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Introduction

i

It is my great pleasure to present to you the seventh edition 
of Quaestio, the annual undergraduate history journal produced 
by the Theta Upsilon chapter of Phi Alpha Theta National History 
Honor Society at UCLA. I feel tremendously privileged to have 
overseen the compilation and publication of Quaestio for a second 
consecutive year; it is a true gift to be able to read and now share 
with a broader audience my peers’ brilliant works.

I am often asked about the title of our journal. Why Quaestio? 
Quaestio
publication is all about: history, not as a story well told, but rather 
as a story well scrutinized. 

In my brief message to you, I should like—in the style of my 

of History—to invoke Walter Benjamin. In his essay, entitled 
“Theses on the Philosophy of History” (1940), Benjamin presents a 
critique of historicism. According to Benjamin, historicism depicts 
the “eternal picture of the past” (Thesis XVI). He argues against 
the idea of an “eternal picture” of history and posits that history 

[distinct] moment of danger” (Thesis VI). The arc of history is not 
predetermined and not to be taken for granted. Benjamin conveys 
that it is the historian’s task to be critical in his retrospective view of 
historical ‘progress,’ to “brush history against the grain.”1  Quaestio 
insists that it is the historian’s responsibility to do so.

The exemplary pieces of scholarship contained in these pages 
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were selected for publication because they embody a critical 
approach to history, and in so doing, capture the very meaning of 
Quaestio.

The compilation and publication of this journal would not have 
been possible were it not for the collaborative effort of a number of 
truly talented and tireless fellow undergraduate history enthusiasts. I 
would like to take this opportunity to express my sincerest gratitude 
to the editorial board—Alex Lee, Alan Naroditsky, Tessa Nath, 
and Serena Wu. I would also like to commend Rachel Davidson, 
Stephanie Lawton, Sean Nikos Messarra, Ashley Salustri, and 
Caitlyn Young for their excellent scholarship. 

To Professor David N. Myers, Chair of the History Department, 
and Professor Joan Waugh, Vice-Chair of the History Department, 
thank you for your steadfast support of Phi Alpha Theta and Quaestio 
and for being so dedicated to the enrichment of the undergraduate 
experience. To Paul Padilla, Undergraduate Department Advisor, 
than you for all your invaluable guidance. Finally, on behalf of the 
editorial board, contributors, and readership of Quaestio, I thank the 
UCLA Department of History and its outstanding faculty for their 
investment in undergraduate research. 

that the quality of the scholarship contained herein does UCLA’s 
distinguished name justice.

                                         Respectfully yours,
                                     Diane Bani-Esraili                                     Editor-in-Chief
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A Malleable Saint:

in their Historical Contexts

by Rachel Davidson

1 who lived in 
thirteenth century Eurasia, is a man with many identities. The 15th 
century Saltukname describes him as a devout Sunni who fought 
against heretics,2 while Ibn Battuta describes him as an “ecstatic 

15th century,3

member of Bektashi brotherhood. According to a fetva4 issued by 
5 and 

several sources that will be discussed identify him with Christian 
saints. Taking all of these differing depictions into consideration, 
this paper aims to explain why one man could be described as so 

historical portrayals and scholarly arguments with the intention of 

1 Gazi in Turkish, or ghazi in Arabic, refers to a Muslim warrior. For the sake of 
consistency, Turkish terms will be used throughout the paper.
2

191.
3 Cemal Kafadar, Between Two Worlds: The Construction of the Ottoman State, 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 94.
4 Fetva in Turkish, or fatwa in Arabic, is a legal opinion given by a scholar of 
Islam.
5

Turkish Gazi-Saint.” in Turcica: Revue D’Etudes Turques, tome XIV. (Paris: 
Association pour le Developpement des Etudes Turques, 1982), 218-9.
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contradictions in the historical context of the diverse expanding 

trajectory of the early modern Ottoman Empire, on the frontiers and 
in the capital. However, this topic can also be seen as a microcosm 

brotherhoods’ approaches to religious frontiers and the issues that 
come with them, such as conversion and syncretism. Our Balkan 

and preexisting local communities spanning large distances and 

interacted with the Sikh and Hindu traditions.6

coherent identity, and we lack the historical information to know 
which of these depictions is closest to being historically “true.”  

distinct individual, he has served many different roles for many 

living veli,7

referred to in this paper, it will be with this understanding of him 
as a construct rather than a historical person. While most scholars 

6 For s John Renard, Tales of God’s Friends: 
Islamic Hagiography in Translation. (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univ of Califor-
nia Press, 2009), Part V. 
7 Veli in Turkish, or wali in Arabic, is often translated as “saint” or “friend of 
God.”
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primarily propagated to advance the political and religious agendas 
of several groups in the growing and crystallizing proto-Ottoman 

suit their unique objectives.

it is nonetheless helpful to know. The earliest known historical 

cover his journey between 1325-54,8 in which he mentions passing 
through the town of Baba Saltuq, named for “an ecstatic devotee,” 
regarded by the local people as a holy man, but does not recall the 
exact location of the town (although it was somewhere in Eastern 
Europe).9

associated with the Qipchaq Tatar tribes that wandered the Crimea 
and present-day Moldova and Romania,10 while a few assert that he 
crossed the Bosphorus with ‘Izz al-Din, a Seljuk chief, during the 
reign of the Byzantine emperor Michael VIII.11

One early hagiography, the Tuffah al-Arwah, was completed 

8

9

dialogue with Christianity and ‘Heterodoxy’, (New York: Routledge, 2006), 54-

10 F. W. Hasluck, Christianity and Islam Under the Sultans, (New York: Octagon 

11 Ibid., 56.
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in 1315, even earlier than Ibn Battuta’s account, by Kamaluddin 
Muhammad al-Sarraj al-Rifa’I and was more recently quoted by the 
Palestinian scholar Yusuf an-Nabhani (d. 1932) in his Kitab Jami 
Karama al-Awliya. Little is known about the original author, and 
this paper relies on the English translation of an-Nabhani’s book 
rather than the original itself.12

less-than-orthodox gazi warrior associated with the Haydariyya and 
Rifa’iyya orders. Among al-Sarraj’s stories that Yusuf an-Nabhani 

and sweating, until a miraculous victory is achieved, whereby less 

thirty thousand men.13 Such a tale is in line with the heterodox 
practices of both the Haydaris and Rifa’is, the former being known 
for nudity and body mutilation,14 and the latter being known for 

self-mutilation.15

written in the 1470s by Ebu l-Hayr-i Rumi at the behest of 
Prince Cem, one of Mehmed the Conqueror’s sons.16 This “epic 

12 -
rope, 58-61.
13

14 Ibid., 61
15

16 

God’s Friends: Islamic Hagiography in Translation, ed. John Renard (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2009), 136.
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hagiography,”17 written in Ottoman Turkish, relates adventures 

theological debates.18 He is portrayed as an excellent scholar who 

and political milieu in which it was written rather than being an 

Europe and Anatolia during the thirteenth century; the implications 
of the historical context in which the Saltukname was written will 
be discussed in subsequent pages.

examined, although such tales will never be known in their entirety. 
F. W. Hasluck, an English historian who explored much of Anatolia 

th century, 

relates the legendary accounts recorded by Evliya Çelebi (1611-
ca1680), who travelled extensively in Ottoman Empire beginning 
in 1631 and whose journals were published long after his death.19 
Hasluck cites the dervishes of Kaliakra (Kilgra) in Bulgaria 
as Evliya Çelebi’s main sources.20 While Evliya Çelebi’s and 

might have been known outside of text in the 17th and 20th centuries 

17 Ibid.
18

God,” 137-144.
19 Evliya Çelebi, Narrative of Travels in Europe, Asia, and Africa in the Seven-
teenth Century, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).
20 Hasluck, Christianity and Islam Under the Sultans, 329
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respectively, we are left with many large gaps in how these stories 

death.
That our sources would have had entirely disparate audiences is 

and other written hagiographies existed on a different plane than the 

in oral tradition shared in local languages. Education, location, and 

from ever crossing paths in a common audience. It is only after 
twentieth century historians began to amass these tales in all their 
mediums that these contradictory portrayals become more apparent.

the time and of its patron, Prince Cem. This was a time in which the 
crystallizing Ottoman Empire was moving towards centralization 

Nile Green argues that during this formative time in Ottoman history, 
the Ottomans were “[attempting] to rule over the unruly spaces 
from which the had themselves emerged” and also “[attempting] to 
contain the very forces that had helped to establish their empire,”21 

21

2012), 132, 136.
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from being mutually exclusive from one another, were entangled 
through the alliances and the exchange of spiritual support and 

could not be distinguished from one another in a historical sense, 
it is equally impossible to distinguish the stories told about them, 

In his book Between Two Worlds: The Construction of the 
Ottoman State, Cemal Kafadar views the Saltukname through this 
lens, situating it and other related hybrids of hagiography and gazi 
lore in a larger discussion of the construction of Ottoman identity and 
historical consciousness in the early modern period of the empire. 

like the Ottomans “were keen to patronize the recording of frontier 
lore, both appropriating and taming once-rival traditions,” he also 

centralizers that had not been fully eliminated at the time it was 
written.

In fact, the context in which the Saltukname was written provides 

political arena. The Saltukname was written at the behest of Prince 
Cem (1459-1495), one of Mehmed the Conqueror’s sons who 

another of Mehmed II’s sons, for the throne. Cem’s interest in a gazi 

reminds us that, in the intense competition for the throne Cem was 



Quaestio

8

and other proponents of Constantinople-based centralization.
During this time, the shift of capital from Edirne to the newly 

conquered Constantinople was emblematic of the shift from a 
frontier-gazi-proto-state to a centralized administration-based 

of moving the capital further away from the frontier, and to a city 
that had already been the seat of a centralized empire for over a 

of several occurrences in Ottoman-Turkish history in which the 
support for a capital city outside of Istanbul was used as part of 
a larger opposition to the Istanbul-based centralized government.22 
In the Saltukname itself, Cem promises that if he becomes sultan, 
he live in Edirne, the “abode of the gazis” and “Eden on earth”23. 

Constantinople, but that the city will crumble eventually due to 
corruption and vice, but that Edirne will survive “unless Muslims 
give up gaza.”25 Appearing to the would-be conqueror in a dream, 

22 Cemal Kafadar, Between Two Worlds, 149.
23

24 Kafadar, Between Two Worlds, 148.
25 Ibid.
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keep the keys in Edirne and to never neglect Edirne.26 Whereas 
promotion of a saint’s cult or türbe27 is the motivation behind many 

advocate for Cem’s preferred capital rather than a türbe.

association with the Haydari brotherhood, this time in al-Saraj’s 
Tuffah al-Arwah rather than the Saltukname. Al-Saraj’s work, 
which is quoted extensively in an-Nabhani’s Kitab Jami Karamat 
al-Awliya, claims Sayyid Bahram Shah, a Haydari dervish, as a 

Haydari brotherhood would later make an assassination attempt on 
Bayezid II in 1493.28 Of course, the Tuffah al-Arwah was written in 

to the not-yet-born Bayezid II. While it would be a mistake to 

nonetheless interesting to note.
Ultimately, Bayezid II bested Cem, ascending the throne in 

1481; Kafadar argues that “Thereafter, the ascendancy of a kul-
based administration was sealed, and the gazis never again played 

29 marking a 

26 Ibid.
27 Türbe is the Turkish word for “tomb.”
28 A. Karamustafa, God’s Unruly Friends: Dervish Groups in the Later Middle 
Period 1200-1550 (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1994), 70.
29 Kafadar, Between Two Worlds, 148.
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30 
This decision to pay homage to the patron saint of his former rival 
accords well with Kafadar and Green’s arguments that the central 
Ottoman state attempted to appropriate former rivals. Once Bayezid 
II had neutralized the gazis once and for all, he then began to weave 
their saints and stories into the Ottoman state.

Indeed, Nile Green argues that rather than trying to suppress 

attempted to regulate them and to coopt them into the state 
apparatus. They did this in several different ways, attempting to 
impose state-appointed leaders and hierarchy onto the group, which 
was previously a more freeform and “eclectic blending of tribe 
and tradition.”31 Along these lines, Ottoman authorities sought to 

them into a hierarchical network,32 ensuring that their activities 
would be easier to monitor and regulate. It is not clear if Bayezid II 

to the Sultan’s power that needed to be neutralized.

30 Kiel, Machiel. “Ottoman Urban Development and the Cult of a Heterodox 

Dobrudja,” in Collection Turcica, Vol. IX (Paris: Peeters, 2005), 291.
31

32 Ibid.
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türbe into an architectural manifestation of the close relationship 

Bayezid II’s buildings, would be burned down in Russian invasions 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.33 Therefore, we must 

th century 
writings. According to Machiel Kiel, Evliya Çelebi lists a türbe, 
zaviye, mosque, medrese, imaret, kervansaray, hamam, and 

Evliya’s claims.34

as a physical reminder of the (carefully fabricated) bond between 
saint and sultan. This relationship is further bolstered by various 

appears to Bayezid II in dreams, promising him and his sons victory 

35 Thus, Bayezid 

architecture and literature.

endowed such buildings with more tangible goals in mind. Kiel 

33 Kiel, “Ottoman Urban Development,” 298.
34 Ibid., 292.
35 Ibid., 291. 
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illustrates that if this were indeed the aim of the Ottoman central 
government, it was successful: comparing the year 1516, in which 

and 155 Christian households, Kiel demonstrates the success 
of attempts at Islamization. Furthermore, he argues that these 
demographic shifts were due in large part to conversion (rather than 
birth rates), citing that 131 of the 727 of Muslim households had no 
Muslim father.36

sanctuary was essential to the town’s growth and increased Muslim 
population, bolstered by his collection of telling demographic 
documents, seems highly plausible.

F. W. Hasluck details many Christian structures that were converted 

and interfaith interactions in the Balkans during the Ottoman 

during his travels and borrowed from Evliya Çelebi, Hasluck also 
analyzed these sources, arguing that the Bektashi brotherhood were 

as a means of achieving various aims in the Balkans in his book 
Christianity and Islam Under the Sultans and in other articles such 
as “Ambiguous Sanctuaries and Bektashi Propaganda” published in 
1914. These aims included appropriation of Christian structures in 

36 Ibid., 292-3.
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newly conquered territories and inducement to continue conquest, 
as well as conversion of non-Muslim populations of Southeastern 
Europe. According to Hasluck, the Bektashis often took legends 

in Dobruja, saving the King of Dobruja and two princesses. When 
a monk attempts to take credit for slaying the dragon (Hasluck 
cites other examples of a “false claim” trope in folk stories of 
dragon slayings, bolstering his argument that whoever concocted 
the story was drawing upon common folk motifs37

convert to Islam.38

of the Saltukname, who wins Christian converts to Islam through 
demonstrating his intellectual and theological superiority.39 Hasluck 

in the place of a popular Balkan saint such as Saint George.40 This 
seems highly plausible, as Islam is not mentioned until the end of 
the story, when the King converts to Islam and thus very feebly 
connects the story to Islam. Nevertheless, the Bektashis’ adaptation 
of popular Balkan stories would have made their relatively new 
religion more palatable and familiar to non-Muslims. In taking 

37 Hasluck, Christianity and Islam Under the Sultans, 430.
38 Ibid.
39

40 Hasluck, Christianity and Islam Under the Sultans, 434.
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discussed further in the pages to come.
The Bektashis often used folklore to connect their saints with 

physical places. In a frontier land newly exposed to Islam, such 
stories would have helped the Bektashis and other Islamic groups 
slowly convert not only people, but also their physical landscape. 
Hasluck argues that Bektashis created such stories as “propaganda” 
to justify their occupation and conversion of Christian structures 
and to help to entice further conquest to claim supposed tombs of 

to seven different kingdoms in Europe and the lands conquered by 
the Turks. Hasluck argues that the three tombs in Christian Europe 
(in Poland, Bohemia, and Sweden) “can be dismissed at once as 

41 A similar legend in the Velayetname 

associated with the Forty Saints in Thrace and Albania.42 If we view 
such stories from Hasluck’s cynical perspective, we could argue 
that they conveniently explained an otherwise thorny issue of many 

41 Ibid., 430-1.
42 Ibid., 437.
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That being said, in many cases the Bektashis either did not intend to 
unequivocally convert Christian structures to Islamic purposes, or 
were successful in doing so. In reality, many structures associated 
with the Bektashis continued to serve dual religious roles and were 

and a Muslim one. 

at Eski Baba near Edirne and at Kilgra in Bulgaria are examples 

and Muslims. At the time of Hasluck’s visit in the early twentieth 
century, local Christians in both towns believed the tomb to be 
that of Saint Nicolas.43 Hasluck provides many more instances of 
similar “ambiguous sanctuaries” in his both his book and various 
articles.44

was probably inserted into a story about a Christian saint, as he 

is often seen disguising himself as a Christian monk or priest 
within stories. His penchant for such disguises is widely known, 
and can be found in both the Saltukname45 and popular folklore. 
Hasluck relates a legend reports that he went to Danzig and killed 
the patriarch Nikola, assuming his robes as a guise.46 So there are 

43 Ibid., 431, and F. W. Hasluck, “Ambiguous Sanctuaries and Bektashi Propagan-
da,” The Annual of the British School at Athens, 20 (1913/1914):108.
44 Hasluck, “Ambiguous Sanctuaries and Bektashi Propaganda,” 108-112.
45

46 Hasluck, “Ambiguous Sanctuaries and Bektashi Propaganda,” 112.
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disguises were so successfully confusing that they even hoodwinked 

a skeleton.”47 Kafadar argues that conquerors throughout history 
have recognized “that if one wanted to achieve victory over a 
rival or alternative system of meanings and values, one needed to 

subvert and appropriate it,”48 so in that sense, this phenomenon is 

frontier of Eastern Europe, although Kafadar advocates a less 
cynical interpretation of the methods and motivations driving 

imply that the Bektashis orchestrated a conscious and systematic 
propaganda campaign, Kafadar would appear to disagree with 
Hasluck’s characterization of the Bektashis. He argues that the 

deriving from cumulative experiences” rather than syncretism 
being “mischievously planned by a secret organization of gazis and 

47

48 Kafadar, Between Two Worlds, 72.
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dervishes who held a conference and decided that this would be 
the better ‘tactic.’.”49 Kafadar does not deny that the syncretistic 

Christians whenever possible,50 also warning historians that they 
should not let positivist cynicism “prevent [them] from seeing that 
exchange with and absorption of other truths may have been the 
main concern of many actors involved who might still believe in 
the superiority of their own side and wish to achieve its supremacy, 
though not necessarily in an exclusivistic sense.”51 In other words, 

their goals might have been more complex than simply vanquishing 
Christianity entirely. Kafadar’s approach – realistic, but not overly 
cynical – seems more accurate given our inability to know the 
Bektashis’ true intentions. We do not have any historical accounts 
indicating that the Bektashis were operating some sort of centrally 
planned propaganda machine, so Hasluck’s argument cannot 
be wholly corroborated. Perhaps the Bektashis, while making 
conversion a priority, were simply attempting to explain their new 
religious tradition, and their takeover of Christian structures, in a 
format that would be accessible to local populations. 

travel widely, appealing to many people of different backgrounds 
and times. Perhaps if F. W. Hasluck had not seen an untimely death 

49 Ibid.
50   Ibid.
51   Ibid.
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at the age of 42,52 he would have continued on to discover still 

continue his exhaustive search for stories and buildings related to 

have taken on the task, painstakingly uncovering more information 

As discussed earlier, Machiel Kiel’s research centered primarily 

her 1966 research expeditions to lesser-known sites also associated 
with the saint. These sites were located in Iznik, the town of Bor 

Prizen, Blagai, and Lake Ochrid, all of which are located in former 

in the previously discussed sources and some that have not. Her 

into how he was known in the 1960s in these places.53

52 Hasluck, Christianity and Islam Under the Sultans, vi.
53 -
ing a lack of cooperation from Ankara bureaucrats overseeing various aspects of 
the sites and the location of several buildings on the Yugoslavia-Albania border, 
which was closed at the time of her travels in 1966. See Smith, 220-1 for a de-
tailed description.
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was a military commander of the Karakoyunlu or Akkoyunlu and 
54 The town librarian 

55 and, interestingly enough, 

Ottomans to solidify the bonds between government and people and 
to protect the frontiers.56

and the buildings associated with him, might have been used on 
the eastern Anatolian frontier to create cohesion and a link to the 
Ottoman central government much like they were on the western 

church called Sveti Naum that was thought by local Muslims to 

traditionally considered to be friends. The church was still visited 
by Albanian Muslims until tensions along the Yugoslavia-Albania 
border in 1947-48 put an end to these pilgrimages.57

Through Grace M. Smiths more recent investigations, we see 

related “ambiguous structures” shared by Muslims and Christians—
persisted until at least the 1960s, and may possibly persist to present 

54 Ibid.
55 Ibid., 221.
56 Ibid., 222.
57 Ibid., 223-24.
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day. Her research has uncovered even more local conceptions of the 
saint, demonstrating that even as late as the 1960s, we have much 

In the meantime, with what knowledge we currently have, we 

rather than attempt to reconcile and generalize him. Many of the 

and Hasluck, are not mutually exclusive. While it seems that the 
Saltukname and other epic hagiographies written in Ottoman 
Turkish were created to make political statements to the elites 
who had access to them, other folktales circulating through the 
Balkans are harder to contextualize, since the time, place, and 
creator of such tales are mostly unknown. Without some sort of 
contemporaneous historical explanation of these tales, we are forced 
to hypothesize about the creators’ intentions. Both Kafadar and 
Hasluck acknowledge the role of the Bektashi order in spreading 

conscious intentions of the Bektashis, which remain unrecorded. 
Regardless of motive, the ability of the Bektashis to adapt to the 
frontier environment allowed them to draw more converts to Islam 
than the more rigidly orthodox ulema based in Islamic heartland 
cities like Baghdad.58 This success in drawing conversions to Islam 

and others times. And though we know that the Bektashis with their 

58 Kafadar, Between Two Worlds, 73.
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still more places and stories associated with the saint in places like 

to advance various ideas and goals. Ultimately, each contradictory 

an expanding empire.  
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Winston Churchill: The Demise of an Imperial 
Diehard

by Stephanie Lawton

A skilled statesman, fervent patriot, and awe-inspiring orator, 

the might of Nazi Germany and became Britain’s national hero. But 
only a few years before World War II, he was essentially a political 
outcast, marginalized and derided by his own Conservative Party. 
The main causes of his “wilderness years” were his reactionary 
imperialism and his opposition to Indian independence. Beginning 
with his derisive speeches against the Round Table Conference in 
1930-1931, Winston Churchill outlined an imperial vision in India 
based on economic interest, moral responsibility, and alarmism 
that was opposed by the British leadership. This paper seeks to 
understand Churchill’s imperial vision and the reasons for its 
rejection by British leaders through an examination of his speeches 
“A Seditious Middle Temple Lawyer” and “Our Duty in India.”

Delivered on February 23, 1931 and March 18, 1931 
respectively, these speeches represented crucial turning points in 
Churchill’s debates on India. In the speech “A Seditious Middle 

the necessity of British rule in India, his fears about the results of 
Indian Dominion status, and his abhorrence of Mohandas Gandhi’s 
civil disobedience movement. As a result, this speech increased the 
divide between Churchill and the British Parliamentary leadership, 
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alienated the Indian population. Churchill delivered his speech 
“Our Duty in India” only a few days after Conservative Party 
leader Stanley Baldwin’s devastating attack on Churchill’s imperial 
policies on March 12, 1931. Presenting his rebuttal, Churchill used 
this speech to further elaborate on his themes of proper legislative 
procedure and Brahman tyranny. Together, Churchill’s two speeches 

their historical context within British-Indian relations, and it is to 
this subject that we now turn.

Early in 1919, the British Parliament passed the Government 
of India Act of 1919. This act created a system of diarchy in which 
Indian ministers would rule over local governments, but the British 
government in India would maintain control over the national 
government, army, and foreign affairs. The bill was authorized 
for ten years, after which India’s capacity for self-rule would be 
re-evaluated. At the same time, the Imperial Legislative Council, 
fearing the spread of revolutionary fervor from Russia to India, 
passed the Rowlatt Act in February of 1919, which allowed the 
imprisonment and conviction of terrorists and subversives without 
trial or jury. The Rowlatt Act was extremely unpopular and resulted 
in massive acts of violence throughout India by both Indians and 
the British. The worst incident occurred in Amritsar on April 13, 
1919, when British General Reginald Dyer ordered his troops 

wounding over a thousand. The massacre further enraged Indians 
and fueled Mohandas Gandhi’s civil disobedience movement. It 
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Dyer’s actions violated British claims to moral authority in India.1

Throughout the 1920s, relations between the British and the 
Indians reached an uneasy truce that lasted until 1927, when the 
Simon Commission was formed to re-examine the possibility of 
Indian Dominion status. The all-British commission recommended 
allowing Indians full self-government at the provincial level, but 
retained British control at the national level through a central 
executive. The report further infuriated Indian nationalists and the 
Viceroy of India Lord Irwin, who supported Dominion status for 
India. In response, Lord Irwin called for a meeting of both British 
and Indian representatives at the Round Table Conference in the 
fall of 1930 to discuss greater reforms. During the Round Table 
Conference, Winston Churchill became the chief spokesperson of 
British imperial interests and set forth his imperial vision of India. 

Churchill was convinced that the stability of the British Empire 
depended on India and believed that Dominion status for India 
would economically hurt both India and Britain. In a speech on 
November 5, 1930, Churchill argued that Britain was responsible 

expertise. If the British withdrew from India, he predicted that India 
would return to the technology and traditions of the Middle Ages.2  

1 Arthur Herman,
 (New York: Bantam Books, 2008), 258.

2 Winston S. Churchill, “Our Duty in India,” In 
edited by Robert Rhodes James, 5003-5009, Vol. 5 

(New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1974), 5007.
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3  

4

  

6 But what was this duty that Britain had to carry out? 
Churchill answered this question: 

3 Winston S. Churchill, “Britain and India,” In 
edited by Robert Rhodes James, 4925-27, Vol. 5 

(New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1974), 4926.
4 Richard Toye, 
Made, (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2010), 185.
5 R.J. Moore,  (Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 1974), 212-13.
6 Winston S. Churchill, “A Seditious Middle Temple Lawyer,” In 

edited by Robert Rhodes James, 
4982-87, Vol. 5 (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1974), 4987.
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Our responsibility in India has grown up over the last 150 
years. It is a responsibility for giving the best possible chance 
for peaceful existence and progress to about three hundred and 

an almost measureless gulf from the ideas and institutions of the 
Western world.  

To Churchill, since Indians could not obtain peace or progress 
by themselves, the British had a duty to provide these necessities 
on the Indians’ behalf. It was the British who were capable of 
maintaining an ordered government in India, and not the Indians 
with their numerous languages, religions, and regional loyalties. 
Furthermore, Churchill’s belief in the primitive nature of Indians 
was based on the Eurocentric belief that only traditional Western 
ideas and institutions provided peace and progress. Since Indian 
culture was not based on Western ideals, the Indians were incapable 
of obtaining peace and progress without foreign assistance. Instead 
of self-government, therefore, what the Indians truly needed was 
enlightened Western government, or the impartial justice and 
reliable administration provided by the British Raj.  

Churchill’s beliefs in the superiority and necessity of British 
rule were reinforced by his beliefs in the tyrannical and anti-
democratic nature of Hinduism. To Churchill, Hinduism supported 
the oppressive tyranny of a Brahman minority and perpetuated 
weak and immoral practices among its adherents. Churchill was 

7 Ibid, 4986.
8 Geoffrey Best, (London: Hambeldon and Lon-
don, 2001), 136.
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especially appalled at the treatment of the untouchable castes by 

These Brahmins who mouth and patter the principles of Western 
Liberalism, and pose as philosophic and democratic politicians, are 
the same Brahmins who deny the primary rights of existence to 
nearly sixty millions of their own fellow countrymen whom they 
call ‘untouchable,’ and whom they have by thousand of years of 
oppression actually taught to accept this sad position….While any 
community…endorses such practices…we cannot recognise their 
claim to the title-deeds of democracy.

The Brahman endorsement of the caste system was, in 
Churchill’s opinion, so undemocratic as to preclude any 
belief in Hindu politicians’ claims to Western democratic 
ideals. Without British rule in India, Hinduism would never 
correct such discrepancies in the human rights of the lower or 
untouchable castes.

11 As 
such, Churchill’s belief in the inevitable tyranny of the Hindus 
reinforced his argument that the British had a moral duty to 
continue their rule over India.

In addition to his concerns about Hindu oppression, Churchill 

9 Churchill, “Our Duty in India,” 5007.
10 Best, 137
11 Churchill, “Our Duty in India,” 5007.
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was also convinced that widespread religious warfare would 
inevitably erupt if the British gave India full Dominion status. This 
opinion was supported by Churchill’s acceptance of late nineteenth 
century racial theories concerning Muslim and Hindu martial 
capabilities. According to these theories, while the Hindus were an 
effeminate race, the Muslims belonged to the martial races. As such, 
the Muslims would turn to warfare to protect themselves against 
Hindu political oppression.12

13

14

  
16

12 Ibid.
13 Ibid, 5008.
14 Best, , 133-34.
15 Churchill, “Seditious Lawyer,” 4985.
16 Ibid, 4986.
17 Ibid, 4985.
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18 Churchill, “Our Duty in India,” 5004.
19 Churchill, “Seditious Lawyer,”4985.
20 Ibid, 4983.
21 Ibid.
22 Ibid.
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23

24

26

 
However, such a distant solution was unacceptable to many other 
British leaders involved in the debate over India’s future.

23 Martin Gilbert,  Vol. 5 (London: William Heinemann 
Limited, 1976), 376.
24 Ibid.
25 Churchill, “Our Duty in India,” 5006.
26 Ibid.
27 Churchill, “Seditious Lawyer,” 4983.
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One of Churchill’s opponents was Prime Minister Ramsey 
MacDonald. Relying on the advice of Viceroy of India Lord Irwin, 
MacDonald gave his full support to the Round Table Conference 
and opposed Churchill’s imperial policies. After one of Churchill’s 
speeches, MacDonald gave his opinion of Churchill’s imperialism:

expressive of nothing except an antiquated relationship 
between Imperial authority and the people who come under its 
sway, blind to every modern movement in politics, stiff-necked 
regarding the handling of people whom we ourselves have 
enlightened in political affairs and aspirations.

MacDonald states what proved to be common opinions regarding 
Churchill’s imperialism, namely that it was reactionary and archaic, 
oblivious of political change in India, uncompromising, and 
hypocritical. This last charge was founded on the fact that although 
Churchill said it was Britain’s duty to enlighten the Indians, he 
refused to acknowledge that any such enlightenment may have 
already occurred in India. MacDonald therefore considered 
Churchill’s views to be ill-founded, and he continued to support 
plans for Indian Dominion status. 

In addition to MacDonald, another of Churchill’s most fervent 
opponents was Lord Irwin, the Viceroy of India. As the viceroy, 
Lord Irwin was not only the most powerful man in the British 
Empire, but he was also the one who had to deal with the rapidly 
crumbling political situation in India.

28 Ramsey MacDonald, quoted in Henry Pelling, 2nd ed. 
(London: Macmillan Press Ltd, 1989), 352.
29  Herman,  319.
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31 Despite Churchill’s 
allegations, Irwin was trying to preserve the British Empire in India, 
but he believed this goal could only be achieved by granting Indian 
demands for Dominion status. 

On these grounds, Irwin opposed Churchill’s narrow and 
possessive conception of empire. He considered Churchill’s 
imperialism to be based on coercion and not on political 
compromise.32

33 Irwin realized 
that India’s quest for greater independence from Britain could 
not be halted just because one desired it. As such, Britain could 
no longer treat India as a conqueror and hope to retain India as 
a member of the Empire. Instead, Britain would have to form a 

30 Ibid.
31 Lord Irwin, quoted in Herman, Gandhi and Churchill, 320.
32 Gilbert, , 401.
33 Lord Irwin, quoted in Gilbert,  401.
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cooperative partnership with India if it had any hope of keeping 
India within the Empire. Irwin therefore opposed Churchill’s more 
extreme imperialism out of political necessity, as well as personal 
conviction that such policies would fail.

The most important opponent of Churchill’s imperialism was 
Stanley Baldwin, the leader of the Conservative Party. Churchill’s 
opposition to Baldwin’s imperial policies severely undermined 
Baldwin’s leadership in the Conservative Party. Backed into a corner 

Indian Dominion status in his landmark speech on March 12, 1931. 
Using Churchill’s own words concerning the Amritsar massacre of 
1919, Baldwin argued that British rule in India depended not on 
force, but on the consent of the Indian population.34 He continued 
his attack on Churchill’s policies when he stated:

the dangers….come from extremists in India and at home….I am 

the  will do more to lose India for the British Empire, 
will do more to cause a revolutionary spirit, than anything that 
can be done in any way by anyone else.
 
This quote was an indirect attack on Churchill, who used the 

newspaper as an outlet for his imperial policies. Baldwin 
then concluded his speech with an ultimatum: either Conservatives 

34 Pelling,  353.
35 Stanley Baldwin, Speech to the House of Commons, 12 March 1931, Han-
sard Parliamentary Debates, Commons vol. 249, cols. 1417-26, Accessed 6 
Nov, 2011, http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1931/mar/12/in-
dia#S5CV0249P0_19310312_HOC_338.



Winston Churchill: !e Demise of an Imperial Diehard

37

in the way of those who have undertaken an almost superhuman 
task, on the successful completion of which depends the well-being, 
the prosperity and the duration of the whole British Empire.”36

Baldwin’s speech was thus a successful and scathing critique 
of Churchill’s imperialism, since it harmed Churchill’s integrity by 
using his own arguments against him. Citing Churchill’s argument 
from 1919, Baldwin argued that the British were duty bound to 
grant Dominion status to the Indians, since they had withdrawn 
their consent to being ruled solely by the British. Baldwin then 
showed how Churchill’s possessive imperialism was helping cause 

revolutionary fervor and distrust in India. Incendiary speeches 
such as Churchill’s were thus a far greater threat to the stability 
of the Empire than any compromises reached at the Round Table 

by equating the policy of compromise with the preservation of the 
Empire and party loyalty. If Conservatives opposed Baldwin, they 
actually opposed imperial interests and would divide their own 
political party. 

 The collaboration of Lord Irwin, Macdonald, and especially 
Baldwin thus guaranteed the rejection of Churchill’s views not only 
within Parliament, but within the Conservative party itself. Many 
Conservatives had retained doubts about Churchill’s party loyalty 
and trustworthiness ever since his stint as a Liberal politician from 

36 Ibid.
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1904 to 1925.

37 Toye, , 181.
38 Viscount Wolmer, quoted in Toye, , 181.
39 Ibid.



Winston Churchill: !e Demise of an Imperial Diehard

39

However, the British leaders Irwin, Baldwin, and MacDonald 
rejected Churchill’s imperialism as too uncompromising and 
reactionary. These three men shared a common concern with 
Churchill: maintaining India as a member of the British Empire. 
Nevertheless, they differed greatly from Churchill and believed 
that this goal could only be accomplished by granting the request 
of Indian nationalists for greater self-government. Declaring 
that Britain’s right to govern India rested on the consent of the 
people, these three men repudiated Churchill’s imperial vision as 
too rigid, reactionary, and oppressive to adequately resolve the 
imperial crisis in India during the 1930s. Ultimately, in the face 
of such a united front, Churchill’s imperialism was rejected by 
both the British leadership and the Conservative Party, and led to 
his isolation from mainstream politics throughout the rest of the 
decade. Although the extent to which Churchill’s fears of violence 

the successful retention of India within the British Empire were 
misplaced remains a question for another paper — what is certain 
is that Churchill’s fervent defense of imperialism during the 1930s 
was one of his political career’s most unsuccessful and unpopular 
campaigns. If it was not for the Hitler’s rise to power later in the 
1930s, Churchill may have been remembered as an outdated and 
unsuccessful imperialist politician, instead of being remembered as 
the savior of Britain from the might of Nazi Germany.
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“The Second Discovery of the New World”: 
Foreign Perspectives on Early 
Nineteenth-Century Mexico

Preface:

This article is a segment of a three-chapter senior thesis written 
by Sean Nikos Messarra for College Honors in the Department 
of History at the University of California, Los Angeles under the 
supervision of Professor María Eugenia Vázquez Semadeni. The 
thesis investigates how contemporary, Anglophone historians 
have utilized foreign travelers’ accounts as historical sources for 
the study of Mexican history from independence in 1821 to the 
Mexican-American War of 1846-48. 

During this period, British and North American travelers 
from a Protestant, urban middle-class background participated in 
the greatest dissemination of knowledge concerning Mexico to a 
European audience since the works of Hernán Cortés and Bernal 
Díaz del Castillo. The writings these nineteenth-century travelers 
produced are widely used as sources for the study of Mexican 
history; however, some postcolonial historians have questioned 
their historical value, arguing that their utilization as historical 
sources necessitates the adoption of a critical methodological 
process. Under this premise, the thesis evaluates the ways in which 
Anglophone historians — the descendants of these travelers — have 
used these problematic documents as historical sources. It intends 
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to serve as a tool for future historians of Mexico to understand the 
traditions and perceptions that have comprised historiographical 
processes in recent decades. Furthermore, beyond the realm of 
historiography, it analyzes the historical relationship between the 
English and Spanish-speaking worlds as it unfolded from the early 
modern period into the nineteenth century, and into our own times. 

This article, however, focuses on nineteenth-century travel 

the genre and the tendencies of its practitioners, and proceeds to 
examine the travel books of Alexander von Humboldt, Joel Roberts 
Poinsett, William Bullock, Henry George Ward, and Frances 
Calderón de la Barca, all of which (exluding Humboldt’s book) are 
employed in the scholarship of Anglophone historians Timothy E. 
Anna, Michael P. Costeloe, and Richard A. Warren. 

The article demonstrates that the women and men who crossed 
the Atlantic by steamship in the nineteenth century were in many 
respects similar to those who traversed the great water body 
centuries earlier. Both groups of travelers sought discovery, and 

arrival in the New World. From both sides of the Atlantic, from 
the perspectives of two incommensurable worlds, Mexico was 
rediscovered and invented in the nineteenth century. 

 was underway.
At the outset, it is necessary to clarify some of the language 

used in this article. Jürgen Buchenau’s 
(2005) reconsiders the 

use of the adjective “travel” when referring to travelers’ accounts. 
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The book instead recommends “foreign observer accounts” in its 
replacement. Buchenau argues the term “travel” to be misleading, 
as it overshadows the diversity of the intentions and experiences of 
the foreigners that wrote about Mexico. In spite of this warranted 
objection, this article embraces the use of travelers’ accounts 

forms of “travel” writing such as diplomatic reports, military 
journals, or personal letters.

The adjective “European” exclusively refers to inhabitants 

historian, Iván T. Berend’s view of a core-periphery relationship 
that existed in Europe beginning in the late eighteenth century. 

“Northwestern Europeans” underwent successful 
industrialization and urbanization throughout the long nineteenth 
century; namely, Great Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, and Scandinavia. Countries and regions such as Spain, 
Portugal, Southern Italy, Greece, the Balkans, Poland, Russia, and 
the borderlands of the Habsburg Empire failed to undergo these 
processes. They remained socio-economically peripheral, and 
consequently did not produce the majority of travelers who voyaged 
to Mexico in this period. Thus, during the nineteenth century, the 
European image of Mexico was the product of the northwestern 
core. It was not the work of southern, central, and eastern European 
peripheries.

“North American” denotes a traveler from the United States of 
America. The adjective “American” is not used to describe these 
travelers since the English language lacks the Spanish equivalent 
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of estadounidense, a citizen of the North American nation-state. 
Instead, “America” in all its forms will always refer to Latin 
America. I choose to use “North American” to describe U.S. 
nationals for two reasons. 

First, during the nineteenth century, inhabitants of Latin 
. The term “America” was not 

used to exclusively refer to the United States, either in Europe 
or Latin America. Second, revoking the exclusivity of the proper 
noun “America” from referring to the United States is an attempt 
to reclaim the name and its meaning for our continent. The 
western hemisphere, from the Bering Strait to Cape Horn, shares 
a cultural, intellectual, and social heritage that merits a collective 
understanding, irrespective of national boundaries. Our common 
historical experience can and should be described as uniquely 

.

Introduction:

In 1803-04, the Prussian aristocrat and scholar Alexander 
von Humboldt visited New Spain. His brief visit culminated in 

on Mexico ever penned by a foreign observer.”1 Humboldt’s 
book,  
(1811), concerned itself with the political, economic, and social 
characteristics of the realm. His writings held serious implications 

1 Mexico  Otherwise:  Modern  Mexico  in  
the  Eyes  of  Foreign  Observers
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writings of future travelers, shaped foreign policy in the United 
States and Europe, and divided Mexican political discourse in the 

2 Eighteen years after his visit, 

When I turn to the work of this extraordinary man, I am disposed 
to abandon my journal. He has seen more of the country, and 
described it better, than any other can hope to do, and he has 
left almost nothing for the future traveller, but the narrative 
of his own adventures, and a record of his own feelings and 
impressions.3

 

western hemisphere in the nineteenth century. The publication of his 
 signaled the beginning of what the British diplomat, 

Henry George Ward enthusiastically termed in his 
 (1829), “the second discovery of the New World.”4 

in his  (1953) as, “un problema 

2 Walther L. Bernecker, “Literatura de viajes como fuente histórica para el Méxi-
co decimonónico: Humboldt, inversiones e intervenciones,” 

 38 (2003): 46-47, accessed April 2, 2012.
3 Joel Roberts Poinsett, 

(New York: Frederick A. Praeger 
Publishers, 1969), 43.
4 Quoted in Nigel Leask, “The Ghost in Chapultepec: Fanny Calderón de la 
Barca, William Prescott and Nineteenth-Century Mexican Travel Accounts,” in 

, edit. Jas Elsner and 
Joan-Pau Rubiés. (London: Reaktion Books, 1999), 186. 
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cuadro mental de la superestructura aristotélico-tomista.”5 Ortega 
y Medina argues that it was in America that the Spanish navigated 
between the old and the new, between their own history and the 
histories of those they newly encountered.6 

The same is true of the Europeans and North Americans that 

America’s original discoverers who understood the continent 

the Iberian reconquest, the discoverers of the nineteenth century 
assessed independent Mexico based on their respective historical 
experiences. In both time periods, historical developments and 
ideological currents that were non-Mexican in origin shaped the 
parameters and measurements used to evaluate the region. On 
one hand, the traditional Anglo-Hispanic Rivalry, an inherent 

ideological construct of the Orient were developments and currents 

contemporary assessments of Mexico. On the other, modern 
conceptions of nationalism and capitalism shaped the traveler’s 
judgment of the former Spanish colony. Mexico — under the 
glances of foreign observers — became subject to a process of 

[America] in the mental framework of the Aristotelian-Thomist superstructure.”
6 Juan A. Ortega y Medina,  (México City: 
Porrua y Obregon, S.A., 1953), 12-14. He describes the event for the English as, 
“La toma de contacto del inglés isabelino y anglicano, cromwelliano y puritano, 
mercader y marinero, con el mundo americano e hispánico” [The contact of the 
Isabellian and Anglican, Cromwellian and Puritan, mercantile and maritime, with 
the American and Hispanic world] (p. 10).
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invention and rediscovery during the nineteenth century.7

Garold Cole’s  
(1978) and Harvey C. Gardiner’s “Foreign Travelers’ Accounts 
of Mexico, 1810-1910” (1952) are two extensive bibliographies 
that list all known, published travelers’ accounts on Mexico from 
the nineteenth to the twentieth century. Cole’s bibliography lists a 
total of 477 travelers from the United States. Two periods of travel 
project themselves upon an examination of the text; namely, the 

Díaz (1876-1910). 
The concentration of writings in these periods suggests that 

travelers from the United States typically experienced Mexico’s 
sparsely populated northern territories toward the second half of 
the century. Soldiers, adventurers, and prospectors composed the 

of writings during the  paralleled the advent of railroad 
and steam ship travel in Mexico. The country during the latter 
period had never been so accessible to the North American traveler.8 

7 Carlos Monsiváis, “Travelers in Mexico: A Brief Anthology of Selected Myths,” 
trans. Jeanne Fergusson  125 (1984): 57-58, accessed April 11, 2012, 
doi:10.1177/039219218403212504.
8 June Edith Hahner’s 

(Wilmington: Scholarly Resources Inc., 
1998) argues that the idea of tour packages, guides, and hotel reservations, that 
were originally invented by Thomas Cook (1808-1892) in the early century for 

late century (p. xi). Besides technological innovations and the democratization 
of travel itself, the  was a period of unprecedented political stability 
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Gardiner’s bibliography includes 394 travelers’ accounts from 
various nationalities. In his introduction, Gardiner stresses the 
occupational diversity of the travelers, ranging from scientists to 
artists. He emphasizes, “that the preponderant view of Mexico is 
non-Latin in origin,” as the overwhelming majority of travelers 
were from the United States, Great Britain, France, and Germany.9 

writers, who provided a “balance of outlook to the overall reporting 
of Mexican life.”10

Walther L. Bernecker’s “Literatura de viajes como fuente 
histórica para el México decimonónico: Humboldt, inversiones 
e intervenciones” (2003) provides a brief overview of North 
American and European travelers to Mexico in accordance with 
Gardiner’s bibliography. Bernecker asserts that the most popular 
topics discussed in their writings were the economy, customs and 
habits, religious issues, national character, natural life, and politics. 

and economic prosperity in Mexico’s history as an independent nation-state. This 
made the prospect of travel to the south all the bit more promising.
9 Magnus Mörner adds that the most visited American countries by European 
travelers were Brazil, Argentina, and Mexico. This was followed by Chile, Peru, 
and Colombia. Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia, and Uruguay received the least 
amount of attention from foreign travelers. “European Travelogues as Sources to 
Latin American History from the Late Eighteenth Century Until 1870,” 

: 95. Accessed April 12, 2012.
10 Harvey C. Gardiner, “Foreign Travelers’ Accounts of Mexico, 1810-1910,” 

, Vol. 8, No. 3 (Jan., 1952): 324-325, accessed April 2, 2012. Hahner’s 
(1998) adds that the average ratio of male to 

female travelers to Latin America was 10:1 throughout the entire century. Many 
women came as wives or helpmates, while some kept diaries that were eventually 
published as travel books. Others voyaged to be teachers, missionaries, and 

always, revolved around the private sphere.
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He notes that most of the travelers were Protestants from a European, 
urban middle-class background. On average, they were between the 
ages of 20 and 40, and held bourgeois values characteristic of the 
nineteenth century that stressed individual development, hard work, 
manners, and moral behavior. Their writings typically compared 
Mexico to the civilizations of Europe and North America on the 
basis of clothing and customs.11 

Bernecker adds that most of the early travelers (except 
researchers and diplomats) spoke of Mexico in euphoric terms. 
They described the country as a beautiful dream in the Romantic 

the soil. According to Bernecker, foreigners traditionally understood 
America as a utopia of desire and fantasy. He attributes this 
understanding to the classical informants of the sixteenth century. 
The image held by foreigners of the New World as an edenic 
paradise of boundless economic potential had remained continuous 
from the early modern period to the nineteenth century.12

Chantal Cramaussel’s “La literatura de viaje del siglo XIX 
en México” (2005) examines the role of travel writing in the 
construction of a foreign image of Mexico. She claims that the genre 
attracted a readership with references and topics that were non-
American in origin; namely, the United States, Asia, and Africa.13 

11 Bernecker, “Literatura de viajes como fuente histórica para el México deci-
monónico,” 42-43.
12 Bernecker, 46-55.
13 Chantal Cramaussel, “La literatura de viaje del siglo XIX en México,” in 

, ed. 

Universidad Católica del Perú, El Colegio de Michoacán, 2005), 391. As an 
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Cramaussel states that travelers employed the genre as a means 
of gathering and spreading knowledge of the world. It did not 
develop independently, but concurrently, alongside the political 
expansion and mass migration of Europe into Asia, Africa, and 
America. Foreign interest in Mexico was accordingly concentrated 

Maximilian I (1864-1867), as a result of Europe’s shifting interests 
toward colonial enterprises in Asia and Africa. 

Cramaussel argues that there are remarkable parallels between 
travelers’ accounts about Mexico and other world regions. Exoticism, 
discussions of customs, anecdotes of lovers, criticisms of political 
regimes, and facts of social and economic nature impregnated the 
travel literature of the nineteenth century.14

It can be said, in consideration of our discussion thus far, 
that the democratization of travel in the nineteenth century was a 

invented by Robert Fulton (1765-1815) in 1807, sail ships remained 

example, Marco Polo’s Il Milione (c. 1300) was one of the principal texts that 

Columbus’s references and topics were Asiatic, rather than American in origin, as 
he arrived to what he believed to be India until his death.
14 Cramaussel, “La literatura de viaje del siglo XIX en México,” 392-393. During 
a nineteenth-century European economic history class lecture on May 10, 2012, 
Ivan T. Berend remarked that Russia, Romania, Spain, and the Balkans became 
the subjects of European travel writing. Russia was described by David Clark as 
“Asiatic and barbaric.” “Laziness” was the common description of Hungarians. 
The corruption found in the Balkans was popularly discussed, most notably in 
Georgina Muir Mackenzie and Adeline Paulina Irby’s 

(1877). The descriptions made by Mackenzie and 
Irby of the Balkans and the ruling Turks at times mirror those made by travelers 
in independent Mexico.
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the economical form of travel until the invention of different forms 
of steam propulsion in the mid century. Changes in the expenses 
of travel also remained gradual. In 1825, the average cost of travel 
from Europe to the United States was $180 dollars. By 1880, the 
cost dropped to $8 dollars.15 Travel in the early century had not 
been fully democratized, but remained limited to an elite, socio-
economic group of Europeans and North Americans. 

Overall, the genre was diverse and complex in its practice 
and intentions. As Magnus Mörner illustrates in his “European 
Travelogues as Sources to Latin American History from the Late 
Eighteenth Century Until 1870” (1982), books, diaries, letters, 
memoirs, reports, and descriptions were all different forms of 
travel literature. Travel books were often written with the intent 
of publication, and were directed toward a reading market, while 
diaries and letters were not. These writings were instead more 
personal and perhaps more truthful to travel experiences. Memoirs 
were generally written years after traveling, leaving much of their 
historical accuracy questionable.16 The style and intention of the 
author varied based on the type of work they sought to produce. 

Mörner adds that, “Moral evaluations differed, surely in 
accordance with the personality and personal experience of the 
traveller rather than with the frequencies of certain characteristics.”17 
For example, European travelers tended to display sympathy 
toward the indigenous and Africans (both free and enslaved) since 

15 A class lecture with Ivan T. Berend on 12 April 2012.
16 Mörner, 92.
17 Ibid., 122.
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European notions of status did not rely on American systems of 
socio-racial inequality. In this respect, European writings contrasted 
the overwhelmingly racialized writings of North Americans.

Despite slight nuances, the genre, as applied in Mexico, 
generally embraced themes of invention and rediscovery: the 
need to create and understand the underpinnings of a  
during a new epoch, and the place or function of every continent, 
country, and region within. These travelers wrote during a period of 
unprecedented global integration and European expansion in what 
they saw as the peak of their civilization.

Alexander von Humboldt’s 
 (1811) was written following his visit in 1803-

04 to the wealthiest portion of Spanish America. His travels were 
limited to the surrounding intendancies of the Valley of Mexico. 
As a result, Humboldt’s discussion of the intendancies he did not 
visit was predominantly based off the research and accounts of 
preceding Europeans and residents of New Spain. He both built and 
refuted much of the preexistent knowledge on the kingdom with 

research and discovery, characteristic of the nineteenth century. His 

extent, biological. The book is by no means a conventional travel 
account structured by the narrative of one’s journey. Rather, it is a 
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range of topics on the historical and present state of New Spain. 
Humboldt would later write on his journey in America: 

what it is usual to call the historical account of a voyage, but to 
publish the fruits of my researches, in works which would be 
purely descriptive. I have arranged the facts not successively in 
the order in which they have presented themselves, but according 
to the relations which they have between themselves.18

The book provides an overwhelming amount of quantitative 
information ranging from geographic positioning, approximations 
of population, and rates of production and consumption. It is 
encyclopedic in both its content and organization. It universally 
discusses the political, economic, and social makeup of the realm. 
His “Statistical Account of the Intendancies” in volumes one and 
two discusses the political organization of the kingdom in great 
detail. It examines the geographic positioning of each intendancy, 
its population, regions and enterprises of economic interest, and its 
general history. 

The book’s main focus in volumes two and four is the region’s 
agriculture and mines, respectively. Both of which, according to 
Humboldt, presented grand opportunities and endless economic 
possibilities for the kingdom. However, in his view, the Spanish 
Crown caused severe economic hindrances, which made the 

18 Quoted in Anthony Pagden,  (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 48.
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achievement of the aforementioned opportunities unobtainable.
Humboldt writes descriptively concerning the state of New 

Spain. He follows his lengthy descriptions with appropriate 
prescriptions about how to advance civilization. Both his 
descriptions and prescriptions of the kingdom are based on global 
references respective of European history. A European fascination 
with Asia is common throughout the text. He constantly refers to 
the possibility of “ancient communications” made between the pre-
Hispanic Mesoamerican civilizations and those of the Chinese and 
Japanese. Much of the work is dedicated to the “ancient history” 
of the indigenous and their current state of degradation. Humboldt 
attributes this to their separation from society and indoctrination by 
the Church. His interest in the state of the indigenous paralleled the 
German movement to emancipate the peasantry and Jewry in the 

with the European peasant numerous times throughout the text. He 
writes on the condition of the indigenous:

How can any great change take place in the Indians when 
they are kept insulated in villages in which the whites dare 
not settle, when the difference of language places an almost 
unsurmountable [sic] barrier between them and the Europeans, 
when they are oppressed by magistrates chosen through political 
considerations from their own number, and, in short, when they 
can only expect moral and civil improvement from a man who 
talks to them of mysteries, dogmas, and ceremonies, of the end 
of which they are ignorant.19 

19 Humboldt, , 158.
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Moreover, his negative views toward the Church were likely 
shaped by his upbringing in Prussia, a predominantly Protestant 
state, in addition to an urban middle-class attitude that criticized the 
institution and traditional forms of religious practice and experience.

One of Humboldt’s major concerns is the construction of a canal 
through the Isthmus of Tehuantepec to connect the Atlantic and 

to all civilized Europe.”20 As in 1492, reaching Asia continues to be 
the impetus for westward European travel:

Should a canal of communication be opened between the two 
oceans, the productions of the Nootka Sound and of China will 
be brought more than 2000 leagues nearer to Europe and the 
United States. Then only can any great changes be effected in the 
political state of Eastern Asia, for this neck of land, the barrier 
against the waves of the Atlantic Ocean, has been for many ages 
the bulwark of the independence of China and Japan.21 
 
He spends a considerable amount of space discussing the 

colonial period within the context of an age of exploration. His 

the history of the Spanish conquest. Humboldt quotes long passages 
from Cortés’s letters to Charles V to embellish his discussion of the 
history and present state of the kingdom. The fact that Humboldt 
received Cortés’s work with such enthusiasm reveals the limited 
amount of information produced on New Spain spanning the 
sixteenth to nineteenth centuries. It also discloses a tendency — 

20   
21   Ibid
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though not exclusive to Humboldt — to historicize the present 
state of the country.  Like Cortés, Humboldt participated in his own 

:

It [America] resembled none of the impressions which we have 
received from our earliest youth. Separated from the objects of 
our most dear affections, entering, so to speak, into a new life, 

an isolation which we have never before experienced.22

 
Humboldt, however, was driven by a fresh context of discovery. 

and a desire to integrate the globe into an emerging Eurocentric, 
industrial economy. An example of this is found in Humboldt’s 

latitude of all the major cities in New Spain. The inclusion of this 

well as the attempt to fully integrate New Spain into this  
through science and reason. He exclaims, “May my feeble labours 
contribute something to dispel the darkness which for so many 

earth!”23 
Overall, Humboldt was seriously concerned with the progression 

of civilization in New Spain. He dedicated his opus to Charles IV, 
the King of Spain and the Indies. Humboldt writes in his dedication:

 

22 European  Encounters
23  Ibid.,  ii.
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None of the monarchs who have occupied the Castilian 
throne have contributed more liberally than your Majesty to 
the obtaining accurate information regarding the state of that 
valuable portion of the globe which in both hemispheres yields 
obedience to the Spanish laws… They breathe the sentiments 
of gratitude which I owe to the government who protected 
me, and to the noble and loyal nation who received me, not 
as a traveller, but as a fellow-citizen. How can we displease a 
good king, when we speak to him of the national interest, of the 
improvement of social institutions, and the eternal principles on 
which the prosperity of nations is founded?24

:

Joel Roberts Poinsett’s  (1824) largely borrows 
from the Humboldtian tradition. Agriculture and mining prevail as 
the most discussed topics, in addition to geographical and statistical 
foci. Humboldt is constantly referred to throughout the account, 

24  Ibid
25

Notes  on  Mexico,  Made  in  the  Autumn  of  1822.  
Accompanied  by  an  Historical  Sketch  of  the  Revolution  and  Translations  of  
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and is at times directly quoted. Like Humboldt, Poinsett utilizes 
Cortés’s account to compare modern Mexico with its pre-Hispanic 
past. 

Unlike Humboldt’s book,  is distinctly a 
consecutive narrative of Poinsett’s travels. Humboldt’s book lacks 

form and function. The advertisement that opens Poinsett’s book 
makes this perfectly clear. The book is a compilation of letters 
written for leisurely purposes, and the advertisement proceeds to 
list superior sources of information on Mexico for the reader’s 

information from Humboldt. Poinsett, himself, does not deny these 
facts. His account is properly “a record of his own feelings and 
impressions.”26 It is characterized by an immediacy and lifelike 
energy, absent from Humboldt’s . Poinsett’s eye 
for detail is unforgiving as he details the physical features of the 
Mexican landscape, its buildings, and people. The publication of 
the book signaled the beginning of a new form of travel literature 
(as practiced in Mexico), derived from the traveler’s personal 
adventures, feelings, and impressions.

Poinsett’s most prevalent and vivid impressions of Mexico 

(1783-1824). His view of the Emperor is largely negative from 
the start of his voyage. In chapter two Poinsett remarks on a 

26 Notes  on  Mexico,  Made  in  the  Autumn  of  1822.  Accom-

Reports  on  the  Present  State  of  That  Country.
, 43.



“!e Second Discovery of the New World”: Foreign Perspectives on Early 
Nineteenth-Century Mexico

61

portrait of the Emperor: “From this daub I can form no idea of his 
physiognomy — from his actions he must be an extraordinary man; 
but from the part he took before the late successful revolution, and 
from his sudden elevation to the throne, I fear he is extraordinarily 
bad.”27 In chapter three: “I was interrupted by a traveller who is 
on his road from the capital to Vera Cruz. He has been relating to 
me the tyrannical conduct of the emperor, who, according to his 
account, is as thorough a despot as if he had inherited the crown 
and had a legitimate right to oppress his subjects.”28 In chapter four:

 
Some pains have been taken by those I have conversed with 
here, to convince me that Iturbide was elevated to the throne 
by the united voice of the whole people. This I can scarcely 
credit. That a nation, after suffering from the effects of a badly 
organized popular government, and after experiencing for some 
time all the horrors of anarchy and civil war, should take refuge 
in despotism, is neither strange nor uncommon; but that they 
should settle down quietly under an arbitrary government, 
immediately after the successful termination of a revolution, 
appears to me improbable.29

  
Undertones of the U.S. Declaration of Independence are apparent 

in this excerpt — the belief that man’s inherent and ultimate destiny 
is to break free from the trammels of despotic government. This is 
notably a prejudice Poinsett develops prior to his arrival in Mexico 

27 Notes  on  Mexico,  16.
28

29  Ibid
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views. 
In chapter six, Poinsett is present in Mexico City when Iturbide 

dissolves the congress by threat of force on October 31. A new 
congress is to be formed with one representative from each district.30 
In the same chapter, Poinsett receives news on November 1 that 
the Spanish troops that remained in San Juan de Ulúa attacked 
Veracruz. He harshly remarks on the event, “I feel no sort of interest 
in the event of actions fought between Royalists and Imperialists in 
America. Neither party engage my sympathies.”31 Here, the ardent 
republican disregards both parties because of their connection to 
monarchism. 

Poinsett is in the capital when the new congress opens on 
November 2. He attends a speech by the Emperor and meets him 
on the same day: 

We were all seated, and he conversed with us for half an hour in 
an easily unembarrassed manner, taking occasion to compliment 
the United States, and our institutions, and to lament that they 
were not suited to the circumstances of his country. He modestly 
insinuated that he had yielded very reluctantly to the wishes of 
the people, but had been compelled to suffer them to place the 
crown upon his head to prevent misrule and anarchy.32

Poinsett accuses Iturbide to have been one of “the most cruel 

character: 

30  Ibid
31  Ibid
32  Ibid
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His usurpation of the chief authority has been the most glaring, 

tyrannical. With a pleasing address and prepossessing exterior, 

to his person, and so long as he possesses the means of paying 
and rewarding them, so long he will maintain himself on the 
throne; when these fail he will be precipitated from it. It is a 
maxim of history, which will probably be again illustrated by 
this example, that a government not founded on public opinion, 
but established and supported by corruption and violence, 
cannot exist without ample means to pay the soldiery, and to 
maintain pensioners and partisans.33

Poinsett’s republican ideals overwhelm any possibility of an 
objective assessment of the Mexican Emperor. He concludes on the 
leader, “To judge Iturbide from his public papers, I do not think him 
a man of talents. He is prompt, bold and decisive, and not scrupulous 
about the means he employs to obtain his ends.”34 His view of the 
Emperor and his government remain consistent throughout the 
remainder of his journey. 

Following Poinsett’s descriptions of Iturbide, impressions 
revolving around the Anglo-Hispanic Rivalry and its translation 

addresses the issue of Spanish privateering on U.S. ships.35 In the 
second chapter, Poinsett voices his distaste for Spanish dining 
customs: “A ceremonious Spanish dinner is of all things the most 
odious to me, and I endeavoured to excuse myself on the ground 

33  Ibid
34  Ibid
35  Ibid
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of my extreme haste to set out.”36 In chapter three he comments on 
religion: “We enjoyed this view for some time, and entered the town 
by the street of the ‘Pure Blood of Christ.’ To our protestant ears 
these names sound very profanely. Not so in catholic countries.”37 

In chapter three, Poinsett discusses the differences between an 
English and Spanish coffeehouse: “A number of persons were seated 
at separate tables, not sullenly silent, as at an English coffee-house, 
but talking to each other loudly and cheerfully.” He continues to 
comment on the quality of Catalonian wine, which he considers to 
be the “most abominable of wines.”38 Poinsett positively states in 

the number of towers and spires that adorn them. At a distance, 
Mexico surpasses in appearance any other city in North America.”39 

Poinsett comments on Catholic idolatry: “This disposition to 
represent heavenly things by sensible images, is common in all 
catholic countries.” Poinsett’s hostility is not limited to Mexican 

in Rome to be equally as ignorant as Mexican Catholics.40 
Nevertheless, Poinsett praises the Catholic mass: “I like the equality 
on which all people worship the Deity in a catholic church. There 
are no pews nor seats for the rich. The house of God is open to all, 
and all without distinction stand or kneel before the altar.”41 

36  Ibid
37  Ibid
38  Ibid
39  Ibid
40  Ibid
41  Ibid
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On the subject of the collection of statistical information he 

requires time.”42 Although these comments are not entirely negative, 
they demonstrate a type of polarization inherent in Poinsett’s 
worldview. The world he encountered was starkly different than his 
homeland. The cultural and social dissonance between the English 
and Spanish-speaking worlds shaped his views throughout his 
voyage.

:

William Bullock published 
(1824) following his travels to the Valley of Mexico in 

1823. Throughout his journey, he collects numerous specimens 
and artifacts to bring home to Europe. He obtains tropical plants 

42  Ibid
43

Sketch  of  a  Journey  through  the  Western  States  of  North  America  
Oxford  Dictionary  of  National  Biog-

raphy:  from  the  earliest  times  to  the  year  2000  Volume  8,  Brown-Burstow  
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for display in the Egyptian Hall. The hummingbird of the New 
World, to which he dedicates the subject of chapter XXI, is one of 
his favorite specimens. Like Humboldt, Bullock believed he was 
participating in the . The text is 

in the region since the seventeenth century. In his words, “since the 
period of Charles I, I am acquainted with no book of travels by an 
Englishman in that country.”44 

Bullock’s participation in the is represented 
by one of his initial encounters with the indigenous. He writes that 
their “curiosity was greatly excited by our appearance and dining 
appurtenances.”45 For Bullock, he was encountering an isolated and 
technologically inferior people that were perplexed by Europeans 
and their innovations. A similar exchange is made when he remarks 
that, “One person asked if it was true that, by means of a boiling 
teakettle, a thousand persons could be moved in safety one hundred 
miles a day.”46 In this instance, he does not specify whether the 
encounter was with an Indian, but it nevertheless demonstrates a 
divergence between the Old and New Worlds in terms of technology, 

Englishman to ever visit the mining district of Temascaltepec, 
which, accordingly, caused a surprise among its inhabitants.47 

44 Six  Months  Residence  and  Travels  in  Mexico  containing  
Remarks  on  the  Present  State  of  New  Spain,  Its  Natural  Productions,  State  of  So-
ciety,  Manufactures,  Trade,  Agriculture,  and  Antiquities,  &c.

45 Six  Months  Residence  and  Travels  in  Mexico
46

47  Ibid.,  
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attention from Europeans,” and remarked while in Texcoco, “they 
48

Bullock writes about the character of the indigenous: “They 
seemed an innocent and harmless people, behaved themselves with 
great propriety, and were highly delighted with some provisions 
and wine which we gave them.”49 This encounter resembles those 

rouses the interest of the European, and gifts are subsequently 
exchanged as a sign of good faith. What distinguishes this encounter 
is an assessment of indigenous propriety, which was a popular 
bourgeois value of the nineteenth century. Bullock comments on 
indigenous religious practices that, “it was really a pleasing sight to 
observe with what attention and devotion this simple and innocent 
people, the descendants of cannibal ancestors, performed their 
acknowledgements to their Creator.”50

Bullock’s tendency to excessively historicize his surroundings 
is essential to his participation in the . This is due, 
largely in part, to his fascination with Mexican antiquities. Like 
most of the travelers from this period, he is enthralled by the story 
of Cortés and his military exploits.51 His expectations for Mexico 
City are those recounted by the conqueror, and he is met with bitter 
disappointment upon his arrival: “this ancient and imperial city 

48  Ibid.,  
49  Ibid.,  
50  Ibid.,  
51  Ibid.,  
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offers no ostentatious appearance — all is dismal and solitary.”52 
Mexico City, he writes, “exhibits only a shadow of the grandeur it 
had once attained.”53 

Bullock makes his point by quoting extensively from the account 
of Thomas Gage, an English Dominican Friar who traveled to New 
Spain in 1625. The book, 

, described Mexico City as a center of excesses; particularly, in 
gambling and silk clothing. According to Bullock, Gage encouraged 
Oliver Cromwell to add New Spain to his dominion through 
conquest. Cromwell, however, failed in this pursuit.54 

Bullock extensively quotes Bernal Díaz del Castillo and 
Francisco Javier Clavijero when discussing pre-Hispanic Mexico.55 
Bullock also sees in Mexico a part of England’s history: 

Edwards, not only in the style of building of those times, 
but even in the similarity of customs and manners, the same 
religion and ceremonies, the same observance of holydays, 
with the religious processions that at once were the solace 
and amusement of our ancestors. In the churches he will see 
(as if the work of yesterday,) the same profusion of sculpture, 
painting, gilding, now only to be found in the fragments of our 
most ancient temples. The statues, balustrades, candlesticks, 
candelabras, &c. of massive gold and silver, which have long 

52  Ibid.,  122.
53  Ibid.,  133.
54  Ibid.,  
55  Ibid.,  
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disappeared in England, are here in daily use, and the very 
dresses and accoutrements of the country gentlemen strongly 
remind us of the period of the discovery of America, the 

introduction by the Spaniards: the same high fronted military 
saddle, with its defensive cantlets and covering for the horse, 
that was worn by Cortez, and the enormous spur of our Henry 
the Seventh, are now in constant use by the paysanas, or country 
gentlemen.56 

He perceives Mexico to be in a different stage of civilization. This 

of his belief that civilizations evolve linearly in distinct stages. 
Second, he incorporates Mexico into this evolutionary process. Like 

But I hope that these times are nearly at an end, and that the 
period is arriving when Mexico will again exalt her head among 
the greatest cities of the world, a rank to which she is entitled 
from her own intrinsic beauty, and as the capital of one of the 

councellors [sic], under the new order of things, will enable her 

that intelligent strangers may be induced to visit her, and bring 
with them the arts and manufactures, the improved machinery 
and great chymical [sic] knowledge of Europe; and in return she 
can amply repay them by again diffusing through the world her 
immense wealth.57

56  Ibid.  
57  Ibid.,
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According to Bullock, Mexican greatness is to be achieved with 
the assistance of foreigners. Mexico lacks “a spirit of knowledge 
and inquiry” which consequently must be transmitted to the country 
from a more advanced civilization. Only through the recognition, 

destiny as a wealthy and powerful nation:

But Mexico, owing to Spanish policy, is three hundred years 

her disadvantages, she will shortly break her chains, and assume 
her proper station among the nations of Europe and America. As 
soon as it is known that the traveller is safe in New Spain, many 
intelligent and respectable men will be induced to visit it for 

inquiry hitherto unknown, but which will convince the Mexicans 
how far they are yet behind us in intellectual acquirements and 
knowledge of the arts.58

:

58  Ibid.,
59

Oxford  Dictionary  of  National  Biography:  from  the  
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(1829) 
embraces the Humboldtian tradition in its structure and content. The 
second volume, however, is a narrative of his journey in Mexico 
made in the years 1823, 1825, 1826, and 1827. Ward’s primary 
focus is the collection of mining related data prior to, and since, 
the introduction of British capital in the country. This was a period 
when the returns of British investment failed to match Humboldt’s 
descriptions of Mexican prosperity made before the Insurgency of 
1810. 

Ward does not refute Humboldt’s description of the mining 
situation in 1803-04, but instead explains that Humboldt could not 
have possibly foreseen the Insurgency and its aftermath. Humboldt’s 

 was the only text available to British mining 
investors until Bullock’s book in 1824. According to Ward, eleven 

mines. He argues that the greatest tragedy was not the destruction of 
the mines, but instead, the emigration of the peninsulares and their 
capital from the former Spanish colony back to Europe. 

Ward maintains that two-thirds of the capital in New Spain 
prior to the Insurgency was in the hands of Spaniards (all of which 
was invested in agricultural and mining activities).60 In total, $36.5 
million dollars in capital exited Mexico following independence.61 

earliest  times  to  the  year  2000  Volume  57,  Walliers-Welles.  

60 Mexico  His  Majesty’s  Chargé  D’Affairs  in  that  Country  
during  the  Years  1825,  1826,  and  part  of  1827.  Second  Edition  Enlarged,  with  an  
Account  of  the  Mining  Companies,  and  of  the  Political  Events  in  that  Republic  to  
the  Present  Day
61 Mexico  in  1825-27
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Had it not, Ward asserts, the produce of the mines in the present 
would have exceeded one-third of that during its wealthiest years 
prior to 1810.62

investment.
Ward’s principal purpose in writing is to argue that the 

disappointment of British investors in respect to Mexican wealth 
was a result of eleven years of civil war. He agrees that the 
introduction of foreign capital has failed to substantially increase 
the productivity of the mines. Yet, he does not attribute this failure 
to the companies or the mines themselves, but rather to external 
factors. Ward attempts to reassure his countrymen of Mexico’s 
prosperity by using history. 

of Spanish colonialism on Mexican politics and its economy. His 
greatest objections revolve around Spain’s restriction of Mexican 
manufacturing, education, internal commerce, and transportation. 

Mexico’s current order of things. Ward argues that progress has 
been made in the past three years, but nevertheless cautions that the 
country’s future remains obscure and uncertain.

Ward’s view of Mexico and its future is generally positive. 
His descriptions are dispassionate and free from the cynical 
impressions characteristic of Poinsett’s . Ward 
makes it known throughout the text that there is still much to be 
discovered in Mexico, particularly its material wealth. Ultimately, 
Ward demonstrates , , and  once again. 

62  Ibid.
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Of the ability of Mexico to meet her engagements, under 
moderately good management, I entertain no doubt; nor would 

my opinion of her resources. It would be melancholy, certainly, 
were the bountiful intentions of Nature to be frustrated, by 
civil dissensions, or by injudicious legislative interference; a 
little tendency to which will, probably, long remain in all the 
countries formerly subject to Spain; but my visit to the Interior 
of Mexico taught me to believe, that the party spirit, which 
rages occasionally in the capital, ought not to be taken as a 
criterion of the general feelings of the inhabitants; and to hope, 
that few causes in fact exist, by which the general tranquillity of 
the country is likely to be disturbed. Of those causes, in a work 
of this nature, I am not at liberty to speak…63

Frances Calderón de la Barca was born in Edinburgh as Frances 
Erskine Inglis. In 1838, she married the Spaniard Ángel Calderón de 

to Mexico to formally recognize the country’s independence. 
Calderón traveled alongside her husband throughout his diplomatic 
mission, and wrote extensively on upper-class Mexican political 
and social life. Her stay resulted in the publication of  
(1843), a series of personal letters that follow her experiences and 
the historical events that occurred between 1839 and 1841. 

63     Ibid.
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While in Mexico City, Calderón witnessed the propagation and 
aftermath of two federalist  (which she labels as 
“a fashionable term here for a revolution”) aimed at deposing the 
conservative president Anastasio Bustamante (1780-1853).64 The 

the leadership of the general Antonio López de Santa Anna (1794-

Calderón vividly recounts the unfolding of these events, which 
occurred blocks away from her residence. She provides the text 
of speeches made by the president and the conspirators during 
this period of political turmoil. Moreover, she contributes her 
own political commentary regarding these events. In this respect, 
Calderón transgressed the gendered boundary of the public sphere 
through her discussion of Mexican politics. She writes following 

:

I shall close this long letter, merely observing, in apology, that 
as Madame de Staël said, in answer to the remark, that “Women 
have nothing to do with politics;”—“That may be, but when a 
woman’s head is about to be cut off, it is natural she should ask 

?” so it appears to me, that when bullets are whizzing about 
our ears, and shells falling within a few yards of us, it ought to 
be considered extremely natural, and quite feminine, to inquire 
into the cause of such .65

Calderón also provides the political commentary of Mexican 

64 Life  in  Mexico  During  a  Residence  of  Two  Years  in  that  
Country  by  Madame  Calderon  de  la  Barca

65 Life  in  Mexico
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nationals. She relates the views of statesman Lorenzo de Zavala 

implications of Mexican independence:

“It is very easy,” says Zavala, it is about the most sensible 
remark, “to put a country into combustion, when it possesses 

“Revolution,” says Señor de — —, “has followed revolution 
since the Independence; no stable government has yet been 
established. Had it been so, Mexico would have offered to our 
eyes a phenomenon unknown until now in the world — that of a 
people, without previous preparation, passing at once to govern 
themselves by democratical institutions.”66 

Unlike preceding travelers, Calderón had a genuine desire to 
adopt the customs and practices of Mexican culture.67 In her words, 

66  Ibid
67 Quarterly  Review  

Quarterly
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“It is certainly the wisest plan to adopt the customs of the country 
one lives in.”68

wish to attend a ball in a Poblana style dress. Her desire sparks a 
controversy among the Mexican elite, which results in a visit from 
the Secretary of State and Ministers of War and Interior to discuss 
the matter. Calderón writes on the event:

And what do you think was the purport of their visit? To 
adjure me by all that was most alarming, to discard the idea 
of making my appearance in a Poblana dress! They assured us 
that Poblanas generally were , that they wore no 
stockings, and that the wife of the Spanish minister should by 
no means assume, even for the evening, such a costume.69 

Even if some aspects of the culture were foreign or appalling to 
her senses, Calderón made an attempt to understand Mexico. She 

wounding and tormenting of the bull is sickening, and as here 
the tips of his horns are blunted, one has more sympathy with 
him than with his human adversaries. It cannot be good to 
accustom a people to such bloody sights. Yet let me confess, 

by little I grew so much interested in the scene, that I could not 
take my eyes off it, and I can easily understand the pleasure 
taken in these barbarous diversions by those accustomed to 
them from childhood.70

68  Ibid.
69  Ibid.
70  Ibid.



“!e Second Discovery of the New World”: Foreign Perspectives on Early 
Nineteenth-Century Mexico

77

Throughout her stay, Calderón gradually grows accustomed 

like it.”71

Calderón to understand, such as the veiling ceremony of a young 
nun. She compares the event to death:

I have now seen three nuns take the veil; and, next to a death, 
consider it the saddest event that can occur in this nether sphere; 

dislike more and more upon trial.72

Calderón writes extensively about Mexican women, unlike 
her predecessors. She remarks that their character is of contrast to 
English and North American frigidity: “In point of amiability and 
warmth of manner, I have met with no women who can possibly 
compete with those in Mexico, and it appears to me that women 
of all other countries will appear cold and stiff by comparison.”73 
She notably diverges from Poinsett and his criticism of women who 
smoke: “Unfeminine as it is, I do not think it looks ungraceful to see 
a pretty woman smoke.”74 

About courting and matrimony, Calderón recounts,

It appears to me, that amongst the young girls here there is not 

71  Ibid.
72  Ibid.
73  Ibid.
74  Ibid.
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that desire to enter upon the cares of matrimony, which is to be 
observed in many other countries. The opprobious [sic] epithet 
of “old maid” is unknown. A girl is not the less admired because 
she has been ten or a dozen years in society; the most severe 
remark made on her is that she is “hard to please.”75

She additionally comments on the institution of the family:

I have seen no country where families are so knit together as 
in Mexico, where the affections are so concentrated, or where 
such devoted respect and obedience are shown by the married 
sons and daughters to their parents. In that respect they always 
remain as little children… They cannot bear the idea of being 
separated, and nothing but dire necessity ever forces them to 
leave their fatherland. To all the accounts which travellers give 
them of the pleasures to be met with in the European capitals, 
they turn a deaf ear. Their families are in Mexico — their 
parents, and sisters, and relatives — and there is no happiness 

those parents make, who from religious motives devote their 
daughters to a conventual life.76

 
Like her predecessors, Calderón participated in the 

. She refers to the city of Cholula as the 
“Rome of Anahuac,”77 and observes on her entrance into the Valley 
of Mexico:

But as we strained our eyes to look into the valley, it all 
appeared to me rather like a vision of the Past than the actual 

75  Ibid.
76  Ibid.
77  Ibid
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breathing Present. The curtain of Time seemed to roll back, and 
to discover to us the great panorama that burst upon the eye of 

king-loving, God-fearing conqueror, his loyalty and religion so 
blended after the fashion of ancient Spain, that it were hard to 
say which sentiment exercised over him the greater sway.78

Her involvement in the  is evident in her 
contrasting descriptions of New England and Mexico. In New 
England, “Everything proclaims prosperity, equality, consistency; 
the past forgotten, the present all in all, and the future taking care 
of itself.” Whereas:

Here, everything reminds us of the past; of the conquering 
Spaniards, who seemed to build for eternity; impressing each 
work with their own solid, grave, and religious character; of the 

startled them from their repose, and stood before them like the 

and growing fainter, and men seem trusting to some unknown 
future which they may never see. One government has been 
abandoned, and there is none in its place. One revolution 
follows another, yet the remedy is not found. Let them beware 
lest half a century later, they be awakened from their delusion, 

painted white; the railing melted down; the silver transformed 
into dollars; the Virgin’s jewels sold to the highest bidder; the 

a nice new wooden paling, freshly done in green—and all this 

78  Ibid
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performed by some of the artists from the -  republic 
farther north.79

Furthermore, Calderón believes that the country’s republican 

priests with their large shovel-hats, and the entrance of the president 

and attended by his staff rendered it as anti-republican looking an 
assembly as one could wish to see… There is nothing republican 
in it; no feeling of equality; as far as I have seen, that feeling does 
not exist here, except between people of the same rank. It is more 
like some remains of the feudal system, where the retainers sat at 
the same table with their chief, but below the salt.” 80 Mexico is 

rigid social hierarchy. 
It is interesting to note that during her residence, Señor 

Gutierrez Estrada wrote a controversial pamphlet that proposed the 
installment of a constitutional monarchy in Mexico. The monarchy 
was to be headed by a foreign prince, with the hopes of solving 
the country’s political crisis.81 The transmission of this piece of 

of republican institutions and values, and the reality of political 

foreign intervention in Mexico during the nineteenth century.

79  Ibid
80  Ibid
81  Ibid
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During the nineteenth century, an Anglophone, Protestant urban 
middle class invented and rediscovered an independent Mexico. 
These travelers participated in the greatest dissemination of 
knowledge concerning the region to a European audience since the 

liberalism, nationalism, Romanticism, and exoticism. Overall, they 
were a variegated group that produced writings that were diverse 
and complex in their practice and intentions. 

The writings of Humboldt, Poinsett, Bullock, Ward, and 
Calderón exemplify the diversity and complexity of the genre. 
Among their diversity, they collectively shared an enthusiasm for 
data collection. All believed that Mexico was a land of unexploited 
mineral wealth that could assume its role as a powerful nation 

obstacle to the national and moral development of the country’s 
inhabitants. 

Moreover, most believed Mexico was incapable of self-
government, and that the political machine was only a republic 
in name. The parameters and measurements used to evaluate the 
independent nation-state were based on ideological currents and 
historical developments characteristic of European history. The 
Anglo-Hispanic Rivalry, the Orient, nationalism, and capitalism 

contributed to a body of literature that would inspire the military 
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interventions of Mexico’s nineteenth century. Just as in 1519, 
Europeans traversed Anáhuac in pursuit of discovery and conquest.
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Avoiding Social Issues: The Civil War Centennial 
in America and Tennessee

by Ashley Salustri

1961 to 1965. Amidst the backdrop of the Civil Rights Movement 
and the Cold War, Americans held commemorative events at both 
the federal and state levels. Although these memorials, ceremonies, 
and events encouraged thought and interaction with the Civil War, 

because, more often than not, competing interest groups forced 
the planners to accommodate various viewpoints in an unequal 
manner. Even at state level commemorations, such as those held in 
Tennessee, organizers interpreted history in a manner that appeased 
the largest amount of people, often excluding certain histories.  For 
Michael Kammen, an expert on American anniversaries, balance 
at the 100th anniversary had to be struck between Northern and 
Southern participants—too much focus on either side would have 
discouraged participation in the anniversary.1 For historians such as 
Robert Cook and Richard M. Fried, the Centennial was an exercise 
in Cold War pageantry designed to promote American unity and 
patriotism above all else. By focusing on these two sentiments, event 
programmers hoped to overcome the different views on slavery and 

1	   Mystic  Chords  of  Memory:  The  Transformation  of  Tradition  
in  American  Culture
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race.2 Still other scholars, such as Jon Wiener, argued that the 100th 

fought for the inclusion of slavery and emancipation in the Civil 
War’s memory.3

Despite interpreting the Centennial’s legacy differently, 
historians agree that the anniversary carried out by the United States 
Civil War Centennial Commission (USCWCC) failed to strike a 
successful balance. Instead, criticism and controversy marred the 

potential. Traditionally, academics have mostly ignored the topic 
of Civil War commemoration. However, the trend has shifted 
as scholars such as Robert Cook and David Blight have begun 
to delve deeper into the history. Blight has been especially keen 
on examining the shift between Lost Cause, Reconciliation and 
Emancipation rhetoric in Civil War memory at national anniversary 
moments.4 Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for work on state 
level commemorations such as the Tennessee Civil War Centennial. 

2 Troubled  Commemoration:  The  American  Civil  War  
Centennial,  1961-1965

The  Journal  
of  Southern  History

The  Russians  Are  Coming!  The  
Russians  Are  Coming!  Pageantry  and  Patriotism  in  Cold-War  America  

3

The  Memory  of  the  Civil  War  in  American  Culture

4 Race  and  Reunion:  The  Civil  War  in  American  Mem-
ory
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Apart from a close examination of Tennessee’s commemorations by 
expert James B. Williamson, little literature exists on the subject. 
More often than not, writers address the history of the Tennessee 
Civil War Centennial in a few short sentences within the context of 
larger examinations of the anniversary.5

This paper builds upon the aforementioned memory scholars 
by recounting how Americans chose to commemorate the 100th 
anniversary of the Civil War. I begin with a comprehensive look at 
the United States Civil War Centennial Commission and its efforts 
to observe the Centennial at the national level. I argue that for its 
duration, the federal observance was unable to adequately address 
slavery and emancipation (the most divisive elements of the Civil 
War) due to the contemporary social and political climate. However, 
the disagreements over emancipation did not mean that the federal 
commission’s efforts were a failure. A wide range of federal 
activities still fostered general participation in the Centennial and 
education on the Civil War. Following my exploration of the national 
commemoration, I focus my attention exclusively on events in the 
state of Tennessee. By chronicling Centennial events at the state 
level, I demonstrate how the programming followed the ideological 
outline established by the federal commission but emphasized the 
local traditions most relevant to its history. I also argue that the 
resulting Tennessee Civil War Centennial championed the Lost 
Cause memory tradition at the expense of slavery and emancipation 

5 The  Tennessee  Civil  War  Centennial  Commission:  Looking  
to  the  Past  as  Tennessee  Plans  for  the  Future,  
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history.  

The movement to hold a Civil War Centennial at the national 

commencement. Groups known as Civil War round tables led 
grassroots campaigns for a national Centennial. These local 

Civil War topics and scholarship. As the 100th anniversary 
slowly approached, two organizations, the Civil War Centennial 
Association (CWCA) and the Civil War Round Table of the 
District of Columbia, started to call attention to the possibility of a 
national observance. Although each group desired the same goal of 
convincing Congress to create a federal agency to oversee events, 
the two groups differed in the preferred tone for the Centennial. 
While the CWCA wanted to emphasize serious scholarship and 
avoid commercialism, the District of Columbia Round Table wished 
“[t]o create and strengthen the patriotic feeling in the people of all 
ages in the United States.”6 This initial tension between patriotism 
and scholarship never resolved itself and it became one of the main 
divisions throughout the Centennial.

After both groups successfully lobbied Congress to take 
action, the discussion on Civil War commemoration began in 
earnest during congressional subcommittee hearings in 1957. In 

6 Troubled  Commemoration
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to see the Centennial discuss and accomplish in the coming years. 
Many politicians wanted to focus on unity and national patriotism 
because the anniversary was the perfect opportunity to display 
America’s grand stature. Polarizing issues like slavery would not 
be considered for inclusion. Joseph O’Mahoney, a Democratic 
Senator from Wyoming, summarized the mission best, stating “[t]
he purpose of the observance of this great schism between our 

that which unites us–the basic desire for unity, liberty, freedom, and 
self-government.”7 Thanks to support from numerous congressmen, 
including Republican Fred Schwengel from Iowa and Democrat 
William M. Tuck from Virginia, the House and the Senate both 
passed legislation calling for a Centennial Commission.8 

On September 7, 1957, President Eisenhower signed Public 

commemoration for the Civil War.9  Stipulated by the law, twenty-

members of the House, and twelve were presidential appointees. 
The remaining members included the Director of the National 
Park Service, an individual from the Library of Congress, the 
President, the Vice President, and the Speaker of the House. By 
today’s standards, the Commission lacked diversity. Of the twenty-

7

8 The  Russians  Are  Coming!  The  Russians  Are  Coming!,  124.  
9 The  Civil  War  Centennial:  
A  Report  to  Congress
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member was a white woman. African-Americans only served in an 
auxiliary capacity to the Commission as members of the advisory 
board.10 Although not stipulated by Congress, the Commission also 
employed nine staff members to carry out day-to-day operations 

allocated $100,000 in funding for each year of the Centennial. By 
the time the Commission expired on May 11, 1966, Congress had 
appropriated a total of $840,750.21 to the Civil War Centennial. 
The sale of booklets, newsletters, and commemorative medallions, 
in addition to a scant amount of private donations, generated an 
additional $24,909.01 in revenue for the organization’s coffers.11 

it would maintain throughout the upcoming years. Members decided 
that the USCWCC would serve as the central administrative body 
through which state and local commemorations would be overseen. 
With these recommendations, the U.S. Civil War Centennial 
Commission set out to facilitate state and local observances in any 
way possible, including but not limited to helping gather historical 

12 The reasoning behind 
operating as an oversight entity was simple: Congress had not 
appropriated enough funding for the body to successfully carry out 

10 Troubled  Commemoration
11 Audit  of  Civil  War  Centennial  Com-
mission  for  the  Period  September  7,  1957  Through  May  1,  1966  

12 Troubled  Commemoration
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activities purely on its own. To overcome monetary restrictions, the 
Commission delegated event execution and funding to state and 
local entities, retaining the ability to establish the Centennial’s focus 
and goals. Furthermore, by leaving most of the event coordination 
to local organizations, a greater amount of regional history and 
experiences could be highlighted. Skeptical of participating for fear 
that they would be forced to commemorate events offensive to their 
traditions, white Southern politicians found the planning freedom 
especially appealing. Freedom to select local commemorations 
meant state planning commissions possessed the power to ignore 
topics like slavery and emancipation. Without widespread state 
participation, especially in the South, planning a national observance 
would be of little purpose. The USCWCC needed to guarantee state 
participation, or else the Centennial would be “stillborn.”13 

that the Centenary would bring Americans closer together. Prominent 
Civil War historian and member of the Centennial Commission, 
Bruce Catton, explained how the divisive war had a unifying effect, 
remarking that “the Civil War united us…by the sharing of a great 
and unique experience.”14 By remembering the common experience 
of loss and strife, the Centennial would bring together the opposing 
factions and serve as a springboard for group discussion. Karl Betts, 
the Executive Director of the Civil War Centennial Commission, 

that the Civil War led to “the beginning of a new America” for all 

13

14
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American regardless of victory or loss.15 How the war united the 
country was the most important notion on which to focus. 

However, as historian Robert J. Cook noted in his detailing of 
Centennial planning, the Commission paid a price for adopting this 
conciliatory memory stance—the Commission blatantly decided 
not to devote time to emancipation.16 In other words, the USCWCC 
did not believe that the African-American history of the war was 
as vital to the 100th anniversary as the need for American unity. 

from the white community and a greater overall enthusiasm for the 
anniversary. More interestingly, late in the Centennial, Executive 
Director James Robertson, Jr. wrote to a correspondent, explaining 
how the decision to champion unity and patriotism allowed the 
anniversary to be “free of political and social problems that confront 
us today” and it “[does] a grave injustice to the more than 800,000 
Americans who gave their lives in that struggle of a century ago if 

program to eliminate modern day problems that might ultimately 
restir again the bitter feelings and violence that swept this Nation to 
war in 1861.”17

and their memory of the war in the events, the Centennial would 
become too intertwined with the current political controversy. The 
simplest solution was to marginalize the group whenever possible.18  

15 America  Divided:  The  Civil  War  of  the  
1960s
16 Troubled  Commemoration
17 Troubled  Commemoration
18
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With the anniversary fully underway in early 1961, each 
event organized by the Commission provided a new opportunity 
to “balance” the history scales. Whether this occurred by being 
selective over which events to commemorate or by altering the 
content offered at a particular happening, the USCWCC tried not to 
offend the North or the South. This effort to strike a balance between 
opposing historical traditions in order to achieve widespread 
participation and acceptance is what writer Michael Kammen 
deemed the “obsession” of the USCWCC. For every event or item 
set forth that seemed favorable to the North, the South received 
a counterpart. An example of this evenness occurred on January 

with simultaneous events at General Ulysses S. Grant’s tomb in 
Manhattan and at General Robert E. Lee’s burial site in Lexington, 
Virginia. Inclusion of both Northern and Southern locales 
epitomized the Commission’s desire for reconciliation between the 
two opposing sides.19 Despite the effort to remain a reconciliationist 
celebration focused on patriotism and unity, the ever-present racial 
tensions in American society could not be quelled. 

to the surface at the Fourth National Assembly in South Carolina. 

19 Mystic  Chords  of  Memory
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The National Assemblies were yearly conferences organized 
for representatives from across the country to meet and discuss 
Civil War Centennial programming. Prior to the Fourth National 
Assembly, delegates had met in Washington, DC, Richmond, and 
St. Louis.20  Planners selected South Carolina as the location for 

Sumter. However, when the selected hotel refused to grant a 
female African-American member of the New Jersey delegation 
accommodations, the Assembly’s location became a political 
controversy. Widespread media coverage elevated the crisis to the 
national stage and prompted President Kennedy to intervene. He 
declared that any federal agency representing the U.S. government 
and receiving government funding could not hold meetings in 
segregated facilities.21 

Commission, and civil rights activists threatened to derail the 
entire proceedings. Initially, the USCWCC refused to relocate the 
Assembly, prompting the New Jersey, California, and Pennsylvania 
delegations to threaten to boycott the activities if the proceedings 
occurred at the segregated hotel. Eventually, President Kennedy 
suggested that the Assembly be moved to a desegregated naval 
base in nearby Charleston. 22 While President Kennedy’s solution 
successfully subdued the controversy in time for the scheduled 

20

21 Troubled  Commemoration
22   New  York  Journal  and  Guide  
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meetings to go on as planned, the damage had been wrought. 
Public opinion and enthusiasm toward the commemorative efforts 
decreased and the Centennial lost its initial luster. Furthermore, 
the blunders by the leadership resulted in immediate personnel 

Chairman Ulysses S. Grant, III stepped down from his position.23 
The change in leadership had far-reaching effects on subsequent 

Centennial events. While the President appointed historian Allan 
Nevins to replace Grant as Chairman, the Commission chose 
James I. Robertson Jr. for the Executive Director post. Both men 
were prominent Civil War historians.24 As the new leaders of the 
Centennial Commission, these two men set out to “transform the 
centennial into a consensual scholarly exercise.”25 This meant that 
the Commission would then work to place greater emphasis on 
scholarship and publishing and to focus less on trying to popularize 
the Civil War to the public. 

With two professional historians at the helm, the Commission 
planned the 1962 Emancipation Proclamation commemorations. 
Held on September 22, 1962 at the Lincoln Memorial, the event 
coincided with the 100th anniversary of Lincoln issuing the 
Preliminary Proclamation. This anniversary presented a prime 
opportunity to address slavery and African-American involvement 
in the Civil War, yet the Commission once again shied away 

23 Mystic  Chords  of  Memory,
24

25 Troubled  Commemoration



Quaestio

98

from these topics, fearing their inclusion would prevent Southern 
participation.26 To circumvent accusations of slanted history from 
the Southern state Centennial commissions, the USCWCC worked 
alongside the National Park Service, the Department of State, the 
District of Columbia Centennial Commission, and the Lincoln 
Group of Washington to plan the day’s program. This prevented the 
Commission from solely receiving blame if the presented history 

to Congress describes the ceremony as having been “impressive 
and moving,” a closer look partially refutes this claim. The program 
included various speakers such as Dr. Allan Nevins, Ambassador 
Adlai Stevenson, and President Kennedy via recording. The few 
African-Americans who were asked to participate were only 
invited in order to prevent backlash and criticism from the press 
about the Commission hosting a segregated 100th anniversary of 
emancipation.27 Once invited, these individuals carried out only 
marginal roles in the ceremony. Maliah Jackson sang the National 
Anthem and Ulysses Kay composed a song for the event. Justice 
Thurgood Marshall also attended the proceedings.28 It is important 
to note that the African-American community did lobby for greater 
participation in the ceremony, yet as with many other Centennial 
events, the planners were hesitant to grant them too large of a role.29 
In the end, the resulting ceremony skewed American history away 

26

27 Troubled  Commemoration
28 The  Civil  War  Centennial:  A  
Report  to  Congress
29 Troubled  Commemoration
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from race and slavery and toward nationalism and patriotism. 
Two years later, at the anniversary’s closing ceremonies in 

1965, the United States Civil War Centennial was a shadow of its 
former self. By this time, popular interest in activities had waned. 
Even the editor of the  noted the decrease 
in participation, casually remarking how “mob interest has been 
fading for many months.”30  One historian attributed this decline 
to the fact that other circumstances and events, such as the African-
American struggles in Selma and the growing political threat in 
Asia, came to occupy national attention.31 The Civil War Centennial 
was no longer the most interesting current event. On April 9, 
ceremonies at Appomattox Court House honored General Robert 
E. Lee’s surrender to U.S. forces. Over 12,000 people attended the 
day’s program.32 The event was remarkable in how it focused on 

the Confederacy’s loss. Astonished by the day’s events, historian 
Michael Kammen noted how planners “somehow managed to 
extract a mythic confederate moral victory from the facts of 
defeat.”33

planners could not resist championing unity and each side’s gallant 
contributions to the war. 

To deem the American Civil War Centennial a complete failure 
because it could not avoid controversy or incorporate emancipation 

30 Civil  War  Times  Illustrated

31 Troubled  Commemoration
32 100  Years  After

33 Mystic  Chords  of  Memory
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history at every point is unfair and greatly overlooks the other 
accomplishments of the federal commission. The Commission 
did still manage to oversee an extensive 100th anniversary of the 
Civil War. A wide range of government agencies participated 
in the Centennial, helping the Commission to reach millions of 
Americans over the four-year span. For example, the U.S. Postal 

to preserve Civil War era structures in need of repair. This project 
included a massive restoration of Ford’s Theater in Washington, 
D.C., where John Wilkes Booth shot President Lincoln. Even 
Congress coordinated with the Commission in order to reenact the 
First and Second Inauguration ceremonies of President Lincoln. 
Other commemorative efforts coordinated by the Commission 
and federal agencies included compiling Civil War bibliographies, 
publishing the papers of Ulysses S. Grant and Jefferson Davis, and 
developing museum exhibits.34  

Additionally, battle reenactments were some of the most popular 

the historical merit of these events, the public fully embraced 
them as historical celebrations. The largest mock battle recreated 
First Manassas, also known as the Battle of Bull Run, in 1961. 
Over 100,000 Americans watched 4,000 re-enactors participate 
in the action. This event, although not explicitly endorsed by the 

34 The  Civil  War  Centennial:  A  
Report  to  Congress,
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USCWCC, was organized almost entirely by the planning agency. 
Other government entities such as the Armed Forces also helped to 
make these battle reenactments a success by providing logistical 
support for the massive operations.35 

Despite the large number of actual accomplishments during the 
100th anniversary, the Centennial Commission struggled to determine 
which vein of memory to put forth at key moments and continually 
had to choose between reconciliation and emancipation. Over time, 
competing factions forced the Commission to adopt a mediated 
stance toward slavery in order to appeal to the widest audience. 
However, remaining wholly un-politicized was a challenge given 
the heightened sensitivity to race during the 1960s. Social issues 
could only be avoided for so long. While Commission members 
faced constant censorship to appease critics at the state level, the 
state commissioners did not experience the same limitations in 
their Centennial programming. With less regional variation to 

catered to their local histories and traditions. The only restriction 
was that states needed to follow the general outline put forth by the 

Tennessee set out to commemorate the Civil War Centennial. 

Much like the formation of the United States Civil War 
Centennial Commission, the plans for a Tennessee Civil War 

35  Ibid.,  
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Centennial Commission (TCWCC) formed over time, slowly 
gaining the necessary support. In the late 1950s, the initial push for 
state level events came from individuals who had already begun to 
assist in the national anniversary efforts, namely Gilbert Govan, a 
librarian at the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga, and Stanley 
Horn, a prominent Tennessee historian from Nashville. In 1958 and 
1959, these two Tennessee historians tried to garner support from 
the Tennessee government for a Centennial commission, but the 
Democratic governor at the time, Frank Clement, was unwilling 
to go along with the idea. Eventually, Govan and Horn managed 
to convince the newly elected governor and Democrat, Buford 
Ellington, to support forming a commission. Unfortunately, overall 
enthusiasm for a formal centennial in Tennessee was low within 
the legislature. In a letter to Govan, Horn feared for his proposal’s 
fate, writing, “there is no particular opposition to it. On the other 
hand, nobody seems particularly interested in it…”36 The period of 
uncertainty ended on March 19, 1959, when Governor Ellington 

Commission Chairman.37

36 Troubled  Commemoration
37 The  Tennessee  Civil  War  Centennial  Commission:  Looking  to  the  
Past  as  Tennessee  Plans  for  the  Future

The  Army  of  
Tennessee:  A  Military  History The  Robert  E.  Lee  Reader Invisible  Empire:  
The  Story  of  the  Ku  Klux  Klan
Tennessee  Encyclopedia  of  History  and  Culture
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Having been sanctioned by the state government, the TCWCC 
formed as a ten-person committee, all of whom were selected 
by Chairman Horn. These ten individuals came from a variety 
of backgrounds including academia, the United Daughters of 
the Confederacy, journalism, and from historical sites. Notably, 
there were no African-Americans on the Commission.38 The state 
legislature appropriated the funding for the Commission. For the 
two years prior to the Centennial, the agency received $10,000 
dollars per year. In 1961, the amount increased to $30,000 dollars. 
Unfortunately, this allotment was not enough to adequately carry 
out a statewide Centennial, and as a result, the Commission had to 
shape its operations to best utilize its limited budget. 

According to the state law that created the TCWCC, the group’s 
main priority was to ensure “that there shall be throughout the State 
of Tennessee a proper observance of the centennial of these four 
years, 1861-65.” The Commission felt that to best carry out this 
objective, it should work to foster local commemorative efforts 
whenever possible and that it should act “as a disseminating and 
clearing agency for all information which may be of use to local 
groups.”39 By the end of the Centennial, over eighty local committees 
helped to bring the 100th anniversary directly to Tennesseans.40 The 

38 The  Tennessee  Civil  War  Centennial  Commission:  Looking  to  the  
Past  as  Tennessee  Plans  for  the  Future
39 Statement  of  Policy  of  the  Ten-
nessee  Centennial  Commission
40 The  Tennessee  Civil  War  Centennial  Commission:  Looking  to  the  
Past  as  Tennessee  Plans  for  the  Future,  
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decision to divest event execution to local committees relieved the 

to the Centennial. Also, this design of the larger entity serving in an 
advisory capacity to local planners followed the example set forth 
by the United States Civil War Centennial Commission. 

The Tennessee Commission outlined its goals for the 
anniversary in its 1960 In this document, the 

size and format. First, the Commission would be the central hub 
through which information from the local, state, and national levels 
would be disseminated. Second, by hosting an essay contest, the 
Commission “hope[d] to encourage a more intensive study of Civil 
War history.” Third, Civil War related materials and artifacts would 
be collected for preservation and display. Coordinators wanted an 
“active campaign” that increased the number of wartime artifacts 
in archives. Fourth, the Commission wanted to collaborate with 
other agencies to create maps and markers to inform citizens of the 

wide variety of print materials to address the Civil War in Tennessee. 
 

outlined the objectives for reenactments. The agency would in no 
way fund battle reenactments nor would it “initiate any action to 
bring about the production of such a spectacle.” Battle reenactments 
could only come from local committees.41 

The desire to educate Tennesseans provided the foundation 

41 Statement  of  Policy,  
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the larger public. By including a goal to erect highway markers, 
commemoration planners provided a way for Civil War history to be 
available to anyone traveling within state lines.  However, a desire 
to increase knowledge about the Civil War did not inherently imply 
the desire to put forth an equitable representation. In Centennial 
programming, planners emphasized Confederate military history at 
the expense of slavery and of a social history of the Civil War. This 
emphasis is perhaps best displayed in the Tennessee Centennial 
Commission’s publications.

Over the four-year period, the TCWCC published four different 
works on the Civil War in the state. Printed in 1960, 

 provided an overview of the state’s 
wartime struggles and included not only a timeline of events, but 
also a compilation of all highway markers and plaques in the state. 
Moreover, supplementary maps informed readers of where to travel 
in Tennessee in order to see the staging areas once used by the 
Confederacy. Although  was meant to be a resource for 
out-of-state residents only, the in-state demand was high enough 
to warrant a second printing. In total, the Commission distributed 
more than 20,000 copies of the booklet.42 In regards to content, 

 focused on Confederate history. The document’s partiality 
was no secret. In the preface to its timeline, the author stated that 
“Not all of the events, either civil, political or military, are given.” 

42 The  Tennessee  Civil  War  Centennial  Commission:  Looking  to  the  
Past  as  Tennessee  Plans  for  the  Future,  
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listed, most notably any action carried out by Confederate Lt. 

seven explicitly mentioned the lieutenant general. Not surprisingly, 
the Emancipation Proclamation was omitted from the timeline of 
key events.43 

Two years after ’s publication, the Commission 
published 

 At the most basic level, this book was an index of 
monuments and memorials erected within the state. Because no 
record previously existed, the Commission felt the compilation 
would be a “valuable contribution to the historical records.” For 
each locale, a photograph illustrated the venue, and additional 
information details any inscriptions that may be present on the 
monument. The book included both Union and Confederate 
memorials, yet a majority of the included memorials were 
Confederate. The foreword attributed this imbalance to the fact 
that the United Daughters of the Confederacy erected most of the 
tributes in Tennessee.44 

books in 1965. These two works, 

Rosters of Personnel and

43 The  Guide  to  the  Civil  War  in  
Tennessee

44 Directory  of  Civil  War  Monu-
ments  and  Memorials  in  Tennessee.
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focused on personal experiences during the Civil 
War.  catalogued the individuals who fought in the 

scholarly of all four publications,  pulled together 
primary documents from the Civil War era in order “to show the 

civilian, military and political; men and women; Northerners and 
Southerners.”45 Commission Chairman Stanley F. Horn compiled 
and edited the volume. In the prologue, Horn described the state’s 
journey toward secession and ultimately war, and in the process, 
presented a slanted historical memory. He aptly mentioned slavery 
as a cause of turmoil, yet he did so in terms of state’s rights. 
Tennessee possessed the right to own property in any form, human 
or otherwise, and it had to be protected at all costs.46 As quickly as 
Horn raised the subject, he moved past it, focusing on the war’s 

war experiences from many differing viewpoints, except those from 
slaves and freedmen. 

In addition to the four scholarly publications, the Tennessee 
Centennial Commission, working in conjunction with the Tennessee 
Department of Education, also composed educational curriculum 
for distribution. Released in November 1960, “Outline of Unit 
of Work on the Civil War” was meant as an instructional tool for 

45 Tennessee’s  War,  1861-1865:  
Described  by  Participants

46
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focus on when teaching the Civil War to students. The objectives 
contained a few points of importance. First, one objective asked 
teachers to portray the “peculiar political situation in Tennessee 
where the allegiance of an appreciable portion of its population was 
divided between the Federal Government and the Confederacy.”47 
Both the Union and Confederate sides were of educational value 
for a young Tennessean. Next, in the second part of the document 
labeled “The Guide to Materials About the Civil War,” a list of 

further information when teaching. Despite including categories as 

“The Guide” did not include categories for slavery or African-
American experiences. Notably, however, the list included twelve 
titles that addressed women during the war era.48 

The Tennessee Civil War Centennial Commission succeeded 
in carrying out a 100th anniversary for the Civil War in Tennessee 
over its six-year lifespan. It produced an extensive output of 
pamphlets, publications, books, and other print resources, which 
was a commendable feat given the limited resources at the group’s 
disposal. Within this collection of work, the Commission adopted a 
decidedly pro-Confederate bias and de-emphasized wartime social 

47

48
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issues such as slavery. This slanted historical memory followed 
the pattern put forth by the national Centennial wherein the federal 
planners marginalized African-American participation and memory 
in anniversary events in order to keep the proceedings disentangled 
from racial problems. Centenary planners found it necessary to alter 
the Civil War’s memory to best cater to the population they were 
serving, whether it be a large nation with major regional differences 
or a single state entity. 

Notwithstanding the historical distortions, the Civil War 
Centennial was an important undertaking, because not only did 
it create a schematic for future commemorations, it also fostered 
genuine interest in the Civil War. Schematically, the 100th anniversary 
demonstrated the value of commissions working in advisory 
roles. This structure allowed large and widespread remembrances 
to take place in spite of limited funding. Furthermore, education 
and increasing publication output were the easiest ways to foster 
discussion and interaction with Civil War history. More important 
than the structural legacy, the Centennial fostered genuine interest 
in the Civil War. Thousands of Americans participated in the 
commemorations in some way or another. Future historians and 
leaders, who would eventually guide the nation through another 
Civil War anniversary a few decades later, stood in these crowds. 
One such audience member at the 1964 dedication of the Stones 
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in Tennessee’s Civil War Sesquicentennial from 2011-2015.49 The 
Civil War Centennial ensured that the legacy and memory of the 
Civil War was carried into the future.

49  West, e-mail correspondence with Commission 
member, 9 October 2012.
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by Caitlyn Young

Abstract

In 1846, the Smithsonian Institution was established with a 
commitment to increase and diffuse knowledge. While its mission 
has remained unchanged, the modern Smithsonian Institution has 

public. This paper examines two transformations among national 
museums: a new prominence of exhibits emphasizing the visitor 
experience and an increase of interactive museum programming. 
The National Portrait Gallery and National Museum of Natural 
History are used as case studies to demonstrate these shifts. The 
characteristics and learning styles of the Millennial generation is 
then examined to explain these shifts in exhibits and programming. 

how national museums design exhibitions and public programs. 

Introduction

Since the Smithsonian Institution’s establishment in 1846, an 
observable shift has occurred among its museums. Previously, 
the museums’ primary functions were to serve as depositories of 

The Millennial’s Museum: 21st century
Interactivity at Smithsonian National Museums
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between exhibits and audiences, which allowed visitors to form 
their own narratives based on the collection. In contrast, modern 
Smithsonian museums utilize a wide array of technologies and 
designs that enable, and often demand, interaction between visitors 
and exhibits. No longer are Smithsonian museums solely places 
of preservation and artifact display. Instead, entire departments 
are dedicated to promoting museums as places of education and 
interaction. A visibly greater precedence has been placed on 
community outreach and engagement by national Smithsonian 
museums than during the early years of the Institution.

This paper will examine the transformation that Smithsonian 
museums have undergone from depositories of historical artifacts 
to interactive and engaging national spaces. This change leads to an 
important question: what is the driving force behind the Smithsonian 
Institution’s focus on engaging museum audiences? By identifying 
what is causing shifts in exhibit designs and public programming, 
future research can examine how these forces may be altering other 
developments within national museums.

Hypothesis and Theory

that may explain the Smithsonian Institution’s increased interest 
in engaging the museum audience, it is my belief that the rise of 
the Millennial generation has played a direct role in this shift. 
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Central to any museum’s success is appealing to public audiences. 
Although the Millennial generation currently includes some of 
the youngest members of U.S. society, this cohort has edged out 
the Baby Boomers to become the largest generation in American 
history.1 Therefore, if museum professionals hope to attract 
audiences to a national museum, the generational needs and wants 
of this increasingly dominant cohort must be important concerns. 

Methodology

The Smithsonian Institution is comprised of 19 museums, the 
national zoo and nine research facilities.2 With the restriction of 
time in mind, two Smithsonian Museums have been selected to act 
as case studies for close investigation: The National Portrait Gallery 
(NPG) and The National Museum of Natural History (NMNH). It 
is worth noting that while both are national museums, the NPG and 
NMNH possess two very different types of collections. The NPG is 
a museum constrained by a collection composed of only art pieces, 
while the NMNH works with a much broader range of artifacts and 
issues. Since the NMNH’s subject area allows for exhibits to utilize 
a variety of exhibit models, my analysis will focus on the NMNH’s 
shift in exhibit designs. The NPG will then be examined in order 
to analyze shifts in public programming. The NPG’s collection has 
an inherent weakness in that the museum’s priceless art pieces can 

1 The  Millennials:  Connecting  to  America’s  
Largest  Generation
2
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not be presented in the same variety of exhibit styles as possible 
at the NMNH. As explained by the Director of Exhibitions at the 
NPG, the gallery cannot, for instance, add interactive stations to 
its exhibits out of fear for of fostering an ‘everything is touchable’ 
mentality among visitors.3  Therefore, shifts in exhibit styles will be 
analyzed through a case study of the NMNH, while shifts in public 
programming will be examined through a case study of the NPG.

For my analysis of the National Museum of Natural History, a 
range of images were used to compare exhibits from 1896-2011. 
The photographs were selected to represent various years within 
1896-2011. Instead of analyzing museums’ technological shifts at 

in exhibit designs. 
Next, shifts in public programming at national museums was 

amount of public programming organized by the NPG increased 
since the museum’s opening. However, the NPG Education 
Department did not begin keeping track of the amount of programs 
developed each year until around the last decade. Therefore, the 
types of public programs developed by the NPG from the 1960’s 
to the present was examined using archived and contemporary 
calendars, brochures, memorandums, and other documents from 
the National Portrait Gallery’s Education Department. Interviews 
with multiple museum professionals from the NPG’s Education 
Department were also conducted to explore the development 

3 
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processes of these public programs. Interviewed staff members 

prominence of public programming before and after the rise of the 
Millennial Generation as audience members. 

were not isolated or unique instances, but telling of an institutional 
transformation in exhibits and programming.

was analyzed through an extensive review of literature pertaining to 
the generation’s characteristics. To understand which generation’s 
characters closely align with changes in national museums, a variety 

Baby Boomer, Generation X, and Millennial generations. Visitor 
data from the Smithsonian Institution itself was then analyzed to 
establish each generations’ importance within the Smithsonian’s 
audience. 

Potential  Problems  and  Bias:

I realize that because I am a member of the Millennial generation, 
there may be instances of unintended bias throughout my research. 
My understanding of what constitutes interactivity is based on years 
of experience engaging with 21st century technologies. Therefore, 
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what I may see as not interactive by 21st century standards, may in 
fact be an earlier form of interactivity. To avoid this and other types 

terms, such as interactivity, the Millennial generation, etc. to guide 
my research.  

Key Terms

\Several terms included in this paper have meanings which 
are not applicable in this context. For the sake of clarity, I have 

pertaining to this paper.

Millennial Generation:
the Millennial generation is provided in multiple reports from the 

between the years 1977-1992 to the Millennial Generation.4 While 
each non-Smithsonian source employed in my research might 

Exhibit Key Terms:

published a report titled . The report 

4 
   (July 2007): 3. Print.
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in which exhibitions function with respect to their visitors5. The 

° Exhibition as a communicator of ideas
° Exhibition as an environment
° Exhibition as a 
° Exhibition as 

Visitor Activity Model: An exhibit which focuses on visitor 
behavior and interaction is categorized as following a ‘Visitor 

aspect of the exhibit before receiving information. As indicated in 
the above chart, the main activity in this model is touching, the 
major media type is interactives, and the primary experience type 
is social. Thus, any exhibit which requires a visitor to take a step 
further than simply reading text is categorized under the visitor 

5

Source:  
Analysis
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st century technology, 
such as touch screens. However, designs available in the early 20th 

Smithsonian exhibits often require visitors to lift simple wooden 
covers to read the text beneath. This extra step taken on the part of 
the visitor fosters a participatory experience, and therefore, follows 
a visitor activity model.

Artifact Display Model: An Exhibit which prioritizes displaying 
unique artifacts as the primary focus of the exhibit is categorized 
as following an ‘Artifact Display Model.’ As indicated in the 
above chart, in an exhibit following the artifact display model the 
main activity of is looking, the major media type is the artifacts 
themselves, and the primary experience type is introspective. Since 
objects alone are meant to activate responses from the visitor, a 
museum guest’s role is to observe, not explore.

Public Programming Key Terms:

Public Programs: This paper will use the National Portrait 
6 According to this 

6 

6

All: Learning Style, Play, and On-line Interactives.” http://www.eduweb.com/
onesize-full.html. 
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nteractive  
programs   

  

Interactive  Programs   -

Social learners   -   According to Kolb’s Experiential Learning 
Theory, social learners learn best by working in groups. They prefer 
active experimentation, and prefer to use hands-on methods to solve 
problems.

intellectual  learners

7
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    Interactive        
    Program

Source:

  
Program

Intellectual learners  -  
intellectual learners as organized and logical. They learn best from 

social discussion.
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Exhibits at the National Museum of Natural History: 
1896-1950

Findings	  A:

1. The National Museum of Natural History, 1896  
Source:   
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2. The National Museum of Natural History, 1913 
Source:
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3. The National Museum of Natural History, 1947 
Source:
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4. The National Museum of Natural History, 1950 
Source:
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Presented on pages 125-128 is a selection of the NMNH 
exhibit photographs from 1896-19508. When examined together, 
the exhibits during this period appear to be consciously designed 

Smithsonian, an artifact display exhibit intends for objects alone to 
activate introspective responses from visitors. The role of the visitor 
is to observe and not explore. Missing from the examined exhibits 
on page 11 are any forms of hands-on activities inviting visitors to 
interact with the exhibit’s material. Instead, these exhibits appear to 
encourage visitors to observe and internally process the information 
displayed. 

For example, in order to explore the collections in the exhibits 
from 1896, 1947, and 1950 visitors are required to look over multiple 
rows of artifacts encased in glass cases. A 1913 dinosaur exhibit 
similarly focuses visitor attention to the skeletons on display. There 
are no interactive hands-on stations present among the artifacts in 
any of the photographs. While these exhibits were each displayed 
at different times from 1896-1950, the primary focus consistently 
remained on objects instead on fostering a hands-on visitor 
experience. These observations suggest that during the period from 
1896-1950, the NMNH preferred to design exhibits after the artifact 
display model, and encouraged the audience to strictly observe and 

8 Smithsonian  National  Portrait  gallery
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6. The National Museum of Natural History, 2011 
(Exhibit Opened 2008)  Source:  

5. The National Museum of Natural History, 1992 
Source:

Exhibits at the National Museum of Natural History: 
1992-2011
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6. The National Museum of Natural History, 2011 
(Exhibit Opened 2008)  Source:  
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7. The National Museum of Natural History, 2011 
(Exhibit Opened 2010)  Source:	  
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	  Source:	  
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To contrast the NMNH exhibits from 1896-1950, the images 
on pages 130-133 were similarly examined to investigate exhibit 
designs after the 1990’s. When observed in conjunction, these 
photographs demonstrate that from 1992 onward, exhibit designs 
at the NMNH shifted dramatically. Emphasis was no longer placed 
on viewing objects, but instead on engaging visitors with highly 
interactive activities. Unlike the previous artifact display exhibits, 
post-1992 exhibitions are visibly designed after the Smithsonian’s 

activity exhibit acts as a medium for the audience to manipulate 
and touch. This interactivity is necessary for the visitor to receive 
information, and fosters social discussion among the audience. The 
post-1992 NMNH exhibits are clearly designed after this visitor 
activity model as a wide variety of hands-on activities are depicted 
as crucial components of all of the exhibitions. 

For example, Image 5 depicts a display in a 1992 NMNH animal 
exhibit. To activate the television program, and therefore receive the 
exhibit’s information on the antelopes placed in the accompanying 

the screen. The use of interactive activities to engage visitors is 
also clearly visible in a revolving station pictured in photograph 
6. This revolving station is part of the NMNH’s Sant Ocean Hall 
exhibit that was designed in 2008 to explore the world’s oceans. 
The Sant Ocean Hall’s station encourages visitor’s to physically 
rotate the pictured post in order to learn about the algae within the 
glass case. Photographs 7 and 8 illustrate two separate stations in 
the Human Origins exhibit which opened at the NMNH in 2010. As 
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seen in photograph 8, simple designs such as an interactive sliding 
door was used in the Human Origins exhibit to engage visitors. 
Advanced interactive technology was also used in this exhibit. The 
station illustrated in image 9 uses photographs taken of visitors to 
transform their faces to include Neanderthal features. At this station, 
only once a visitor’s photo has been taken and transformed does 
information become presented on the Neanderthal’s history, further 
demonstrating the exhibits dedication to the visitor activity model. 
These four images visibly demonstrate that from 1992-2010, a wide 
array of interactive activities encouraging visitors to manipulate and 
explore have been widely incorporated into exhibits at the National 
Museum of Natural History.

History, however, was initially quite perplexing. The photograph 
to the following page, image 9, was taken in November 2011 from 
the Dinosaur Hall exhibit at the NMNH. As can be observed in 
the image, this exhibit visibly follows the artifact display model 
and focuses on the objects rather than visitor engagement. Unlike 
the previously mentioned Human Origins and Sant Ocean Hall 
exhibits, this exhibition does not offer any interactive stations, 
and therefore, completely evades the visitor activity model 
prominent elsewhere in the museum. This observation leads to 
the crucial question: why would an exhibit being displayed in 
2011 follow the artifact display model when exhibitions at the 
NMNH after the 1990’s have visibly shifted towards the visitor 
activity model? Further investigation produced information 
crucial to understanding the NMNH’s transition in exhibit designs. 
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      While the Human Origins and Sant Ocean Hall exhibits opened in 
2010 and 2008 respectively, the Dinosaur Hall exhibit currently on 
view at the NMNH was designed in1961, and has not been updated 
since 1981. Although on display during the 21st century, the Dinosaur 
Hall exhibit is in reality a prime example of the pre-1990 artifact 
display exhibits. Therefore, the Dinosaur Hall demonstrates that 
artifact display exhibits were consistently designed by the NMNH 
during the period between 1896-1981. The National Museum of 
Natural History’s shift towards visitor activity exhibits occurred 
for those designed after the 1990’s, and may not necessarily be 

st century visitors to the 

display model towards the visitor activity model by simply walking 
between the Dinosaur Hall exhibit, designed in 1961 and renovated 

  
	  Source:	  
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in 1981, and the Human Origins exhibit, opened in 2008.  
It is easy to dismiss the previous observations in shifting exhibit 

designs to one simple factor: much of exhibit technology utilized 
today was simply not available before the 21st century. While 
television and touch screens were indeed previously unavailable, 
this paper focuses on any interactive activity, many of which could 
have been designed without 21st century technology. Materials to 
construct the simple sliding door design depicted in image 8 were 
indeed available from 1896-1981. Therefore, the unavailability of 
technologies, such as the television, does not explain the period 
between 1896-1981’s absence of interactive technology in exhibit 
spaces. 

Findings B:
A Case Study of the Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery 

The Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery (NPG) opened in 

of America to its national audience.9 The gallery’s Education 
Department has historically played a central role in executing this 
mission, and has provided opportunities for visitors to explore the 
collection through public programs. The purposes of public programs 
are to educate visitors by peaking their interest in the gallery 
collection. When planning these programs, an understanding of the 
intended audience is imperative to attracting visitors to participate.  

9 



Quaestio

138

Thus, educating a public audience can only be accomplished by 
knowing what learning styles most suitably relay the information 
to the visiting group. After closely examining the types of 
programs executed by the NPG from the gallery’s 1968 opening 
to the present, a dramatic shift appears in the ways these public 
programs have engaged and educated its national audience. Gallery 
documents from the 1970’s-1990’s reveal programs before the 21st 

conceptualization. In contrast, modern public programs now 
encourage audiences to partake in active experimentation. 

To understand what types of public programs have been 
historically put on by the NPG, a close examination was conducted 
of documents released by the Education Department from the 
1970’s-1990’s.  These documents included promotional materials 
and calendars, planning memos, annual reports, and memorandums 
from various NPG personnel. This study revealed that programming 

three categories: book signings and lectures, classroom presentations, 
and panel discussions. These three categories of programs aimed to 
educate the audience through internal observation. Because these 
programs emphasized observation over discussion, they are all 

best expressed in a 1976 memorandum from the NPG Department 
of Education in which the following is listed as part of the vision 
for future programming: a lecture series, a series of dramatic 
re-creations, a panel series, staged scenes from past American 
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dramas, demonstrations of portrait making, a speakers bureau, 
and symposia on biography.10 Each of these suggested programs 
encourages visitors to participate and learn through either listening 
or observing. Furthermore, a 1975 Spring Newsletter explicitly 

intended audience composed of “listeners invited to participate.”11 In 

audiences were not engaged in any type of social discussion or 
active experimentation. Instead, the programs alone presented 

listen, then internally process the information. 

programs put on by the NPG from the 1970’s-1990’s accommodated 
the learning styles of intellectual learners. Intellectual learners are 
characterized as organized and introspective. They best learn from 
inner contemplation and prefer facts and information to interacting 

from the 1970’s-1990’s prompted individuals to contemplate 
internally, and emphasized observation of abstract concepts over 
social discussion and active experimentation. These program 
characteristics clearly aligned with the learning styles of intellectual 
learners.

After the late 1990’s, public programming at the NPG 

10

11 Smithsonian  National  Portrait  gallery
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discussions. Close examination of promotional materials and 
annual reports released since the late 1990’s indicates that engaging 
intellectual learners was no longer the priority of public programs. 
Instead, interactive programs, or those which educate visitors’ 
with hands-on experiences and social discussions, have dominated 
public programs from the 1990’s-2011. While programs from the 
1960’s-1990’s fell into three categories of activities, modern public 

produced portrait competitions. Public programming has both 

towards accommodating social learners.
According to Kolb’s experiential learning theory, modern public 

programming’s emphasis on visitor participation accommodates 
those with social learning styles. Social learners are best educated 
in groups, and prefer engaging in new experiences and hands-on 

from the 1990’s-2011 engage these learners by encouraging visitors 
to work in groups, discuss concepts, and explore the collection with 
hands-on projects. For instance, one program developed throughout 
the late 1990’s and maintained today named ‘Portrait Discovery 
Kits’ is promoted by the NPG as a “self-guided, interactive, and 
imaginative way to explore the galleries.”12 The program’s kit 

and historian guides, and a compare-and contrast activity doll,”13 

12 Smithsonian  National  Portrait  gallery

13 :  
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all materials that encourage visitors to experience the collection 
interactively. Newer public programs, such as the NPG Pop Quiz 
Trivia Night program developed in 2011, also encourages group 

engages social learners by inviting visitors to compete in teams, and 
allows the audience to respond to collections based questions. As 
demonstrated with the descriptions of Pop Quiz Trivia Night and 
Portrait Discover Kits, interactive programs from the 1990’s to the 
present drastically differ from earlier programs developed by the 
NPG Education Department. The principal distinction between the 
two periods’ programming lies in the differing types of audience 
learning styles the programs aim to educate.

Until the 1990’s, the NPG’S Education Department’s public 
programming consisted solely of lectures, panel discussions, and 
school presentations directed towards intellectual learners. These 

members and met intellectual learners’ preferences to observe, 

programming, the NPG Education Department shifted focus 
towards educating social learners. From the late 1990’s-2011 the 
focus of the NPG Education Department has been to engage visitors 
with interactive programming. These programs promote hands-on 

Developing  Interactive  Exhibitions  at  The  Smithso-
nian
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participation, and collaborative discussions among groups, and 
accommodate social learners who best digest information through 
active experimentation and concrete experiences.

 
Findings C:

Observing Shifts Smithsonian Wide
 

       The shifts in exhibit design and programming observed previously 
are not unique to the National Portrait Gallery and National 
Museum of Natural History. An array of published reports by the 

have become a Smithsonian wide phenomenon. For example, one 
study published in 2002 titled 

 analyzes the responses and discussions that 
took place at a 2001 Smithsonian workshop focused on the future 
of interactive exhibits. The report repeatedly emphasizes how 
Smithsonian professionals in attendance were highly concerned 
with engaging visitors through exhibits based on the visitor activity 
model. Fourteen national museums and agencies were represented 
at this workshop, further demonstrating that the shift in increased 
exhibit interactivity has become a Smithsonian wide phenomenon.14 
The report observes the shift away from artifact display models 
and states, “more and more Smithsonian exhibitions include a 

15 Analysis 

14“Developing  Interactive  Exhibitions  at  The  Smithsonian

15  “21st  Century  Roles  of  National  Museums:  A  Conversation  in  Progress”.  
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of the report suggests the shift towards visitor activity models will 
continue for quite a while. Throughout the workshop, discussion 

develop interactives, and how to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
interactive in conveying intended information. It is important to 
note that not once did the question of whether the increased use 
of interactives is best for engaging visitors. Instead, the increased 
use of visitor activity exhibits appeared not only accepted, but also 
expected and encouraged.

Another report published in 2002 titled st

touches on 
both shifts in programming and exhibits observed at the National 
Portrait Gallery and National Museum of Natural History. This 
report examined the roles of national museums both in the United 

st century, 

so that the audience has now been placed at the center of exhibit 
design and programming. The report explicitly states Smithsonian 
museums have begun to “view the public interest as their prime 
responsibility”16 in the 21st century and “changes have been visible 
in some of the Smithsonian’s exhibition-related programming.”17 
As the two aforementioned reports indicate, shifts have indeed 

 
16  “21st  Century  Roles  of  National  Museums:  A  Conversation  in  Progress”.  

17 Planning  Successful  
Museum  Building  Projects



Quaestio

144

designs and an increases in interactive public programming at the 
NPG and NMNH. With an emphasis now placed on the audience 

groups in the visiting audience have impacted these and other shifts 
in national museums. 

Analysis

As dramatic shifts in programming and exhibitions occur 
throughout national museums, it is important to ask what is driving 
the Smithsonian to become increasingly visitor focused.  These 
national museums have practiced a long tradition of prioritizing 
collection display over the visitor experience. Why then after 
the 1990’s have national museums increasingly designed both 
exhibitions and public programs with a visible emphasis on 
interactive activities?

Throughout the exhibit and public program design processes, 
museum professionals must consider six factors for success: 
collection, space, staff, outside expertise, audience needs, and 
funding.18 Of these factors, anticipating audience needs and 
expectations is often the most crucial component of this process 
for national museums. This notion is best described in the 1996 
museum planning handbook, 

: “people are the only reason for museums to exist…‘know 
your audience’ [should] be the watchword of museums today.”19   

18 Museum  Exhibition:  Theory  and  Practice

19 
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For museums to anticipate visitor needs and learning styles, the 
institution must have a clear notion of which group within the wider 
national audience they are most interested in attracting. By looking 
at the previous case studies of the National Portrait Gallery and 
National Museum of Natural History, national museums appear to 
be fashioning exhibits and programs to attract visitors who possess 
social learning styles and characteristically prefer to interact rather 
than observe. Therefore, we must explore which cohort within the 
wider national population is characterized by social learning and 

visiting audience.
Since this paper wishes to explore whether the rise of the 

alter their exhibitions and programming, an examination was 
conducted concerning the learning styles and characteristics of the 
Millennials and previous generations. 

 
Here Come The Millennials

According to the Smithsonian Institution, those born between 
the years 1977-1992 belong to the Millennial Generation. Among 
the existing literature, an overwhelming consensus exists in 
characterizing the Millennials as greatly different from any previous 
generational cohort, especially in learning styles. To understand 
how the Millennials are dissimilar to previous generations, we 

Leadership  &  Organization  
Development  Journal
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must examine the characteristics and learning styles of their two 
immediate predecessors: the Baby Boomers, born 1946-1965, and 
Generation X, born 1966-1976. 

preferring to learn information through straightforward methods 
and clear step-by-step instructions.20 This generation prefers linear 
thinking, and wishes to be presented with information and then given 

For instance, one educational article published in 2005 described 

20 
Nurse  Educator

Source:	  
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Baby Boomers as preferring “to learn content through an organized 
lecture and note taking.”21 According to Kolb’s experiential learning 
theory, since Baby Boomers learn best from observation and internal 

Boomers are not the only generation categorized as learning best 
from observation. Generation X is described as “[doing] better when 
they learn on their own terms,” preferring to work “independently, 
on their own time, at their own pace.”22 Therefore, both Baby 
Boomers and Generation X’ers are characterized as intellectual 
learners who respond best to observation and individual thinking. 

The characteristics and learning styles of the Baby Boomer and 
Generation X cohorts are consistent with they types of programs 
Smithsonian museums developed until the 1990’s. Both generations 

display exhibits accommodated these generations’ learning styles, 
and encouraged visitors to internally process information. 

Baby Boomers and Generation X entered higher education and 
the American workforce between the 1960’s through late 1980’s. 
As the dominant cohorts in American society during this period, the 
importance of accommodating these Baby Boomers and Generation 
X’ers is evident in the types of programs and exhibits put-on by 

display exhibits, aimed at attracting intellectual learners, dominated 

21 
Nurse  Educator

22 The  Millennials:  Connecting  to  America’s  
Largest  Generation
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by audience learning styles, since the dominant generation of this 
period were intellectual learners.  

However, as discussed earlier, after the 1990’s the Smithsonian 
Institution shifted focus to attract social-learners with interactive 
public programs and visitor activity exhibits. To explain this shift, it 
is important to examine the learning styles and characteristics of the 
new generation that began to dominate museum audiences in the 
1990’s. If the learning styles of the Baby Boomers and Generation 

the Millennial generation’s characteristics and learning styles 
should also correspond with the preferences associated with visitor 
activity exhibits and interactive public programming.

From the 1990’s to the present, the Millennial generation has 
gradually edged out their previous generations to become the 
largest generation in American history.23 In 2011, the Millennial 
generation encompasses those members of American society aged 
19 through 34. In direct contrast to Baby Boomers and Generation 

multitask.24 Members of the Millennial generation differ from other 
generations in that they do not favor “traditional linear thinking…
their thought processes involve a mosaic mode of moving randomly 
among a series of points before integrating them into a coherent 

23

Nurse  Educator
24 Science  Direct  
-  AORN
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pattern and drawing a conclusion.”25 Therefore, Millennials are 
not attracted to any programs or exhibits that educate through the 

public programs or artifact display models. Instead, the Millennials 
are characterized as preferring to engage in social discussion and 
are best educated through experiential activities, technology, and 
collaboration.26 This preference for social discussion and learning 
through experimentation reveals that the Millennial generation 
is composed of social learners, and not intellectual learners 
characteristic of previous generations. 

Social learning styles are accommodated in national museums 
through interactive public programming and visitor activity 
exhibits.  Since Millennials are characteristically social learners, 
the simultaneous increase in interactive exhibits and programs with 
their rise in society provides strong evidence that national museums 

generation. 
However, simply because programs and exhibits appear to 

be catered to the Millennial generation’s learning style does not 

portion of the Smithsonian’s visiting audience would we be able to 
support the claim that museums cater to their needs. If the Millennial 
generation does not visit national museums, this would provide 

25 
Nurse  Educator

26 Please note: in the table, the Millennials are refered to as “Generation Y.”
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Smithsonian to shift designs. This leads to an important question: 
do Millennials visit the Smithsonian audience in high numbers, and 

The Millenials as an Audience

Smithsonian museums are federally funded institutions that 
do not charge entrance fees for visitors. Therefore, attempting 
to examine the generational breakdown of Smithsonian visitors 

visitors is not generally collected. However, the Smithsonian 

in 2004 that analyzed audience demographics to these national 
museums. As demonstrated in the report’s table located above, the 
study found that of the Smithsonian Institution’s total visitors, the 
Millennial27 generation accounted for 30% of the Smithsonian’s 

portion of the Smithsonian’s audience. A separate 2007 report 
explained that Millennials not only visit national museums, but 
care deeply about exhibits that cater to their generational learning 
styles and characteristics. The report states, “ the [Millennials] 
represent a fundamental paradigm shift in how one gathers, works 
with, translates, and shares information… and [the] museum is 
very important to this generation.”28 As demonstrated by these 

27 
  (July 2007): Print.

28  Ibid.
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Smithsonian reports, the Millennials as a generation are heavily 

they design exhibits and programs. The 2007 Smithsonian report 
corroborates the Millennial generation’s impact on national 
museums by urging national museums to “not only get to know 
[the Millennials] better, but be willing to make bold changes in 
marketing, programming, and infrastructure to meet future visitor 
needs.”29

29 
Center  for  Effective  Organizations

Source:	  
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Smithsonian national museums present information and engage 
visitors. As members of the Smithsonian audience with starkly 
divergent learning styles and characteristics than previous 

museums to develop more interactive public programs and visitor 

While these interactive activities may attract Millennial visitors to 
national museums, it is important to consider the impact these shifts 
may have on other visiting cohorts who do not possess the same 
social learning styles and characteristics. 

The consequences of these shifts are especially important when 
considering future visitors to the Smithsonian. As Millennials 
continue to enter the workforce and start families, their generation 
is characterized as being “much more likely than earlier generations 

female labor force participation rates.”30 Since both Millennial 
parents will be actively working, child-care is likely to fall to 
other family members, especially Baby Boomer and Generation X 
grandparents. According to one study on future family dynamics, 
the role of child-care will increasingly become a grandparent 
responsibility since advances in health care has allowed seniors to 

30



!e Millennial’s Museum: 21st century Interactivity at Smithsonian 
National Museums

153

live longer than ever before after retirement.31  Therefore, cultural 
activities associated with child-care, such as exposure to national 
museums, will most likely be initiated by Baby Boomer and 
Generation X grandparents, instead of Millennial parents. 

National museums must considering this family dynamic if they 
wish to avoid alienating an important portion of their audience in the 
future. If national museums continue to design only visitor activity 
exhibits and interactive public programs, future audience members 
may become marginalized in the process. Although interactive 
exhibits and public programs may attract current Millennial visitors, 
this design can be inaccessible to older generations. For instance, 
Baby Boomer and Generation X grandparents visiting a national 
museum with grandchildren may not possess the knowledge base 
necessary to activate a technologically advanced exhibit, and 
instead of engaging with the information, be forced to pass over 
the exhibition.  Therefore, national museums must consider the 
impact future family dynamics will have on their visiting audience, 
and react accordingly. As child-care increasingly becomes a 
Baby Boomer and Generation X responsibility, it is important for 
national museums to develop hybrid models that appeal to both a 
Millennial’s social learning style, and an older visitor’s intellectual 
learning style. 

31 
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Future Research

national museums to alter their styles of exhibits and public 
programming. If we accept that generational learning styles and 
characteristics are the primary factor taken into account when 
designing exhibits and programs, as suggested in this paper, a wide 
range of future research topics becomes available for exploration. A 
new generation is gradually developing in American society. Often 
called Generation Z, or Digital Natives, those born after 1992 are 
part of a burgeoning cohort in American society characterized by 
their own generational needs and expectations. The Smithsonian’s 
understanding of its future audience is imperative to ensure future 
success.  In the span of only two decades, the Millennial generation 
forced the Smithsonian Institution to deviate away from a century 
and a half long tradition of exhibits and public program designs. 
Research into Generation Z’s particular characteristics and learning 

which national museums present information through exhibitions 
and public programs.
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