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Foreword

On my first official day as a Ph.D. candidate, I received a piece of information that has stayed with me 
over the years: the historian’s life is a lonely one. Delivered by an esteemed (and intimidating) senior 
scholar, the statement was so candid—so vulnerable—that it surprised me. But within seconds, I re-
jected the notion. Looking around at the other program members, I simply couldn’t fathom a future of 
isolation. How could historians be lonely given our shared passion for investigation and storytelling? 
What of our collective efforts to retrieve and respect the past, trading information in exciting ways? 
Impossible, I concluded, before heading off to the overcrowded reception.

Despite my quick dismissal, there are historical precedents for such sentiments. In the early nineteenth 
century, architects of the western university system contemplated the relationship between independent 
academic research versus collaborative professional pursuits. Wilhelm von Humboldt, one of the found-
ers of the German university tradition, maintained that the academy should be an autonomous place, 
one defined by “loneliness and freedom.”1 In this way, the specter of loneliness underpins some of the 
founding tenets of higher education in the west.

In subsequent years, I’ve learned that the work of a historian is often solitary but it need not be lonely. 
We spend many hours alone in quiet libraries, archives, and offices pouring over pages of text. Howev-
er, we’re kept company by the various discoveries leaping off the page – fascinating tales featuring a 
cast of historical actors, places, and events. Further liberating us from potential loneliness are processes 
of sharing and disseminating our findings, activities that are anything but isolated. Our work exists only 
in relation to others’, as we depart from, align with, or transform existing narratives. In seminars, we 
inspire one another to expand our points of view and embrace conditions of possibility for historical 
research. We stretch and labor as a collective body with a shared mission: to do right by the past.  

What’s more, new communities of historians have flourished in the years since my Ph.D. orientation 
with the building of networks in the digital world. Digital humanities provide us not only with dynamic 
tools for interpreting history, but also means of connecting across geographic and professional barriers. 
As historian and digital humanist Tim Hitchcock argues, tools like blogging and Twitter  “just make 

good academic sense,” as “these forms of social media are rapidly evolving into the places where the 

academic community is embodied.”
2 Indeed, the historian’s craft is moving out of traditional spaces 

of isolated research and into a virtual world based on connection and exchange. Whether it’s blogging 

images of an incredible new source or asking #twitterstorians for the best readings on the founding of 

Jamestown, these communiqués—engendered by digital advances—forge us together as an imagined 

community of likeminded people with a common purpose.

This inaugural volume of Brock University Historical Society’s undergraduate journal is yet another 
form of community building. The work in this volume does not only represent countless hours poured 
into research, writing, and editing. Nor is it merely a means to showcase undergraduate academic excel-
lence. The creation of this volume is also an exercise in constructing bonds between us, as a collective 
1 See, for example, Anthony Grafton, Words Made by Words: scholarship and community in the modern west (Cambridge 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 2 and Rolf Torstendahl, “The Transformation of Professional Education in the Nine-
teenth Century,” The European and American University since 1800, eds. Sheldon Rothblatt and Bjorn Wittrock (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993),116-117.
2 Tim Hitchcock, “Doing it in Public: impact, blogging, social media, and the academy,” Historyonics, 15 July 2014 <http://
historyonics.blogspot.ca/2014/07/doing-it-in-public-impact-blogging.html>.
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of historians at Brock. It represents the hard work of the editorial board and authors, not only in history 
writing but also history making. It reflects rigorous intellectual work, but also current and future goals 
shared between us as a community. 
  
So is the historian’s life a lonely one? There are no doubt many solitary moments, when we’re alone 
with our sources and our thoughts: long days in damp or dusty archives, long nights on the 9th floor, 
long hours staring at a blank Word document. And yet, this labor makes for new opportunities to build 
friendships with those who share our interest in excavating the past. There are discussions, trading of 
texts, circulation of ideas that bind us together. And if all else fails, we always have the ghosts watching 
over our shoulders as we engage with our sources. These ghosts refuse to leave us alone, and it’s for 
them—and each other—that we write.

Jessica Clark* 
Sunday, April 3, 2016

*Student-Faculty Liaison Committee Chair, Department of History. 
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Introduction

“Why is history important?” This statement has been asked countless times, but for the inaugural 
edition of the Brock University Undergraduate Journal, we have no wish to enter the discussion 
regarding the importance of history. Instead, we seek to illustrate the endless possibilities available with 
the study of history. the general brock university Undergraduate journal of history is an open invitation to 
all students at Brock University to engage in the discourse of history.

The purpose of publishing this journal is to showcase the ideas that come together at the undergraduate 
level within Brock University. We were overwhelmed with the incredible response of over twenty 
students who submitted to the journal in its first year. All submissions were exceptional. Furthermore, 
the collective positive energy of this year’s editorial board and the staff at Brock Press made the 
publication process that much more exciting. The papers herein demonstrate the diversity of historical 
scholarship.
 
We would like to extend a thank you to everyone who contributed to the inaugural publication of the 
general brock university Undergraduate journal of history.Thank you to the Brock University Historical 
Society (BUHS) executive for the wonderful year and the launch of the first issue of the general brock 
university Undergraduate journal of history. We thank the Brock Press staff for their peer review services. 
We are deeply grateful for the advice and encouragement by all faculty in the History Department at 
Brock University with special mention to Dr. Jessica Clark, Dr. Daniel Samson, and Dr. Maria del 
Carmen Suescun Pozas. 

We hope you enjoy reading this issue.

Yours in history,

John Raimondo 
Rebecca Morkunas
Editors-in-Chief 
April 7 2016
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Viva il Duce: The Memory of Benito Mussolini
Michael Angaran

Before his death, my grandfather would often praise his two favourite historical actors; Canadi-
an Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau and Italy’s Fascist leader Benito Mussolini.1 How powerful was the 
memory of a man that decades after his death, an Italian-Canadian immigrant who left Italy in 1958 
still held him in such high regard. The cult of Benito Mussolini is an institutionalized phenomenon of 
the twentieth century in which no other nation, or leader could replicate. When British Prime Minister 
Sir. Winston Churchill proclaimed that history is written by the victor, he was presumably speaking of 
historical actors – such as United States President John F. Kennedy, British Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher, and Trudeau – who have been remembered by their fellow countrymen well after their deaths 
because they are victors. Seldom do the losers of history, like Mussolini, have such a renowned mem-
ory. Yet, Italians worldwide continue to hail Il Duce as a saviour, thinking of him as “…the greatest 
statesman of Italy,”2 or speak of him as immortal, and often await his return as Christians await Jesus.3 
For many Italians, Mussolini’s fascist ideologies are still alive within the nation – as one pilgrim to 
Mussolini’s crypt in 2010 wrote, “Men die, but ideas not! Viva il Duce.”4 

The ambiguities of Italy’s fascist past are indicative of a larger public outcry for the return of 
their fallen leader. Yet, this could not be possible without a hegemonic memory of Mussolini within 
Italian society. Although the Second World War was damaging to the political and social structures in 
Italy, the legacy of Benito Mussolini and fascism has persisted. The resurgence of the Duce is a result of 
a powerful and positive public memory amongst Italians and resistance by anti-fascists in the immedi-
ate postwar period. Both factors suggest that Mussolini’s totalitarian regime was far stronger than many 
perceive. This paper will investigate why Italians remember Mussolini so clearly by examining Italian 
public memory and oral histories. 

 The historiography on Benito Mussolini is quite conflicting. An image of Mussolini as a mere 
buffoon or as a promiscuous, arrogant, cruel and incompetent leader has been the subject of early 
historical literature on the Duce.5 These images arose out of the immediate post-war world and must be 
seen in this context. Mussolini historian R. J. B Bosworth suggests that this critical analysis of Mussoli-
ni and Italy’s fascist past is a result of an “Anglo-Saxon racial prejudice towards lesser breeds outside 
the law and especially to southerners, Mediterraneans,” and to those still referred to as “Eyetalians.”6 
This historiographical view of Fascist Italy is glorified by English historian A. J. P Taylor who argues 
that,

Fascism never possessed the ruthless drive, let alone the material strength of National Socialism. Morally 
it was just as corrupting—or perhaps more so from its very dishonesty. Everything about Fascism was 
a fraud. The social peril from which it saved Italy was a fraud; the revolution by which it seized power 
was a fraud; the ability and policy of Mussolini were fraudulent. Fascist rule was corrupt, incompetent, 
empty; Mussolini himself a vain, blundering boaster without either ideas or aims.7 

To condemn Mussolini as a corrupt, fraudulent, blundering man without aim is damaging to history. 
Mussolini achieved many things for Italians which they may not have received without him. In an inter-
view, a 93 year old Italian-Canadian immigrant, Carmela, mentioned that when Mussolini first came to 
power, he awoke citizens and provided pensions, unemployment insurance, child benefits, made schools 
in poor communities – especially in the south where she was born – and looked to reduce the power of 
the mafia, the King, and landowners who kept citizens oppressed.8 To scorn Mussolini’s image as Taylor 
does and insinuate a lack of legitimacy to his reign is ignorant to Mussolini’s own goals,
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My objective is simple; I want to make Italy great, respected, and feared; I want to render my nation 
worthy of her noble and ancient traditions. I want to accelerate her evolution toward the highest forms of 
national co-operation. I want to make a greater prosperity forever possible for the whole people.9

Contrary to Taylor’s analysis, Mussolini was guided in his action. Taylor’s argument is evident of the 
Western bias which condemns undemocratic institutions like Fascism. If this is not the memory of Mus-
solini to Italians, where is the silver lining? 

Italian historian Renzo De Felice took the opposite approach to Taylor and glorified the Duce. In 
his biography, De Felice gave more credit than some thought should be given to Mussolini,10 and many 
contemporaries questioned his impartialness.11 Many see De Felice’s work as containing “remarkable 
omissions of sources and of interpretatively inconvenient facts or areas of the regime.”12 Other histori-
ans argue that by De Felice not apologizing for Mussolini or Fascism, he fails to write the truth which 
devalues his work to Mussolini historiography.13  However, De Felice may not offer an apology for this 
period in Italian history because to him being an anti-socialist Italian, perhaps Mussolini and Fascism 
was good for Italy. Perhaps he glorifies Fascism as a what could have been if Mussolini was able to re-
tain power – as mentioned in the written testimonies at his Crypt.14 This paper does not wish to suggest 
that Mussolini was inherently good, however, condemning his name is problematic. These conflicting 
paradigms in Mussolini historiography serve to establish his public memory. 

Memory is the way people construct and come to terms with the past, and is established on two 
fronts; first by survivors of a time period, and second by a shared representation of the past through 
commemorations, literature, and popular culture.15 Thus, attempting to display, critique, and understand 
public memory is extremely difficult without context. Memory is everywhere as society, “constructs a 
sense of the past from the most mundane, everyday-life objects…but, then, not everything is a memory 
case in the same way.”16 Often, memories can be extremely useful to historians, especially on topics like 
Mussolini. But, they are only valuable when they are linked to historical questions.17 As it is argued, “…
perhaps the final task of the history of memory is to historicize memory,”18 and once done, a better un-
derstanding of historical events is brought which allows society to make sense of their past. Academic 
literature from the West and from Italy – as has been illustrated – is far too polarized in their approaches 
by merely condemning or glorifying Mussolini rather than contextualize his actions and memory. 

This paper questions what the public memory of the Duce and Fascism in Italy’s social, polit-
ical, and cultural histories suggests about the power of his totalitarian regime. In order to achieve this 
end, particular memories will be utilized as it is not always about how memories are represented, but 
why certain ones are kept or rejected.19 The memory of a particular event from the past is indicative to 
how society currently views their history, which is extremely hegemonic and may allude to the struggle 
of representation for certain social groups or to the resistance of political movements. Both cases are 
apparent in Italian public memory of Fascism and the Duce. 

According to Italian public discourse, Mussolini was the embodiment of the Italian nation and 
reflected class and gender struggles.20 The plight of the poor has been used since Mussolini’s death to 
maintain a memory of benevolence on part of the fascist leader. During the economic stagnation of the 
1930s, Mussolini increased national welfare for women and families needing assistance by 20 percent – 
from 1.5 billion to 6.7 billion lire.21 Public work programs increased and the establishment of the Istitu-
to per la Ricostruzione Industriale in 1933 allowed for the economic survival of steelworks, shipyards, 
electricity facilities, telephone systems, and other vital infrastructure.22 What resulted from these actions 
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was a rhetoric in which the Duce was able to protect his people and mitigate the effect of the Great De-
pression on them in a benevolent manner.

Letters written to the Duce mirrored this thought with statements such as, “Excellency, I place 
myself in your humanitarian hands…” or “Duce, I venerate you as the Saints should be venerated…” or 
“Supreme benefactor of the working people”,23 with aid being provided in the name of the Duce. Be-
tween May 1936 and January 1937, 56 million lire was spent to support the building of schools, roads, 
houses and churches, as well as, to provide food assistance, household goods like sewing machines, or 
anything else that citizens needed.24 A statement written by a collective group of citizens near Assisi in 
1938 thanked Mussolini’s generosity, 

You who know how much we have suffered for lack of water can understand our uncontainable joy and 
infinite gratitude. We used to feel truly forgotten by everyone… You, DUCE, though beset by the most 
pressing work, have seen and have thought even of us.25     

Citizens across Italy and especially in the south who were central to this goodwill became “…ever more 
sympathetic to the Duce and ever less so to Fascism,”26 and thus, have established a biased lived mem-
ory. This trend indicates that more Italians were buying into his leadership and totalitarian regime as a 
personal entity rather than supporting fascist ideology. Mass emigration of citizens following the war, 
particularly from areas affected by the Duce’s aid has led to the establishment of strong Italian immi-
grant communities across the world who nurture this pro-Mussolini memory.27 In all, the oppression of 
the poor was noticed and supported by Mussolini which is a reason for his intimate memory amongst 
Italians. 

 Another social group which served as a conduit for Mussolini’s memory is women. In 1932, an 
eighteen-year-old student Maria Teresa Rossetti became so captivated by Mussolini, she stated, “The 
whole of Italy appeared to me to be stretching out in its blue sea under its golden sun, with thousands of 
strong smiling children…as the clear and incisive words of the Duce greeted them and gave them words 
of encouragement.”28 As Maria suggests, the image of Mussolini as a saviour was not lost throughout 
the nation. Prior to war on 30 August 1939, a seventeen-year-old Tuscan schoolgirl Athe Gracci wrote, 
“O Duce, Duce of our life, commander of an entire people, everyone places their love in you, everyone 
hopes in you, and if you do not succeed in securing peace, your people will still be faithful to you; and 
we will admire every aspect of you just the same.”29 The pervasiveness of Mussolini’s image in Italian 
society, especially among women, has created a specific memory of the man. The fascist party con-
veyed a psychological image of closeness between Mussolini and his people in order to legitimize the 
power of his totalitarian regime.30 Coincidently, it led to an innumerable amount of women desiring sex-
ual contact with the Duce. A Bologna housewife alone sent 848 letters to the Duce over a six year span 
to profess her love. In one particular letter, she states,  

My great lord and beautiful Duce. I have done nothing but trouble you, but you have always been gen-
erous in supporting me, because you have experienced the love that I have felt for you and still feel, and 
I will always love you. And you too have loved me, and your love has felt so sweet and beautiful that 
my heart will never forget. I feel your love strongly, and this gives me the strength to remain yours and 
wait.31 

It is unclear whether or not she and Mussolini consummated their love, although historians suggest that 
they may have met once at a Cattolica resort where the Duce spent his summer holidays.32 Yet, the lure 
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of Mussolini to this married woman – and other Italian women – cannot be overlooked and suggests 
that his memory is tied to this. In the same passage, she closes, “So many kisses and caresses I would 
give my dear Benito. I would embrace him so he could not escape!”33 

In Mussolini’s hometown of Predappio near Bologna, there were schools, theatres, football 
pitches, and overall, the people in Predappio had “all things that people from other places did not 
have.”34 In fact, life was extraordinary for the young women of his hometown, “Every memory is beau-
tiful when you are twenty years old! Forget about politics. We were young women with jobs, and every 
time we went out people would say: ‘Ah, you are from Predappio!’”35 It is possible that the memory 
of the Duce in Predappio may be skewed based on its importance, but from these examples, the lives 
of young women in his hometown and across Italy were exceptional. The public memory of the Duce 
that persisted for generations amongst poor Italians, youth, and women suggests the overall success of 
his totalitarian regime by supporting these typical oppressed groups. It is important to note, however, 
that in Predappio the memory of Mussolini is a “relationship of love and hatred,”36 suggesting that not 
everybody’s lives were good and that not everyone was as captivated as others were. 

 In the case of Predappio, the public memory of Mussolini has overwhelmed anti-fascists for de-
cades. Since his death in 1945, public discourse in the town shifted as socialists attempted to destroy his 
name by presenting Mussolini as “crazy, violent, and a traitor.”37 In Italy more broadly, resistance lead-
ers used the image of Mussolini as a sick dog or as subhuman to disposhis myth and give legitimacy to 
the anti-fascist movement.38 In post-war Italy, anti-fascists used his capture, death, and public hanging 
as a means to dehumanize him and to teach Italians about the ills of fascism, as well as, to make an-
ti-fascism a shared moral virtue.39 The strength of the Italian Communist Party enhanced anti-fascist 
discourse following the war and attempted to coercively change society’s memory of the Duce. How-
ever, for many Italians, fascism served as a pragmatic government, an “anti-ideological ideology” that 
focused on fact rather than theory,40 something socialism was not. In this, Mussolini recognized the 
issues in Italian society and through fascism, addressed them, which resulted in a particular aesthetic 
of fascism for Italians. According to a message left at his crypt in 2012, the political scene in Italy is 
dire due to the friction between the left and right and a strong, Mussolini-like leader is needed again for 
Italy, 

Ciao Benito, I have returned … I am here to cry out against these thieves who are killing our Italy … if, 
and by what means we can get out of this chaos, I don’t know … I can only say that once again it was 
your idea that was the best, and I so much hope that we can return if not exactly to how it was before at 
least to something approaching it … we need a great leader, honest and effective.41 

Long-time Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi discussed the importance of Mussolini’s 
death to modern Italy and politics in a newspaper article written after his 1994 election, “April 25 [anni-
versary Mussolini’s death] in not a chance for revenge for the left or an annoying hiccup for the moder-
ate coalition; it is, on the contrary, the symbolic date of a new beginning, a new phase of the republic… 
[it can] now be recovered and re-launched.”42 How it was to be relaunched was based on the citizenry. 
In Predappio, it is relaunched every year on his birthdate and on the anniversary of the March on Rome 
with celebrations, cumulating in a wooden cross being laid in front of his tomb.43 Those who celebrate 
are old and young, male and female, and of mixed political parties. It was celebrated by those who 
await his return and pilgrimage to his crypt avidly. Berlusconi – an avid supporter of Mussolini – ar-
gues that there is validity to Italy’s fascist past that cannot be forgotten, suggesting that fascism “was a 
democracy in a minor way.”44 The aesthetic that fascism still has for many Italians speaks to the power 
of the totalitarian state – defined by Mussolini as, “Everything in the state, nothing outside the state, 
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nothing against the state.”45 One cannot separate fascism from Mussolini regardless of the actions of the 
left following the war and the fact that the Duce is still synonymous with Italy suggests that the rejuve-
nation of Italian public memory on these two topics has already occurred. As put by Mussolini, “no one 
can tear out these great pages from Italian history,”46 or from the collective memory of Italians.   

Italian historian Luisa Passerini suggests that Mussolini is Italy. His story, his successes and 
failures, his background, his ambitions and fate is reflective of Italians and the country itself.47 Empir-
ically this is true. The memory of Mussolini, as a collective memory, is interwoven with public narra-
tives of being Italian.48 As argued in this paper, memory is not fixed, but is fluid and shaped by events, 
time, personal experiences, and resistance. Historians argue that fascism could not survive in Italy at 
any other period of history,49 but for reasons listed, the memory still does today. In the grand scheme of 
history, the legacy of Mussolini is superficial,50 but to Italians it is legitimate. In Italy, there are souve-
nirs, books, posters, magazines, and calendars to commemorate the Duce as the cult of Mussolini has 
established a market for these items. So, is fascism dead in Italy? As explored in this paper, the power 
that Mussolini’s totalitarian state has on contemporary Italy suggests otherwise. However, perhaps not 
enough time has passed to critically analyze Mussolini, as he put it, “History is a sequence of eternal 
returns. The phases in the lives of nations are measured in terms of decades. Sometimes of centuries,”51 
but for Italians, mere decades have brought a memory of good character, benevolence, and leadership to 
their fallen Duce.   

Notes 

1 My grandfather immigrated to Canada from Italy in 1958 and he often stated phrases similar to this.  
2 Message left at Mussolini’s crypt on Jan 1, 2011. Cited in Christopher Duggan, Fascist Voices: An Intimate History of 
Mussolini’s Italy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 434. 
3 See Duggan, 2013: 431-435. These testimonies at his crypt glorify Mussolini as a Christ-like saviour. 
4 Duggan, Fascist Voices: An Intimate History of Mussolini’s Italy, 434.
5 R. J. B Bosworth, Mussolini (London: Arnold, 2002), 1-2.
6 Ibid., 2.
7 A. J. P Taylor, The Origins of the Second World War (London: Penguin, 1964), 84-85. Cited in Robert A Ventresca, “De-
bating the Meaning of Fascism in Contemporary Italy,” Modern Italy 11, no. 2 (2006): 193.
8 Carmella Ferrante, St. Catharines, Ontario. Interviewed by Michael Angaran, Verbal Consent Granted (November 5, 
2015). Born in 1922, she immigrated to Canada in 1961.
9 Benito Mussolini, My Rise and Fall, vol. 1, My Rise (Boston: Da Capo Press, 1998), 309.
10 Bosworth, Mussolini, 424.
11 Ventresca, “Debating the Meaning of Fascism in Contemporary Italy,” 194.
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 See Duggan, Fascist Voices: An Intimate History of Mussolini’s Italy, 431-435.
15 Alton Confino, “Collective Memory and Cultural History: Problems of Method,” American Historical Review 102, no. 5 
(1997), 1386. 
16Ibid., 1387-8.
17 Ibid., 1388.
18 Ibid., 1403.
19 Ibid., 1390.
20 Bosworth, Mussolini, 35.
21 Duggan, Fascist Voices: An Intimate History of Mussolini’s Italy, 239.



15

22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid., 241- 42.
24 Ibid., 242- 43.
25 Ibid., 243- 44.
26 Ibid., 232. Memory from a Naples man’s diary. 
27 Bosworth, Mussolini, 422. The memory of Carmela and my grandfather is indicative of this. She came from Calabria, a 
poor region of the south while my grandfather came from a poor family in the north. It is important to note, however, that 
both of these memories are 60 years or more old.
28 Duggan, Fascist Voices: An Intimate History of Mussolini’s Italy, 206.
29 Ibid., 229. This entry in her diary continues by outlining Mussolini’s sexual appeal.
30 Ibid.  
31 Ibid., 217.
32 Ibid.
33 Ibid. 
34 Sofia Serenelli, “‘It was like something that you have at home which becomes so familiar that you don’t even pay atten-
tion to it’: Memories of Mussolini and Fascism in Predappio, 1922–2010,” Modern Italy 18, no. 2 (2013): 163. This is an 
oral memory from Piersante, born 1930. 
35 Ibid., 164. Oral memory from Dina, born 1924. 
36 Ibid., 159. Oral memory again from Piersante.
37 Serenelli, “It was like something that you have at home,” 160. Coercive in this case means forced onto citizens. 
38 Robert A Ventresca, “Mussolini’s Ghost: Italy’s Duce in History and Memory,” History and Memory: Studies in Repre-
sentation of the Past 18, no.1 (2006), 93.
39 Ibid., 96-97. This is mirrored in the pro-West literature of Taylor (1964) as mentioned earlier in the paper. 
40 Ruth Ben-Ghiat, “Fascism, Writing, and Memory: The Realist Aesthetic in Italy, 1930-1950,” The Journal of Modern 
History 67, no.3 (1995), 637-638.
41 Duggan, Fascist Voices: An Intimate History of Mussolini’s Italy, 434-35.
42 Silvio Berlusconi, “25 Aprile, festa per tutti….” La Repubblica (April 17, 1994).
43 Serenelli, 168. His 100th birth in 1983 was also celebrated in Predippo and across Italy. 
44 Duggan, Fascist Voices: An Intimate History of Mussolini’s Italy, 428.
45 Cited in the preface to Mussolini, My Rise and Fall. Vol .2, My Fall, 53. He is known as the first to coin the term.   
46 Benito Mussolini, My Rise and Fall, Vol .2, My Fall (Boston: Da Capo Press, 1998), 183.
47 Ventresca, “Mussolini’s Ghost: Italy’s Duce in History and Memory,” 90.
48 Serenelli, “It was like something that you have at home,” 158.
49 Ibid., 426.
50 Ibid., 428. According to many academics and historiography. 
51 Mussolini, My Rise and Fall, Vol .2, My Fall, 199. It is interesting that many Italians who hold Mussolini in high regard 
merely disagree with one aspect of his reign; the war effort. Many see that was his downfall and suggest that if he never 
allied with Nazism or focused on the war, he would have kept his power. 



16

The Information War and the Future of France: Censorship and Propaganda under 
the Vichy Regime

Corwan Groux

Censorship and propaganda, while fundamentally different, are also intimately related. Both are 
about control of information, but censorship is about the suppression of undesirable information where-
as propaganda is the promotion of desirable information. Because of this, censorship and propaganda 
have a complementary relationship: censorship creates an information vacuum which propaganda can 
fill. Censorship without propaganda allows the vacuum to be filled by rumours. Conversely, propagan-
da without censorship runs the risk of being drowned out among the myriad other voices proclaiming 
their messages. The duality of censorship and propaganda lies at the heart of the story of information 
control in Vichy France during World War II. Further complicating the story, there was not only one 
France; there was also the France of the German occupation and the free France in London and the 
resistance. The Vichy government had a vision for the future of France, yet struggled to retain control 
of that future. The information war between Vichy and the Allies was a fundamental part of the struggle 
for this vision. In the end, the Vichy regime lost the information war. Their failure to gain control over 
public opinion derived from the blunt uniformity of Vichy censorship and propaganda, especially when 
alternative sources of information, especially British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) radio programs, 
revealed the lies for what they were.

Setting Up the Vichy Propaganda Machine

 The early days of information control in the Vichy regime were hopelessly disorganized. The 
fledgling regime was struggling to find its footing, and there were more important issues at hand than 
censorship. The Vichy head of state, Marshal Philippe Pétain, did not simply want to preserve a piece 
of the Third Republic, which he in fact blamed for France’s humiliating defeat by the Germans. Rath-
er, Pétain and his supporters sought to rebuild a more traditional France. Pétain’s national revolution 
vilified Jews, freemasons and communists as the cancer that had corroded the Republic, and glorified 
traditional images such as the mother, the hardworking peasant, and the devout Catholic. Reflecting 
these new values, the motto of the Republic, “Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité,” [Liberty, Equality, Fraterni-
ty] was replaced by “Travail, Famille, Patrie.” [Work, Family, Country.]1 However, there was a com-
peting current of thought within the government which was more radically collaborationist and which 
wanted to turn Vichy France into a National Socialist state in the image of the Third Reich. Both sides 
maneuvered for positioning within the government and for control of censorship and propaganda in the 
first few months of the Vichy regime. The ultra-collaborationists lost out in the short term, and many 
relocated to occupied Paris where they worked closely together with the Nazis.2

 The division of censorship and propaganda also contributed to the confusion. One the one hand, 
the Ministry of Information was directly commanded by Pierre Laval and his cronies, whose objective 
was to control negotiations with Germany over the future of France.3 From July 1940 to February 1941, 
newspapers received fully 300 directives dictating acceptable and unacceptable content, reflecting the 
lack of a unified strategy for the control of information.4 On the other hand, Pétain and his cabinet con-
trolled independent propaganda agencies such as the Amicale de France in order to promote the ideolo-
gy of the national revolution. Laval’s dismissal from his posts on December 13, 1940, was prompted by 
fears over his monopoly on communication with the Germans and his desire to extend his control over 
information.5
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 While the creation of a General Secretariat for Information on October 28, 1940 marked a first 
step towards the centralization of censorship and propaganda, it was only with the arrival of Paul Mar-
ion in February 1941 that a coherent state propaganda machine was created. The German ambassador 
Otto Abetz, who wanted more ultra-collaborationists in the Vichy government, strongly approved of 
Marion’s promotion.6 Marion understood that propaganda was a crucial element of modern statecraft 
in an authoritarian regime: “La propagande était le levier décisif dans un siècle, dominé  par l’irruption 
des masses; il revenait à des minorités agissantes d’éclairer voire de manipuler le peuple incapable de 
se faire par lui-même une opinion.” [Propaganda was the decisive force in a century dominated by the 
eruption of the masses; it fell to the vocal minorities to enlighten and even to manipulate a people in-
capable of forming an opinion on its own.]7 His strategy, essentially, was to envelop the French people 
in an ideological cocoon and guide them towards a new France, one which mobilized nationwide in 
support of the German war effort.8

The Vichy propaganda machine under Marion had four departments: the press, propaganda, 
radio, and cinema. Control of the press was at the core of Marion’s strategy, and he used every tactic 
available to achieve such control. Censorship directives and the notes d’orientation, which explained 
the purpose of government policies, formed the basis of pre-publication information control. Post-pub-
lication, Marion used a carrot and stick approach based on his control of paper supplies and subsidies. 
Newspapers which disobeyed directives ran the risk of losing crucial government subsidies, seeing their 
access to paper reduced, or even being shut down altogether.9

However, the press mostly complied with the directives issued by Marion. In fact, they even 
ignored measures taken by the Prime Minister, François Darlan, which allowed newspapers to dis-
creetly critique domestic policy. As Lévy and Veillon remark: “le conformisme … se dégageait de ces 
journaux.” [Conformism … emanated from these newspapers.]10 Readers could not fail to notice the 
uniformity of news, especially given that even the way in which it was presented was strictly controlled. 
Censorship directives dictated the size of headlines or the presentation of photographs, and even the 
content of the articles from different newspapers told essentially the same story.11

The general conformity of newspapers with censorship directives disguises a subtler resistance 
to the Vichy regime by a few newspapers, especially as the public wearied of its abuses. Left-wing 
newspapers such as le Progrès de Lyon and la Montagne led this effort, often through small gestures of 
disobedience. For example, they dropped the provocative sub-heading “Anglais et communistes d’ac-
cord pour assassiner la France,” from the edition of June 3, 1942. Even small acts such as this one could 
have important consequences, and both newspapers were immediately suspended – though an outcry 
on the part of the press federation led to a temporary suspension.12 The Christian newspaper La Croix 
chose another path of resistance. While it followed the directives issued by the Ministry of Information, 
the paper clearly indicated that the information had been provided by the government by prefacing the 
articles with the phrase “On nous communique.” [We are informed] As for the notes d’orientations, the 
newspaper signed them with the initials NC, for ‘note communiquée’.13

The blatant uniformity of news content along with the small acts of resistance of some news-
papers meant that the French public was not fooled. The availability of alternative news sources only 
affirmed the belief that much of the news they read was in fact state propaganda. Neutral Swiss newspa-
pers with a reputation for objectivity circulated widely in France, and there was a stunning 150,000 cop-
ies being sold per day in April 1941. Even once these foreign newspapers were censored at the border 
later in 1941, other sources of information continued to challenge the official version of events – espe-
cially the BBC and Free French radio broadcasts from London, which could not so easily be stopped at 
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the border.14

The First Years of Radio Propaganda

The emergence of radio as a means of communication radically altered the nature of propaganda 
in World War II. Nazi Germany had pioneered the use of radio as a tool for propaganda, with Joseph 
Goebbels, the Nazi Minister of Propaganda, leading the way. German radio broadcasts into France 
in 1939-1940 had three strategies: “le mensonge, la seduction et l’intimidation.” [lies, seduction, and 
intimidation.]15 The spread of the radio in France lagged behind other countries, but there were still five 
million households with radios in the nation. The Vichy regime had inherited an apparatus to control 
radio from its predecessor, but struggled to turn it into an effective tool for propaganda. When Germany 
occupied the north of France in 1940, it reserved the most powerful radio antennas for its own use. The 
Vichy government was left with a patchwork network of smaller antennas. State radio broadcasts in late 
1940 were rather dry, and consisted mostly of news bulletins, ministerial periodicals, and the like. In 
1941, the regime instituted new artistic and cultural programs to support its national revolution. Expe-
rienced broadcasters such as Jean Nohain were asked to put on variety shows promoting the values of 
family, work, and effort. While the large number of artistic studios ensured a wealth of content, their 
geographic dispersal hampered efforts by the government to create a unified propaganda on the air-
waves.16

By contrast to the dryness of Vichy radio propaganda, radio broadcasts by the BBC and the Free 
French were highly energetic. They had to be, since radio formed the sole tenuous contact between 
French expatriates in London and the French people after Britain’s expulsion from Dunkirk in June 
1940. The first order of business was to attract an audience and no one was sure whether the demoral-
ized French population would listen. The BBC and its team persisted, however, by using songs, skits, 
sketches and the like to catch the attention of the French public. One slogan, for example, was: “Radio 
Paris ment, Radio Paris ment, Radio Paris est allemand.” [Radio Paris lies, Radio Paris lies, Radio Paris 
is German.]17 Nor did the Free French shy away from bad news and difficulties: when the London Blitz 
was at its height, the BBC parodied a song called Boum by Charles Trenet.18

In the context of a propaganda war, reporting the difficulties that the Allies faced in the first 
few years of the war may seem counterproductive. But it was a crucial part of the BBC strategy, which 
built its credibility by telling the truth. In part, the strategy of truth was dictated by the need to maintain 
democratic principles despite the pressures of total war. However, as Colonel Maurice Buckmaster, the 
head of the French section of the Special Operations Executive, later wrote: “Nous avions besoin d’in-
staurer une confiance totale dans la BBC … afin que, le moment venu, les patriotes français acceptent, 
sans questions ni murmures, toute directives qui serait lancée sur les longueurs d’ondes.”[We needed to 
inspire total confidence in the BBC … so that, when the time had come, French patriots would un-
questioningly accept any orders transmitted over the radio.]19 As early as the spring of 1941, the BBC 
campaign to spread ‘V’ for ‘Victory’ in France had already achieved some success.20 The Vichy regime 
tried to ban listening to the BBC in public as early as October 1940, and in private by October 1941. 
The bans were utter failures since Vichy France lacked the capability to effectively jam radio waves, 
and even German jamming efforts seem to have been ineffective. It is estimated that by 1944, 70% of 
French households with access to radio were regularly listening to the BBC.21

Censorship and Propaganda under Total Occupation

The Vichy regime had been slow to realize and use the potential of radio as a means of propa-
ganda. Its early efforts at radio broadcasting produced tedious programs, and attempts to enliven the 
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French national radio with artistic programs had met with limited success. The leaders of the Vichy 
government and its Ministry of Information were men of the old school for whom the primary objective 
of censorship and propaganda was control of the press rather than of the airwaves. The return of Pierre 
Laval to power in April 1942 marked yet another turning point in the direction of Vichy propaganda, 
though his propaganda strategy continued to focus on the press. Laval abandoned Marion’s policy of 
enveloping the French people in a propaganda cocoon; instead, as he had done before, he sought to con-
trol the press in order to shape public opinion in support of his foreign policy, which tried to preserve 
the independence of Vichy France by collaborating with Germany.22

While the objective of the Ministry of Information changed, the system put in place by Marion 
essentially did not. Laval inherited a much more effective system of censorship and propaganda than 
the one he had left behind in December 1940. He began to place his allies in key posts within the state 
apparatus. Paul Creyssel, for example, was made minister of Propaganda in January 1942 at the expense 
of Paul Marion, who was gradually marginalized within Laval’s government. More important to Laval’s 
strategy was René Bonnefoy, the Minister of Information, since he exercised control over the press. 
Bonnefoy’s powers were greatly expanded by his control of the Office Français d’Information, which 
was in charge of news dispatches. This enabled him to select only the dispatches favourable to the Vi-
chy government and send them to the newspapers.23

The year 1942 witnessed great changes come over Vichy France. Laval’s return to power in 
April was one of them, but even more crucial were the Allied invasion of North Africa and the German 
occupation of Vichy France in November. The Allied invasion sparked new hope among the French 
population, and effective censorship and propaganda became critical for the Vichy government. There 
was zero tolerance for even the small acts of resistance by newspapers such as le Progrès de Lyon. On 
the November 11, 1942, the censors at the Ministry of Information sent le Progrès an ultimatum along 
with the usual directives: follow instructions to the letter, or be shut down. The next day, le Progrès 
appeared in newsstands without the required article, a piece whose subject was the supposed threat of 
annexation by the Americans. In its place was a farewell address to the readers of the paper. Le Progrès 
de Lyon was not alone in its choice: le Figaro and le Temps both voluntarily shut down in November 
1942 in protest of excessive censorship. Another newspaper, Paris-Soir, also chose to shut down its 
operations, but the government threatened to send the entire team to work in Germany if they didn’t 
resume publication. With no other choice, the paper continued to publish, but deliberately relegated all 
pro-German news to small print.24

Not all newspapers tried to shut down after the German occupation of Vichy France. La Croix 
continued publication, believing that the Germans could not cripple the French press any more than the 
Vichy collaborationists already had. Furthermore, shutting down would leave only the collaborationist 
newspapers in charge of news. The editor-in-chief of La Croix, Pierre Limagne, remarked: “Mieux vaut 
tenir le secteur.” [It’s better to hold course.]25 Anti-German but pro-Vichy newspapers such as l’Action 
française also continued to publish in the hopes of creating public support for Marshal Pétain, who they 
saw as the defender of a free France against Germany.26

Nonetheless, the swell of opposition that the Vichy state faced from newspapers in late 1942 
revealed a growing problem with the state censorship apparatus. Newspapers were flooded with cen-
sorship directives and notes d’orientations to the point where the content and presentation of the entire 
newspaper was uniform, rather than just a few articles. In January 1943, René Bonnefoy, the Minister of 
Information, took steps to reduce the quantity of directives. He proposed a contract between the gov-
ernment and the newspapers which allowed the latter much greater freedom over the presentation and 
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layout they could use, and a small degree of flexibility in their interpretations of the news sent by the 
Office Français d’Information. In exchange, however, the government would essentially gain control 
of the editorials in order to explain and promote government policy. Only a few newspapers rejected 
Bonnefoy’s contract. Those that had most strongly resisted Vichy censorship had already shut down 
with only a few exceptions, and the lure of steady access to paper supplies helped reticent publications 
overcome their reservations. One notable exception to this submission was Paris-Soir, which proceed-
ed to shut itself down for good in May 1943. L’Action française also refused, on the grounds that it 
perceived the new measures as harmful to the interests of Marshal Pétain, but the majority of the press 
gladly signed the contract with Bonnefoy.27 

Censorship directives ceased, but the notes d’orientations continued to hammer out the position 
newspapers should take.28 Under the cover of easing censorship, Bonnefoy’s contract with the newspa-
pers actually increased the power of the state propaganda machine. Flexible coverage and presentation 
of news was intended to give the illusion of a free press while the editorials now expounded Laval’s 
policy towards Germany – which was exactly what Laval had always wanted from them. The illusion of 
a free press was a feeble one, and the Ministry of Information did not hesitate to interfere more directly 
with the press when the issue at hand was vital, such as the Service de Travail Obligatoire (STO). The 
STO was a program announced in February 1943 that sent French workers between 21 and 23 years old 
to work in Germany. Despite their newfound ‘freedom’, the press all reported the creation of the STO 
in the same terms, implying that strict censorship directives had been issued on this occasion. Even 
without state interference, newspapers generally satisfied themselves with parroting the information and 
position provided in the notes d’orientations, undermining their effectiveness as a tool of propaganda.29

The Escalation of Vichy Radio Propaganda

 Despite Laval’s disinterest in the radio – he aborted a project to combine all regional radios into 
a nationwide state radio network – his return to power coincided with marked improvements in Vichy 
radio propaganda.30 Responsibility for the radio news broadcast was transferred to the Ministry of Infor-
mation During its difficult beginning, Vichy radio broadcasts suffered from a lack of truly charismatic 
orators. In 1942, two radio presenters in particular began to distinguish themselves: Paul Creyssel and 
Philippe Henriot. Their styles were worlds apart: where Henriot used invective, sarcasm and passion 
to stir up popular feeling, Creyssel spoke with reasonable arguments, addressed opposing views and 
warned against the dangers of blind sentimentality.31

 The revived radio propaganda apparatus of the Vichy state was still essentially secondary to 
the press in Laval’s scheme of information control, and largely focussed on the same issues. The STO 
and its predecessor, the Relève (a voluntary work exchange program), were an important focus of radio 
propaganda. When the Relève was in progress during the summer and fall of 1942, the Ministry of 
Information hoped to increase citizen participation in the program by portraying it in a positive light. 
The programme Radio Nationale presented reports which described the departures from train stations, 
and interviewed workers who had returned.32 These reports were undoubtedly fabricated, because the 
immense unpopularity of the Relève eventually forced the Vichy government, at the instigation of the 
Germans, to institute the mandatory STO.33

 Despite a better use of radio as a tool of propaganda, its potential continued to be limited by 
competition from cultural and artistic radio programs. In 1943, cultural programs represented fully 55% 
of airtime, whereas propaganda represented only 25% of airtime. The Vichy state believed that state 
radio also had an important cultural purpose. Nonetheless, even primarily cultural shows could be serve 
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political objectives as well, with the possible exception of music. For example, Vichy state radio dedi-
cated several shows to French history and heritage, such as “Connais ton pays” [Know your country] or 
“Les vieilles pierres de France” [The old stones of France].34 These shows promoted a nostalgic view of 
the past that served the values of the national revolution, including those of hardworking peasants and 
attachment to the soil of France.

 Finally, it was only when Philippe Henriot became head of the Ministry of Information in Jan-
uary 1944 that radio came to the fore of the Vichy propaganda strategy. As mentioned before, Henriot 
was a vehement and outspoken orator, and when given the chance to dictate his own propaganda strate-
gy, he did not hesitate to declare a radio war:

 Il s’agit à force de sincérité et d’impitoyable rigueur, d’arracher son masque d’hypocrisie et de 
duplicité en rendant coup sur coup à l’invisible ennemi. Et en réveillant dans les esprits et les cœurs ce 
que l’autre y avait endormi pour en faire des robots prêts à tous les crimes, de faire rendre gorge au men-
songe et à la haine. Et de gagner à défaut de l’autre, la guerre des ondes qui, elle aussi, nous fait tant de 
mal. 

[It’s a matter of tearing away the unseen foe’s mask of duplicity and hypocrisy by force of sincerity and 
merciless rigour and by trading blow for blow. And by rousing in the minds and hearts that which the 
other had numbed in order to turn them into robots willing to commit any crime, to make them spew lies 
and hatred. And by the other’s failure, to win the war of the waves, which also causes us so much pain.]35

This small sample of his rhetoric illustrates the energy and the passion that animated Henriot, illustrat-
ing why he was Vichy France’s most successful and memorable propagandist.

 When Henriot came to power in early 1944, the military situation was looking more and more 
unfavourable for the Germans and their allies. As a result, German pressure on the Vichy state inten-
sified greatly, and the regime came under the control of ultra-collaborationists. Vichy France became 
a police state in the last months of its existence, with the Milice sowing terror in its fight against the 
resistance. Henriot was in charge of the propaganda war against the Free French at the BBC in London, 
where French public opinion was the prize at stake.36

 Henriot’s policy derived from his admission that many French homes were listening to the BBC. 
Rather than try to implement ineffective and unenforceable bans as the regime had done earlier, Henriot 
believed that countering the broadcasts of the Free French directly would more effectively undermine 
their influence than just ignoring them. One of the most popular arguments he used was that the Free 
French had lost any legitimacy they might have possessed by abandoning France in its hour of need, to 
which they replied that it was better to fight for freedom from abroad than to collaborate with the enemy 
at home.37

 The radio exchanges between Henriot and the BBC were sometimes direct responses to a broad-
cast by the other side, and at other times were part of indirect exchanges which addressed broadcasts 
without responding to them directly. There were also exchanges which simultaneously addressed im-
portant themes of propaganda and the war, such as the resistance. Current events often formed the basis 
for these exchanges, as in the case of the battle between the resistance and the Milice on the Glières 
plateau in Haute-Savoie in March 1944. A few hundred resistance fighters had endured a siege by two 
thousand Miliciens for several weeks, and it finally took thousands of German troops to break the siege. 
Henriot virulently attacked the image of the resistance, labelling them cowards and communists, and 
blatantly falsified the role of the Milice in the victory. The BBC countered as best it could without reli-
able information in the immediate aftermath of the battle. When the actual details of the battle became 
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known in April, however, the BBC launched a four day campaign to reveal Henriot’s manipulations and 
his lies. The duel over Glières was a resounding victory for the Free French and the BBC.38 

 A veritable duel was being fought on the airwaves, and the excitement of following this blow-
by-blow campaign accounted for the surge in popularity of Henriot’s propaganda. The contest finally 
ended when Henriot was assassinated by the resistance on June 28, 1944. Despite his relatively short 
tenure as head of the Vichy propaganda apparatus, Henriot was the most memorable of his peers. As 
Chadwick remarks in her conclusion: 

That Henriot was listened to as widely as he was in 1944, despite the appeal of the Free French 
and despite widespread negative public opinion on Vichy, is testimony to his impact as one of the most 
powerful personalities in World War II France.39

Conclusion

 In the end, the Vichy propaganda machine failed in its mission to control public opinion. It 
began rather inauspiciously with the chaos surrounding the power struggle between Laval and Marshal 
Pétain’s cabinet in 1940, and it wasn’t until 1941 that Paul Marion created a cohesive system of censor-
ship and propaganda. Though on the surface it was effective in keeping locally and nationally produced 
information under its control and in promoting a unified message, these same features actually masked 
a deeper failure of the propaganda system which persisted throughout the war. The uniformity of the Vi-
chy press betrayed government control of information. As the war progressed the French public became 
more and more skeptical of French news and radio. Instead, they turned to widely available foreign 
sources of information, such as the neutral Swiss press and especially the Free French broadcasts of the 
BBC. The Ministry of Information had failed to make use of the duality of censorship and propaganda; 
clumsy and ineffective censorship meant that Vichy propaganda did not exist in an information vacuum, 
but instead had to compete with alternative sources of information.

Radio was a transformative element in the information war, as it could freely pass borders and 
even enter directly into the homesteads of the French population. The Vichy regime lagged behind its 
foes in terms of radio propaganda, and when it finally found a worthy orator in the form of Philippe 
Henriot, it was already too late. Public opinion have long since turned against the Vichy regime, es-
pecially following the German occupation of all of France in November 1942 and the creation of the 
hugely unpopular STO in spring 1943. By 1944, the tide of war had turned, giving the Allies the deci-
sive advantage. Allied military successes only reinforced the failure of the Vichy propaganda system, 
which had already long since lost the information war when they failed to suppress or even effectively 
counter BBC Free French broadcasts.
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A Raucous Crowd: Examining Contested Ideologies during the German Occupa-
tion of Denmark Through the Lens of Sport

Nick Mehring

The German occupation of Denmark began on the 9th of April 1940 when a faction of Nazi 
soldiers docked in the nation’s capital, Copenhagen. In direct violation of a German-Danish treaty of 
non-aggression (signed only one year earlier) the soldiers embarked on the Nazi regime’s mission to 
gain control of the country. In a display of power, the Luftwaffe flew bombers over the city, dropping 
leaflets explaining how the Germans had come to protect the Danes from the British and that they 
should accept occupation peacefully.1 Given Denmark’s relatively small army and lack of defensive 
fortifications, little resistance was shown toward the Nazi soldiers and to the demands of the regime 
itself. In terms of Nazi occupation, Denmark presents historians with a unique case. Given the Nazi’s 
ideological, and even mythological, view of the Danes as “pure Aryans,” the fact that Denmark was 
granted the ability to retain its sovereignty is unsurprising.2 As one 1943 publication reveals, Denmark 
could carry on, “with nearly all the appearances of an uninterrupted continuity with the past.”3 The 
King continued to take his daily ride through Copenhagen, Parliament was active throughout the occu-
pation, and although there was some economic hardship for the Danes it paled in comparison to other 
Nazi-controlled states.4 Despite the relative ease of life for Danes under Nazi occupation, contemporary 
discussion of the Danish experience suggests that anti-German attitudes were dominant and grew month 
by month.5 Certainly, the anti-German feelings were strong, but to suggest that these attitudes were felt 
by all Danes is too politically convenient of an argument and fails to incorporate the entirety of Danish 
sentiment. In fact, Danish attitudes toward occupation (and toward the Nazis in general) seem to be far 
more contested than previously thought. The politics involved in the German occupation of Denmark 
are complex; anti-German convictions clashed with pro-Nazi sentiment, and collaboration conflicted 
with ideas of Danish resistance. It is the purpose of this paper to examine these ideological contesta-
tions more deeply and, specifically, to look at them through the politics of sport. In the case of the Ger-
man occupation of Denmark, sport serves as a useful and under-explored medium with which to inves-
tigate the political underpinnings of the times. The idea that sport is, in fact, inherently political will be 
explored within the context of German-Danish collaboration. Further, both Danish resistance as well as 
Danish acceptance of Nazi occupation and ideology will be examined through the lens of sport. Danish 
sporting icons such as Neils Bukh, Jenny Kammersgaard and others will be used to show these ideas 
of resistance and acceptance during the occupation. Finally, some of the implications of the interaction 
between politics and sport during the German occupation in Denmark will be discussed. 

 The notion that sport is political in nature has been expanded upon by historians such as J.A. 
Mangan who suggests that focusing on one of these ideas over the other is to be guilty, in a metaphoric 
sense, of leaving an, “incomplete entry in an incomplete ledger.”6 As Mangan argues, separating ideas 
of politics and militarism from sport can be problematic given that sport historically reinforces milita-
rism and vice versa.7 In a telling quotation, Mangan explains the relationship between the sports field 
and the battlefield:

 Heroes of sports field and battlefield have much in common. They are both viewed as   
symbols of national prowess, quality and virtue. The warrior and the athlete are crucial to the perceived 
success of the state. The sports field and battlefield are linked as locations for the demonstration of 
legitimate patriotic aggression. The one location sustains the other and both sustain the image of the 
powerful nation. Furthermore, the sports field throughout history has prepared the young for the battle-
field. Throughout history sport and militarism have been inseparable.8
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Certainly the connection between sport and political power was not lost on the Germans who have his-
torically relied on sport to promote political ideals. In the 1920s the Germans implemented a variety of 
sport-related laws aimed at the nation’s youth. Daily sport lessons were made mandatory in all schools, 
gymnastics and “sports duty” for youth was adopted as a substitute for compulsory service in the army, 
and sports competitions were held annually to showcase the prowess of German athletics.9 In the early 
1920s, Adolph Hitler called for the creation of a sport-based youth movement that would reinforce the 
project of his Nazi party. By 1932, the youth group was recognized by the Reichs Committee of Ger-
man Youth Associations and was well on its way to becoming an early training ground for potential 
Nazi soldiers.10 The prior history of using sport to legitimize the Nazi regime set the foundation for its 
continuation during the occupation of Denmark. 

 Analyzing the period of occupation in Denmark through the lens of sport reveals just how 
complex the politics of the situation truly were. At the time of occupation, sport collaboration between 
Germany and Denmark had already enjoyed a rich tradition. In fact, Germany had been using sport as 
a way to forge a bond between the two nations based on the ideological linkage of a “Nordic brother-
hood”.11 Danish sports historian Hans Bonde argues that for much of the 1930s, the Germans fostered 
a fascination of Nazi ideology in Denmark through the strategic use of sport and the celebration of the 
“superior” Aryan athletic body.12 Germany used its top athletes as political harbingers of sorts, tasked 
with spreading a positive image of Nazi doctrine through good conduct abroad.13 As Bonde argues, one 
of the clearest examples of how German sport was used propagandistically is found in the amount of 
resources that were channeled directly into the performance of the sport, rather than the activity itself. 
Large amounts of money and energy were funnelled into ensuring that sporting events became grandi-
ose political displays, often attended by key political figures in Nazi Germany.14 For the Reichssportfüh-
rer, Hans von Tschammer und Osten, the importance of sport as a political tool was made clear when he 
argued, “The leadership of Reich sports, the foreign ministry and the propaganda administration regard 
international sporting events as a medium for drawing regions and states that were politically, militarily 
or geo-strategically interesting more deeply into the sphere of German influence.”15 As the Reichssport-
führer alludes to, the political goals of sport in Germany reflected the Nazi desire to establish a mutual 
respect between the Danes and the Germans, and to a large extent, this did in fact occur. For example, 
Danish and German cyclists had established a particularly close relationship in the early 1930s when a 
number of races on both German and Danish soil helped build a positive competitive spirit between the 
two nations.16 According to Bonde, German-Danish sport collaboration prior to the occupation had, for 
the most part, sparked in the Danish public a positive view of the Third Reich.17 This attitude is most of-
ten reflected in the athletes who took part in German-Danish sporting events. Danish rower Axel Lund-
quist expressed this view in his comment of the 1936 Olympic rowing venue, saying, “It is incredible 
what the Germans had done last year out on the Lange See Lake; but this year, the scenery is even more 
impressive. In particular, the huge tribune out in the water — with room for more than 6000 spectators 
— makes a colossal impact.”18 But athletes did not represent the only voice of Danish praise for the 
Germans; in a statement released by the Danish Olympic Committee (DOC) it was said that, “a solid 
and friendly collaboration exists between Danish and German sports, about which Danish sportsmen 
and women are pleased” and that, “we obtain only dividends and delight from this collaboration with 
Germany.”19 For many Danes, Germans were regarded not with fear or disdain, but rather, with respect 
and friendly admiration — an attitude which had been influenced by the intense collaboration between 
the two countries in the world of sport.

 Of all the Danish sport figures during this period, Neils Bukh might best embody the Danish 
public’s fascination for Nazism.20 Bukh rose to fame in the 1930s when his form of rhythmic gym-
nastics became recognized globally for its powerful portrayal of the male body; as his reputation for 
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producing world-class gymnasts grew, so too did the Danish public’s love for him.21 Throughout the 
1930s and into the occupation years, Bukh was highly active in Danish politics, bringing with him a 
deep interest for Nazism.22 Bukh’s first experience with the Nazis occurred in 1933 when he took the 
opportunity to visit Berlin while on a gymnastics tour of Hungary and Austria. As Bonde argues, the 
Nazis seemed to have an awareness of Bukh’s political leanings as he was greeted upon entering the 
Berlin gymnastics compound with the cacophonous roar of approximately 3000 uniformed spectators.23 
Bukh’s preference for recruiting gymnasts with primarily blonde hair and blue eyes would have made 
him a prime target for Nazi propagandists to try to exploit as a political shill — the warm welcome 
which heand his team received in Berlin is a testament to this.24 Bukh had become enamoured by the 
Nazi spectacle, convinced that the order and unity of the Hitler Youth was something which Denmark 
should model its own youth organizations after.25 During the occupation years, Bukh would become 
highly vocal in local newspapers and would often cite his own convictions that the system of Nazism 
was ultimately a positive one. In one such newspaper interview, Bukh was recorded saying that his 
visits to Berlin had only fortified his belief in the inner strength of the German view of the world.26 To 
illustrate just how convinced Bukh had become of the Nazi plan, his statement made in October 1940 
on the persecution of Jews at the hands of the Germans is revealing. In a press release sent to approxi-
mately 12 to 14 Danish newspapers, Bukh argued that, “If the new Germany requires all its damaging, 
foreign blood removed, then Germany must pay and bleed for it, but — trust in this — the operation is 
necessary and the pain worth it.”27 Given Bukh’s immense popularity within Denmark, his unabashed 
vocal support of the Nazi system during the early days of the occupation could be potentially danger-
ous, especially given Bukh’s influence over hundreds of young Danish boys and girls in his gymnastics 
programs. 

 As the case of Neils Bukh reveals, the idea that all Danes were anti-German is simply untrue. 
The nature of Danish attitudes toward Germans during the occupation years is much more complex than 
this. In the world of sport, there were a number of other high profile Danish athletes who sided with 
German ideology. The world-renowned Danish boxer Hans Holdt was one such athlete who routinely 
vocalized his belief in the Nazi doctrine. In 1942, two years into the German occupation of Denmark, 
Holdt solidified his political designation by joining the Danish Nazi Party.28 Of course, there are nu-
merous examples of Danish athletes whose political affinity rested on the side of the Nazis, but perhaps 
none were more prolific than Ragnhild Hvegar and Jenny Kammersgaard, both internationally recog-
nized swimming stars. Hvegar was a world-record holding Olympian and renowned for her technique 
and speed in the water, whereas Kammersgaard became idolized by the Germans for her heart and sheer 
will in long distance swims. In 1937, after Kammersgaard swam the Kattegat fjord, she received a per-
sonal letter of admiration from Hitler himself.29 Bonde argues that for the Germans this, “almost super-
natural achievement in the water by a North Germanic woman could be seen as a sign of the perfection 
of the Aryan race.”30 Nazi propagandists looked to capitalize on Kammersgaard’s popularity by linking 
her to Nazi sports. In the late 1930s, Kammersgaard was flown to Berlin where she was greeted by the 
Reichssportführer himself and subsequently taken on a lavish tour of the city. As Kammersgaard attests, 
she felt more than welcomed by the Germans who, upon recognizing her, would scream out, “Kattegat 
Jenny!”31 As Bonde argues, experiences like this helped Kammersgaard to form a favourable disposi-
tion toward the Germans — something which would prove to take deep root in the girl’s personality.32 
Even during the occupation years, Kammersgaard would often defend the Germans, citing her experi-
ences in the late 1930s as proof of their civility and hospitality.33 From the outset of occupation, Hvegar 
was vocal about her positive view of the Germans in Denmark. She was active in her involvement with 
members of the Danish and German press and had pictures and interviews of her in several newspa-
pers during the occupation years. One of the most salient of these interviews appeared in the magazine, 
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Kopenhagener, where a picture of Hvegar in her swimsuit in between two well-kept German soldiers 
was “proof” that the two sides were getting along under occupation.34 Further, the interview goes on to 
describe Hvegar’s, “sympathy for the German cause” and how she, “felt a close bond to her German 
sports colleagues.”35 In a candid letter addressed to the Wehrmacht’s soldiers, Hvegar concretely states 
her opinion on occupation, saying, “I’d like to wish all the German soldiers in Denmark welcome and 
I remember with much happiness all the fine times among German sporting friends I’ve had the plea-
sure of, during my many visits and competitions in Germany.”36 The cases of Bukh, Kammersgaard and 
Hvegar show how occupation was, for many Danes in the sporting world, not only an acceptable reality, 
but quite possibly the most desirable reality. Nazi propagandists fed off of sports icons like these and 
actively used them to spread pro-German sentiment throughout Denmark. Still, there was a large portion 
of the Danish population who actively resisted the German invasion, and it is through sport that these 
attitudes often manifested themselves.

 During occupation, the soccer pitch came to symbolize the confused nature of the ordeal, where 
Danish frustrations and German naivety played out in very real ways. Sport collaboration became the 
most prolific and comprehensive example of cultural collaboration the Danes had with their German 
occupiers (a somewhat unsurprising fact given the Germans’ affinity toward using sport as a political 
tool).37 Soccer was arguably the most important of the numerous sporting matches held between the 
Nazis and the Danes, possibly due to the intense emotions which the game evoked in the spectators 
on both sides. Spring of 1941 marked the beginning of a number of matches to be held on Danish soil 
between local club teams and various teams from Austria. In May, FK Austria won a closely contested 
match against the Copenhagen select team 1-0 and their post-game “heil” salute riled the Danish crowd 
to the point where various scuffles broke out among the crowd and a “chorus of whistling started up.”38 
But this light resistance to Nazi provocation was nothing in comparison to a match which took place just 
a few days later when the Copenhagen selects took on Admira Wien. The Austrian side won the match 
commandingly 4-1 in front of a mixed German-Danish crowd numbering over 12,500.39 Much like the 
match which took place just days earlier, the German fans were quick to give the “heil” salute following 
the victory, which led to a strong showing of Danish resistance. Hans Bonde does a wonderful job of 
narrating the chaos:

The ‘heil’ given by the German spectators, mainly soldiers, to their team shortly before the match 
had also created unrest among young Danish fans, and ‘there were harsh remarks from both sides, 
and several of the German soldiers had their caps knocked aside’. After the referee’s final whistle, 
where ‘people streamed onto the pitch, it all went wrong’. Although the German soldiers were off 
duty, they were armed and they started to threaten the provocative Danish spectators with their 
bayonets, while the Danish fans brandished their beer bottles. The police presence was unable to 
stop the fighting. Before reinforcements arrived, four German soldiers and a half-dozen Danish 
fans had been sufficiently injured that they needed to be taken to hospital. At the same time as the 
disturbances on the pitch, struggles broke out between German soldiers and Daneson the terraces, 
which in some cases developed into actual fighting. When the German soldiers from the ‘cheap’ 
pitch-side stand tried to leave the stadium they did so in bunches, so that the Danish fans sudden-
ly found they greatly outnumbered the Wehrmacht’s soldiers. At the exits the German soldiers 
became hedged in by groups of Danes, which led to a good number of standing brawls.40 

Bonde argues that this match can be seen as a psychological tipping point for Danish resistors, as there 
is a documented increase in Danish resistance after this event.41 At a 1942 rowing regatta held in Co-
penhagen, for instance, a crowd of around 2000 Danes gathered to sing satirical songs directed at the 
German athletes.42 In October of 1941, a boxing match held in Copenhagen saw the Danish favourite 
lose the bout to his German opponent. The decision sent a shockwave through the predominately Danish 
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crowd and they opened up with unrelenting booing and hissing directed toward the German fighter.43 
Interestingly, some of these subtle forms of resistance could be found coming from within the Danish 
sporting institutions themselves. Bonde highlights one example where a Danish boxing judge, who had 
grown to be quite popular among the Germans for his decisions in the ring, was refused the renewal 
of his licence by the Danish Boxing Association. Later that year, it was reinstated, but the association 
made the recommendation that he were to be used as little as possible to judge professional fights.44 In a 
1943 publication, Gunnar Leistikow echoes this idea that the Danes had had enough: 

 Everything indicates that these Danish apprehensions are justified and that the autonomy  which the Ger-
mans have permitted occupied Denmark for more than two and a half years is ending. The Nazis seem to 
have concluded that the preferential treatment which they have accorded the Danes has not paid. It has 
not won their sympathy and recently has not prevented sabotage from increasing throughout the coun-
try.45

By 1943 the Danish resistance had become palpable enough to suggest that the anti-German attitudes 
had, at the very least, become the most prominent in Danish society. This increase in overt Danish 
resistance does not take away from the fact that both pro-German and anti-German attitudes could be 
found within the Danish population during the occupation years and, moreover, that sport was often the 
medium by which these attitudes were expressed. 

 As this paper has shown, understanding sport and politics in unison is helpful in gauging the 
history of a nation. In the case of the German occupation of Denmark, the symbol-ridden nature of 
sport and sporting events illustrates the complex relationship between the Danes and the Germans, the 
collaborators and the resistors, respectively.46 Given the Nazi doctrine that a combination of sport and 
a mobilized youth is key to gaining control over a nation, the implications of sport collaboration in Den-
mark were all too real.47 The polarizing nature of occupation meant that at the same time that men like 
Neils Bukh were advocating for youth sport movements in Denmark to follow the Nazi model, resistors 
of the German occupiers were beginning to show their collective disdain at local sporting events. While 
Danish athletes like Ragnhild Hvegar and Jenny Kammersgaard actively spread pro-German messages 
in newspaper interviews, a raucous crowd was forming in the stadiums, ready to make their anti-Ger-
man voices heard. In the case of the German occupation of Denmark, sport accurately captures, and 
subsequently, represents the diversity of political ideologies at the time.
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Spiritual Resistance and Empowerment in Ghettos and Transit Camps during the 
Holocaust

Fabiha Tasneem Moou

“To be creative during the Holocaust was also to protest. This showed that the Germans could not 
break [the Jewish] spirits1.”

 – Alexander Bogen2

In order to understand how Jewish individuals used cultural activities as a tool of spiritual 
resistance and empowerment, it is important to recognize what it meant to spiritually resist against the 
Nazis. The ultimate goal for the Nazis officials was the complete destruction of the European Jewry. 
They sought to break the Jewish spirit and erase their influence from European societies. Eventually, 
they sought to exterminate the Jews altogether from the European soil. Therefore, any actions taken 
to undermine the Nazi goal were acts of resistance. Whereas armed resistance was used to lessen the 
influence of the Nazis, spiritual resistance was used to empower the European Jewry. It was used to 
gain control and exercise power over the situation the Jews were subjected to. The creation of the arts 
and the involvement in the cultural activities in the transit camps and ghettos was an act of spiritual 
resistance because, for the most parts, these activities were banned by the Nazis. Despite the fact that 
the production of culture in camps and ghettos meant deportation to death camps, Jews continued 
to partake in cultural activities. The reason behind the risk was simple: it empowered them. The arts 
served as vehicle of hope. The arts provided them a platform for self-expression and creation of 
community and self-identity. It allowed them to voice their opinions against oppression and create a 
sense of normalcy. It allowed them to fight against powerlessness and restore momentary control over 
their state of living. All these factors nourished their souls, strengthened their spirits, and reinforced 
their will to live. Through the usage of the arts, these factors helped to undermine the impact of the 
Nazis’ goals for complete extermination. As a result, these factors empowered the Jewish spirit and 
helped them resist the Nazis. The following sections will provide examples of the ways in which the 
arts were used for empowerment and spiritual resistance against the Nazis’ desire for the elimination of 
the Jewish people.   

Lyrics of Resistance, Melodies of Hope
Music in transit camps and ghettos was an agent for expression of emotion and a platform for 

communication. When they were hungry, they sang. When they were working, they sang. When they 
were sad, the Jews sang. Music became a way to express anger. Lyrics such as the one presented below 
allowed the Jews to question the actions of the bystanders and the perpetrators.

And you stand there looking on
With folded arms
And you stand there looking on
While our town goes up in flame3. 

Street songs such as these were popular among the Jews. Considering that street songs were composed 
using existing melodies, it was easier for the Jews to remember the rhythm of the song. Singing is 
an agent for expression, and songs such as this provided the Jews with an opportunity to voice their 
thoughts. By singing to voice their opinions, the Jews were able to gain therapeutic release. Through 
singing, they were able to express their ideas and their emotions. They were able to connect with other 
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Jews, experiencing the same forms of anger and betrayal. This contributed to the strengthening of 
connection between Jews and provided them with the necessary support to live through the horrors of 
the Holocaust. Through this support, coupled with the factor that singing allowed the Jews to express 
their feelings, they felt empowered. This empowerment became a tool for spiritual resistance against the 
Nazis who sought to eliminate the European Jewry. 

During the Holocaust, songs were created so that the surviving generation of the European 
Jewry could remember the horrors that were inflicted upon their ancestors by the Nazi regime.

When you will be liberated, dear Jews
Tell your dear children
Of our pain and hell
Of our suffering and death4

It was hoped that the Jewish children would become the generation that survived the atrocities of 
the Nazi regime. Thus, it became important for the adults to ensure that the children remember the 
atrocities inflicted upon their people.

When you grow old, my little one,
May you remember this song
How from thousand, one Jew remained,
Oh, evil Germans, unjust murders,
Who slaughtered your father, destroyed your mother
Oh, remember it, do not forget it, you must never forget it5.

It became important for the adults to teach children the implications of the Nazi action against the 
European Jewry. Finally, it became important for the adults to ensure that the injustice committed 
against them was not forgotten by the world. In order to ensure that they were not forgotten, they sang 
songs that explained their state of living, their inner emotions, and their utmost desires. Since songs 
are easier to remember, it became an agency for the Jews to convey their pain to others. Furthermore, 
it became a tool for the Jews to remember and be remembered. It allowed them to navigate through 
the psychological and physical pain, and it provided them a short escape for their desolate realities in 
ghettos and camps. By shortly escaping their realties, they hoped for a better future and a free future for 
the Jews. This indulgence in hope was of particular importance for Jews because it strengthened their 
desire to live. The hope and desire elicited by songs and music during the Holocaust empowered the 
Jews and prompted spiritual resistance against the Nazis.

Further examples of the ways in which singing helped the Jews resist against the Nazis can be 
examined in Martin Rosenberg’s “Judischer Todessang” (Jewish Death Song).  During his internment in 
Sachsenhousen, Rosenberg composed this choral work which is based on a popular Eastern European 
Jewish folk song called “Tsen Brider” (Ten Brother). The familiarity of the tune and the rhythm of the 
song made it memorable for the Jews in Sachsenhousen. Composed in 1901, the theme of the original 
folk song highlights the historical reality of the deaths of Eastern European Jews. The original song, 
consisting of ten verses therefore, recounts the story of ten Jewish brothers, all of whom were dying 
one by one.6 In 1942, Rosenberg used the tune and the theme of the song to tell his version of the 
disappearing Jews. Unlike the original song, Rosenberg starts “Judischer Todessang” with the sound 
“bom bom bom,” followed by the death of the tenth brother, and the chorus. The song ends with the 
monologue of the last remaining brother, screaming, “We never hurt anyone!7” 
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According to Aleksander Kuliseiwicz, a non-Jewish political prisoner in Sachsenhousen, 
the “bom bom bom” was supposed to be delivered using a varying range of emotions such as anger, 
resignation, hope, and optimism8. By putting more emphasis on these sounds, Rosenberg hoped to 
convey feelings without putting it into words. This allowed the song to become powerful because it 
elicited emotions from the listeners prior to the singing of the lyrics. The lyrics of Rosenberg’s version 
is powerful itself, when compared to the original version. Whereas the original song simply declared 
that the Jewish brothers are dying, Rosenberg’s version explicitly stated that the Jewish brothers are all 
murdered9. By changing the chorus from “Play me a little song/In the middle of the street” to “Play me 
a little song/They are taking us to the gas10”, Rosenberg made an unambiguous connection between the 
usage of the gas chambers and the murder of the Jews. With a simple change in the lyrics, Rosenberg 
was able to allude to the horrors of the Nazi regime and make a deliberate testimony against Nazi 
crimes. 

The atrocities committed against the Jews are furthered exemplified through the structure of 
the song itself. Whereas the original song contains ten verses, Rosenberg’s version includes only two 
verses. The shortening of the song serves to allude to the fact that the Nazis were killing off all the 
Jews at an extraordinary rate. Therefore, the structure of the song mimics the reality of the Jews during 
the Second World War. While in the past it would have taken longer for ten brothers to die, under the 
German rules, the Jewish people perished at a faster rate. Through “Judischer Todessang,” Rosenberg 
was able to highlight the fate of the Jews and emphasize the Nazi criminality. Since the Jews were not 
free, this freedom of expression was taken away from them. However, with Rosenberg’s help, the Jews 
were provided with a cultural tool that helped them express their realities under the Germans. Due to 
this, “Judischer Todessang” became a tool of empowerment and a tool of spiritual resistance. 

The performance of Giuseppe Verdi’s requiem in Theresienstadt during the Red Cross visit in 
1944 is cited as one of the examples of the usage of music as a tool for Jewish spiritual resistance. The 
requiem mass is one of the hardest and most powerful choral work11. The requiem itself is musically 
and emotionally demanding. All those who performs the piece needs to understand the Latin text, as 
well as the precise usage of instruments. For Rafael Schacter, the conductor for the requiem, this was 
a challenge. Considering that his orchestra consisted of amateur artists, he spent long hours perfecting 
the sound. Schacter undertook the task of teaching Latin to the choir and perfecting the sound of the 
instrument repeatedly while individuals were constantly being deported from Theresienstadt every day. 

As with the case in any other transit camps, the Jews here suffered from hunger, malnutrition, 
and extreme exhaustion. Despite the hunger, the coldness and the dampness of the basement where they 
rehearsed, the Jews continued to attend the practice sessions because it was way to return to a sense 
of normalcy12. Singing something as powerful as the requiem allowed the Jews in Theresienstadt to 
feel a sense of liberation. It permitted them to have a purpose amongst the chaos and overcome hunger 
and fear. More importantly, it allowed them to harness power through Verdi’s requiem to denounce the 
Nazis.  

 The requiem was the centrepiece of performance dedicated to the 1944 Red Cross visit in 
Theresienstadt. With the performance, the Jews wanted the Red Cross to see beyond the orchestrated 
propaganda that claimed Terezin was a city given to the Jews by the Fuhrer. As a result, the Jews 
wanted it to be powerful, and they wanted it to be their statement to the rest of the world. The requiem 
starts with the lyric “Grant them eternal rest, O Lord.” During the rehearsal, Schacter enforced the 
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understanding that this line was to be used to honour all the Jews that have perished under the Nazi 
rules13. Members of the choir and the orchestra were urged to sing with someone in mind, and sing for 
someone they have lost14. Therefore, from the commencement of the rehearsal, the requiem became 
powerful tool of expression for the Jews because it was dedicated to honour the Jewish individuals who 
have been dehumanized and murdered by the Nazis. 

Aside from dedicating the requiem to the dead, the Jews dedicated the performance to the living 
as well. Performing the requiem was a way for the Jews to sing to the God so that He may alleviate 
them from the horrors of the Nazi regime15. Due to this, lyrics such as “Liberate me, O Lord” adopted 
new meaning. It became a prayer to the rest of the world to save the Jews from the atrocities of the 
Nazis16. Schacter wanted this to be the most powerful line during the performance. By emphasizing this 
line, the Jews were able to express themselves and their grievances. Because this was to be performed 
in front of Nazi officials like Adolf Eichmann, the requiem became an agent for the Jews to speak to 
their oppressor without any retaliation. 

With the Latin lyrics, Schacter and the orchestra members denounced the Nazis. By singing, 
“That day, day of wrath, calamity, and misery, day of great and exceeding bitterness/when thou shalt 
come to judge the world by fire,” the Terezin Jews asserted the understanding that no one can escape the 
day of judgement17.  With the help of these words, the Jews reminded the Nazis that they will face their 
Maker, and that they will be judged harshly for their actions. These words, then, were used to convey 
the message that ultimately, the Jews and the Nazis were all the same. In the end, all shall be judged, 
and in the end, justice will be granted to everyone. Those who have been wronged will be rewarded, 
and those who committed the wrong will be punished. Typically, the Jews would not have been able 
to express these ideas without facing the threat of deportation. However, with the Latin words and the 
powerful orchestral performance, the Jews were able to speak against the Nazi brutality. The requiem 
granted the Jews an opportunity to express themselves in front of Nazi officials and delegates from the 
Red Cross. Because they were able to make this statement without immediate punishment, the requiem 
acted as an agent of spiritual resistance for the Jews. 

Music is an important part of any culture. It helps us express, it helps us feel, and it helps us 
connect with each other. When all else fails, we often turn to music to speak for us or speak to us. This 
has always been a cultural truth for the human race. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that the Jewish 
people turned to music to cope with the desolate realities in ghettos and camps. During the Holocaust, 
singing became a way to express oneself. Simultaneously, it became a way to condemn the Nazis and 
the oppressive measures they utilized against the Jewish people. Singing and music became a way to 
attain normalcy, a manifestation of hope, an agent for psychological healing, and a form of resistance 
and empowerment for the Jews in Europe.

Smiling to Forget, Laughing to Criticize
 The act of creating theatrical work and its presentation in front an audience was an important 
practice in the camps and ghettos during the Holocaust. Similar to the creation and performances of 
music, theatre became a form of personal expression. Furthermore, it became a literary tool to criticize 
of Nazi regime. 

Satirical works allowed the Jews to highlight the absurdity of the Nazi regime, while 
simultaneously promoting the understanding that the Jews will be able to overcome Nazi persecution. 
One such example of satirical performance is known as The Last Cyclist. The inspiration for The Last 
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Cyclist comes from a joke that was popularized during the First and the Second World War. The joke 
goes something like this: The first person states, “The Jews and the cyclists are responsible for all our 
misfortunes!” The second person counters the statement by asking, “Why the cyclist?” to which, the 
third persons states, “why the Jews?18” This joke highlights the absurdity that there is no rationale 
behind blaming the Jews for anyone’s misfortune. The theme of absurdity that one group can be 
blamed for the misfortune of the majority is effectively illustrated in The Last Cyclist. Written by Karel 
Švenk, the cabaret tells a story where individuals escape from a mental asylum and assume control 
over the state government. The ruler of the new government, Rat, begins to blame the cyclist for all the 
havoc and chaos caused by the asylum escapee. Rat’s government depict the Cyclists as international 
conspirators and as the root of all societal evil19. Because everyone come to believe this about the 
Cyclists, Rat orders his men to draw up a list of people who needs to prove that their ancestor, for last 
six generations, were pedestrians. Those who are unable to prove their ancestry are taken to the Island 
of Horror. Through this process, Rat manages to exterminate all Cyclists but one, Borivoj. After finally 
capturing Borivoj, Rat and his men wish to send him to the moon; however, Borivoj accidently fires the 
spaceship that was created to kill him. His clumsiness with the spaceship sends off Rat and his men to 
space, where they eventually die20. 

From the content of the cabaret, it is evident that The Last Cyclist is an allegory of the Third 
Reich. Rat embodies Hitler, the Cyclists represent the Jews, the list created by Rat draws inspiration 
from the Nuremberg Law, and Island of Horror alludes to the camps and ghettos used for the internment 
of the Jews. Through Rat and his men, Švenk was able to criticize the Nazi regime. The combination of 
allegory and satire in The Last Cyclist allow Švenk to ridicule the Third Reich. This usage of satire and 
allegory is of particular importance because it allowed Švenk to mock the Nazi official and undermine 
their authority, without facing any immediate physical threat. Thus, with the creation of this cabaret, 
Švenk was able to make a political comment against his oppressors, which provided him with an 
opportunity to fight against his own powerlessness under the Nazi regime. Because the usage of satire 
and allegory provided him with the necessary strength to take a political stance against the Nazis, these 
literary devices allowed him to restore momentary control over his state of existence. As a result, The 
Last Cyclist became Švenk’s tool for spiritual resistance and empowerment. 

The Last Cyclist is humourous in nature. The absurdity of the play allowed the Jews to laugh 
and forget about their desolate conditions in the camps. For a moment, it transported the Jews into 
a different reality altogether21. Through laughter, the Jews of Theresienstadt enjoyed each other’s 
company and created a sense of community22. Through laughter, they created a sense of normality. 
Through laughter, they coped with the reality of Theresienstadt, and through laughter, they ridiculed 
the Nazi regime. In a way, laugher and humour became a response and a statement to the Nazis, who 
were desperate to break the Jewish spirit. It became a way for the Jews to assume control over their 
powerless way of living. As a result, it became an agency for empowerment and a tool for spiritual 
resistance against the Nazis.

One of the famous children’s plays from Theresienstadt is called Brundibar. Brundibar presents 
the audience with a story of two siblings who are too poor to buy milk for the mother; in the story, the 
milk is the only medicine that can cure their ailing mother23. In order to earn enough money to buy 
milk, the siblings begin to imitate the performance of an organ grinder named Brundibar. Being the 
mean character that he is, Brundibar chases the siblings away, who join few animals and other village 
children to sing a lullaby. This collaborative performance allows the siblings to earn enough money to 
buy milk for their mother. Unfortunately, Brundibar steals all their money. By working together, the 
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animals and the children catch Brundibar, regain the money, and chase him out of the town. The cabaret 
ends with the children singing a song of their victory over the evil.  

Hans Krása and Adolf Hoffmeister created the cabaret to mirror the struggle of the Jewish 
people throughout human history24.  Because of the timelessness of the cabaret, during the Holocaust, 
the play came to represent the struggle for survival of the Jewish people in the Nazi regime. As a result, 
the character Brundibar came to represent Hitler and the Nazi empire, and the children personified the 
Jewish prisoners in camps and ghettos25. Therefore, the defeat of Brundibar, the source of evil in the 
play, became important because it highlighted the theme that good always overcomes evil. It further 
highlighted the understanding that through unity, the underdogs can find strength and triumph against 
the evil that is trying to break their spirit and cause misfortune26. These allegorical representations 
provided morale and courage for both the children and the adults in Theresienstadt. Along with 
promoting unity, it provided them with the hope that the Jews will overcome the adversity that is 
inflicted upon them by the Nazis. It provided the hope and the understanding that survival is possible 
and that “one day, [they] will be free27.” This hope for survival was furthered by the last song of the 
cabaret which states,

Dictator will be defeated
United we’ll win our stand.
We shall give good example
To all people in this land28.

This song became an anthem for the Jews in Theresienstadt. Because music provided individual Jews 
with a platform for personal expression, this song became a mantra that they will survive the hardship 
inflicted upon them, and they will become examples of the way in which individuals can overcome 
adversity. 

 The Nazis attempted to destroy the European Jewry by dehumanizing them. However, the 
performance of Brundibar allowed the Jews to demonstrate their humanity, as well as their creativity. 
With the usage of the allegories, they were able to demonstrate the Jewish will to survive. It inspired 
individual to hope, which is one of the most powerful tools for spiritual resistance. By condemning the 
Jews into the subhuman category and by inflicting pain upon them, the Nazis sought to destroy their 
spirit. However, because cabarets such as Brundibar instilled hope and promoted the will to survive, it 
became a tool for empowerment. The presence of personal empowerment facilitated spiritual resistance 
against the Nazis by counteracting their policy to break the Jewish spirit.

 As stated hope was one of the most powerful coping mechanisms for the Jews during the 
Holocaust. Therefore, cabarets were created so that it could provide the Jews with enough hope to 
survive just another day. The last cabaret, which will be discussed in this section, is called The Emperor 
of Atlantis. The Emperor of Atlantis was written in Theresienstadt by Victor Ullmann in 1944. Like the 
previously discussed playwrights, with The Emperor of Atlantis, Ullmann aimed to provide the Jews 
in Terezin with a hope. Alongside, he aimed to reduce the bitterness experienced by the Jews towards 
Hitler and towards the concept of death.

 The Emperor of Atlantis tells a story of an emperor who was able to harness the power of Death. 
Because of the Emperor’s ambition to win the universal war, he manages to destroy the naturalness 
phenomenon of dying and recreates it to that death is more mechanised29. This upsets Death. Following 
the Emperor’s final decree that everyone will fight each other so that there are no survivors remaining, 
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Death goes on strike. As a result, no one is able to die, which causes the Emperor’s realm to dwindle 
into chaos. Death makes an offer to the Emperor stating that he will resume his job, only if the Emperor 
sacrifices himself to Death. In order to ensure that chaos in this realm ceases, the Emperor chooses to 
sacrifice himself. With the death of the Emperor, Death resumes his job. The cabaret ends with Death 
warning, “Thou shalt not take Death’s name in vain30.”

 It comes as no surprise that, similar to the cabarets discussed thus far, The Emperor of Atlantis 
is an allegorical work. Here, the Emperor represents Hitler. Similar to Hitler’s implementation of the 
Final Solution and the usage of gas chambers and mass shooting to mechanize the process of death, 
the Emperor harnesses the power of Death to mechanize death and cause destruction in his realm. 
Similar to the subjects of the Emperor, the Jews living under the Nazi regime began to harbour bitter 
attitude toward death and the process of dying since it is the cause of their untimely demise31. Through 
this cabaret then, Ullmann wanted to reduce the bitterness of the Jews towards death itself. In the 
cabaret, he allowed Death to state, “I am the greatest celebration of freedom32.” With this, he wanted to 
demonstrate that the process of dying is a natural part of every living organism’s life cycle, and that it 
is not something to be feared33. Ullmann provides further consolation that death is not to be feared by 
making Death state, 

I am the one who delivers you from 
pestilence; I am not the pestilence.
I am the one who brings release from 
suffering;
I am not the one who leaves you suffering34.

These lines become powerful to the Jews who faced the possibility of death every day. Through these 
lines, death is depicted as an “unavoidable existential reality,” which makes it easier for individuals 
to accept that death is the natural consequence of being born into this world35. By naturalizing death 
through these lines, Ullmann shows that death should not evoke fear and that it should not be perceived 
as menacing. Depicting the process of dying as a natural phenomenon allowed Ullaman to evoke faith 
among his audience. Through faith, the Jews would have been able to face death with humility and 
bravery. The presence of this faith, thus, became the tool for spiritual resistance against the Nazis’ 
attempt to use death to instil fear and exterminate the European Jewry in camps and ghettos.

 Throughout the play, the audience is shown that the Emperor evoked Death’s name in vain. The 
process of death was mechanized, and the value of the natural phenomenon was reduced. This reduction 
of the value of death then was considered the ultimate reason for dishonour and disrespect towards 
other humans36. Through Death, Ullmann teaches his audience that despite all the wrongs that have 
been committed against them, the Jews should not wish death upon their oppressors because wishing ill 
upon others would indicate that they are evoking the name of death in vain. It would signify that they 
are disrespectful of human lives. Ultimately, this would place them on the same moral ground as their 
oppressors, which will diminish the distinction between moral and immoral individuals37.  With this 
message, The Emperor of Atlantis became a guide for the Jews to maintain and preserve their morals 
despite all the hardships they experienced. Because this cabaret created a distinction between morality and 
immorality through Death and the Emperor, and because it promoted the adoption of the moral high 
ground, it helped the Jews assume an honourable position when compared to their Nazi oppressors. 
This became the motivation for Jewish empowerment under the Nazi regime and an agent for spiritual 
resistance.        
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 Similar to Brundibar and The Last Cyclist, The Emperor of Atlantis instilled hope in its 
audience. In the cabaret, order returns to the realm after the death of the Emperor. Since the Emperor is 
the personification of Hitler, this play introduced the possibility of hope that Jews will be able to return 
to their normal state of living after the death of Hitler38. Because the mechanization of death ceased to 
exist after the death of the Emperor, the cabaret introduced the possibility of a future where the Jews 
can die in a timely manner, through natural causes. The presence of this hope allowed the Jews to 
entertain the idea that there is a possibility of a better future. Hope provided them with an opportunity 
to realize that no matter how powerful someone is, they will fall, and their fall would provide freedom 
for the Jews. Hope permitted them to continue to psychologically fight to live another day so that they 
can come closer to the day when Hitler falls. Since hope was able to evoke feelings such as this, it 
was a tool for spiritual resistance. Because The Emperor of Atlantis enabled the Jews to hope, it was a 
vehicle for spiritual resistance.   

For the most part, cabarets created during the Holocaust were satirical, humorous, and 
allegorical in nature39. These were the dominant literary devices because they enabled the Jews to 
discuss and criticize the atrocities of the Third Reich. The literary devices enabled the Jews to laugh so 
that they can gain temporary release from their grim realities. Furthermore, these devices enabled the 
Jews to hope for a better future, which promoted their psychological strengths and encouraged their will 
to survive. Thus, these literary devices provided the Jews with coping mechanisms to endure the horrific 
conditions imposed upon them by the Nazis officials. Through cabarets, these literary devices became 
the tool for Jewish empowerment and spiritual resistance against the Third Reich.  

For the next Generation
For the Jews in transit camps and ghettos, children represented hope. It was hoped that the 

children would carry forward the Jewish cultural practices and traditions. Because ghettos like Konvo 
banned pregnancy, surviving children were seen as the last generations of Jews who could preserve 
its culture40. In order to ensure the survival of the Jewish culture and the children themselves, Jewish 
adults turned to education. Education was seen as a “sacred” mission that benefited both the adults 
and children41. The prominent understanding was that those who educated, protected their souls 
from becoming bitter, and those who were being educated were protecting their souls from facing 
emptiness42. Thus, clandestine education was provided to the children in camps and ghettos in order 
to provide both the teachers and the students with structure43. Dedicated individuals, who adopted 
the role of an educator, constructed curricula in order to preserve humanity in children and promote 
Jewish culture through them44. By educating the children, adult Jews hope to promote moral values and 
provide psychological and emotional strength needed to ensure the survival of the children45. Because 
education provided an opportunity for the preservation of the Jewish culture, the educational practice 
counteracted the Nazis’ desire to eliminate the Jew and his culture. Thus, the educational opportunities 
provided to children became an agent for empowerment and spiritual resistance against the Nazis.

 Education of the Jews during the Holocaust can be divided into three categories. The first 
category of education allowed Jewish children to gain knowledge that makes an individual “intelligent.” 
To attain this forms of knowledge, lectures and discussions were of particular importance46. The topic 
for discussions and lectures varied from history to philosophy to language studies to sociology47. 
With the help of these discussions, the adults helped the children to broaden their intellectual horizon. 
Though this form of education and knowledge was important, the residence of ghettos and camps aimed 
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to implement the second category of education. The second category of education promoted every 
aspect of the Jewish culture. Here, education included the learning of Jewish history, either through 
discussion or through storytelling48. This form of education encouraged the transmission of the Zionist 
tradition and the thorough understanding of the Hebrew language49. The third category of education 
dealt with the instillation of character values in children. For this form of education to be successful, 
the educators used concerts, drawing, and theatrical performances for lesson delivery. Performances of 
children on a cabaret like Brundibar, is an example of the third category of education.   
 

Character education through the usage of art was ultimately the most important form of 
education because it engaged the students in such a manner that they were able to forget their miseries, 
temporarily. Thus, arts were used for this particular educational purposes because it encouraged the 
exploration of children’s creativity, imagination, and self-expression50. The use of arts, such as drawing, 
poetry, and theatrical performances, allowed the children to understand that beauty can be found even at 
the most unpleasant and horrific spaces51. Using the arts as a method of education allowed children to 
escape their desolate state by focusing inwards to explore their imagination and fantasies52.  Moreover, 
using the art as an educational platform allowed the Jewish children to have an outlet for the physical 
and the psychological trauma they experienced daily, under the Nazis’ oppressive rule53. Along with 
learning character values, the arts became a form of therapy and a mechanism for coping for the 
children. 

One of the prominent figures known for using the arts as method of education is Friedl Dicker-
Brandeis. Upon her arrival in Theresienstadt, she assumed the role of educator for the children. As their 
teacher, Dicker-Brandeis urged the students to be free54. As a result, children began to draw sceneries 
that they associated with freedom55. Older children began to use the arts as platform to document the 
atrocities of the Nazi regime. The surviving students of Dicker-Brandeis state that the urge to draw and 
the urge to document became the defining factor that promoted the children’s psychological strength 
and will to stay alive56. Because it became a way to make their voices heard, the arts and its continuous 
usage encouraged a sense of empowerment among the children. Prior to her deportation to Auschwitz, 
Dicker-Brandeis hid the works of art created by the children in two separate suitcases. The content of 
the suitcases show 5,000 pieces of work, created using whatever tools were available to the children57. 
Each piece is unique, and each piece captures a sense of individuality. From the drawing depicting the 
rising sun through barred window, symbolizing a desire to escape and a desire for freedom58 to the 
mere scribbles and cut out shapes on pieces of paper59, each piece was signed by the children. This 
communicated the idea that they mattered and they were someone in the world that desperately tried to 
reduce them to numbers.

The purpose of the Nazi regime was to exterminate the Jews and the Jewish culture. However, 
by providing education to the Jewish children, the Jews presented a counteraction to the Nazis. The 
education provided to the children created a space for socialization and the promotion of a community 
identity60. With the support of education, both children and adults created a sense of normalcy when 
their lives were being uprooted and destroyed. Education allowed for transmission of cultural and 
religious heritage, and it allowed for the preservation of Jews traditional practices the Nazis sought 
to destroy. Education through the arts enabled children to express their emotions, explore their 
imagination, and create a sense of self-identity. Finally, education promoted the hope for a better 
future among the adult and the children of ghettos and camps. Because education promoted hope, 
transmitted Jew culture, and created somewhat of a positive experience for the Jews, it was an agent for 
empowerment and spiritual resistance during the Holocaust.
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Conclusion
Cultural sphere often emerged in the camps and ghettos through the initiatives of the Jewish 

residence61. Even in places such as Theresienstadt, where cultural activities were promoted for 
propaganda usage, cultural sphere emerged only when the spiritual needs of the residence needed to be 
sustained. In most camps and ghettos, Jewish residence engaged in the creation of the arts, despite the 
danger it posed to their lives. Individuals in the most “liberal” camps such as Theresienstadt also faced 
the danger of immediate deportation to death camps regardless of the fact that the Nazis tolerated the 
Jewish cultural atmosphere in Terezin. The simple reason behind this is that the Jews indulged in the 
practice of arts in order to maintain their needs for cultural stimulation. The Jews also indulged in the 
creation of the arts in order to leave a mark on this world. Considering that the Nazis wanted to destroy 
all traces of the European Jewry, these factors were not acceptable. As a result, they sought to destroy 
anyone who dared to indulge in the arts.   

The Jews indulged in cultural practices to document the criminality of the Nazi regime. 
Thus, supplies were smuggled in from the outside world. Works of arts were hidden away within the 
ghetto and camp walls and ceilings, in hopes that someone will find them someday and understand 
the true reality of the Jews and the Nazi regime62. Most of the examples provided here come from 
Theresienstadt. Although Theresienstadt was similar to the transit camps and ghettos throughout 
Europe, it was also special in a sense that it was used by the Nazis as a tool for propaganda. To depict 
to the Red Cross that camps and ghettos are created by the Nazi official to better the lives of the Jews, 
cultural actives were tolerated, to an extent. Due to this, individuals here had more opportunities to 
perform cabarets and orchestral work. It is due to this that a greater number of documentation of the 
arts survives from Terezin. This being said, it would be inappropriate to state that cultural spheres were 
not documented in other ghettos and camps. Surviving songs from Lodz and Warsaw, and clandestine 
picture of classrooms in Konvo are few examples that demonstrate the presence of a cultural sphere in 
ghettos and camps throughout Europe. 

One of the prevalent themes encountered during this research is the testimonies of survivors 
stating that cultural reproductions such as songs, cabarets, and drawings helped them stay alive63. Many 
survivor states, that through the arts, they were able to express their thoughts, their idea, and their 
emotions. This was important to them because it protected the Jews from hatred and nourished their 
souls against isolation and loneliness64. The arts allowed the Jews to create a sense of normalcy and 
return to their former existence of living. It affirmed the existence of humanity in each and every Jewish 
individual, and it kept their spirits alive during one of the most difficult situations. Involvement with the 
arts provided opportunities for interaction with one other, which helped to battle the feeling of complete 
isolation and alienation65. Through the arts, the Jews were able to sustain hope and create a sense of 
self. Through the arts, the Jews were able to indulge in nostalgia and satirize the actions of the Nazi 
leaders. These empowered the Jews by restoring a sense of control and counteracting the feelings of 
fear and helplessness.  As a result, the active engagement through participation and the creation of the 
arts acted as a form of spiritual resistance against the Nazis during the Holocaust. 
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Factors of the Violence of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre
Courtney Svab

The French Wars of Religion were characterized by immense violence between the Catholics 
and the Protestants. On August 24, 1572, following the marriage of King Charles IX’s Catholic sister 
Marguerite of Valois to the Protestant King Henri of Navarre1 commenced several days of indiscrimi-
nate killing by the Catholic popular masses of the Protestants living in Paris. The massacre in Paris then 
sparked similar action in the provinces of France that continued for months after the initial massacre.2  
The violence was influenced by political, social, cultural and religious factors. For the purpose of this 
paper the definitions of social, political, cultural and religious factors that will be used are as follows. 
Social factors and influences refer to the social status of the people through their material wealth. This 
looks at class differences such as the nobility versus the popular masses. Political factors would include 
violence done out of intent to further a political cause or as an effort to protect political power. Political 
factors can also refer to the smaller politics of the popular masses. Cultural factors take into account the 
cultural view of the world people living at the time had and how they viewed certain issues, such as how 
to deal with heresy. Religious factors refer to the religious divide in France between the Protestants and 
the Catholics. Looking specifically at the events of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, these lenses 
of social, political, cultural, and religious approaches can be used to study why the violence reached 
such drastic levels. Though there are many different approaches, the most important approach to study-
ing why the massacre became so violent is the political motivations of both the nobility and lower class-
es living in Paris during the French Wars of Religion. Before evaluating the importance of the political 
motivations on the violence of the massacre, the existing historiography will be examined to investigate 
the different lenses that are used to approach the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. The different 
historians and their works whose viewpoints will be studied and compared in this paper include; Natalie 
Zemon Davis’ The Rites of Violence: Religious Riot in Sixteenth Century France, Stuart Carroll’s Blood 
and Violence in Early Modern France, Arlette Jouanna’s The Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre: The 
Mysteries of a Crime of State, Allan A. Tulchin’s Massacres During the French Wars of Religion, Janine 
Estebe’s short article The Rites of Violence: Religious Riot in Sixteenth-Century France A Comment and 
Mack P. Holt’s findings in The French Wars of Religion, 1562-1629. In addition to looking at the view-
points of other historians, it is important to look to the primary sources in order to interpret the thoughts 
and feelings of the people living through the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. The historical docu-
ments that will be studied include views from both the Protestants and the Catholics in an effort to gain 
a better understanding of how the political conflicts of people in sixteenth-century Paris allowed for the 
violence of the Massacre to reach the levels it did. 

Violence during the French Wars of Religion, primarily the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massa-
cre cannot be examined without referencing Natalie Davis’ work The Rites of Violence: Religious Riot 
in Sixteenth Century France. Natalie Davis was the first historian to look at the cultural views of the 
popular masses and why they would have participated so thoroughly in the Saint Bartholomew’s Day 
Massacre. Davis took a cultural viewpoint as she examined the past history of the French and the tradi-
tions of violence that the people living in the sixteenth century would have turned to as a basis of how 
to respond to the religious and political conflicts arising throughout the French Wars of Religion. Davis 
viewed the violence surrounding the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre as so intense because it con-
nected with the people and their beliefs in how they see the world.3 To support her argument that it was 
the culture and traditions of the people that led to the violence, she examined examples of earlier riots, 
primarily grain riots, and what caused those events. By looking at riots prior to the Saint Bartholomew’s 
Day Massacre, Davis concluded that the tendency towards violence is best explained in the terms of the 
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roles and patterns of behavior allowed by their culture.4 Her conclusions were that the French people 
had a predisposition towards violent riots before the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. Davis’ article 
set a precedent for studying why the wars of religion got so violent through the cultural lens of looking 
at the people who participated in the massacre, as until then the culture of the French people had not 
been studied as a motivation for violence in the French Wars of Religion. 

Stuart Carroll looked at the people involved in the massacre as well, though his view was more 
socio-cultural. Similar to Davis, he examined the people’s traditions and how those led to the violence 
of the Massacre. However, he focused more on the nobility involved in the massacre and the past 
French traditions of dueling to settle feuds. In his book Blood and Violence in Early Modern France, 
Carroll dedicates the first section to the history and case study of dueling as a way of settling feuds 
and carrying out vengeance in France during the early modern period. He states that, “[for] the nobili-
ty sincere faith mingled freely with sentiments of revenge. Vengeance killing was based on reason, on 
rational calculation, and conspiracy.”5 This means that the driving force behind the violence led by the 
nobles was vengeance and religious ideology. The popular masses, seemingly took permission from the 
nobility. However they did not carry out their violence in the same traditional way the nobles did. Using 
the example of the duc de Guise, Carroll explains noble violence during the massacre. The duc de Guise 
had wished to show that he had carried out his feud with Coligny in accordance to the King’s wishes 
through dueling, before distancing himself from the “gruesome violence of the popular masses.”6 This 
interpretation, by looking at the customs of the people, also touches on the social differences of the 
sixteenth century and how the nobles had carried out tradition and vengeance. 

Another lens to look through when discussing why the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre 
became so violent is the political motivations behind the initial murders that sparked the widespread 
violence. In her book The Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre: The Mysteries of a Crime of State, Ar-
lette Jouanna argued that the massacre was a political attempt to solidify the King’s power and that the 
massacre paved the way for the rise of absolutism. Jouanna focused mostly on the attempt on Admiral 
Coligny’s life on August 22, 1572, two days before the assassination and beginning of the massacre. 
She saw the levels of violence as the political ramifications of the attempt on the Admirals life and 
the rumours it created. The Catholic nobility as well as the king became increasingly worried about 
Protestant revenge. The angry attitude of the Protestants following the attack was seen as an attack on 
royal sovereignty. This led to a council meeting on August 23 where the decision to assassinate several 
Protestant seditious leaders was made.7 In an address to Parlement on August 26, King Charles IX stat-
ed that he had to act using the ‘sword that God had placed in his hands.’8 Jouanna clearly argues in this 
passage of her research that the massacre began with a planned attack on the Protestant leadership that 
stemmed from political motivations. From these initial murders, the massacre broke out and became an 
uncontrollable wave of violence against Protestants from all social classes. Though this is the case that 
Jouanna makes, Carroll argues against the idea that the premeditation of the murders of the Protestant 
leadership sparked the popular movement towards murder and violence.9 Carroll sees the murder of 
Coligny as an event separate from the massacre. 

Another view of the massacre is through the political lens. Allan A. Tulchin argues that politics 
had an important role in the violence of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. However unlike Jouan-
na, he examined several examples of massacres and how they were political calculations by military or 
political leaders. Tulchin’s argument was that the instigation of the massacres came from the political 
leaders who planned them. He also made the claim that the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, as well 
as the subsequent massacres in the provinces was carried out by civilian militia, which contradicts Da-
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vis’ claim that it was the popular masses that orchestrated the violence of the massacre.10 Throughout his 
article, he made connections between the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre and more modern massa-
cres. His purpose was to examine what massacres consisted of and who was behind them. 

Janine Estebe directly argued against Natalie Davis in her short article The Rites of Violence: 
Religious Riot in Sixteenth-Century France A Comment. Estebe took the stance that the social make 
up of those involved in the massacre was the most important factor in looking at the violence of the 
event. She particularly examined the socio-economic role that the circumstances of the time played in 
the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, such as the food shortages of the early 1570s. Estebe did admit 
that economic factors were not the immediate cause of popular disturbance, but they did create unstable 
conditions that set the stage for the violence.11 She then continued on to examine the role that the social 
tensions played in the outbreak of violence during the massacre. In one of the sources Estebe examined, 
Jean Crespin used the term artisan in his Martyrology, which was a survey of those who were killed in 
the massacre. Estebe stated that this term could refer to a number of different level jobs, however the 
Protestant religion in France was a wealthy one, indicating that those artisans who were killed were 
likely well paid. This brings up her main point that social factors in the violence of the massacre were 
important, and cannot be ignored. 

 Without the disagreement of religious doctrine to begin the conflict, the French Wars of Religion 
would not have happened. This is the view Mack P. Holt takes when examining violence during the 
Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in his book The French Wars of Religion, 1562-1629. He argued 
that it was religious tensions rather than political decisions from the nobility that were the root of the 
violence.12 He looked at the types of victims targeted by the Parisian Catholics in order to support his 
point that it was not a politically motivated event. The targets of the violence were non-noble Hugue-
nots, who would not have had political ramifications for their murder.13 Holt studied the different factors 
in the French Wars of Religion, including some that were political or social. In the chapter about the 
Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre Holt addressed the other factors, such as politics and socio-eco-
nomics. He said that though they did play a role in the massacre, they were not the most important 
factor by which to study the violence of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. Instead, he looked at it 
as a fundamental difference in doctrine between the Catholics and Protestants that could not be ignored 
and instead escalated into a massacre.14 As Holt argues, one cannot look at the Wars of Religion without 
understanding the underlying importance of religion.

 Now that the historiography of the Massacre has been examined, the main factor of the vio-
lence can be discussed. There are many factors that are used to explain why the Saint Bartholomew’s 
Day Massacre became so violent. Though there is evidence of cultural, social and religious factors, 
political factors and motivations are ultimately what led to the excessive violence. At the very heart of 
the conflict is the religious divide between the Protestants and the Catholics. This then raises the issue 
of international politics and France being a one-religion nation. However, religion cannot be the most 
important factor because religious divide was present at all other points of conflict between the Prot-
estants and the Catholics, yet there had not been a massacre to the extent of the Saint Bartholomew’s 
Day Massacre. Likewise, there were some social and cultural factors as well, however they too did not 
cause the extreme violence that occurred. The event that set off the massacre was the elimination of the 
Huguenot leadership, which is a politically motivated act. As the documents surrounding the massacre 
reveal, there was political motivations in the killing. 

 The events of the massacre were sparked by the attempted assassination of Admiral Coligny. 
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Many Protestants believed that the attempt was made by the duc de Guise as an act of vengeance. Both 
François Hotman in A True and Plain Report of the Furious Outages of France and Giovanni Michiel 
in his Report to the Venetian Senate on the Wounding of the Admiral discuss this idea. Although Michiel 
also makes the case that the order for assassination came from the Queen Mother, Catherine de Medici 
as a way to exert her control over King Charles IX.15 Michiel also recounts that the Queen Mother had 
also heard of a Huguenot plot to attack Paris and the King, which lead to the King taking charge and 
meeting with the Merchant’s Provost. This is recorded in the government document Report by the Mer-
chants’ Provost the night before the Saint Bartholomew’s Massacre was to take place. The document 
states that the merchants’ provost was called before the King and his council where he was informed 
that a Huguenot plot was to occur and he was to mobilize the city and lock the gates.16 This action by 
the King would later wind up trapping people fleeing the city from the persecution. 

 Though the political reasons behind the murder of the Admiral were related more to national 
politics surrounding the elites of society, the popular masses joined in as well. Political motivatons for 
the people were more related to personal vendettas against their neighbours. Michiel continues to look 
at the events of the massacre and comes to the conclusion that politics played a role as the motivation 
for violence. He writes; “[they] had no feeling, no mercy on anyone, even those who kneeled before 
them and humbly begged for their lives. If one man hated another because of some argument or lawsuit 
all he had to say was ‘this man is a Huguenot’ and he was immediately killed.”17 This shows that people 
were killing others for personal and political reasons under the guise that they were carrying out their 
role of ridding Paris of Protestants. In looking at some of the victims of the massacre it can be seen that 
the victims targeted were not always random Protestants, but rather those that had a relationship with 
some of the murderers, such as the magistrate Pierre de la Place.18 These reasons led to the widespread 
violence of the massacre. 

 It was not just the political reasoning behind the motivations to murder; the people were also 
under the belief that they were fulfilling orders from their King in murdering the Protestants. In the 
document Memoirs of the State of France under Charles IX by Simon Goulart, the dukes of Aumale, 
Guise, and Nevers went through the streets calling out “kill, kill them all; the King commands it.”19 In 
the examples of the murders he provides, Goulart writes that the Catholics demanded entry into Protes-
tant homes in order to kill them by saying they must open the door in the name of the King.20 Goulart 
is a Protestant minister writing six years later, if his word can be taken as truth, then the massacre was 
orchestrated by the King and his council in a calculated move against the Protestant population. In 
another Protestant source, the mention of the members of the King’s council calling for the killing is 
mentioned as well, giving more credit to Goulart’s claim.21 This begins to raise the question of the role 
the King played in the massacre. Through the documents, it has already been seen that political reasons 
instigated much of the violence by not only the elites but also the popular masses. 

 Historians have questioned the role of King Charles IX since the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Mas-
sacre took place. Many have viewed Catherine de Medici as well as the duc de Guise and other council-
ors as having a hand in orchestrating the massacre. However, the role that Charles IX had has remained 
contradictory. It was not until after the massacre that Charles IX took credit for orchestrating the event. 
He dismisses the idea that it was religiously fuelled and states that the massacre happened due to the 
Huguenot plot.22 However, the purpose that Charles IX may have had in claiming the responsibility 
is mixed. Due to the popular support of the massacre by the Catholics, claiming responsibility would 
place him in their favour, thereby strengthening his position of authority. The wording of his announce-
ment though shows that he is also trying to prevent another massacre in Paris. By denying that it is a 
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massacre with religious intent, he attempts to maintain the Peace of Saint-Germain and prevent further 
outbreaks of crime.23 The councilors and the people used the King’s permission as reason to attack the 
Protestants despite the fact that the King did not issue a statement about the massacre until several days 
later. 

 The Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre remains one of the most violent events of the French 
Wars of Religion. Many historians have tried to determine why the massacre became so violent when 
earlier massacres had not reached this size. There is still debate among historians about which fac-
tor they think is the most important as their research proves through the different lenses of political, 
religious, cultural, and social. Each of these different perspectives plays a role in the violence of the 
massacre, with religious differences as the underlying conflict. The most important factor is the polit-
ical motivations that led to the wave of violence in France. The city of Paris at the onset of the Saint 
Bartholomew’s Day Massacre was tense with religious hatred, just waiting for the tipping point, which 
was the murder of the Huguenot leadership, and led to the participation by the popular masses. When 
the King seemingly endorses violence people participate as a way to not only wipe out what they see as 
religiously wrong, but also to fulfill their own political vendettas. The St. Bartholomew Day Massacre 
was an event in history that changed the relationships between the Catholics and the Protestants. After 
the Massacre, the hope that the nation could move past the religious differences was eradicated. 
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Witchcraft and Midwives: The Fear Behind the Smoke
Michelle Wright

Popular views today about the Middle Ages and Early Renaissance witch craze in Europe was 
that it was a result of dominant males feeling threatened by women. Among these women were heal-
ers, more specifically, midwives. Scholars such as Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English, authors 
of Witches, Midwives, and Nurses: A History of Women Healers, believe that it was the persecution of 
women in the field of medicine through the witch trials that led to midwives being pushed out of the 
delivery room. Yet David Harley in his Historians as Demonologists: The Myth of the Midwife-witch 
debunks the belief that there were a large number of midwives condemned for witchcraft. So what is the 
real story and what can be said about the effects the witch craze had on women in the field of medicine, 
more specifically midwives? Other scholars often find themselves in the middle between these views. 
There is no evading the fact that female healers and midwives were prosecuted as witches, regardless of 
the numbers, however it also was not the sole reason behind the decline of women in the birthing cham-
bers and the rise of men who took their place. Women had been healers for centuries, and by examining 
the changing attitudes towards these women in the Middle Ages and Early Renaissance in Europe, it 
becomes clear that the effects of the fear relating to witchcraft was a deciding factor in shaping the field 
of obstetrics and the decline of female midwives. It will be important in this essay to factor in different 
areas to find what could be the most important effect the witch trails had on pushing women out of the 
birthing room; that is fear. For a process which is already terrifying at any time, fear was one of the 
largest factors in the history of childbirth, and it was fear that ultimately decided the advancement of the 
field. This essay will seek to prove that the effects of witchcraft in the Middle Ages and Early Renais-
sance did play a role in the decline of midwifery, not because of depletion of midwives but because of 
the fear it instilled on the masses, ultimately leading to the rise of the male-midwife and advancements 
in child birthing procedures. 

Around the world women have always been healers, especially when it comes to childbirth. 
Ancient legends, folk tales, myths, and art are littered with examples of female healers with life giving 
skills. Over 30,000 years ago the Great Goddess or Mother Goddess was worshipped as the giver of 
all life who also had the destructive power of nature.1 These images continued to evolve through time 
and cultures; including the “Mother Goddess” from ca. 7,500 BCE, Çatal-höyük, Mycenaean “Snake 
Goddess” ca. 1600 BCE, Isis the Egyptian mother goddess, the Greek mother earth goddesses Gaia and 
Demeter, and so on. These celebrated ancient women all had in common the aspect of motherhood or 
healers. For thousands of years these “wise women”2 had been unlicensed doctors, pharmacists who 
cultivated healing herbs, and most importantly they were midwives.3 The practice of midwifery had 
been a strictly female procedure until the Renaissance4 when things began to change gradually and men 
became involved in the birthing rooms. Little is known about the actual practices of mid-wives because 
few kept records of their practice, instead they passed information through the generations by word of 
mouth. Women were also barred from the medical profession in general, as only men were allowed in 
universities, forcing women healers and midwives to rely on old practices. What is known about mid-
wives in the Middle Ages comes from male writings or later manuals written by women. 

At first midwives were trusted members of the community and made soon-to-be mothers feel 
safe. In many countries midwives came from the edges of society, meaning women that had to make a 
living for themselves which included widows, elderly women, or women that were alienated from their 
families.5 Generally these women were already mothers and had undergone the procedures of childbear-
ing, which gave them firsthand experience in the birthing room. These women used natural remedies to 
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help with pregnancies, induce labour, induce abortions, and provide care for the mother and child after 
the birth.6 The primary responsibility of midwives was to provide care for the mother and child, and 
from this they also developed other skills that went beyond the birthing procedure itself. Midwives also 
became experts on most gynecological issues involving abnormalities in the menstrual cycle, uterine 
infections and diseases, as well as various problems that would inhibit conception.7 

The first published work in English on the subject was the Birth of Manynde; or, The Woman’s 
Booke in England 1540, which was continuously circulated until its last edition in 1654.8 Additional 
midwifery writings appeared before the 1700’s including Jane Sharp’s book The Midwives Book, or The 
Whole Art of Midwifery Discovered which first appeared in May 1671.9 Writings such as these provide 
insight into the minds of midwives and show what knowledge they possessed. Sharp’s series of books 
included a large range of topics on the subject, with in-depth information about the female anatomy, 
conception, medical aspects of pregnancy and labor, as well as diseases that could affect women and 
their children after labor.10 Although manuals such as Sharp’s provide a wealth of information pertain-
ing to the level of knowledge midwives did possess, the one thing that is lacking is the accounts of 
patients, leaving little knowledge of the actual procedures. Virtually no medical records were kept by 
midwives. It is unclear how many women were actually literate since many did come from the edges of 
society.  In some cases, like that of Jane Sharp, there were literate midwives; however it is believed that 
the vast majority of them were illiterate.11 

Midwifery became a legitimate practice, though it was unglamorous and considered 
less-than-honorable in most cases, throughout Europe. The first of the countries to adopt a municipal 
plan for licensing midwives was Germany in 1452, where they also provided funds for midwives to 
attend the poorer patients of cities.12 Even though the civil legislation had begun, it was the Catholic 
Church that had the final say in who was given legal credentials.13  At this time the Church was still 
responsible for enforcing the laws along with local governments, but they had a religious duty to wom-
en during childbirth since it was so dangerous. Midwives were given the power to perform baptisms 
and last rites during the birthing procedures in case of infant mortality or the death of the mother.14 
Midwives also had to be monitored by the Church since they were privy to sins, including abortions 
and the concealing of illegitimate or unwanted children, as well as having direct access to fetal tissue 
which could be used in magical charms.15 Though it was not an honorable job it was a job that had a 
lot of power, and was therefore seen as dangerous in the hands of women, and had to be strictly mon-
itored. More countries began legitimising the practice as a way to monitor midwives. In England the 
first recorded attempt to licence women began around 1550, where midwives had to show their good 
standings by taking an oath to serve God and the poor.16 Providing prerequisites for their practice that 
showed their training and experience were not requirements to obtain a license, however having some 
experience was preferable. 

The Church kept a close watch on midwives mainly because of their potential for witch-craft, 
especially during the witch-craze between the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries. Women, more gen-
erally, became the main targets of witch-hunters because “all wickedness is but little to the wickedness 
of a woman.”17 This quoten taken from the Malleus Maleficarum was originally written in 1486 and 
first published in Germany in 1487 by Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprender.18 The book’s original goal 
was to prove the existence of witchcraft and why it existed, while providing guidelines to magistrates 
on how to identify, interrogate and convict witches.19 More specifically, in Question VI of Part One, the 
authors dealt with why women are more prone to witchcraft over men in the first place. Firstly, women 
were simply inherently evil, as evident in the Old Testament of the Bible, secondly women were weak-



50

er and therefore more impressionable and easily influenced by the Devil. Lastly women had “slippery 
tongues”20 and are unable to hide their craft which in turn infects more women since they again are 
highly impressionable.21 It was also believed that the Devil works specifically through women because 
it was women who would have sexual intercourse with the Devil and in doing so also made pacts with 
him.22 Women who made pacts also participated in the Sabbath, where they would come together in 
groups to worship the Devil and engage in sacrilegious activities and rituals. One of these rituals was 
the sacrificing of infants to the Devil and in some cases the drinking of their blood.23 The Malleus 
Maleficarum explains that the Devil wanted children because it was by obtaining these children that 
the Last Judgement24 would be delayed.25 Unbaptized babies were also preferred so then they could be 
baptized in the name of the Devil.26 As a result of these beliefs midwives came under great suspicion 
because they had direct access to children. There are many cases of midwives being persecuted as 
witches for various practises during the witch craze.   

During the Renaissance it was believed that one in five children would not make it past the first 
few months of their lives.27 It was therefore easy to accuse a midwife of witchcraft if the infant died, 
and in some cases it was the accumulation of infant mortalities relating to a single midwife that would 
bring her under actual prosecution, not just suspicion. In one such case, a Hungarian midwife in 1728 
was charged with baptizing 2000 children in the Devil’s name.28 Another example of a midwife tried 
as a witch for the killing of children is found in the Malleus Maleficarum, where she confessed that she 
was compelled by the Devil to kill more children than she could count.29 Other evidence that led to the 
accusation of midwives as witches was that they used ointments or herbal remedies. In 1560 Giovanni 
Baptista della Porta in his Lamiarum unguenta30 gave detailed descriptions of how midwives, who had 
access to infants and placenta, would create ointments particularly out of the babies fat, which created 
powerful hallucinations and a stasis of a happy limbo.31 It was often the case that witches were accused 
of transporting a person elsewhere, while in reality it was merely an hallucination brought about as   the 
result of the ointment.32 Many tests done on subjects resulted in them entering a dream like state, and 
when they awoke they described being transported somewhere else.33 Creating and using ointment to 
relieve pain during childbirth was also frowned upon by the Church. It was seen as a direct affront to 
the divinely ordained pain of childbirth that was stated in the Bible. Although there are few cases of 
women being prosecuted for solely these types of ointments, they were viewed suspiciously and could 
be used in tandem with other charges. Lastly, midwives were also prosecuted as witches because they 
were seen as worshipers of the old religion, or pagan faiths. Since women could not learn their skills 
from universities they relied on old methods that came out of the old religion. Many women invoked 
past fertility gods or goddesses especially during particularly difficult births where usual methods did 
not seem to work. 34 Female healers and midwives were drawn to the past because it gave them power. 
These women were also on the fringes of society and would come together to share ideas and practices, 
which in the eyes of the Church was seen as heresy, condemning them as witches.35  

The belief that large numbers of midwives were persecuted as witches is widespread in the 
history of witchcraft and medicine. Scholars such as Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English, authors 
of Witches, Midwives, and Nurses: A History of Women Healers, believe that it was the persecution of 
women in the field of medicine through the witch trials that led to midwives and women healers be-
ing pushed out of the delivery room and the field altogether.36 Yet other scholars such as David Harley 
in his Historians as Demonologists: The Myth of the Midwife-witch. believe that these numbers were 
widely exaggerated,  Harley, who published his work in 1990, believes that midwives were generally 
immune from witch-craft prosecution because, as previously discussed, these women were generally 
trusted members of the community.37 If it is the case that there were not enough midwives persecuted as 
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witches to directly impact the  decline of female midwives, than what could be the reason? There is no 
doubt that during this time period a significant decline in the numbers of midwives was experienced and 
the rise of male-midwives became apparent in the 1700’s, the last hundred years of the witch-craze.38 
If this phenomenon was not a result of the physical depletion through prosecution as a witch, as Harley 
suggests, than the fall can be attributed to the social factors of  fear associated with the midwives as a 
direct response to the witch craze of the time. 

Fear was felt by all involved with the childbearing process; including the midwives, the patients, 
the family, and the Church. Patients and the Church had fears about the lack of education among mid-
wives. Since women were barred from universities they had no professional medical education, not only 
this, but as seen before, many midwives came from the fringes of society and would have been illiter-
ate. If they were illiterate they would be unable to study the few works that were written on the subject. 
This was a cause of great fear because it was widely believed that if their knowledge did not come from 
the Church or the universities, than it had to come from the Devil. Their knowledge did not come from 
the Church or universities; it came from old practices and natural remedies which were linked to sor-
cery and potions. Midwives were under suspicion because they had access to placenta one of the most 
sought after ingredients for potions. Patients then feared being taken advantage of during this vulnera-
ble time. There were other cases of women simply with potions, or herbal remedies, who were tried as 
witches, even if they had nothing to do with ingredients that came from childbirth. Charms and potions 
for any purpose were altogether outlawed in Scotland in 1678 because the Church believed that they 
could not be made at all without the Devil’s help.39 In 1591 Ewfame McCalzane was put on trial for 
witchcraft in Scotland, mainly under the charges that she was consorting with a known witch, who was 
a healer, for pain relief during pregnancy and at the time of birth.40 This meant that both midwives and 
patients could be considered witches for any use of ointments, herbal medicine, or other concoctions, 
broadening the circle of those who could come under scrutiny and lessening the demand for both mid-
wives and their skills. 

Many soon-to-be mothers did not just fear being associated with witches, but thanks to gossip 
and cases such as the witch tried in Strasburg for killing children, they feared for the lives of their chil-
dren as well as their child’s immortal soul. Midwives were being prosecuted to some degree, constantly 
running the risk of being persecuted because of their methods, gossip, or if the infant died. One of the 
main reasons behind accusations of witchcraft was due to the loss of the infant during birth, making the 
midwife an easy scapegoat upon which to lay blame.41 The accusations against midwives sacrificing 
children to the Devil or baptizing it in the Devil’s names was a fear experienced by even well-respected 
midwives. Chapter XIII in Part Two of the Malleus Maleficarum illustrates a women in the town of Za-
bern that was about to give birth.42 This woman was offered help from a midwife who had a bad reputa-
tion, so she sought help from a second midwife. This offended the first and made her angry, causing her 
to curse the new mother.43 Although there were only a few of these cases, any rumors about midwives in 
relation to witches became a great fear for many expecting mothers, a fear that was evident in the town 
of Zabern. 

Childbirth was still a constant factor of life and did not stop because women were fearful of 
midwives; instead they sought other help from professional male physicians, who had medical training 
from the universities. Not only did they have more medical knowledge, they also had tools that a mid-
wife did not.44 One such breakthrough tool was the forceps, which was invented by Peter Chamberlen 
the Elder (1560-1631) who kept it a family secret until 1728.45  This became a popular tool because it 
was advertised as a safer and less painful way of giving birth, and it was only used by male-midwives 
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because they had received the proper training for the use of such tools in universities.46 Male physicians 
were also quick to blame the midwife’s lack of education if something did go wrong in the birth. At this 
time there were still very few male-midwives, however this is the beginning of their appearance in the 
field. Before the witch-craze midwifery was seen as a strictly female practice, while laws were put in 
place against men, barring them from the bedrooms. After the witch craze a door was opened for men 
to enter into the practice.47 

In Europe the practice of male midwifery varied slightly from country to country after the 
witch craze. Generally these men were still looked down upon, but not to the same extent as female 
midwives. The process of giving birth had not changed in this time period and it was still seen as 
very unglamorous work. Male midwives started their medical practice as surgeons, however the field 
would later develop into the field of obstetrics and by professional physicians trained in anatomy.48 
One of the best known cases of male midwives is Francois Maurceau (1637-1709) who was a surgeon 
in the France court of Louis XIV who, in 1633, attended the king’s mistress during a difficult birth.49  
Male midwifery was very popular in England between 1720-1770, however it made slow progress 
in France.50 Male midwifery was generally only found in wealthy families and there are virtually no 
accounts of them in poor, rural areas. Regardless of its rising popularity, in Eighteenth century France 
female midwifery had a comeback. Despite the promise of the new, safer, less painful profession of 
obstetrics, these male midwives were often viewed as the “doctors of death.”51 Complicated births 
often resulted in the death of the infant or mother, and in some cases both. Since males now advertised 
that they were more equipped to handle difficult births they became associated with pain, for exam-
ple, if in cases where the fetus had already died inside the mother, the male midwife would perform a 
embryology.52 This was the process of removal of the fetus through needles, scissors, or hooks, which 
was often extremely painful.53 Male midwives held on to their profession by continuing to play off the 
fear of the past three hundred years, not by accusing female midwives were witches, but largely argu-
ing that they were ignorant and could not handle difficult births. In 1872 the physician J.H. Aveling 
dedicated his book English Midwives to “arouse an interest in the midwives of this country – to show 
what misery may result from their ignorance.”54 In his first chapter Aveling addresses female midwives, 
giving examples of how they obtained licences and seemed professional, but instead were ignorant and 
incompetent. In his second chapter he begins exploring the rise of the male midwife and the need for 
their knowledge. He explains that had women had the proper training from their male counter parts, 
they would not have been so incompetent, but since they were incapable of doing this, more males must 
enter the profession.55 Once men had their foot in the door they began to push women out by playing on 
the fear and ignorance that had originally developed in the witch-craze. By the nineteenth century it had 
become the fashion, at least for those who could afford it, to be attended by a man during childbirth. 

There were a lot of factors that pushed women out of the medical profession altogether. Male 
physicians gradually pushed women out of the birthing room to lessen woman’s power, obtain their 
jobs, and to dominate in all aspect of the medical field because of better education and improvement in 
tools only available to men. The persecutions during the witch-craze can be seen as the beginning of 
the male-midwife because they were needed to fill the void left by the decline of the female midwife. 
This decline was not because midwives were eliminated as witches, but because the witch craze creat-
ed a “fear-craze” perpetuated by the church, and individuals such as Kramer and Sprender, who went 
to great lengths to denounce their healing powers as witchcraft. Midwives were scared to practice and 
patients were scared of the ones that did, thus leading to their decline, while leaving the door open for 
men to emerge as the educated, trained attendant in the birthing chamber. 
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Post-Mao China: Post-Tiananmen Intellectual Development in the 1990s
Eva Zhao 

 On the evening of 3 June 1989 and into the early morning of June 4th, the People’s Liber-

ation Army (PLA) opened fire with assault rifles and tanks on the student-led pro-democracy 
movement.1 This crackdown came to be known as the Tiananmen Square Massacre, or the June 4th 

Massacre, as troops inflicted heavy causalities on unarmed citizens. It is estimated to have result-

ed in approximately 2,000 deaths and up to 10,000 injuries after the protests were condemned 
to be counter-revolutionary riots. A year and a half later, the government initiated a criticism 
campaign in which student and intellectual groups were purged. Between the later half of 1989 
through 1990, those who had advocated for the ideas such as democratic rights and freedom to 
criticize government that developed in the 1980s were attacked and silenced. Intellectuals lost 
what free expression and autonomy they had painstakingly gained in the decade prior.2 Intellectu-

als were shocked into silence by the enormity of what had happened at Tiananmen. Many be-

lieved, particularly Western scholars, that this use of brute force would mark the end of the Com-

munist regime. Following the events of 1989, intellectuals felt alienated and distanced from the 
political leadership—having little desire to participate in political discussions. Moreover, due to 
the suppression of intellectuals as well as internal and external conflicts, the political leadership 
had little patience to deal with intellectual expression.3 Thus, in the years following Tiananmen, 
intellectual life was quite evidently more repressive in comparison the 1980s.4 During the early 

years of the Communist leadership under Mao, party policies towards intellectuals swayed back 
and forth, between stifling intellectual activity to encouraging the creativity needed to modernize 
the state.5 As a result, these contradictory goals led to cyclical periods of repression and relaxation 
for the intellectual community. However during the 1990s, new ideas about the state and society 
appeared, gaining much greater acceptance among intellectuals.6 As such, the 1990s was a decade 
characterized by the emergence of a new post-Tiananmen generation of Chinese scholars.7 By fo-

cusing on the intellectual development of post-Tiananmen China in the 1990s, this paper will look 
at intellectual freedoms, the development of nationalism, intellectual relationships with the state, 
and the role of culture during this fascinating decade of Chinese political life.

 Only a year after Tiananmen, dissenting voices began to resurface in academic journals and 
prominent state newspapers, demonstrating that many intellectuals were unwilling to surrender 
their freedom. Unorthodox ideas re-emerged in terms that were acceptable to the regime leader-

ship—in other words, using language that did not attack the regime directly. These same articles 
also challenged views that had been expressed during the criticism campaign from 1989–1990.8 
Intellectuals took advantage of the regime’s increased tolerance of academic discussion in 1990, 
particularly on issues of human rights, as a means of expressing their ideas.9 The party’s loosen-

ing of control over everyday lives unleashed a proliferation of intellectual ideas, activities, and 
artistic endeavors outside of government control. As a result, a resurgence of public intellectuals 
and intellectual activities revolving around the ideas of Tiananmen in the form of written work, 
as well as protestations, emerged.10 Unlike the Mao-era, intellectuals and their families or col-
leagues did not face persecution for the supposed ‘crimes’ of their associates—as still practiced in 
modern-day North Korea. Rather, scholars cut themselves off from political activities, disengaging 
from political movements regardless as to whether or not they agreed with the government.11 

Although some intellectuals were silenced, they continued to make a living publishing articles and 
essays through new Internet technologies, private publishing, and contact with foreign media—
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such as the BBC via Hong Kong.12 Because market reforms made it possible for intellectuals to 
publish abroad, their views could be projected back into China through Internet and foreign pub-

lishing. Therefore, although some intellectuals were disillusioned, they were not as alienated from 

the regime as they were during the Mao-era. It demonstrates that access to the outside world was 
not completely limited. Debates between ‘centre left’ versus ‘centre right’ indicates that intellec-

tuals were thoroughly familiar with various Western schools of thought.13 Hence, the acceptance 
of Western liberalism by mainstream intellectual circles—particularly those involved in politics—
demonstrates the value of individual freedom and human dignity during the period of economic 
modernization.
 

Despite this new intellectual atmosphere that came about in the 1990s, there were in fact 
many intellectuals who were more supportive of their own government and critical of the West.14 

Although the regime appeared to be highly repressive toward political dissenters, the reemer-

gence and development of intellectual ideas indicates a greater tolerance towards the academic 
community in the 1990s. Contradictory treatment on the other hand, may indicate that while 
some leaders agreed with intellectuals on the need for political reform—as a means of dealing 
with the problems provoked by rapid economic reforms—the regime was hesitant to actively 
move in that direction.15 However, the year 1992 in particular saw a dramatic change in the polit-

ical climate as the result of Deng Xiaoping’s Nanxun (Southern Tour).16 It triggered a wave of ar-

ticles criticizing ‘leftists’ and demanding the liberation of the mind.17 As the result of Deng’s tour, 

the political atmosphere was opened that emboldened liberal intellectuals of the 1980s to call 
for political reforms along with the release of the June 4th prisoners.18 Thus, the immediate con-

sequence of Tiananmen was the revival of key ideas about state and society, which developed in 
intellectual circles in 1980s. As long as the content and style of intellectual work stayed away from 
politics, the regime tolerated and sometimes even encouraged an apolitical culture.19 Intellectuals 
were able to use such topics to break the post-Tiananmen silence. Nevertheless, the ideas intellec-

tuals put forward continued to be influential individually; their influence is demonstrated by their 
ability to publish in prestigious journals and newspapers, as well as introducing new ideas within 
a government-controlled society.20

 Throughout the 1990s, Chinese intellectuals shared a ‘qiangguomeng’ (dream of a strong 

China).21 This dream of a strong China started during Mao’s reign, and even after the decade 
following Tiananmen into the present day. After the events of Tiananmen, intellectuals rediscov-

ered the value of the Chinese cultural legacy that the regime had attacked for so long. This meant 
shifting away from Western influence and going back to traditional values that encompassed 
Chinese culture. A new awareness was established among intellectuals for the need to articulate 
a more vivid sense of collective identity for the Chinese people.22 In other words, Chinese intel-
lectuals sought something to unite the people after the events of Tiananmen, where many felt a 
disconnection between society and the state. As a result, a conservative, nationalistic intellectual 
discourse emerged—promoting anti-West, cultural nationalism. Not only were there critiques of 
Western-influence and advocacy of anti-West sentiments, but intellectuals also found themselves 
contributing to the creation of a ‘new’ Chinese identity. This discourse supported the official ver-

sion of state nationalism by arguing that a centralized power structure must be strengthened in 
order to maintain stability within the country.23 In 1992, a group of politically ambitious intellec-

tuals published widely circulated articles, arguing it was necessary to develop a new ideological 
vision rooted in Chinese traditional culture.24 By advocating economic development first, these 
intellectuals emphasized the nation’s interests above personal freedom. This increasingly diversi-
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fied, export-oriented Chinese economy redefined the intellectual field by changing its interaction 
not only to the daily political life but also with its relationship to the state. 25 Nationalistic writing 
promoted cultural nationalism, positioning Chinese culture as a symbol against Western cultur-

al hegemony. For example, the book The China That Can Say No, despite being hastily written, 
demonstrates genuine rage over what the authors see as an American containment policy; narrat-

ed by a bitter sense of disillusionment.26 It was used to argue that intellectuals should form ‘gen-

uinely humanistic’ spirit and to rebuild ‘academic lineage’ and ‘ethical traditions’ with Chinese 
culture as a form of liberation.27 For that reason, a ‘learning fever’ developed to replace Western 
ideas with Confucian schools of thought among intellectuals and debates, were refined in terms of 
‘Chinese-ness.’28 In the post-Tiananmen period, nationalism became an indispensible and rational 
choice as a means of advancing the national interests of China. Being fundamentally different from 
the state rhetoric of patriotism, this new nationalism signaled a voluntary, rather than forced, 
overlap between the nation and the state.29 Nationalistic language gave intellectuals cultural pow-

er and greater influence countenanced by the regime.30 The rising tide of nationalism was able to 
cut across all schools of thought in post-Tiananmen China—neo-Maoists, neo-conservatives, and 
neo-Confucianists.31 The new mood of the 1990s generated a mixture of traditionalism, conserva-

tism, utopianism, and nationalism.32 Thus, in the decade following Tiananmen, nationalism served 
as a gateway for intellectuals for put forth their ideas and establish influence in a society dominat-

ed by an authoritarian regime.

 In an environment where the bureaucratic state takes the lead in developing a socialist 
market economy, intellectuals found themselves denouncing the emergence of the working class-

es within that market economy.33 This meant that while criticizing the problems resulting from 
economic reforms, intellectuals were also criticizing the very people who had no choice but to be 
a part of it. In other words, while chastising poverty, intellectuals began to reprimand the peas-

antry rather than the state. However, in doing so, liberal intellectuals failed to acknowledge the 
ideology of development and integration that they shared with the reform bureaucracy. In other 
words, they had the same thinking as the government they were trying to criticize. Tiananmen did 
not shatter the rhetoric of democracy, but instead the aristocratic and authoritarian assumptions 
entrenched in the New Era.34 This included the assumption that intellectuals and bureaucrats are 
natural, inseparable partners guiding social change while also maintaining order. This also in-

cludes the assumption that intellectuals were not only the moral conscience of the people but had 
the right to articulate people’s desires and longings. In contrast, the intellectual locus sometimes 
directly affected the political atmosphere, whether intellectuals were a part of the regime or not.35 

This meant that in the 1990s, the existence of an intellectual sphere had some impact on policy 
reforms. Post-Tiananmen political alienation and increased opportunities in the market econo-

my increased the independence of intellectuals and its distance from the regime. Paradoxically, 
although alienated from the regime, there was still evidence of a close partnership. The regime ac-

tively sought intellectual advice in areas of human rights and legal reforms—although intellectual 
ability to influence public discourse was still limited.36 By using intellectual knowledge to engage 
in issues of human rights, the party hoped to demonstrate that the regime was empathetic to the 
people. Intellectuals responded to this call as a means of bringing forward their own ideas, using 
human rights as a catalyst to both criticize the regime but also to assist in its reformation. 

In terms of intellectual relations with the state, discourses continued to take the form of 
coded, philosophized language. The interpenetration of market, media, fashion, and ideas from 
the outside allowed intellectuals to articulate politically relevant intellectual agenda in China.37 
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Hence, there was a lack of commitment from self-styled liberal intellectuals in the 1990s, who 
sought refuge in counterrevolutionary discourses. Rather, conversion of state activism—the intel-
lectual activism under state control in order to strengthen it—into social initiative was subject to 
debate when practical means and tactics were discussed. Intellectuals were willing to participate 
in the political process within the structure because they believed in the reform of the structure.38 

In other words, having them work within the political system, intellectuals felt it was a sign of 
significant change. While many were willing to perform the function of limited counterweights 
to state power, some continued to criticize this ambiguous autonomy and wanted to express the 
new power of intellectuals. Because of the lack of a sphere of politics that expresses social inter-

ests independent of state power, the role of intellectuals characteristically reflected internal and 
external influences.39 In many instances, intellectual status diminished; and although most were 
aware and proud of their in-built strength, not many could express it or act against the state. Nev-

ertheless, intellectuals who broke from the within-without patterns of non-political autonomy in 
the public sphere experienced isolation.40 Transformation of the state became a prerequisite for 
intellectuals to join the process of modernizing China. Tiananmen was only one step towards the 
emergence of civil society from totalitarianism. Still, a significant portion of intellectuals contin-

ued to be skeptical of the process of globalization.41 As a result, intellectuals and the state each 
began to explore, in their own ways, issues of state legitimacy, state-society relations, and China’s 
relation with the outside world. Thus, it can be said that the relationship between the state and 
the wider intellectual community both narrowed and broadened after the events of Tiananmen in 
1989. Government leaders were oftentimes intellectuals themselves, and shared the same general 
background knowledge and education as other intellectuals.42 However, this increased specializa-

tion also meant that government officials were better informed on specific issues than their intel-
lectual counterparts. As a result, public intellectual views were seen as irrelevant and frequently 
dismissed.

The 1990s were essentially a free-flow of labor, goods, and capital along with a boom in 
information and cultural symbols that presented the nation in vivid terms.43 China’s entry into, 
as well as penetration by the world market enabled Chinese consumers to encounter a world of 
difference and newfound innovations. For many intellectuals, Tiananmen became a turning point 
whereby they began to seek out material success and a ‘celebrity status’ of being a figurehead. 
This was in contrast to 1992, the era that provided the conditions for achieving that success. How-

ever, Chinese intellectuals—such as writers, artists, critics, and educators—were bestowed with 
a sense of a historic mission, as they assumed a position of vanguard for ‘enlightenment.’44 The 

semi-frozen condition of elite intellectuals, combined with the ambiguity of state ideological doc-

trines presented obstacles in addressing the post-Tiananmen complex social relations. Although 
liberal intellectuals had considerable prestige within post-Tiananmen society in the 1990s, their 
discursive dependency on theory weakened their thought-provoking descriptions and analyses of 
the new socio-cultural space.45 As a result, intellectuals engaged with the social and political reali-
ties of post-Tiananmen China through the skillful appropriation of the language of Western popu-

lar art—that is, using Western popular art forms as a medium to discuss political issues.46 In other 
words, intellectuals sought to enter into the cultural sphere as a means of pushing forward their 
ideas within the changing society. Intellectuals were able to state counterhegemonic discourses 
to Euro-American hegemony as a result—ironically using the very thing they were criticizing.47 In 
terms of how culture played a role in intellectual development after Tiananmen, it is important to 
note that the role of intellectuals was changing as well. The taste in art, literature, and culture was 
no longer dictated by the intellectual elite, but by the masses. The emerging discourse of Chinese 
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nationalism and mass culture in the 1990s happened with neither the sanctioning of the state nor 
the participation of the intellectuals. However, while some stood on the sidelines, overwhelmed 
by a sense of alienation; others were busy navigating the new social space in search of a new class 
of affiliations.48 Generally, still recovering from the events of 1989, intellectuals now faced more 
ruthless market forces in conjunction with the state. Hence, to formulate practices of resistance 
to commodification and consumerism, mediating between local and global, and political and 
contemplative was important in envisioning the new position of intellectuals.49 The expansion of 

popular culture meant the marginalization of intellectuals, who had been previously at the center 
of culture.50 However, amidst the voices of opposition and contempt, expression of popular culture 
and using popular culture as an instrument for consolidating intellectual ideas gained ground. An 
example would be television soap operas, which projected and captured the new state of affairs in 
the Chinese social life.51 They were used to adapting to culture and value orientation of emerging 
popular society. By attracting audiences using the understanding of the state within daily life, con-

cerns, and hidden desires, culture and media became the gateway into intellectual thought. In the 
decade following Tiananmen, the cultural growth as the result of opening up to the world allowed 
a proliferation of media, ideas, and culture. New forms of messages that came into China signified 
something different and easily touched the hearts of the people.52 For example, popular music 
became a vehicle for common people to express a range of complex feelings, but also provided 
an opportunity for intellectuals to put forth their ideas in a form that the Chinese people could 
relate to.53 In music, intellectuals could set out their discontent with the present and the lingering 
nostalgia of the past—such as the events of Tiananmen and the ways that it was handled after-

wards—not only in cryptic lyrics, but the emotions evoked through harmonies. Similarly, the soft, 
sentimental melodies that were found in popular songs struck a different note in people—one 
that was different than the official language of revolution and class struggle that ‘national songs’ 
portrayed. Thus, both groups of intellectuals began to use music of this form to publicize different 
ideas, whether it was party propaganda or criticism of the regime and its leadership. Intellectuals 
provided an oppositional and alternative culture in China as a result of their usage of media and 
popular culture. On the other hand, it can also be said that intellectuals themselves are a dominant 
culture in itself since they had a tendency to present themselves using their traditional positions 
as representatives of Chinese culture to raise the consciousness of the masses.54 Intellectuals in 
post-Tiananmen China would use their hegemonic position to further consolidate their power 
when they would make alliances with the regime, using the culture established by market reform 
as a justification. Nonetheless, although the shift and growth of culture in post-Tiananmen China 
marginalized intellectuals on the basis of dictating the Chinese culture, this does not mean some 
did not benefit from it. Many intellectuals would also “succumb to the lure of commercial success,” 
sending a message that the fate of intellectuals was shifting. Nevertheless, intellectuals would also 
use this growing culture to their advantage, using music, television, and art as a means of pushing 
forward their rational ideas different from the state.

In essence, the post-Tiananmen era was one of uncertainty and stability. Although the im-

mediate period following Tiananmen was characterized by criticism campaigns, the 1990s held a 
different atmosphere. New ideas regarding the state and society reemerged soon after being criti-
cized and gained greater acceptance among other intellectuals. Although many had been silenced 
following the events of 1989, the 1990s saw the rise in intellectual development as well as the 
emergence and expansion of a new generation of Chinese scholars. This paper hoped to discuss 
intellectual developing in post-Tiananmen China in the subsequent decade following the event. 
Looking in areas of intellectual freedom, the development of nationalism, intellectuals in relation 
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to the state, and the role of culture, this paper intended to demonstrate that despite being under 
Communist leadership, academics continued to flourish. Although the regime appeared to be 
highly repressive toward political dissents, the reemergence and development of ideas indicates 
that there was a greater tolerance toward the intellectual community in the 1990s. Because the 
events of Tiananmen in 1989 created a divide between the state and society, intellectuals sought 
a way to unify the Chinese people. Hence, this shared qiangguomeng (dream of a strong China) 
developed into a pseudo form of nationalism different from that of the state, whereby the value of 
the Chinese cultural legacy was emphasized to create a collective identity. In the ensuing decade 
after Tiananmen, the greater intellectual community both narrowed and broadened in terms of its 
relationship with the state. As government leaders become intellectuals in their own right, they 
shared the same general background as other intellectuals. However, this increased specialization 
also meant they were oftentimes better informed on specific issues than their other intellectual 
counterparts—leading to the regime seeking out public intellectuals for advice much less, or ig-

noring their views entirely. Similarly, the expansion of popular culture—as the result of economic 
reforms—resulted in the marginalization of intellectual, who had been the center of culture, but 
also provided a gateway for intellectuals to voice their ideas in a way that would reach the masses. 
The post-Tiananmen era of the 1990s was therefore a decade of intellectual development because 
although initially repressive, there was intellectual freedom as long as the academia directly 
stayed away from politics of the regime. Nevertheless, there is little question that many intellectu-

als in the 1990s enjoyed more intellectual freedoms, access to the outside world, and a pluralistic 
cultural environment, than any other period during and after the reign of Mao. With the succeed-

ing leadership appearing to tolerate political discourse among intellectuals that did not directly 
challenge the regime’s legitimacy, the Chinese intellectual community without a doubt flourished. 
In many cases, this development was even encouraged by the regime itself.
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