which 

was viewed as too politically harmful for the Robichaud government. These views strongly 

influenced the students on the film, and anti-establishmentarianism became a major feature of 

their politics. Michel Blanchard, in particular, believed la Patente was directly involved in the 

affairs of the university and was mismanaging the institution.
19

 Such contextualization is 

important because it clearly establishes this radical element that is distinct from the majority of 

the student body, and also because it grounds the relationship between the new left and the 

university administration. It thus confirms that a substantial portion of the protests were 

symptoms of an intra-Acadian conflict between an older generation, adherent to liberal ideals, 

and a younger, more impatient set of individuals committed to communitarian nationalism. 

 L'Acadie, l'Acadie, in ignoring this understanding of the students, is able to sidestep this 

intra-Acadian dimension of the protests and focus on what Brault and Perrault likely thought 

more interesting: the linguistic, but more peripheral, dimension of events. This is evident from 

the film's beginning.  Newspaper clippings are pieced together to inform us that we are observing 

the students on strike. We are told that they are hoping to achieve a freeze in tuition fees through 

this measure. What we are not told is that U de M, by raising the fees, intended to bolster its 

limited budget and place its tuition at a level comparable to that of other post-secondary 

institutions in the Maritimes. The student opposition to the measure is likewise left unexplored. 

                                                 
19 Savoie,“Student Unrest on the University of Moncton Campus 1967-1969,” 60-63; Savoie, I'm from Bouctouche, 

Me: Roots Matter, 98. 
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They argued that U de M's unique situation as a recently founded university entailed 

extraordinary costs of a temporary nature and that the provincial government, rather than the 

students, should cover these payments.
20

 This contextualization is superfluous to the film, 

however, as what follows the newspaper clippings are actually events surrounding the student 

march to Moncton city hall to demand the early implementation of the recommendation of the 

Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism at the level of municipal services. This 

was a development unrelated to the strike, but crucially, was organized by Bernard Gauvin and 

was the factor that enticed Brault and Perrault to visit Moncton in the first place. Students 

attended a meeting of city council, were booed and jeered along the way, and forbidden from 

speaking French or presenting French documentation at the meeting. In fact, they were 

thoroughly humiliated, with the audience coughing repeatedly as one of the students, Claude 

Savoie, attempted to make his case. Moncton Mayor Leonard Jones even gave them some 

“fatherly advice” and suggested that students should be in class or doing their homework.
21

 The 

documentary then cuts to Bernard Gauvin, who claims “En somme, on était des accusés dans un 

tribunal. J'ai été à l'hôtel de ville. J'ai parlé anglais. Je ne sais pas si j'ai honte. Je n'ai pas honte, 

parce que si j'ai été à l'hôtel de ville et si j'ai parlé anglais, je ne suis pas forcément responsable. 

Parce que justement j'ai été colonisé. Je n'ai plus du tout envie de demeurer colonisé.”
22

  This is 

dramatic and provocative, particularly to a Québécois audience, and immediately establishes the 

“plot,” so to speak, as a confrontation between francophone students and their English 

“colonizers.” 

                                                 
20 Savoie, “Student Unrest on the University of Moncton Campus 1967-1969,” 78-80. 

21 Leonard Jones, in L'Acadie, l'Acadie?!? 

22 Bernard Gauvin, in L'Acadie, l'Acadie?!? 
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 This is sustained throughout the film. Concerns over the tuition freeze and the march in 

Fredericton on 20 February, 1968, for example, are glossed over with the scene presented more 

for its dramatic value – a thousand students descending upon Fredericton – than as an attempt to 

further delve into student-elite relations. In contrast, the student attendance at the Maritime 

Loyalist Association, in part two, is given great focus, though it is ignored entirely by the major 

texts on the student protests. The Association sought to have every francophone in the Maritime 

take the Oath of Allegiance to the Queen, a harkening back to one of the key issues which led to 

the Acadian deportation in 1755, and the Association also sought to protect the rights of 

anglophones to work in English, Canada's only working language. This was a thinly-veiled 

opposition to the impending implementation of bilingualism in Canada. The students, who are 

shown to sit through such discussions, are faced with a very hostile environment. They are 

criticized for being present, booed for singing the francophone version of “O Canada” rather than 

“God Save the Queen” (a few anglophones do stand when the students sing), and called “a bunch 

of sluts” by a war veteran who claims that he can take them all on and earns the support of some 

members of the audience in the process. One man even states “biculturalism, communism, it's all 

the same damn thing.” The Canadian flag, meanwhile, is shown to sit idly in a corner, almost 

forgotten, while a large Red Ensign frames the backdrop of the stage. This scene is very 

evocative, and contributes strongly to the hostility towards francophones that Brault and Perrault 

wish to convey to their Québécois audience.  

 The final portion of the film, in part three, is intended to cement this anglo-imperialist 

interpretation. On 11 January, 1969, 125 students led by Michel Blanchard occupied the Sciences 

building at the Université de Moncton. This was a key building of the institution and housed the 

majority of the classes. Occupying it effectively shut the university down. We are told by the 
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students in the film that they believe U de M is in dire financial straits and risks bankruptcy. As 

such, they hope, through their occupation, to force either the provincial government or the 

federal government to provide the Université de Moncton with a $32 million “catch-up” grant. 

Their rationale for this action is that U de M is a new and struggling institution with a large 

mandate – serve and improve an impoverished Acadia constituting 40% of the New Brunswick 

population – but that it receives too little financing to fulfill this obligation. In the Université de 

Moncton's first year, in 1963, they claimed it received $1 million dollars while UNB received 

roughly twenty two times that amount. These figures are presented as fact in the film, but they 

were actually contested by the provincial bureaucracy, the administration of the Université de 

Moncton, and the University of New Brunswick. Adélard Savoie, in responding to these 

numbers, was very adamant that the Université de Moncton was not on the verge of bankruptcy. 

The university's administration, in fact, claimed that it would be able to reduce its debt in the 

coming years.  The New Brunswick Higher Education Commission also dismissed Blanchard's 

statement, noting that not only were their calculations wrong, but that the U de M received 

$4,000 per student in 1968-69 compared to $2,800 for UNB in recognition of the higher costs of 

starting up a new university. The students, for their part, attempted to refute these claims on the 

grounds that “the figures were not confirmed by an independent accounting firm.”
23

 These spats 

between the students on the one hand, and the provincial government, Adélard Savoie, and U de 

M on the other, clearly demonstrate the intra-Acadian nature of the occupation of the Sciences 

building, but this is entirely ignored in the film. Blanchard's opposition to Adélard Savoie, the 

university administration and the government of Louis J. Robichaud on the grounds that all were 

                                                 
23 Savoie, “Student Uunrest on the University of Moncton Campus 1967-1969,” 97, 99-100. 
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associated with or members of La Patente, an organization he believed detrimental to working 

class Acadians.
24

 

 This allows L'Acadie, l'Acadie to make use of the occupation of the Sciences building as 

a sort of defeatist finale in the students' struggle against anglo-imperialism. The occupation ends 

when police enter the building and give students an ultimatum: if they leave peacefully, then they 

will not be charged. What follows as they exit, and in subsequent scenes, are a series of 

comments intended to convince us of the end of Acadia. One student, upon leaving the building, 

claims “finis le Québec, finis l'Acadie...plus vite que vous allez vous anglicizer, mieux que ça 

sera” while Bernard Gauvin, months later, at a public meeting on government relations with 

universities, states “Il faut se demander ci le seule endroit au Canada ou on peut avoir une 

identité culturelle, c'est à dire...un épanouissement collectif de la francophonie ce n'est pas au 

Québec.”
25

 Gauvin's view, in fact, is that Acadia's demise will serve as an example for Quebec, 

and wake it up to the threats it faces from Canada. These comments immediately follow the 

occupation of the Sciences building in the film, but they are only related to it insofar as some 

students were pre-occupied with both linguistic concerns and those of the university.  

 The film concludes several minutes later with a final fatalist message. The four main 

characters of L'Acadie, l'Acadie are resigned and defeated. Blanchard is off to Caraquet while 

Bernard Gauvin is leaving for Halifax. Neither knows exactly what they will do with their lives 

from this point on. We are left focusing on Irène Doiron, who summarizes the moral of the 

Acadian story. She compares the leaving of her friends to “le dépeuplement de l'Acadie,” a 

reference to the Acadian deportation, and expresses outrage at the portrayal of English-French 

                                                 
24 Savoie, “Student Unrest on the University of Moncton Campus 1967-1969,” 65.  

25 Bernard Gauvin, In L'Acadie, l'Acadie !?! 
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relations by the media. We are shown her reading a newspaper in English to emphasize the point: 

“Prime Minister Trudeau said Sunday that New Brunswick, with the harmony between English 

and French-speaking people, has become the crucible of the Canadian experiment.” Given what 

the documentary has just shown us in terms of tensions between anglophones and francophones, 

this headline is ironic, and serves to re-enforce Brault and Perrault's message that bilingualism, 

biculturalism and harmony between English and French is merely a facade. In reality, there is no 

hope for francophones outside Quebec. The film ends with Doiron saying “L'Acadie, c'est un 

détail,” to which Brault, filming her, asks “on à fait un film sur un détail?” Doiron's answer is 

“c'est ça, l'Acadie c'est un détail.” 
26

 L'Acadie, l'Acadie's conclusion: Acadia is insignificant, too 

small to survive in an ocean of English fish.  

 Reception of the film varied according to location. L'Acadie, l'Acadie was well received 

in Quebec, but experienced mixed reception in Acadia. Some felt that the film lacked context, 

such as the role played by francophone elites in the unfolding events, and “many criticized the 

patronizing and ''imperialistic'' attitude of the Quebec filmmakers.”
27

 Leonard Forest, an Acadian 

filmmaker with the NFB, wrote an open letter to Perrault in which he rejected the filmmakers' 

ideas as imported from Quebec and “branchés sur la haine des autres.” Acadia was open to new 

ideas, claimed Forest, but not to “historiens de la mort.” Forest's opposition to the use of Acadia 

for Québécois purposes led to him becoming a powerful advocate for an autonomous Acadian 

production unit, which eventually opened in Moncton, in 1974, and committed him to the 
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(Toronto: Irwin, 1984), 4; “Acadie, l'Acadie?!?, L'” Take One's Essential Guide to Canadian Film, ed. Wyndham 

Wise (Toronto: University of Toronto Press Incorporated, 2001), 3. 



TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

154 

 

production of Acadian films that explored Acadia from the perspective of and for the benefit of 

its own people.
28

  

 Within Acadia, the film's airing on television in 1972 generated widely divergent 

reactions. L'Évangeline's was largely sympathetic to the students in the film, “boulversé” as it 

was by the documentary and the “simulacre de démocratie” that was the Moncton city council 

meeting in 1968. It felt that the Acadian youth had adopted methods of protest which were 

questionable at best, but agreed with their motives and objectives. It also noted that since the city 

council meeting of 1968, nothing had changed in City Hall under the Jones administration. It 

concluded by saying that history would tell whether Acadia was a detail and that, at any rate, it 

would be silly for Acadians to abandon all hope because of a film – fear alone would make 

Acadia insignificant.
29

 Réjean Poirier, who wrote an opinion piece on the film in L'Évangeline, 

was more unabashedly supportive, claiming that nobody had framed the problem of French-

Canadian minorities better than Pierre Perrault and Michel Brault. L'Acadie, l'Acadie was not 

only a marvelous work of cinematography, but also classically Perrault: touching on notions of 

country and the difficulties of a collectivity perpetually in a minority position. Its objectivity was 

also without question, with Poirier arguing “comment le film peut-il ne pas être objectif lorsqu'il 

présente des faits pris sur le vif. Ici, ce n'est pas Perreault qui mène l'action mais c'est l'action qui 

le mène.” For Poirier, the techniques of cinéma direct depicted reality itself, unvarnished and 

unmediated by both producer and cameraman.
30

 The film's airing on the CBC in English a week 

later led Martin Knelman of the Globe and Mail to claim that “what's valuable about the film is 

not the significance of the incident itself, which is, after all, just one peripheral chapter in the 
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great book of Canada's political struggle” but the fact that it allowed English-Canadians to see 

bilingualism from a francophone perspective at a human level.
31

 

 This contrasted with the student reaction in Moncton to the airing of L'Acadie, l'Acadie, 

which was more animated. Following the broadcast, about two hundred students marched to the 

home of U de M president Adélard Savoie where they protested briefly before visiting the 

residence of Mayor Leonard Jones.
32

 A few days later, three hundred students participated in a 

protest in front of the “local CBC station and then to the home of the station manager, Guy 

Thériault, demanding that a copy of the film be turned over to them.” This was followed the next 

day by a gathering of four hundred students in front of U de M's administration building to meet 

with NFB representative Gerald Martin, who promised U de M a copy of the film.
33

 Leonard 

Jones, for his part, received threatening and offensive phone calls as well as a bomb threat, 

though police never found an explosive. The mayor subsequently received calls of support from 

others.
34

 

 In the years following the release of L'Acadie, l'Acadie, academics have weighed in on 

the film as well. Jean-Paul Hautecoeur, an early commentator, regarded the film as “un 

témoignage exceptionnel de l'époque,” but also recognised the film's limitations. Its articulation 

of ideas, which he compared to what one might find at a conference or in books intended for 

popular publication, limited L'Acadie, l'Acadie to being more of a supplementary source that 

academics might use to confirm or illustrate ideas – something Hautecoeur himself did regularly 
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in L'Acadie du Discours.
35

 More recently, Pierre Véronneau and Ronald Rudin have both made 

the claim, as referenced earlier, that Brault and Perrault are guilty of Québécois imperialism, 

though Véronneau maintains that L'Acadie l'Acadie is not without its merits.
36

 This is a view that 

has also been expressed by Bernard Gauvin. Years removed from his time in L'Acadie, l'Acadie, 

the former student turned sociologist views a “métaphore de la défaite” working through the 

film, and believes his own participation in the documentary legitimized the defeatist position, to 

which he no longer adheres, that Acadia was doomed. He criticizes Perrault for having let his 

Québécois nationalism overshadow the Acadian perspective, noting that the filmmaker, in 

editing the scenes, could have presented an Acadia whose future remained uncertain. At the same 

time, Gauvin also recognizes that Perrault was a product of his time and circumstances, and 

credits him for doing justice to the views and personalities of the character of the film, and, in the 

end, finds considerable worth in L'Acadie, l'Acadie. He views the documentary as giving “une 

jeune Acadie combattante dans toute sa poignante vérité...une crédibilité et une légitimité qu'elle 

n'aurait pas eues autrement” and believes that future generations will view the film as the 

moment when Acadia reconciled itself with its collective memory.
37

 

 As a documentary, L'Acadie, l'Acadie has many parallels with written history. Both 

documentaries and written history generate more trust from the public than fiction films. Both 

also create facts, so to speak, by selecting traces of the past or present and enfolding them into a 

narrative. As much as possible, they also attempt to be representative of reality, selecting traces 

they believe will best depict what occurred in the past or present. This necessarily makes the 
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TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

157 

 

documentary, like written history, reflective of the views and biases of its author(s).
38

 Unlike 

historical works, however, L'Acadie l'Acadie was never produced as a historical documentary, 

but as a film intended to reflect the present. This allowed Brault and Perrault to make predictions 

regarding the future of Acadia in way that would not have been possible in a historical work. 

This message, that Acadia is doomed to marginalization at the hands of the English, has not been 

fulfilled. 

 This places L'Acadie, l'Acadie in a peculiar situation as the film has effectively been 

superseded by the history that has followed it. In late 1969, for example, the Official Languages 

Act established French and English as official languages in the provincial legislature and the 

state bureaucracy. In 1972, meanwhile, Acadian nationalism coalesced into the Parti Acadien, 

which sought to carve an Acadian province out of the northern and eastern parts of New 

Brunswick. Though it never achieved more than eight percent of the vote between its founding 

and demise in 1982, the Parti Acadien and other neo-nationalists contributed to Acadia's growing 

presence and self-affirmation in New Brunswick. The 1970s saw a wave of cultural and artistic 

production in Acadia and together, by 1981, Acadia had secured from the Richard Hatfield 

government a commitment to institutional duality. Known as Bill 88, it guaranteed duality for 

Acadians within the realms of education, culture and other social affairs and committed the 

province to the protection and flourishing of the Acadian community. Acadia was thus never 

marginalized, but instead grew in importance within New Brunswick, pursuing both the liberal 
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integrationist agenda of its older elite generation, and the more communitarian ideals of its 

youth.
39

 

 If L'Acadie, l'Acadie's message has been superseded, and the value of its treatment of the 

student protests undermined by omission of crucial information and context, the film nonetheless 

remains valuable in other ways – particularly as evidence of other trends and occurrences during 

this period. Quebec, in the 1960s, for example, was attempting to become “maîtres chez nous” 

and end its historical socio-political and economic marginalization at the hands of anglo-elites. It 

was becoming an increasingly ethno-nationalist society, fuelled by the aspirations of its middle 

class, and it adopted a nationalism centered around the flourishing and survival of French culture 

in Quebec – even through sovereignty, if need be.
40

 Within this context, the emphasis of 

linguistic tensions in L'Acadie, l'Acadie and the downplay of differences peculiar to Acadia 

serves to illustrate Brault and Perrault's own nationalism, and link them to contemporary 

developments within their native province. It also serves as evidence for the patronizing element 

within the French production unit at the NFB. Thus, though the documentary as a treatment is 

undermined, L'Acadie l'Acadie as production remains crucial for a number of intersecting 

historiographies in the realm of film and Québécois and Canadian history. In the end, the film 

itself, in sustaining discourse about L'Acadie, makes it plus qu'un détail. 
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Can Witches Fly? 

By Caine Morgan 

A popular image of the witch, one that has endured into the present time, is that of the 

old hag riding on a broomstick. This is an image that was cultivated in Christian Europe in 

the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. While the idea of flying women has been 

around since the time of the Romans, it was not until the fifteenth century that the modern 

concept of the flying witch was created. Some demonologists and witch specialists did 

consider the magic user to be capable of flight, helped by the fact that many of the suspected 

occultists believed it to be true themselves. But most Europeans did not feel that a witch 

could actually fly physically. The question that must be asked is from whence did the 

appearance of the flying witch emerge? The witch flying through the air was conceived as 

the images produced in the early sixteenth century indicate that there was a change in 

understanding sexuality, while the effects of sleep and drugs are a factor in understanding 

why accused witches believed themselves to be travelling great distances. 

 The concept of the flying witch was not a new one to the people of early modern 

Europe. The idea that people could change into birds and other creatures emerges from 

ancient Rome and Greece, where many woman would supposedly consort with deities, 

particularly the goddess of the hunt Diana, and roam in animal form.
1
 This idea of consorting 

with Diana continued even after Christianity became the dominant religion in Europe. 

Rumours existed that stated that many women were leaving their homes at night to travel to 

places of worship for the goddess. The locations of devotion were often far away from the 
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women’s dwellings, and so they were transported quickly by the goddess’ power.
2
 This 

pagan ritual seems to have formed part of the basis for the Sabbath seen in later works on 

witchcraft, and was seen as a threat to the church.
3
 This idea that the witch was a person, 

often a woman, flying through the air with Diana to secret meeting points was popular 

among the common people of early Christianity, helping that idea to remain as part of the 

popular Christian dogma of witches for centuries.
4
 Shamanistic practices, such as the seeking 

of a medicine man while sick, allowed the traditional beliefs of the spirits and the pantheon 

of gods and goddesses to continue as a functioning element in society. This held particularly 

true for the people of Eastern Europe and the places found away from Italy, as the Catholic 

Church could not exercise as much influence over the changing of popular belief in those 

areas.
5
 

In the tenth century, in order to combat the pagan beliefs in Christian Europe and 

refute many elements of witchcraft, including the ability to fly, the Canon Episcopi was 

released by the Vatican. This was a document that sought to eliminate the pagan beliefs that 

existed within the Catholic Church itself, and in doing so condemned the belief of witchcraft 

as a polytheistic practice. The laws suggest that it was believed that women could not ride 

beasts, but was rather Satan causing the female to accept that she has travelled on the 

animal.
6
 Burchard of Worms compiled as many laws of the church as were available in the 

early eleventh century and in his work, The Corrector, sive Medicus, sets forth questions that 
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a Christian person would answer in relation to the breaking of canon law.
7
 Certain sections 

of this work deal with the concept of the witch and flight. Question 70 dictates that a person 

who believes that a woman “must ride on certain beasts in special nights” must complete a 

single year of penance. Similarly, an individual who believes in and participates (in their 

mind) in the riding of beasts with the pagan goddess Diana had a penance of two years.
8
 The 

wording of the questions demonstrates an attempt to give punishment for the actual belief 

that a witch could fly, rather than the act itself, calling into question the ability of a person to 

travel on beasts. It is clear that Burchard did not believe in actual flight, but rather the ability 

of the Devil to make a person believe that they were flying. The penance therefore is for 

being under an illusion created by the Devil. 

A century after Burchard of Worms compiled the canon laws, the jurist Gratian 

released his own works on the subject.
9
 Foremost among his writings was the Decretum, a 

full and extensive collection of canon law. In that work he gave warning to the bishops of 

Christendom, telling them of the dangers of witches. He states that “wicked women, 

perverted by the Devil, seduced by illusions and phantasms of demons, believe and profess 

themselves, in the hours of the night, to ride upon certain beasts with Diana.” Diana in this 

context is referred to as “the goddess of the pagans,” meaning that the riding of the animals 

was considered polytheistic.
10

 The phrasing that Gratian uses, such as illusions and 

phantasms, reflect the belief that the witches could not actually fly but rather were under the 

impression that they were performing such an action. As one of the most prominent canon 
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specialists, Gratian led the attack against the people who believed in the ability to ride with 

Diana, indicating that they were witches. While there were witch persecutions in the twelfth 

century, the time in which Gratian lived and wrote, it was not until the fifteenth century that 

witch trials were implemented in an organised fashion.
11

  

Other demonologists have discussed witchcraft, and the ability to travel features quite 

prominently among many works. The French jurist Jean Bodin (1530-1596) firmly believed 

that a witch could fly. He recounts stories that involve the riding of animals, or witches who 

were believed to be riding on household implements such as brooms.
12

 His belief in the 

matter is reasoned by the fact that Jesus possessed the ability to fly. Since Jesus was a man 

(albeit a devout one) then it stood to reason that with Satan’s help and with God’s permission 

a person had the capability to fly.
13

 Bodin’s compatriot Pierre de Lancre (1553-1631) echoes 

this opinion. He believed that flight is possible, as both Jesus achieved it and Simon of 

Magus was punished by God for the action.
14

 The Italian demonologist Francesco Maria 

Guazzo (late sixteenth -early seventeenth centuries) believed that a witch could fly, and that 

a demon was capable of placing the image of a person in their bed, making others believe 

that the person was still present.
15
Guazzo’s argument was in response to several sceptics of 

magical flight. Foremost among the disbelievers was the Dutch Johannes Weyer (1515-

1588). Weyer identifies certain women as lamiae, people who have entered into a pact with a 
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demon, but are not physically affected by that demon. Instead, the demon creates the illusion 

that women are in fact practicing magic, an impression that the women themselves believe.
16

 

The English gentleman Reginald Scott (1538- 1599) believed that witchcraft in general, and 

especially the ability to be transported from one place to another by magic, was simply a 

well-crafted illusion.
17

 

Both Gratian and Burchard of Worms had a great impact on the fifteenth century 

persecution of witches. The Malleus Maleficarum, written around 1486 by Henricus 

Institoris (and Jacobus Sprenger), became one of the foremost works on the subject of 

witches.
18

 Within the Malleus Maleficarum there are references to the canon laws that both 

Gratian and Burchard wrote about extensively. Indeed, Gratian’s Decretum seems to be the 

main influence in the work.
19

 However, despite these influences, there is greater certainty in 

the ability of a witch to fly. This was due to Institoris and Sprenger’s argument that the 

Canon Episcopi was not referring to more modern witchcraft.
20

 The pagan element of Diana 

is essentially replaced by the Devil as the main instigator of travel. Rather than having the 

goddess of the hunt grant magical abilities to the beasts, it is demons that transform 

themselves into animals and allow the witch to be transported on their backs. Demons are 

also responsible for carrying a person through the air using wood and other materials, which 

were covered with a paste made from boiled children who, because of the early death, were 
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denied the Grace of Baptism. The Devil could not, however, cause actual animals and people 

to fly directly as that would be defying nature, which God did not permit. Instead, the Devil 

must rely on his own power, and that of his demons to have a person travel.
21

 

The Malleus Maleficarum brought about a change that affected the perception of 

witchcraft, and the ability to travel in particular. Before the publication of the book, 

witchcraft was believed to be commonly practised by people of both genders, and a papal 

bull issued in 1484 mentions that both genders were considered to have the ability to 

perform magic. The bull also does not contain specific information that witches had the 

ability to fly at night.
22

 Males were often considered to be the main practitioners of magic, 

especially university students and the clergy. Necromancy, a popular form of magic in which 

demons are summoned for a variety of purposes, was believed to be an art for the 

intellectually inclined. Because it was understood that women were not capable of such 

mental ability, witchcraft was therefore a crime of men.
23

 However, the Malleus sought to 

identify witchy acts as carnal sins, and for flight the carnal desire must be fulfilled. For 

Institoris and Sprenger the corruption of a woman comes as they become unbalanced by their 

sexuality. This leads them to either seek love magic in order to find a human sexual partner, 

or to engage directly with the demons that implement the magic.
24

 Sexuality, considered the 

lowest of human qualities, was the domain of the Devil, given to him by God, and it was 

sexuality that was key for witchcraft to occur. Institoris and Sprenger used the Biblical 

women Mary and Eve as reasons for understanding witchcraft as a female evil. While Mary 

was a virgin, and therefore not a sexual creature, Eve lacked the distinguishing mark of a 
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virgin, the hymen. Mary is subsequently portrayed as a virtuous woman, while Eve is evil 

and responsible for the fall of mankind.
25

 This shift to women as the practitioner of magic 

may have been a result of the popular perceptions that women were traditionally the healers 

of communities. Because healing and magic have been habitually associated with each other, 

then the healing woman could then be associated with the practice of magic.
26

 The popular 

belief that a woman’s sexuality was related to witchcraft may have been spread through 

fervent preachers. One such preacher was Bernardino of Siena, who roused large groups of 

people with his public sermons. The subjects of these orations were often gambling and 

prostitution, the main vices, along with minor magical charms. The prostitute became linked 

with magic, and with popular support several women were burnt as witches.
27

 

The impact of such thought of the women as the main practitioner of magical flight 

becomes a primary focus on the people who deal with the subject. The woman is identified 

as a creature of desire, one that is in constant need of sexual intercourse. The artwork that 

developed after the 1485 reflects the change in attitude in Europe. Most artists by 1510 had 

produced at least one work that dealt with the subject of witches, and many of those works 

involved witches flying in some manner. One famous engraving by Albrecht Durer depicts a 

woman flying backwards on a goat (Figure 1). The image can be understood as one full of 

early modern symbolism. First, the woman is holding the horn of the goat in a sexually 

suggestive manner. The facial expression and the hair of the woman suggest that she is in a 

wild and emotional state. The goat itself was considered a symbol for lust, and so the fact 

that she is upon the beast advocates the belief that she is in a carnal mood. Riding the goat 
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backwards was also a symbol of sexuality, as it demonstrated a sexual inversion from the 

standard set by society, one that a community could not control.
28

  

It was in the early sixteenth century that the women who were being perceived as 

witches were altered. They went from young females in their sexual prime to old women 

who may be past child bearing age. These women were typically found in the home and 

usually performed domestic duties around the house, such as cooking and cleaning. In the 

early sixteenth century the Dutch play Mariken van Nieumeghen demonstrates this shift.
29

 

The main practitioner of magic in the play is the titular character, Mary. Mary uses her 

necromancy, that is her ability to call upon demons and spirits, to fly to see her uncle. After 

witnessing her flying through the air, her uncle (a devout Christian) tries to save her.
30

 As a 

young woman, Mary is saved and seeks redemption. However, her wicked aunt is tempted 

by the devil to cut her own throat, which demonstrates the effect that age seems to possess 

on the influence of the devil.
31

 

A famous work on the subject of the aging witch is Ulrich Molitor’s Witch Riding a Cooking 

Stick and Embraced by the Devil (Figure 2). As the title suggests, this picture has a woman 

flying using a stick found in the kitchen. By having the woman ride on an implement that she 

would commonly use as part of her duties as set forth by society, she is in fact rejecting the 

standards that her culture has set for her.
32

 It should also be pointed out that the stick is 

phallic in shape, again suggesting the sexual nature of a witch. Although the Malleus 
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Maleficarum proposes that flight is possible with demonic help, the artwork can be 

understood from a modern perspective. The idea of a woman riding on either a beast or some 

other implement can be seen as early-modern Europeans, particularly males, becoming 

fearful of the independence that women were starting to understand and acquire for 

themselves.
33

 The riding of beasts was considered a sign of male nobility, where they would 

ride into battle or quickly travel around town upon a horse, and so to have a woman set on 

top of an animal reflects the upper class anxiety that they might be overthrown.
34

 As 

mentioned, flying using household items such as the broom, cooking spoon or fork suggests 

that women are rejecting their traditional roles and instead are taking the roles that men used 

to occupy.
35
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Figure 1. Albrecht Durer’s Witch Riding a Goat Backwards. Note the wild, flowing 

hair that symbolised sexual tendencies. The woman is not young, but rather an older female 

who is still sexually charged, indicating the importance of sexual desire in the understanding 

of a witch. 

 

 

Figure 2. Molitor’s Witch Riding a Cooking Stick and Embraced by the Devil. Note 

how the woman is significantly older than the one depicted in Durer’s work, indicating a 

change in the idea of the age of witches. 
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Many of the images that were produced in the sixteenth century also have a common 

feature. While many of the women were depicted with a lustful look, many of them were 

also shown as being in a dreamlike state or in a trance.
36

 Many detractors of the ability to fly, 

both from the sixteenth century and the present, have concluded that believing that one can 

travel through the air is a result of sleep. The Franciscan monk Martin de Castañega stated 

that while Biblical characters such as Simon Magus could fly, sixteenth century witches 

could not. The perception of flight was caused by the Devil interfering with the senses of a 

person, and a person was most vulnerable to this when they were in deep sleep.
37

 Sleep was 

a significant part of certain witch cultures. In north-western Italy there was a sect of male 

agrarian white witches who battled against other witches at night called the benandati.
38

 In 

order to travel to the sites of the upcoming fights the witch would fall asleep and in spirit 

form leave their body. Then, atop of animals, presumably those found on farms given the 

nature of the sect, they would fly to do battle with evil witches, who were usually women.
39

 

During the interrogation of one benandante, Paolo of Iassico, the accused’s wife was 

questioned. One night she was scared and called for her husband. When he did not answer 

she continued to call him and even shook him. This was attributed to his being a benandante, 

but indicates that he was in heavy sleep and was deeply affected by it, not unlike in the 

manner that Martin de Castañega suggests.
40
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Modern scholarship suggests that there has been a merging of dreams with reality in 

relation to people who believe that they are flying at night.
41

 One theory suggests that the 

women who reported themselves to be flying were influenced by the stories that had endured 

for centuries of women who flew, again with the goddess Diana. These popular tales could 

then be an inspiration for the dreams that the women could be having. Those dreams may 

have then been a part of the perception that the witches were indeed flying through the air.
42

 

One of the first people to write extensively on the subject of witchcraft in the fifteenth 

century was the theologian Johannes Nider (1380-1438). Nider understood that the witch 

was real and practising magic. While he wrote extensively on the magic that was performed 

by both men and women, there is little indication that he believed a witch could fly. Indeed 

he recounts the story of a woman who believed herself to be flying with Diana at night. A 

Dominican friar observed the woman at night, and noticed that she did not move. When she 

woke up, the woman recounted her travels with Diana, and it was then identified that it was a 

dream and an illusion created by the devil.
43

 

Modern psychology has identified that hypothetical stimuli, such as the theoretical 

belief that a witch can fly, can have a significant impact on the formulation of dreams.
44

 Age 

may have been a factor in a woman believing that they were travelling, as dementia that 

emerges in some individuals as they grow older has the mind begin to lose the understanding 

of what is indeed dream and what is reality.
45

 Weyer identified his lamiae as women who 
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were of ‘decrepit age.’
46

 This contributes to the image of the witch as an old woman, one 

who has grown haggish with time. A woman who is suffering from dementia may begin to 

lose the perception of reality and believe herself to be taking the actions that have become a 

stereotype of the witch. By dreaming of flight and then recounting it as truth, that woman 

then begins to conform to the very stereotype. 

The perception of reality can also be influenced by narcotics. Even during the great 

witch-hunts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries there was an understanding that drugs 

could have an impact on the belief that a witch could fly. One of the great defenders of 

witches, Weyer, argued that the women who were confessing to witchcraft were only doing 

so because of the hallucinogens found as ingredients in some of the potions and salves used 

in rituals.
47

 In fact, Weyer made the claim that an ointment made in a certain way could have 

the ability to alter the way a person sleeps, and therefore the way that they dream.
48

 The 

physician Andres de Laguna described the elements of a particular ointment that was being 

used by accused witches. It was “composed of soporific herbs such as hemlock, nightshade, 

henbane, and mandrake.” Many of these herbs were known to be poisonous and contained 

powerful hallucinogenic properties.
49

 One such ingredient consisted of different parts of 

toads, many of which were known to have a mind-altering effect.
50

 Because many of the 

witches would confess to rubbing ointments and similar potions either on themselves or on 

the instrument on which they were going to fly, it is reasonable to assume that that would 

have a great impact on the mind of the accused. Indeed the Malleus Maleficarum represents 

                                                 
46

 Weyer, 200. 
47

 Ibid, 391. 
48

 Johann Weyer, De praestigiis daemonum, translated by John Shea (Bingham NY: Medieval and Renaissance 

Texts and Studies), 225. 
49

 Sidky, Witchcraft, Lycanthropy, Drugs and Disease, 193. 
50

 Sidky, Witchcraft, Lycanthropy, Drugs and Disease, 204. 



TimePieces 
UNB Undergraduate History Journal 2013-2014 Volume 15 

 

174 

 

the witch as a woman who smears a paste on a piece of wood before flight.
51

 The effects of 

being either near the salve or having it directly placed on the skin causes, or at least helps, a 

person to hallucinate, meaning that a person could actually believe that they were indeed 

flying.  

There were attempts during and after the witch-hunts to understand the use of the 

salves and ointments that the witches were supposedly using. Andres de Laguna actually 

experimented with a green salve that caused a woman to “open her eyes wide like a rabbit, 

and soon they looked like a cooked hare when she fell into such a profound sleep.” After 36 

hours the woman was woken up, where she proclaimed that she “was surrounded by all the 

delights in the world.”
52
Weyer described the “unguent” having the effect that a person 

began to have “marvellous visions” in which they saw demons.
53

 The Spanish inquisitor 

Alonso de Salazar Frías conducted his own experiments using ointment in the north of 

Spain, although his findings were inconclusive as the salves had been prepared especially for 

him by suspected witches.
54

 More recently, the nineteenth century doctor Karl Kiesewetter 

used a flying-ointment creation and died as a result, due to the toxicity of the ingredients 

present. The ointments that were used have been likened to LSD, however while an 

individual under the effects of LSD generally is able to distinguish reality from the 

hallucinations created, a person who is being effected by the ointment concoction has the 

reality blended with illusions.
55

 Even more recently, the anthropologist Carlos Castaneda 

was studying a tribe of Native Americans who used a flying-ointment that was very similar 
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to the ones that were used by the witches. Upon his use of the salve, he experienced flight 

through the air despite the fact that his body never left the position in which he started.
56

  

Drugs and narcotics were only a single factor in understanding the belief about 

witchcraft and the ability to fly. The witches themselves consumed the drugs to give 

themselves the illusion that they were flying while the effects of sleep and dreams also had a 

significant impact of the conviction that the women were traveling through the air. This was 

an image cultivated by artists in a society which was weary of the sexual inversion that was 

taking place within European culture in the early sixteenth century. These factors caused the 

shift away from the witch as a woman who flies with the goddess Diana to a person who 

genuinely believed that they were flying, often using implements found around the house.  
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