


COVER ART 

A note from the artist, Lana Lawrence 

Lana Lawrence, the creator of this year’s Quaestio cover art, is a current first-year 
UCLA Undergraduate with a major in Design Media Arts. Lana was born in Iraq 
on March 20th, 2003, the same day the Iraq Invasion began. Shortly after, constant 
war and threats pressed her family to immigrate to the United States. Growing up 
divided between two different worlds, many of Lana’s artistic works reflect the 
breaking down of cultural norms and the overcoming of past traumas, reflecting 
the theme of this year’s Journal. As an Arab-American artist, resistance is a central 
component of Lana’s art and expression, whether resistance against racism, 
cultural barriers, or even her parents. Lana wants her art to be the seeds that will 
grow and change the way society thinks, represented in the seeds of resistance 
planted on the cover for this year’s Journal. 
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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR 

Resistance, in physics, defines a force that operates opposite to the direction of 
motion of a body and prevents or slows down the body’s motion. This concept can 
be translated to human affairs in terms of personal, political, and social struggles 
that defy negative forces and fight against currents of inequity that continually 
plague human society.  

In this issue of Quaestio, we offer you seven exceptional papers centered on the 
theme of resistance which explore its different dimensions and contexts. Madison 
Elder, Olivia Bridgnell, and Alec Lynch illuminate women’s long historical 
struggle for autonomy and agency across different eras and cultures, from 
seventeenth-century Germany and nineteenth-century Egypt to twentieth-century 
Nigeria. Steven Bech and Aditya Lodha reveal individual resistance to established 
power structures through their analysis of orphanages in Manzanar and the 
Macartney Embassy. Sofia Ferrari and Kayne Doughty uncover the complexities 
and difficulties associated with resisting stereotypes and hegemonic beliefs of race, 
class, and sexuality in literary and modern-day contexts.  

Historical narratives and analyses provide an important reminder of the remarkable 
resilience of humans in the face of myriad struggles, and together, we hope you 
appreciate the power of individuals and groups to enact change and contribute to 
history though individual acts of defiance. With so many challenges in the world 
today, from global climate change to threats to individual rights, the articles in this 
issue of Quaestio remind us that the struggles for dignity and recognition are 
eternal, but the responses and solutions are many. 

Sara Eckmann 
Editor-in-Chief 
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The Legacies of A’isha Taymur: 

Education Discourse of First and Second-Generation 

Feminist Women in Egypt 
Olivia Bridgnell 

This project explores the contributions and legacies of A’isha Taymur (1840–1902), one 

of the first feminist writers in Egypt. Taymur emphasized the importance of girls’ education at a 

time when the Egyptian state was at best ambivalent toward building schools for girls or women. 

Twentieth-century contemporaries Mayy Ziadeh (1886–1941) and Saiza Nabarawi (1897–1985) 

built upon Taymur’s feminist tradition, sometimes diverging from her as well. Similar to 

Taymur, they emphasized education above all in their goal for gender equality. Ziadeh diverged 

from Taymur’s nationalist perspective to advocate for international women’s solidarity, but 

continued Taymur’s call for women’s full political participation. Nabarawi conversely echoed 

Taymur’s nationalist rhetoric but added stipulations to women’s suffrage. The writings of these 

three feminists primarily inform this project, though they are consulted in translation. Their 

important contributions take the form of poetry, fiction, periodical articles, and essays. Their 

writings laid the groundwork for the establishment of women’s right to vote in Egypt in 1956. 

Exploring Taymur’s influence on Ziadeh and Nabarawi demonstrates the diversity of feminist 

ideas in Egypt, and its important impact on the political landscape. 

Olivia Bridgnell is a fourth-year history student with a minor in Study of Religion. She enjoys learning 

other languages, including French and Arabic, and working at her on-campus job as a Peer Learning 

Facilitator. After traveling and working for the next year or two, she hopes to pursue a graduate degree 

in history. Outside of school, Olivia loves camping and fly-fishing. 
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After Muhammad Ali declared himself khedive, or hereditary viceroy, and established a 

virtually independent Egyptian state in 1805, he embarked on a mission to “modernize” and 

reform Egypt. His successors continued his goals until the end of the Khedivate in 1914, when 

the British forcibly abolished it and established a Sultanate of Egypt. The state greatly excluded 

women’s education from its so-called “modernizing” initiatives of the nineteenth-century Egypt. 

For instance, in 1836, the Council for Public Education considered creating state schools for girls 

but decided it was too premature.1 The state did not establish the first primary school for girls 

until 1873, and it took 16 more years until it established more girls’ state schools and sections.2 

The state also never created any public secondary schooling for women in the mid to late 

nineteenth century. Feminists in Egypt began to criticize the state’s hypocrisy as it championed 

modernization, yet inconsistently supported women’s education. A’isha Taymur (1840–1902) 

was one of the first feminist writers in Egypt and paved the way for twentieth-century feminists 

with her culturally and politically subversive works of poetry, fiction, and essays. This 

comparative will explore how twentieth-century feminist writers in Egypt built upon Taymur’s 

contributions and how they also diverged. Analyzing these writers will demonstrate the 

complexity of feminist thought in Egypt, its evolution over time, and the extent of Taymur’s 

impact on later discourse. Specifically, twentieth-century feminist contemporaries Mayy Ziadeh 

(1886-1941) and Saiza Nabarawi3 (1897-1985) continued to emphasize the necessity of 

education in achieving gender equality like Taymur. While Nabarawi built upon Taymur in their 

similar use of nationalist rhetoric to further their causes for education and gender equality, 

1 Margot Badran, Feminists, Islam, and Nation: Gender and the Making of Modern Egypt (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1995), 9.  
2 Ibid., 9. 
3 For consistency, I use these transliterations for these feminist writer’s names. There are many other ways to spell 
their names, especially because they wrote in several languages.  
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Ziadeh diverged to advocate for international women’s solidarity. Conversely, Ziadeh built upon 

Taymur in their calls for women’s full political participation, while Nabarawi diverged to add 

stipulations to women’s suffrage.  

Taymur expressed her belief in the necessity of women’s education for gender equality 

with her autobiographical passages and the act of writing itself. First, in the introduction to a 

fictional narrative entitled The Consequences of Circumstances in Words and Deeds, she 

described the isolation she felt living in a harem. Then, she explained that she writes her fictional 

stories to draw other secluded women “far from the grief they feel . . . in the exile of solitude 

which is harder to bear than exile from one’s homeland.”4 In these statements, Taymur explicitly 

criticized the seclusion of women, comparing it to incarceration or exile. Her goal of 

empowering other women with her writing also shows how Taymur emphasized women’s 

literacy and communication as an important way for women to attain autonomy and increase 

solidarity. Second, in the introduction to a poetry collection, Taymur wrote how she would 

habitually listen to the writers who visited her family’s house as a young girl.5 Her father told her 

mother that “as long as [their] daughter has a natural inclination for inkwells and paper, do not 

stand in the way of her preferences.”6 Taymur used her father, a prominent official in the 

Egyptian bureaucracy, to appeal to male readers and garner their support for girls’ education—

just as her father supported her schooling. In this passage, she asserts that girls’ inherent love and 

natural gift for learning should justify their education. Taymur indeed esteemed education as a 

way to fulfill girls’ innate desire to learn and to increase solidarity and equality for women.  

4 Badran, Feminists, Islam, and Nation, 14-15. 
5 Marilyn Booth, "Locating Women's Autobiographical Writing in Colonial Egypt," Journal of Women's History 25, 
no. 2 (2013): 45. 
6 Ibid., 45. 
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Both Ziadeh and Nabarawi maintained Taymur’s emphasis on the centrality of women’s 

education in achieving gender equality, but Ziadeh especially expanded on Taymur’s framework 

to articulate an even broader definition of education. For Ziadeh, a woman could “assert her 

independence by ensuring her means of living” or excelling at a certain task—whether the task is 

“intellectual or manual, sewing, embroidering, teaching, housekeeping, or selling in a store.”7 In 

other words, Ziadeh claimed that an intellectual education is not necessarily superior to an 

education in a certain trade or skill. Instead, she asserted that women should exercise autonomy 

in the act of educating themselves at a certain task and excelling at it. Nabarawi likewise claimed 

that establishing equal education for girls and boys allows feminists “to attack the evil” of 

women’s oppression “at its very root.”8 Similar to Taymur and Ziadeh, Nabarawi centralized 

education as the most important step in achieving gender equality. However, unlike Ziadeh, 

Nabarawi prioritized formal, intellectual education.  

Taymur also laid the groundwork for Ziadeh and Nabarawi in her use of nationalist 

rhetoric to further her goal of women’s equality. The rise of feminism in Egypt occurred 

alongside and in direct conversation with the Egyptian nationalist movement in the nineteenth 

century.9 In the introduction to The Consequences of Circumstances in Words and Deeds, she 

maintained women should be able to take on a more disciplinary and educational role with their 

children.10 She also claimed that “the most serious struggle is that which concerns the education 

to male children” and that educated women can ensure the proper development of their sons’ 

7 Mayy Ziadeh, “Woman and Work,” Al-Muqtataf 58 (1921): 466-7, quoted in Rose Ghorayeb, “May Ziadeh (1886-
1941),” Signs 5, no. 2 (Winter 1979): 378.  
8 Saiza Nabarawi, “Revendications et Émancipation!,” L'Égyptienne (Cairo, Egypt), June 1925. 
https://search.alexanderstreet.com/view/work/bibliographic_entity%7Cbibliographic_details%7C1735238#page/1/m
ode/1/chapter/bibliographic_entity%7Cdocument%7C1735239.  
9 Badran, Feminists, Islam, and Nation, 4. 
10 A’isha Taymur, Nata’ij al-Ahwal fi al-Aqwal wa al-Af’al (Cairo: Matb’at al-Mohommad Effendi Moustafa, 
1887/8), 4-5, quoted in Mervat Hatem, Literature, Gender, and Nation-Building in Nineteenth-Century Egypt: The 
Life and World of 'A'isha Taymur (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 71. 
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masculinity and virtues.11 She asserted that women’s education and involvement in their son’s 

educations would ultimately help with Egyptian society’s moral character and development. 

Indeed, Taymur perceived the larger implications of women having more input about education 

and applied the Egyptian nationalist ideology. Moreover, according to historian Mervat Hatem, 

Taymur criticized those who opposed girls’ education because she thought they had a “very 

shortsighted view of the long-term needs of nation-building that required women’s participation 

with men in the affairs of their society.”12 Taymur evidently argued for girls’ equal education 

because she thought women were integral to the nation-building agenda of the nineteenth 

century. She used the nationalist ideology to garner support for her feminist ideas, but she also 

truly supported Egyptian nationalism and believed gender equality would strengthen the 

movement.  

Nabarawi similarly adopted Taymur’s use of the nationalist ideology to bolster her 

demands for women’s autonomy and because she believed in nationalism. In 1925, the Egyptian 

Feminist Union (EFU), under the leadership of feminist Huda Sha’arawi, produced one of the 

first feminist periodicals in Egypt, aptly entitled L'Égyptienne.13 Nabarawi was the editor of 

L'Égyptienne, and she wrote an article entitled “Demands and Emancipation!” urging the state to 

improve healthcare for mothers and children in 1928; she claimed that the state is morally 

reprehensible because it ignores issues such as infant mortality.14 Her initial and most recurrent 

reasoning for better women and children’s healthcare was that it would save Egypt from a 

serious national crisis. Specifically, she claimed that the low birth rate and the high infant 

11Ibid., 71. 
12 Mervat Hatem, Literature, Gender, and Nation-Building in Nineteenth-Century Egypt: The Life and World of 
'A'isha Taymur (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 75. 
13 Badran, Feminists, Islam, and Nation, 95.  
14 Saiza Nabarawi, “Revendications et Émancipation !.”  
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mortality rate diminished the physical health and morality of Egypt’s inhabitants, therefore 

weakening the nation.15 Overall, she described healthcare for women and children as a patriotic 

duty to appeal to Egyptian nationalists and rally them around women’s rights, similarly to 

Taymur.  

As a Palestinian-born Lebanese woman who resided in Egypt from 1908—six years after 

Taymur’s death—until the early 1930s,16 Ziadeh did not adopt Taymur’s use of Egyptian 

nationalism in the same way as Nabarawi. Instead, she used satire and allegory to advocate for 

international solidarity among all women. In an allegorical short story, entitled “Uncle Abou 

Hassan Receives Guests,” an Egyptian man named Uncle Abou Hassan engages in conversation 

with two young women along the Nile River. One woman is an Egyptian feminist delegate to 

London and the other is an Asian woman living in Egypt. Uncle Abou Hassan complains to the 

young women about how his sixteenth wife had left him that week; he had divorced his 15 

previous wives.17 The young women ask him, “is [a wife] not a human being like [her husband], 

capable of the same feelings?”18 Uncle Abou Hassan replies, “A human being like us?... A man 

does as he pleases because he is a man. He may divorce her if he chooses, but if he chooses to 

keep her she must be thankful.”19 Here, Ziadeh satirized Uncle Abou Hassan as he hypocritically 

confides in two young women to complain about women. He believes husbands should have 

more power and legal rights than their wives and that women are not even human beings. On the 

other hand, Ziadeh characterized the two young women as extremely wise, travelled, and well-

spoken. In the story, they even listened to Abou Hassan and politely tried to enlighten him about 

15 Ibid. 
16 Hala Kamal, “'Women's Writing on Women's Writing': Mayy Ziyada's Literary Biographies as Egyptian Feminist 
History,” Women's Writing 25, no. 2 (2018): 268. 
17 Mayy Ziadeh, “Uncle Abou Hassan Receives Guests,” Al-Hasna 746 (February 1977), quoted in Rose Ghorayeb, 
"May Ziadeh (1886-1941)," Signs 5, no. 2 (Winter 1979): 380. 
18 Ibid., 381.  
19 Ibid., 381.  
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his prejudice and hypocrisy. Ziadeh’s use of an allegorical story demonstrates that she drew 

influence from Taymur, who often used this literary genre. Also, although Ziadeh did not 

necessarily incorporate Egyptian nationalism, she still used themes of solidarity. Her story 

represents how women of all backgrounds should unite and speak out against injustices and 

patriarchal forms of control—such as inequality in marriage.  

Finally, Taymur set a precedent for Ziadeh and Nabarawi in her call for women’s 

freedom to participate in politics. In the fictional narrative section of Taymur’s The 

Consequences of Circumstances in Words and Deeds, a female character named Boran marries 

King Mamduh and serves as one of his most trusted consultants.20 In the nineteenth century, 

Muslim conservatives used the Hadith that states, “No people will be successful if they put a 

woman in charge of them,” to justify banning women from politics and leadership positions.21 

Taymur thus criticized this social norm through Boran. Boran’s importance to the King 

symbolizes how women are vital to the success of the nation and implies that the state should 

therefore allow women a voice in politics. Moreover, the male characters in the story spoke to 

Boran’s character, not Boran herself.22 Here, Taymur indirectly advocated for women’s political 

participation through male characters and allegories. Yet, she still made the radical call for 

women’s political participation.  

Taymur’s indirect criticisms paved the way for Ziadeh to publicly advocate for full 

political rights for women. In a public speech at a conference in Cairo in 1921, Ziadeh said that 

there are many historical examples of women “who became an able queen, a clever politician, a 

20 A’isha Taymur, Nata’ij al-Ahwal fi al-Aqwal wa al-Af’al, quoted in Mervat Hatem, Literature, Gender, and 
Nation-Building, 90. 
21 Mervat Hatem, Literature, Gender, and Nation-Building in Nineteenth-Century Egypt: The Life and World of 
'A'isha Taymur. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 89. 
22 A’isha Taymur, Nata’ij al-Ahwal fi al-Aqwal wa al-Af’al, quoted in Mervat Hatem, Literature, Gender, and 
Nation-Building, 90. 
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distinguished writer, or scientist… despite the constraint and oppression to which she has been 

subjected.”23 To Ziadeh, women had achieved the same success in the same positions as men 

despite the patriarchal barriers they faced. Through arguments such as this, Ziadeh advocated for 

women’s political participation like Taymur. It is also notable that she advocated for this change 

at a public venue, unlike Taymur who had to greatly communicate her ideas through allegory. 

This further demonstrates the importance of Taymur as a trailblazer for Ziadeh.  

Nabarawi diverged from Taymur and Ziadeh to add stipulations to women’s voting 

rights. In the article “Demands and Emancipation!,” she wrote that “it is not individually but 

collectively that we wish to gain our freedom.”24 Just a few paragraphs later, however, she 

justified how the Egyptian Feminist Union supports conditional voting rights. She claimed that 

both men and women should only have voting rights if they have a certain level of education, 

“showing [the EFU’s] justice and wisdom.”25 Although the EFU claimed to be inclusive of all 

women as a collective initiative, it mainly supported middle- and upper-class women—those 

who could afford education and thus “earn” their suffrage. With this sentiment, Nabarawi 

distinctly diverged from Taymur and Ziadeh, who conversely advocated for political 

participation for all women throughout their discourses.  

During this period in which education for girls and women was inconsistent and limited, 

Taymur, Ziadeh, and Nabarawi contributed important ideas and works that shaped feminist 

movements in Egypt, the Middle East, and even the world. Taymur especially trailblazed the 

feminist movement in Egypt and established precedents in her works such as the importance of 

23 Ziadeh’s speech for the conference in 1921 was later published in a journal. Author, feminist, and professor of 
literature Rose Ghorayeb cites excerpts from Ziadeh’s publication in a short compilation of Ziadeh’s works. Mayy 
Ziadeh, “Woman and Work,” 377.  
24 Nabarawi, “Revendications et Émancipation !.” 
25 Ibid. 

12



equal education for girls and boys. Later feminists like Ziadeh and Nabarawi continued to 

emphasize her ideas, with Nabarawi continuing Taymur’s use of nationalism in her discourse and 

Ziadeh continuing her calls for women’s political suffrage. However, they also diverged from 

Taymur; Ziadeh abandoned Egyptian nationalism to suggest international solidarity among 

women and Nabarawi added conditions to women’s suffrage. Overall, the late nineteenth century 

and early twentieth century was a period of tremendous change for Egypt and these feminists 

greatly contributed to this change. In fact, the reverberating effects of these feminists’ 

contributions are still felt today since their work ultimately gave rise to women’s suffrage in 

Egypt in 1956.  
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Colonial Subjugation and Historical Erasure in the 

Women’s War of 1929 
Alec Lynch 

Colonial occupation has continued to exist as a persistent threat throughout history. These 

atrocities are palpable on the African continent, where European colonial entities created 

arbitrary borders to fulfill their materialistic needs. These actions were met with fierce resistance, 

with a particularly poignant response resonating from the Igbo women of Nigeria in 1929. The 

British response to the Women’s War of 1929 illustrates the systematic and Christian-influenced 

colonial attempts to subjugate and eliminate Igbo women, primarily through the implementation 

of atrocious acts of state violence and dangerously dehumanizing rhetoric. This article attempts 

to move against the grain of historical recollection, using primary documents and scholarly 

sources to refute the claims that this war was ineffective and inadequate in resisting colonial 

tyranny. 

Alec Lynch is a fourth year Global Studies Major with Minors in History and African and Middle 

Eastern Studies. Alec is involved in the Bruin Leaders Project on campus, an organization that strives to 

help students harness necessary leadership skills for the workplace and for everyday life. Alec is also a 

Research Assistant at the Center for Middle East Development and the President of Phi Alpha Theta 

History Honors Society. Alec hopes to work in PR or Communications after graduating UCLA but retains 

a love for History as it has always been a subject of deep interest for him. 

15



Colonial encroachment within Africa was a process fueled by many European nations. 

With the Berlin Conference in 1885, the continent of Africa was arbitrarily divided between 

European empires, resulting in the acquisition of Nigeria by the British. Indirect British colonial 

rule would set the stage for the Women’s War of 1929, an event regarded as a turning point in 

Nigerian history, towards decolonization and rising Nigerian nationalism.1 The British response 

to the Women’s War of 1929 illustrates the systematic and Christian-influenced colonial 

attempts to subjugate and eliminate Igbo women, primarily through the implementation of 

atrocious acts of state violence and dangerously dehumanizing rhetoric. 

The Women’s War of 1929 was a significant moment in Nigerian history. After decades 

of indirect colonial rule by the British, the Igbo women of South-East Nigeria stood against the 

consistent harassment and abuse of British colonial agents and institutions. This war had many 

causes, but the primary factor was the threat of taxation of women.2 Another major transgression 

by the British colonial institutions that led to war was taking away women’s dominant role in 

agrarian cultivation and trading, a staple of women’s social power and influence in the region.3 

The undermining of Igbo women was further incorporated through the indirect colonial 

enforcement of Warrant Chiefs and Native Courts, consisting of British appointed district leaders 

and colonial-leaning judicial systems that were corrupt and notorious for harassing women.4 

While all of these factors contributed to the war, the threat of taxation was viewed as the final 

insult towards the Igbo women, with many women demanding the end of the abusive Warrant 

Chief system and for taxes on men and women to be removed.5 With this background, an 

1 U.E. Umoren, “The Symbolism of the Nigerian Women's War of 1929: An Anthropological Study of an Anti-
Colonial Struggle,” African Study Monographs 16, no. 2, (1995): 62. 
2 Ibid., 65. 
3 Judith Van Allen, “Aba Riots or the Igbo Women's War? - Ideology, Stratification and the Invisibility of Women,” 
Ufahamu: A Journal of African Studies 6, no. 1, (1975): 78. 
4 Umoren, “The Symbolism of the Nigerian Women's War of 1929,” 63. 
5 Umoren, “The Symbolism of the Nigerian Women's War of 1929,” 66. 
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examination of the affronts of the British colonial system will be discussed, specifically through 

colonial state violence used to silence and erase Igbo women in the Women’s War of 1929.  

Colonial state violence towards women in the Women’s War of 1929 was horrific and 

dehumanizing. The war was fought by Igbo women using regionally significant techniques, 

particularly through the use of “sitting on a man.6” This style of warfare had historically been 

used against local men, in which groups of women would insult and harass the men that had 

wronged them.7 Through song, dance, and sometimes exposing themselves, the women shamed 

the men until they vowed to never commit their accused grievances again.8 Armed with cassava, 

palm leaves, sticks, songs, and dance, these women attempted to do the same with the British 

colonial forces, fighting against their attempted taxation and other aforementioned 

transgressions.9 In a response to these acts of war, British colonists used machine guns to 

brutally and savagely murder roughly 18 women.10 In another instance of egregious violence, 

British colonial agents released leprosy patients on the Igbo women, hoping to infect and kill 

them with disease.11 By using such uneven and atrociously violent acts of force against the Igbo 

women, the dehumanization of women through colonial state violence is clearly presented and 

would stifle the efforts of women in the Women’s War of 1929. These actions would continue 

through colonially influenced courts and leaders, both used to remove blame from colonists as 

well as justify the heinous acts of violence towards women. 

The colonists further enforced their power through the use of Native Courts and Warrant 

Chiefs to exonerate themselves from brutal acts of violence. When a British doctor “crushed to 

6 Van Allen, “Aba Riots or the Igbo Women's War?,” 61. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Umoren, “The Symbolism of the Nigerian Women's War of 1929,” 65. 
10 Ibid., 66. 
11 Ibid. 
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death” multiple women with his car, he was not held accountable for his actions.12 Moreover, the 

colonial officials who, in total, killed over 50 women with machine guns were not charged either, 

illustrating a few of the many examples of the injustices of these institutions that contributed to 

the colonial violence experienced by Igbo women.13 While acts of violence were used by the 

British colonists to subjugate women, dehumanizing rhetoric was implemented in an attempt to 

erase women and further justify colonial violence. 

British colonists used dangerous rhetoric meant to silence as well as sanctify acts of 

violence in the Women’s War of 1929. A striking example of this rhetoric is seen in the naming 

of the Women’s War of 1929 the “Aba Riots”.14 By naming it the Aba Riots, the colonists were 

attempting to undermine the significant role that Igbo women played in this war by removing 

any reference to women from its title.15 Furthermore, by referring to this war as “riots,” the 

violence against these women was viewed as an attempt to stop rioters, illustrating the use of 

language to justify violence against women.16 While the name of the war assigned by British 

colonists is a significant example of attempts to erase and justify violence against women, the 

rhetoric that colonists used towards the Igbo women is important as well. 

In the Women’s War of 1929, the British colonists used a myriad of significant 

descriptions to dehumanize and, subsequently, attempt to justify their atrocities against women. 

The women were considered to be “behaving like people in a frenzy” and in “uproar,” inferring 

12Aba Commission of Inquiry, “Aba Commission of Inquiry, Notes of Evidence Taken by the Commission of 
Inquiry Appointed to Inquire into the Disturbance in the Calabar and Owerri Provinces, December, 1929 (London: 
Waterlow, 1930). Rhodes House Library, Oxford, 723.17 S.1,” opensourceguinea.org, opensourceguinea.org, 1929, 
http://www.opensourceguinea.org/2014/11/aba-commission-of-inquiry-notes-of.html, 748; Umoren,“The 
Symbolism of the Nigerian Women's War of 1929,” 65. 
13 Van Allen, “Aba Riots or the Igbo Women's War?,” 73. 
14 Ibid., 59. 
15 Ibid., 60. 
16 Ibid., 61. 
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they were not in a sound mental state and had been overcome by an inhuman urge to attack.17 

They were also called a “mob” and accused of having “savage passions,” further utilizing 

language meant to discredit Igbo women standing up for their rights.18 By using demonizing 

rhetoric against the warring Igbo women, the British colonists attempted to defeat and erase the 

experience of women as well as justify colonial violence in the Women’s War of 1929. While 

violent rhetoric was a significant weapon used to oppress Igbo women, religious inferences were 

also used by colonists to further justify their violent actions. 

By using Christian terminology, the colonists implemented religious rhetoric to 

hegemonize Igbo women and attempt to erase them. Referring to the women as being “seized by 

some evil spirit,” the colonial entities invoked a colonially Christian viewpoint towards Igbo 

women and attempted to justify violence as necessary to save them.19 By implementing colonial 

ideas of Christianity in reference to evil spirits, Igbo women were discredited religiously and, 

therefore, the colonists felt vindicated in using force against them.20 By painting Igbo women as 

controlled by evil spirits and in need of saving, the colonial apparatus used religious rhetoric to 

subjugate and justify violence towards women in the Women’s War of 1929. 

The Women’s War of 1929 was a significant chapter in Nigerian history that has 

resonated into the modern moment. The British colonial response to the Women’s War of 1929 

was meant to subjugate and erase women primarily through repeated acts of atrocious state 

violence as well as consistent destructive and dehumanizing rhetoric. Although the Igbo women 

17 Aba Commission of Inquiry, “Aba Commission of Inquiry, Notes of Evidence Taken by the Commission of 
Inquiry Appointed to Inquire into the Disturbance in the Calabar and Owerri Provinces, December, 1929 (London: 
Waterlow, 1930). Rhodes House Library, Oxford, 723.17 S.1,” opensourceguinea.org, opensourceguinea.org, 1929, 
http://www.opensourceguinea.org/2014/11/aba-commission-of-inquiry-notes-of.html, 231 & 748. 
18 Van Allen, “Aba Riots or the Igbo Women's War?,” 73. 
19 Kathleen E. Sheldon, African Women: Early History to the 21st Century, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2017), 162. 
20 Van Allen, “Aba Riots or the Igbo Women's War?,” 81. 
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of South-East Nigeria were tragically defeated in this battle, they would ignite a movement for 

Nigerian independence that demanded more from their ruling class, ultimately winning the war 

for independence from colonial institutions. While many women lost their lives, the role of 

women in the movement for freedom in Nigeria would be cemented in history, impervious to 

attempts by colonial institutions to discredit their significant contributions. 
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Witches, “Whores,” and Wavering Gender Roles: 

German Women in the Thirty Years’ War 

Madison Elder 

When the Thirty Years’ War swept across the European continent from 1618 to 1648, the 

cities and villages throughout the German states were devastated, with losses of up to a third of 

the total population.  While there is much existing scholarship on numerous aspects of the Thirty 

Years’ War, the subject of German women’s experiences during this tumultuous time has yet to 

be thoroughly examined.  By examining sources in English and German, I discuss German 

women’s various roles during the war, as well as how social attitudes, religious turmoil, and 

legal doctrines influenced their lifestyles.  Ultimately, this paper argues that the Thirty Years’ 

War presented unique opportunities for women to express personal agency, but at the same time 

firmly prevented them from acquiring true autonomy.   

Madison Elder studied history, ancient Near East and Egyptology, and German at UCLA, graduating a 

year early in 2021. Her thesis, “Witches, ‘Whores,’ and Wavering Gender Roles: German Women in the 

Thirty Years’ War,” reflects her interest in researching women’s experiences and unique struggles. While 

a student at UCLA, Madison served as the editor-in-chief for the CLAFI Review: Undergraduate Journal 

and Yearbook and co-founded the Bruins Supporting Veterans service organization. Her book, Beside the 

Nine, which explores the roles of Supreme Court law clerks, was also published by New Degree Press 

during this time. When she is not meticulously researching or volunteering for veteran nonprofits, 

Madison enjoys playing with her German pointer puppy, visiting national parks, and recreating 

traditional German dessert recipes.  
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Introduction 

One of the most devastating wars in human history, the Thirty Years’ War ravaged the 

European continent throughout the first half of the seventeenth century. Among its casualties 

were the deaths of eight million people, the papacy’s supremacy in wartime politics, the 

lamented loss of civilized culture, and, most consequentially, the existing balance of power. The 

Thirty Years’ War was in part civil and international, its history pockmarked with the gruesome 

effects of starvation and disease.1 Some regions were left so desolate that Christians believed that 

the events of Revelation were unfolding before their eyes; they thought, or rather, hoped that 

their Savior’s return would end their suffering.2 Famously, German philosopher Friedrich 

Schiller once said that the war turned Europe into “a scene of slaughter . . . [of] which history has 

no words and poetry has no paintbrush.”3 

To this day, there are still annual commemorations of the conflict in various regions 

throughout central Europe, especially in Germany. Remembered as “the Great German War,” 

“the Great War,” “the Great Schism,” and “Germany’s Darkest Hour,” this decades-long strife 

was deadliest for the German states.4 The Holy Roman Empire’s population catastrophically 

declined during the years of the war, losing about forty percent of rural civilians and thirty-three 

percent of urban ones.5 In addition to these deaths, it was not uncommon for houses, churches, 

and even entire villages to be burned or completely demolished, creating waves of refugees that 

spread throughout the empire.6   

1 Myron P. Gutmann, “The Origins of the Thirty Years’ War” (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1988), 752. 
2 Robert Clouse, “Millennialism in the Seventeenth Century” (Terre Haute, IN: Indiana State University), 3. 
3 Hans Medick, “Historical Event and Contemporary Experience: The Capture and Destruction of Magdeburg in 
1631” (History Workshop Journal, 2001), 42. 
4 Kevin Cramer, The Thirty Years’ War and German Memory in the Nineteenth Century (Lincoln, NE: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2007), 18. 
5 Günther, Franz. Der Dreißiigjährige Krieg und das deutsche Volk. (Berlin, DE: De Gruyter Oldenbourg, 1979) 59. 
6 Quentin Outram. “The Demographic Impact of Early Modern Warfare.” (Social Science History, 2002), 249. 
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Perhaps the sheer extent of the war’s horrors is the reason it is still entrenched in 

European memory. That is, remnants of the Thirty Years’ War’s impact have made their way 

into Western history, literature, and culture in various forms, fascinating historians and the 

general public alike. From Hans Jakob Christoffel von Grimmelshausen’s Simplicius 

Simplicissmus (1699) to Conrad Ferdinand Meyer’s Gustav Adolfs Page (1882), as well as 

Schiller’s account of the series of events in his Geschichte des Dreißigjährigen Kriegs, the war 

has had no shortage of classical works valiantly portraying its battles and sieges. In addition, an 

interesting, international body of histories, fictional narratives, and children’s books has grown 

throughout the last four hundred years, and the undertones surrounding this collection of 

literature are still telling of present religious and political perspectives toward the war. Even 

now, over four hundred years after the war, emotional involvement and nationalist fervor are, for 

many such modern authors, likewise apparent in their writing.7 

But very few of these works deal explicitly with the subject of seventeenth-century 

European women’s experiences during the Thirty Years’ War; even fewer give specific emphasis 

on those women living in the German states. With current academia trends, publications on the 

experiences of women during this period, especially through the lenses of feminist history and 

women’s and gender studies, are increasing in number. Nevertheless, comprehensive research in 

this specific area of German history is lacking.  For this reason, my study seeks to address this 

gap in current scholarship of women’s experiences during the Thirty Years’ War, aiming to help 

modern audiences gain a more thorough understanding of the social history surrounding the 

period and German women’s experiences therein.  

7 David Blamires. Telling Tales: The Impact of Germany on English Children’s Books, 1780-1918 (Cambridge, UK: 
Open Book Publishers), 306. 
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Ultimately, this paper offers a preliminary investigation of German women’s roles and 

experiences during the conflict, as well as works toward the goal of making women’s 

contributions during wartime visible. In particular, this study seeks to answer the following 

questions: how did German women’s various roles throughout the course of the Thirty Years’ 

War reflect their agency and the period’s social values? Further, how did certain legal principles 

and religious practices influence women’s wartime experiences and reflect social attitudes 

toward women during this period? In addressing these, I will examine a myriad of primary 

sources in both English and German, including contemporary literature, legal documents, 

personal narratives, numerical data, and artistic depictions. At the same time, I consult existing 

scholarship and secondary sources about the subject, as well as parse through decades of Thirty 

Years’ War research to find exactly what tidbits have already been said and what yet needs to be 

examined.   

By inspecting German women in their traditional roles—as wives, mothers, and domestic 

caretakers—in addition to those thrust upon them during the war—as battlefield nurses, military 

camp cooks, pillaging partners, and others—I will show how the Thirty Years’ War affected 

women’s labor and place within the social sphere. Of course, this assessment of the female 

experience must also include those considered most contemptible during this period, and I will 

discuss how European prostitutes, camp “whores,” and wartime “witches” fared, as well. At 

times, our discussion of women’s experiences will veer towards the tragic, as sexual and 

gendered violence was rampant throughout early modern European warfare. Ultimately, I will 

show that women living throughout the seventeenth-century German states exhibited significant 

agency that was, in part, made possible through the war’s disruption to typical lifestyles. Yet, 

simultaneously, it was these same political, military, and religious disruptions that further 

25



cemented patriarchal holds on the activities of certain groups of women.  Seemingly 

contradictory, this dichotomy of German women’s experiences during the Thirty Years’ War 

will be the focus of this paper.   

Background 

The Thirty Years’ War erupted suddenly, though not unpredictably. On May 23, 1618, a 

shocking demonstration of political theatre amplified growing religious tensions. A group of 

Protestants tossed two Catholic governors and their secretary from a window at the Prague Castle 

complex. Surprisingly enough, the three survived the almost one-hundred foot fall, landing in a 

pile of horse manure. The Bohemian revolt followed, and not long after, declarations of war 

began. This Defenestration of Prague thus set off a series of brutal conflicts that eclipsed the 

European people from 1618 to 1648. 

Since the Reformation, violence between Protestants and Catholics was commonplace, 

especially throughout the Holy Roman Empire. At the start of the seventeenth century, the 

Rhineland and the southern Danube territories were predominantly Catholic, while the northern 

German states were strongholds of Lutheranism; areas in central and western Germany, as well 

as Switzerland and the Netherlands, were largely Calvinist. Such a portrayal is too clear-cut, 

however. Minorities of each existed almost everywhere, as did religious disputes.8 For quite 

some time, political leaders managed to avoid warfare by carefully observing the 1555 Peace of 

Augsburg,9 which established the principle of cuius regio, eius religio. By allowing a degree of 

religious freedom, threats to the European power equilibrium could be quelled. 

8 Arnaud Blin. War and Religion: Europe and the Mediterranean from the First through the Twenty-first Centuries 
(Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2019), 253. 
9 N. M. Sutherland. “The Origins of the Thirty Years’ War and the Structure of European Politics” (The English 
Historical Review, 1992), 592. 
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Unfortunately, this uneasy peace proved only temporary. The Hapsburg Holy Roman 

emperors Maximilian II and his son Rudolf II loosely adhered to the Augsburg settlement, 

permitting Protestants to grow their influence in areas that were officially Catholic.10 The next 

Hapsburg successors, particularly Ferdinand II, were much less tolerant of Protestants and sought 

to limit the power of the nobility and any divergent religious groups.11 They expected that 

Roman Catholic Church heretics be eliminated, which, in turn, would help reestablish political 

dominance. Ultimately, these efforts were too late to compensate for the previous emperor’s 

weaknesses and prevent the increasingly independent German states from waging war against 

each other.   

After decades of de facto religious liberties, the rise of Protestantism could not be 

quashed. In Bohemia and Hungary, Protestantism’s growth was most marked; Calvinists, which 

the Peace of Augsburg failed to address, multiplied their following rapidly in Hesse-Kassel and 

the Palatinate. 12 The Catholic German states were desperate to see that Protestantism stop 

expanding, while Protestant ones were just as ambitious in curbing Catholic resistance. Neither 

side was capable of definitively defeating the other, or, at the very least, enforcing the principles 

put forth in the Peace of Augsburg. In short order, the Bohemian revolts spiraled into a larger 

civil war that quickly became entangled in two separate wars. 

The war in the West, involving Spain, France, and the Netherlands, had to do with long-

standing disputes dating back to the 1560s and even farther back. The rivalry between the French 

and Spanish was constant, one of the oldest in all of Europe.13 Both wanted to be the 

10 Gutmann, “The Origins of the Thirty Years’ War,” 754. 
11 Steven Saunders. “The Hapsburg Court of Ferdinand II and the ‘Messa, Magnificat Et Iubilate Deo a Sette Chori 
Concertati Con Le Trombe’ (1621) of Giovanni Valentini” (Journal of the American Musicological Society, 1991), 
374. 
12 Gutmann, “Thirty Years’ War,” 754. 
13 Allan A Tulchin. “Ending the French Wars of Religion.” (The American Historical Review 120, 2015), 1702. 
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predominant power in Western Europe, both wanted control of Italian territories, and both stood 

in each other’s way to accomplish this. Intermittent warfare was perpetual, with peace treaties 

never lasting very long. As the French monarchy dealt with challenges posed by the Protestant 

Reformation, French Calvinism, and the Wars of Religion, the Spanish regularly intervened 

against them. Though a tense peace was brokered in 1598, it, too, was short-lived.   

Regarding Spain and the Netherlands, their antagonism stemmed from discord 

surrounding Calvinism’s rise. In fact, their conflict was notably similar to that of the German 

states, occurring almost eighty years earlier. The Spanish attempted to prevent the adoption of 

Calvinist views in the Low Countries, upsetting Dutch elites. Also similarly, neither side could 

effectively or decisively trounce the other, and warfare continued for as long as the Dutch 

garnered international support and the Spanish chose to concentrate resources on the issue.14 It 

would continue until a truce was declared in 1609, after years of failed negotiations. 

In addition to warfare in Western and Central Europe, four more embattled parties vied 

for control of the Baltic Sea. In 1600, the Danes controlled the Sound, through which all 

maritime trade in the region passed, but the Swedes, Poles, and Russians each had their eye on 

obtaining it.15 These desires, in addition to grudges and resentment stemming from past political 

differences, would bring about war. That is, after being subject to Denmark for centuries, 

Sweden gained strength and independence during the sixteenth century.16 Naturally, the Danes 

were not too thrilled with this outcome, and their anger only increased when the heir to Sweden’s 

throne manipulated Polish electors, styling himself king of Poland.17 In the end, the union of 

14 Herbert H. Rowen. “The Dutch Revolt: What Kind of Revolution?” (Renaissance Quarterly 43, 1990), 585. 
15 Gutmann, “Thirty Years’ War,” 757. 
16 Sofia Lodén. French Romance, Medieval Sweden and the Europeanisation of Culture (Rochester, NY: Boydell & 
Brewer, 2021), 41. 
17 Jeremy Black, “The Thirty Years’ War” (Historical Association, 1991), 44. 
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Polish-Swedish crowns was notably brief, but it was successful in stirring up the competitors. 

Danish and Polish elites wanted to get the better of the Swedes, and Russian opportunists jumped 

into the affair as a result.18 

According to the period’s standards for military conduct, the innocent were not to be 

harmed; in practice, however, this rule was often disregarded during the Thirty Years’ War.19 

Troops regularly went unpaid and were essentially forced to live off the land; that is, they 

survived by looting and tormenting peasant populations. Contemporary guidelines for troops, 

found in Francisco de Vitoria’s treatise On the Law of War, advised that enemy civilians and 

their personal property be considered as extensions of enemy forces.20 By natural law, he wrote, 

that “to the victor belong the spoils.”21 This essentially made enemy civilians fair targets for 

soldier’s attacks, in addition to theft and robbery.22 But civilians supporting the incoming 

soldiers’ cause were not always exempted from this treatment either. Soldiers asserted that 

provisions from peasants, whether given voluntarily or involuntarily, were compensation for 

their service and necessary to support the war effort. Ultimately, these predatory attitudes created 

natural enemies of the two groups, and women were especially vulnerable. If their husbands or 

male guardians were not at farms and homes or away for military campaigns, women were left to 

the mercies of the soldiers passing through the area. 

Not all women had to endure soldiers ransacking their homes and the gendered violence 

that typically accompanied it. In fact, scholarship on the subject tells us that “women were a 

normal part of European armies at least from the fourteenth until well into the nineteenth 

18 Gutmann, “Thirty Years’ War,” 758. 
19 Joseph Berg, “De institutia belli: Violence Against Civilians in the Thirty Years’ War,” (Los Angeles, CA: Loyola 
Marymount University Digital Commons, 2016), 1-7. 
20 Francisco de Vitoria, On the Law of War, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 293-328. 
21 Vitoria, Law of War, 324. 
22 Barton C. Hacker, “Women and Military Institutions in Early Modern Europe: A Reconnaissance,” (Chicago, IL: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1981), 654. 
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century.”23 It was not uncommon for hordes of thousands of women and children to trail behind 

the soldiers as they marched from place to place in order to provide important services. Working 

as cooks, nurses, prostitutes, or performing other tasks, women were essential to a functioning 

military during the Thirty Years’ War. In some ways, the lifestyles that wartime afforded these 

women granted more personal freedom than they otherwise might have had. 

As with much of the world during the early modern period, women in Europe were 

socially and legally considered inferior to men. The social structure of European life awarded 

women few opportunities to venture beyond the domestic sphere, primarily fulfilling roles as 

wives and mothers. Indeed, both religious and social views toward women ensured that they 

were expected to occupy themselves with managing their households and taking care of their 

families.24 Of course, there were exceptions to this rule, and many women, especially unmarried 

women of the lower classes, needed to work to survive. They could make money as servants, 

cooks, milliners, or peddlers, for instance, though the prestigious professions were closed to 

women.25 That oldest profession, however, could be a source of income for women of the lower 

classes, though it was considered detestable to many communities in early modern Europe.  

Joining the holy orders was also an option, and becoming a nun could provide rare access to an 

education.26 

Of course, specifics vary within each nation-state, but women indubitably had few legal 

rights during this period. Their situation was most dire in the Anglosphere, as the doctrine of 

23 Hacker, “Women and Military Institutions,”654. 
24 Martha Howell, “The Problem of Women’s Agency in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe,” (Boston, MA: 
Brill, 2019), 27. 
25 Alexandra Shepard, “Crediting Women in the Early Modern English Economy,” (Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press, 2015), 1-24. 
26 Helen Hiltebeitel, “Nuns of Fifteenth Century England – Free or Oppressed?” (Off Our Backs, 1971), 4-5. 
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coverture meant that women lost their legal identity and property upon marriage.27 In the 

German states, women were subject to the guardianship of a husband or male family member—

an Ehevogt or Kriegsvogt, respectively, as outlined in the Württemberg code of 1555.28 

However, surviving court cases and legal documents suggest that this guardianship system was 

not strictly enforced until around 1600, only eighteen years before the Thirty Years’ War began. 

Further, the specific rules and regulations regarding these would vary within the German-

speaking parts of Europe (see figure one). To engage in activities that had to do explicitly with 

public life, like financial transactions or legal disputes, for instance, a woman needed the 

permission and, oftentimes, the presence of her Kriegsvogt as well. But even when these 

guardians offered loose supervision or granted their charges permission to participate in these 

activities, the economic and legal system had their own rules to prevent female engagement. 

Certain laws and guild rules prevented female independence in business endeavors, though 

women could notably still make money through artisanship, weaving, and handmade goods. 

Likewise, women could not independently bring about lawsuits, and even if they succeeded in 

acquiring the necessary permissions to bring a case forward, community courts were rarely 

impartial.29 

27 James Daybell, “Gender, Obedience, and Authority in Sixteenth-Century Women's Letters,” (The Sixteenth 
Century Journal 41, no. 1; 2010), 49-67. 
28 Cordelia Beattie, Married Women and the Law in Premodern Northwest Europe, (Woodbridge, UK: The Boydell 
Press, 2013), 226-229. 
29 Howell, “Women’s Agency,” 30-31. 
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If one strayed too far beyond the bounds considered appropriate for women, there was 

always the possibility that accusations of witchcraft could halt such boldness. In fact, this was 

one thing that Protestants and Catholics managed to agree on, and over 200,000 women were  

executed as witches from the fourteenth century until 1650.30 The Thirty Years’ War would mark 

the end of the most severe witch crazes, but it also coincided with the largest witchcraft death 

tolls. Where the Catholic church was weakest, in Germany and Switzerland, witch hunts were 

the most intense. In modern Baden-Württemberg, southwest Germany, women constituted 

eighty-five percent of all witch hunt victims.31 Indeed, between battling each other and fending 

off the “wiles of the devil” and of witches, the Germans would have quite a fascinating thirty 

years between 1618 to 1648. 

30 Nachman Ben-Yehuda, “The European Witch Craze of the 14th to 17th Centuries: A Sociologist’s Perspective,” 
(American Journal of Sociology 86, no. 1; 1980), 6. 
31 Ben-Yehuda, “European Witch Craze,” 1-6. 

Fig. 1. Geographical Distribution 
of Gendered Guardianship Laws in 
the Holy Roman Empire. 
(Woodbridge, UK: Married 
Women and the Law in Premodern 
Northwest Europe, The Boydell 
Press, 2013) 
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In approaching the subject of the female experience during the Thirty Years’ War, this 

paper seeks to examine the various roles women undertook, analyzing their activities as 

expressions of agency. Specifically, we will look closely at their roles within the domestic 

sphere, as wives, mothers, and daughters; their labor within military campsites, as nurses, cooks, 

and pillagers; and their roles in the outskirts of acceptable society, as “whores” and witches. 

From examining the warfare through this perspective, the dichotomy of women’s experiences is 

clear: women had greater opportunities to exhibit independence, but at the same time, the 

dangers surrounding the war, in which gendered violence was rampant, often curbed such 

expressions of agency. To begin investigation of the female wartime experience in the German-

speaking parts of early modern Europe, one must first take a look at how violence affected 

civilian women. That is, the brutality will set the backdrop of this paper’s view of female agency 

during this period. 

Though the prevailing legal doctrines surrounding military victories prevented, in 

principle, the antagonism of innocent civilians, this certainly did not always occur in practice.  

Local supporters of the losing side were left to the whims of the victors, who were usually 

underpaid and underfed. For this reason, in part, the eyewitness and civilian accounts of the 

Thirty Years’ War often discuss theft and robbery, as the soldiers felt they had a right to the 

civilians’ possessions. At the same time, various others tell of the unbridled barbarity that had 

nothing to do with food and material wealth, but rather explain that the war gave soldiers license 

to abuse local women.   

At locations and cities near where battles were fought, civilians, particularly female ones, 

directly experienced the soldiers’ brutality. The violence that occurred during and after the siege 

in Magdeburg, Germany, in 1631 was quite possibly the worst that occurred throughout the war. 
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In describing the barbarity of the victorious Croatian and Walloon soldiers, Schiller writes that 

“no situation, however obscure, or however sacred, escaped the rapacity of the enemy.”32 Wives, 

sisters, and daughters were abused in front of their family, as the “defenceless sex [became] 

exposed to the double sacrifice of virtue and life.”33 In one church, he notes, fifty-three women 

were discovered to have been beheaded, as soldiers “amused themselves” after the siege.34 

Children were also victims, as Croatians systematically began “throwing children into the 

flames” and Walloons began “stabbing infants at the mother’s breast.”35 Within a matter of 

hours, this German Protestant city turned into a pile of ashes, and the few survivors of the 

violence were suddenly refugees. It is estimated that over twenty thousand of the city’s 

inhabitants perished that day,36 and thirty thousand, including soldiers, died overall. Other 

primary sources about the siege of Magdeburg, including narrative and eyewitness accounts, 

concur that this event was an unusually horrifying display of soldiers’ barbarity. 

Today, the siege of Magdeburg is known as the single most violent and destructive event 

of the Thirty Years’ War. Part of this had to do with the loose control military commanders had 

over their troops, or, at the very least, their indifference to senseless violence and destruction. 

Some accounts portray the Catholic Bavarian General Johann Tserclaes, Count of Tilly, as 

completely indifferent to what grievous deeds his soldiers committed, while others suggest that 

he tried to preserve life at the behest of some troops. With the help of the Premonstratensian 

monks living in the city, about six hundred German civilians were saved in the Cathedral. But 

even with their assistance and shelter, not everyone could be exempted from their cruelty. Inside 

32 Friedrich Schiller, Geschichte des Dreißigjährigen Kriegs, (Harper, 1846), 300-370. 
33 Schiller, Geschichte, 300-370. 
34 Schiller, Geschichte, 300-370. 
35 Schiller, Geschichte, 300-370. 
36 Schiller, Geschichte, 300-370. 
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the Cathedral’s courtyard, in front of the monks, a twelve-year-old girl was raped by six 

soldiers.37 Such an example of gendered violence is only one of the various accounts of rape, 

sexual assault, and torture that occurred during the siege of Magdeburg.   

Indeed, the horrifying destruction that eclipsed the city of Magdeburg in 1631 affected 

women greatly, as soldiers inflicted terrible violence upon the most vulnerable in the population. 

Military laws and religious values, coupled with the lackluster aid of certain generals, failed to 

prevent lawlessness and cruelty in this instance. From these accounts, women and children had 

no recourse against the incoming soldiers, and their experiences overwhelmingly included 

gendered and sexual violence. Even to the present era, the historical accounts of Magdeburg’s 

terror has continued to shock modern authors. In J.B. Pick’s historical fiction novel, a former 

soldier in the war discusses his involvement in the siege, saying “I killed God at Magdeburg . . . 

We laid Magdeburg flat, killed men, women, and children, and burnt the lot.”38 Truly, the events 

surrounding the sack of Magdeburg were unforgettable, for both the victims and the soldiers 

themselves. 

Another veteran of the Thirty Years’ War understood how violence against civilians 

accompanied conquest, with some of the most heinous crimes committed against women. Right 

at the beginning of his novel, von Grimmelshausen describes an ugly scene of plunder, slaughter, 

and rape. Though technically a fictional account, he is known to have based his writing directly 

on his experience fighting in the Thirty Years’ War. The first portions of the novel “contain 

much realism,” correlating closely to his childhood before and after the war turned von 

Grimmelshausen into an orphan.39 Von Grimmelhausen’s very young main character, 

37 Peter H. Wilson, Europe’s Tragedy (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2011), 460-471. 
38 J. B. Picks, The Last Valley, (New York City, NY: Little, Brown and Company, 1959), 46. 
39 Collection of Primary Source Documents on Neighbors and Enemies, (German History in Documents and 
Images). 
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Simplicius, initially does not realize what dangers the Thirty Years’ War presents, but comes to 

understand better after observing this horrific scene: 

Each one [of the soldiers] started his own business which indicated nothing but ruin and 
destruction. While some started to slaughter, cook, and fry [the animals]. . . others again 
took linen, clothing, and other goods, making them into bundles . . . What they did not 
want was broken up and destroyed. Some stabbed their swords through hay and straw as 
if they had not enough pigs to stab. Some shook feathers out of the beds and filled the 
ticks with ham and dried meat. . .  Bedsteads, tables, chairs, and benches were burned. . .  
Our maid had been treated in the stable in such a way that she could not leave it any 
more. . .  They had bound the farm-hand and laid him on the hearth, put a clamp of wood 
in his mouth, and emptied a churn full of horrid dung water into his belly. . . Of the 
women, girls, and maidservants whom they took, I have not much to say in particular, for 
the soldiers would not have me see how they dealt with them. Yet this I know, that one 
heard some of them scream most piteously in divers corners of the house; and well I can 
judge it fared no better with my mother and our Ursel than with the rest.40 

Von Grimmelshausen goes on to write that Simplicius witnessed his father hand over his 

family’s stash of gold, silver, and jewels to the soldiers, who do not treat his father nearly as 

harshly as they do to the maids and the farm hand. In fact, they demand these expensive items 

and then essentially leave him alone. Simplicius reasons that this is because his father is the head 

of the household and, therefore, deserving of better treatment. At the same time, however, this 

indicates that the soldiers in the story knew that they could make good use of the items offered to 

appease them, which was evidently preferable to violently assaulting Simplicius’s father. 

Of course, one must be careful to immediately categorize all encounters between soldiers 

and women as unnecessarily violent. Though most recorded narratives or eyewitness accounts of 

some of the Thirty Years’ War’s events speak of the violence and destruction, there were 

evidently a few instances in which women were treated with dignity and respect. When the 

Swedish troops overtook the Bavarian city of Bamberg in 1633, a nun’s eyewitness account 

notes that she was expecting the worst. In part due to religious differences and in part because of 

40 Hans Jakob Christoffel von Grimmelshausen, Simplicius Simplicissimus (Der abenteuerliche Simplicissimus). 
London: John Calder, 1982. 
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circulating reports of how soldiers treated civilians, the woman and the rest of the nuns feared for 

their lives. When the Swedes finally arrived at their Frauenwörth convent, however, they did not 

put any of the nuns in danger. Taking only a little food and livestock, the troops generally left 

them alone. In the following days while Bamberg was under Swedish occupation, the nuns even 

received pleasant visits from the troops, some of whom gave gifts and money.41 While this 

situation certainly stands out from the stories of harassment, assault, and rape, one must 

remember that this was not the norm in early modern European warfare, especially for 

defenseless convents. In fact, Swedish troops alone acquired the reputation of generally being 

well-disciplined and merciful in dealing with civilian populations.42 That is, in examining 

women’s encounters with troops and conquest, one must be mindful of how soldiers’ nationality 

influenced their behavior and thus female experiences during the Thirty Years’ War. 

Overall, one interesting theme present in these accounts is the nature of the violence that 

occurred. From the evidence in Schiller’s history and Grimmelshausen’s novels, it appears that 

much of the barbarity was senseless and unnecessary—simply destruction for its own sake. Von 

Grimmelshausen might have put it best: the soldiers’ “whole existence consisted of eating and 

drinking, going hungry and going thirsty, whoring and sodomizing, gaming and dicing, guzzling 

and gorging, murdering and being murdered, killing and being killed, torturing and being 

tortured, terrifying and being terrified, . . . pillaging and being pillaged.”43 In fact, the barbarity 

unleashed during the Thirty Years’ War, especially as German cultural achievements heightened 

in the years before the war, devastated certain German writers and cultural historians.44 Such 

41 Geoff Mortimer, Eyewitness Accounts of the Thirty Years’ War, 1618-1648, (London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2002), 80-112. 
42 Mary Elizabeth Ailes, Courage and Grief: Women in Sweden’s Thirty Years’ War, (Lincoln NE: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2018), 138. 
43 Grimmelshausen, Simplicius Simplicissmus, 128. 
44 Leon Stein, “Religion and Patriotism in German Peace Dramas during the Thirty Years’ War,” (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1971), 131-148. 
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nationalist figures wanted to believe their countrymen were above committing such acts of 

violence, but sadly, this was not the case. 

Those women who did not meet their end with the terrible violence of the Thirty Years’ 

War experienced the conflict in a variety of ways. Some of these women joined their husbands 

on campaign, while others stayed home, away from the fighting, yet constantly wrote letters to 

keep in touch with loved ones. In particular, the women who experienced wartime through 

military camp life often gained more opportunities to express their own agency; for instance, 

they could earn money by performing necessary tasks or gained a degree of sexual freedom they 

otherwise would not have had.   

Women who stayed away from fighting and battles had a markedly different experience 

during the Thirty Years’ War than women who accompanied soldiers’ campaigns. While women 

on campaigns completed tasks typical of women’s roles during the period, in addition to other 

work required of them, women living at home could sometimes have largely detached 

conceptions of the warfare. This could be especially true if the areas they lived in did not come 

in direct contact with the looting and violence of enemy soldiers. Correspondence between 

women and the soldiers they loved was common, and such letters reflect the notably different 

experiences that women on campaign and women at home had.   

For instance, in a 1625 letter between a young woman from Protestant Schmalkalden, in 

the modern German state of Thuringia, and her boyfriend, Hans Merten, who was away on 

campaign, the woman does not appear to be interested in the events of the war at all. During this 

portion of the war, Catholic forces in Austria and Bohemia had almost gained a complete 

victory, but she is not too worried about the welfare of her partner. “My dearest-to-my-heart 

darling,” she writes, “I humbly beg you, for the sake of God, to kindly send me something. Then 
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the burghers here will gossip without end . . .”45 The rest of the letter details how much the 

woman misses her partner, and she tells him that she tied a lock of his hair around her wrist.46 

From this request, it seems the severe hardships of the war had not, or, at least not yet, affected 

this woman and her circumstances. Because she was literate, as her letter indicates, it is quite 

likely that she belonged to a wealthy family, which might explain why she was so disconnected 

from the war’s realities; her family’s circumstances meant that she did not need to concern 

herself with such distress. As this study shall discuss, women who lived and traveled with 

military campaigns had greater opportunities to exhibit female agency, but their lifestyles during 

the war could be much more difficult and tiresome compared to the women who stayed home, 

especially those who were insulated from the war’s brutality.   

During the seventeenth century and in the centuries preceding the war, women were a 

normal part of European armies. With no sense of surprise at their presence, Friedrich Schiller 

mentions that they trailed behind the male officers, writing that the “custom of the time permitted 

the soldier to carry his family with him to the field.”47 He briefly discusses the experiences of 

women living at military camps, writing that “there were in the camp of Wallenstein about 

15,000 women . . . and nearly the same number in that of the Swedes.”48 Many of these were the 

wives or family of the troops, though a significant amount were openly engaged in prostitution. 

“A number of prostitutes followed the Imperialists,” Schiller writes, “while, with the view of 

preventing such excesses, Gustavus’s care for the morals of [the Swedish] soldiers promoted 

marriages.”49 

45 “Everyday Life, Family, Marriage,” 8. 
46 “Everyday Life, Family, Marriage,” 8. 
47 Schiller, Geschichte, 300-370. 
48 Schiller, Geschichte, 300-370. 
49 Schiller, Geschichte, 300-370. 
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According to military historian Barton C. Hacker, the reason for this had to do with 

contemporary conceptions of armies. There was not much of a clear distinction between armies 

and civil society, which, in large part, had to do with the lack of distinction between “martial and 

civil” costume.50 That is, the typical dress of most civilians and soldiers did not markedly differ, 

and thus, many did not see the soldiers they supported as of a separate class. For that reason, 

following local armies, especially if one’s family was part of the fighting, seemed natural during 

early modern Europe.   

Accounts of the war claimed that non-combatants living in military camps could even 

exceed the number of troops. For instance, in Johann Jacob von Wallhausen’s instructional 

manual for warfare, entitled Kriegskunst zu Fuss, estimates of the amount of additional camp 

members are quite high. “Among three thousand German soldiers,” he writes, “you will 

undoubtedly have four thousand prostitutes, valets, and others serving the army.”51 A.T.S. 

Goodrick, in the introduction to von Grimmelshausen’s novel, references “that unseliger Tross’–

the unholy crew of horseboys, harlots, sutlers, and hangers-on who followed the armies of both 

sides, and sometimes outnumbered them three to one” throughout the Thirty Years’ War.52 

Historian Herbert Langer, too, writes that although the Imperial army had about forty thousand 

soldiers in 1648, there were “100,000 soldiers’ wives, whores, man servants, maids, and other 

camp followers.”53 Further, though many accounts mention the presence of women in armies in a 

rather matter-of-fact way, the vast numbers of them could still be shocking, even off-putting, to 

eyewitnesses. In 1622, pastors from the Dutch municipality Bergen-op-Zoom remarked on the 

hordes of individuals, a significant number of whom were women, that were following the army. 

50 Hacker, “Women and Military Institutions,” 646. 
51 Wallhausen. Kriegskunst zu Fuss, 115-152. 
52 Hacker, “Women and Military Institutions,” 646. 
53 Hacker, “Women and Military Institutions,” 648. 
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“Such a long tail on such a small body was never seen,” they said. Though they were well aware 

of women’s customary presence in European armies, the pastors were nevertheless amazed at 

“such a small army with so many carts, baggage horses, nags, sutlers, lackeys, women, children, 

and a rabble which numbered far more than the army itself.”54 

In addition to their place in eyewitness accounts and histories, contemporary artworks 

clearly underscore the customary presence of women in early modern European armies. A 

woodwork from Swiss theologian Johannes Stumpf, dated 1548, emphasizes that women’s 

presence was not simply a Thirty Years’ War phenomena; it was the standard of the time. In 

Stumpf’s woodcut entitled Schweizerchronik (Swiss Chronicle), a group of armed soldiers are on 

the march, accompanied by several women, children, and animals (see figure two). As the troops 

move forward with pikes raised, the others follow behind and alongside them. The women 

clearly are not moving as fast as the men, and several of them move so slowly they are almost 

out of the frame. In addition to supervising children and holding onto babies, these women are 

carrying the camp’s baggage and possessions, which are rather large and thus cause them to 

strain to carry the load. A few soldiers are also carrying some items on their backs, in addition to 

holding onto their weapons, but the picture makes it clear that women were mainly responsible 

for transporting their family’s possessions. At the same time, male children run past the troops, 

chasing after the camp’s dogs; evidently, they were, at least in the context of this woodcut, 

exempt from helping their mothers and other female family members. In portraying typical 

women in armies this way, Stumpf points out that carrying camp baggage was one of their 

typical roles. Further, Stumpf’s emphasis on the babies, children, and animals in the scene also 

reminds viewers that women, even while far from home, retained traditional roles as mothers and 

54 Hacker, “Women and Military Institutions,” 646-648. 
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caretakers; that is, these duties appear to have been one of the many they took on while joining 

local armies for military campaigns. 

This woodcut’s focus on women participating in the troops’ movements by carrying 

necessary baggage is significant, as it suggests that this was a gendered task. Authors and 

onlookers in the contemporary period noticed the difficult work that women undertook. In his 

1683 military essay, Pallas Armata, Sir James Turner referred to these women as “their 

husband’s mules,” writing that unmarried soldiers despised and ridiculed them, even though 

“they would have been glad to have such mules themselves.”55 Oftentimes, married soldiers were 

healthier and had better camp experiences; specifically, they “looked more vigorously, and were 

able to do more duty than the Batchellors.”56 In describing how soldiers with wives fared better 

than those without, Turner implicitly underscores the crucial importance of women serving as 

caretakers. Based on his comments, it seems that their work not only had to do with children, but 

their husbands, as well. Further, the tone in his writing suggests much about social attitudes 

toward women’s roles: evidently, he thought it was a woman’s duty to take care of her husband 

this way and, in doing so, improve her husband’s wartime experience. 

55 Turner, Pallas Armata, 26-31. 
56 Turner, Pallas Armata, 26-31. 

Fig. 2 

Schweizerchronik, Johannes 
Stumpf, 1548. (London, UK: The 
British Library) 
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Some contemporary commentaries about women reveal certain witnesses’ checked 

astonishment at the heavy loads women carried, oftentimes for miles, as the soldiers marched on. 

In one surviving yet anonymous account dated a few years before the Thirty Years’ War began, a 

German man described the women he saw accompany their husbands as they marched on: 

Seldom is one found who does not carry at least 50 or 60 pounds. [The] soldier . . . loads 
straw and wood onto her, to say nothing of the fact that many of them carry one, two, or 
three children on their back. Normally, however . . . they carry for the man one pair of 
breeches, one pair of stockings, one pair of shoes. And for themselves the same number 
of shoes and stockings, one jacket, two Hemmeter [shifts], one pan, one pot, one or two 
spoons, one sheet, one overcoat, one tent and three poles. They receive no wood for 
cooking in their billets, and so they pick it up on the way.57 

Indeed, as depicted in this account, the responsibilities women had while accompanying military 

campaigns were tiresome and difficult, as they had to be mothers in addition to baggage-carrying 

“mules,” as they were commonly referred to.58 Interestingly, this individual’s description of the 

items women were burdened with include men’s belongings as well, thus indicating that carrying 

such items was a gendered task for married women specifically. Coupled with the evidence in 

Stumpf’s woodcut and Turner’s essay, this theory seems quite probable. In the woodcut, very 

few soldiers—probably unmarried ones—carried anything other than their weapons. Turner’s 

words about married soldiers’ better health and greater vivacity evidently suggest that this was 

due to their wives transporting their possessions. After all, if one did not have to carry sixty 

pounds of paraphernalia while traipsing across the European continent, he would presumably be 

a lot more well-rested than fellow soldiers who did. By leaving such arduous tasks to their wives, 

soldiers could keep themselves fresh and ready for upcoming battles, as well as maintain a 

mobile system in which division of labor was dictated by gender. 

57 John A. Lynn, Women, Armies, and Warfare in Early Modern Europe, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007), 66-118. 
58 Sir James Turner, Pallas Armata, 26-31. 
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But the services these women provided made them more than simply camp followers or 

baggage-carriers. In some ways, women’s roles inside army camps did not differ much from 

traditional modes of life in the seventeenth century, but they were absolutely essential to a 

functioning army during this time. Women were still expected to cook food and serve their 

families, deal with laundry and clothe their (mobile) household, and nurse the sick and injured 

soldiers and camp members, all while raising children and giving birth to several of them. In his 

military essay, Sir James Turner comments on how essential women were to camp life during 

this time, writing the following: “as woman was created to be a helper to man, so women are 

great helpers to armies, to their husbands, especially those of the lower condition, neither should 

they be rashly banisht out of armies . . .”59 From his words, one not only gains an understanding 

of the importance of womens’ work, but also sees the prevailing social attitudes toward women 

and their labor. Indeed, while Turner saw that married women were capable of providing 

essential services to armies, he still believed they belonged in their traditional roles.   

Although many, like Turner, believed women’s place in camp life strictly involved 

traditional female labor and assisting their husbands, a rather significant portion of German 

women did quite the opposite, at least in terms of sexual agency. As referenced in several 

eyewitness and historical accounts from the Thirty Years’ War, great numbers of prostitutes and 

soldiers’ “whores” travelled with armies.60 In addition to making money by granting sexual 

favors, prostitutes could earn money through doing soldiers’ laundry, mending their clothes, 

foraging for food, cooking what they found, and nursing the injured soldiers. Oftentimes, 

working for pay this way was a privilege that married women did not experience, as, according 

to social values during this period, their labor was reserved for their husbands. Camp prostitutes 

59 Turner, Pallas Armata, 26-31. 
60 Wallhausen, Kriegskunst zu Fuss, 115-152 
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were also known to try to make money through various mini business ventures that often 

involved pillaged possessions. In fact, a significant degree of modern scholarship has been 

devoted to this niche area of Thirty Years’ War history, and many historians argue that a unique 

microeconomy developed around prostitutes, pillaging, and mobile armies during this time.61 

Prostitutes in military camps were generally tolerated at the beginning of the war, but 

towards the end, generals and commanders were less welcoming. To them, their presence could 

benefit their goals for having a well-disciplined, reputable army, but at the same time, this meant 

sexually transmitted diseases circulated quickly. Over time, their presence in military camps 

faded when military leaders banned them from accompanying their armies. In fact, the practice 

of having large groups of women that travelled alongside armies, including these prostitutes, 

“whores,” or wives, would largely come to an end after the close of the Thirty Years’ War. In 

1656, Frederick William, the ruler of Brandenburg-Prussia created an article of war that 

officially forbade prostitutes from living in his soldiers’ military camps or being involved with 

his army. The French king would follow suit and make similar declarations in 1680.62 

Though the norm of women’s presence in armies would end soon after the war, certain 

contemporary commentators felt they served an important purpose.  A few years after the Thirty 

Years’ War began, author Mathieu de la Simmone pointed out in one of his works that having 

prostitutes at camp “is good for the local inhabitants . . . because their wives, daughters and 

sisters will be more in security” when soldiers come through to loot villages.63 From de la 

Simmone’s words in this quotation, one can gain an understanding of what social attitudes 

existed toward promiscuous women during this period. To de la Simmone, keeping prostitutes 

61 Hacker, “Women and Military Institutions,” 643-671. 
62 John A. Lynn, “Women in War,” (Washington, DC: Journal of Military History, 2007), 5-6. 
63 Lynn, “Women,” 5-6. 
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available for soldiers was a means to keep soldiers satisfied, as well as to protect more 

respectable women. In other words, these women were seen as objectified tools, rather than 

individuals, to help maintain functioning armies. 

In addition to prostitutes, there was a group of women that were considered equally as 

contemptible, as they too violated the strict moral codes that governed the activities of 

Protestants and Catholics. While the soldiers’ “whores,” as they were called, did not earn money 

for their services, they nevertheless broke contemporary social standards by living with soldiers 

before they were married. In many ways, these women performed the same tasks that soldiers’ 

wives did, only without the legal institution of marriage and also without pay. As a matter of 

fact, in German armies, the presence of these “whores” was so common that a designated 

Hurenweibel was selected to promote order and prevent discord among the women. These 

Hurenweibeln could also assign women to perform specific camp duties on behalf of the group 

as a whole, tasks which also often were performed without compensation. Specifically, Bavarian 

soldier and author Leonhard Fronsperger noted that a Hurenweibel “must see to it that they do 

not hinder the troops on the march . . . that they wait upon their masters faithfully and that they 

are kept occupied when necessary with cooking, sweeping, washing and especially attendance on 

the sick.”64 Fronsperger’s depiction lends further information about women’s tasks and social 

attitudes toward these. Even though these women were often alone, without any family other 

than soldiers with whom they shared a bed, it is fascinating that a male figure still was 

considered necessary to keep them in line. Further, though they used their sexuality to defy 

contemporary social standards that prohibited bodily autonomy, it seems they could not be 

independent in all aspects of life. It appears that, for some reason, the notion of allowing such 

64 Hacker, “Women and Military Institutions,” 653. 

46



women to not only exercise sexual agency but full control of their own day-to-day activities was 

vaguely threatening to military camp leaders. Thus, by designating a Hurenweibel, soldiers’ 

could monitor German women’s activities and exploit their labor under the thin guise of 

supporting their countrymen in battle. 

As the Thirty Years’ War progressed, women throughout the German states experienced 

another unique threat that was typically internal, in addition to the other dangers that 

accompanied warfare during early modern Europe. Throughout European history, especially 

during the Thirty Years’ War, witch hunts in the German states were unfortunately all too 

common, and they resulted in the loss of hundreds of thousands of women’s lives. Of course, a 

man might be accused of witchcraft, and some certainly were, but a grossly disproportionate 

number of people who suffered from witchcraft accusations were women.65 Conceptions of 

witchcraft in early modern Europe were tied closely to religious beliefs, and witchcraft was 

considered to be “injury committed by someone in alliance with the Devil.”66 In fact, a large 

body of legislation was developed throughout the German states in order to combat the threat of 

witchcraft, and in the Protestant and Catholic regions alike, these laws were enthusiastically 

enforced. From the fourteenth century until the seventeenth century, witch hunts would also 

occur in France, Spain, and, infamously, the American colonies. The end of the Thirty Years’ 

War would spell the beginning of the end of German witch hunts, and by the end of the 

seventeenth century, the practice was generally abolished. When the devastation of the war 

finally ceased in 1648, the uneasy peace and religious pluralism made possible by the Treaty of 

Westphalia helped phase out the witch hunts entirely. At the same time, the end of the war 

65 Ben Yehuda, “European Witch Craze,” 6. 
66 Collection of Primary Source Documents on Neighbors and Enemies, (German History in Documents and 
Images), 1-16. 
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brought women back to their traditional roles within the domestic sphere, making witch hunts 

less relevant to limiting female autonomy; the post-war social order demanded they return to the 

work that occupied them before the war, and the displays of agency that emerged during the 

fighting were largely curtailed. 

While the intricate details of interrogations and personal accounts are few and far between, much 

about women’s experiences can be deduced from surviving numerical data. In the Catholic town 

of Eichstätt located in the German state of Bavaria, 157 women were prosecuted for witchcraft 

from 1617 to 1631, compared with 27 male prosecutions (see figure three).67 Curiously, the 

figures seem to reveal that there was a lull in the witch hunting action, or, at the very least, witch 

hunting successes during this period.  From this narrow look at one individual town within the 

Holy Roman Empire, one gains an understanding at how one-sided witchcraft-related deaths 

were in terms of gender. This example with Eichstätt, however, was a mild case study compared 

to other towns in Germany and Calvinist Switzerland. One eyewitness account summarized the 

dire situation this way: “Germany was almost entirely occupied in building bonfires . . . 

Switzerland had to wipe out whole villages in order to keep them down. Travellers in Lorraine 

67 Jonathan B. Durrant, “Witch-Hunting in Eichstätt,” (Boston, MA: Brill, 2007), 26. 

Fig. 3 

“Rate of Prosecutions in 
Eichstätt, 1617-1631, based on 
confirmed cases.” Jonathan B. 
Durrant, (Boston, MA: Brill, 
2007). 
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may see thousands and thousands of stakes . . .”68 As dangerous for women as wartime witch 

hunts in Germany were, some historians argue that they were even worse in Switzerland, based 

on reports that “almost every woman . . . was considered . . . a witch” in the areas near 

Wiesensteig and Rottenberg.69  From the quotations, one gets a sense of the commentators’ 

horror of reporting such sights. Indeed, the numerical data, in addition to these commentaries, 

provide modern audiences with a grim picture of German women’s experiences during this 

period in Thirty Years’ War history.   

In addition to these figures, some written interrogation transcripts provide some 

information about how women suspected of witchcraft could expect to be treated after 

accusations began. Typically, legal proceedings surrounding witchcraft involved an 

interrogation. For instance, on October 19, 1626, a Bavarian woman named Ursula Funk 

answered to charges that she had worked in concert with the devil to murder three individuals, 

and, a week later, she addressed accusations that she could make and change the weather. Funk 

did not initially admit to being responsible for these acts, so naturally, the officials responsible 

for interrogating her allowed her more time to think over her actions. This interrogation tactic 

was common when dealing with suspected witches, as it significantly prolonged the questioning 

period. Ultimately, the purpose of this strategy was to entice women to name more heretics, and 

this is exactly what Funk did during her subsequent interrogations. Over twelve days, she 

provided German officials the names of thirty-four witch accomplices that warranted 

investigation.70 From the sequence of events surrounding Ursula Funk’s investigation, one gains 

somewhat of an understanding of how suspected female witches were treated during this period; 

68 Ben-Yehuda, “European Witch Craze,” 6. 
69 Ben-Yehuda, “European Witch Craze,” 6. 
70 Durrant, “Witch-Hunting,” 26-28. 
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that is, they were simply tools to further the interests of the officials interrogating them. In fact, 

some scholars argue outright that demonologists or witch hunters in early modern Europe were 

“clearly sadistic and manipulative . . . with the aim to kill [women].”71 Such a characterization, 

in context with the transcript information about Funk’s case, reveals the clear misogyny that 

pervaded contemporary social attitudes. 

Ultimately, Funk’s situation is representative of how women were viewed during the 

period, and this area of the war’s history must not be overlooked. Combined with information 

about how women dealt with soldiers’ violence in their villages or the exploitative 

commandeering of Hurenweibeln on the march, the experiences of wartime “witches” further 

reflects the social values and attitudes during the period. At the same time, it shows how 

prevailing religious and legal doctrines endeavored to prevent women from exercising personal 

agency, though the war would inevitably provide outlets for such expression. 

Conclusion 

Altogether, this paper has approached the subject of the Thirty Years’ War through the 

lens of German women’s roles and experiences, thus examining social attitudes toward these 

women and their expressions of agency. By looking at how various aspects of the war affected 

women’s experiences, this paper discussed the unique dichotomy that developed during the war. 

While on one hand, the Thirty Years’ War introduced a variety of dangers to the female 

experience, some outlets for claiming a certain degree of independence existed simultaneously. 

Ultimately, the object of this study was to investigate the Thirty Years’ War with the goal 

of making women’s experiences during the Thirty Years’ War visible and relevant for further 

scholarship. While much remains to be discovered and discussed on the topic, this paper 

71 John Coffey, “Early Modern Religious Violence and the Dark Side of Church History,” (Transformation 34, no. 
2; 2017), 101-14.h 
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provides an introduction to women’s wartime contributions in early modern Europe. Their 

importance to a functioning army, in addition to the ways they navigated through a backdrop of 

religious violence and soldiers’ brutality, was discussed in detail. Likewise, this paper explored 

the various duties women had during the period and how the war added to typical 

responsibilities, transformed their circumstances, or reinforced traditional gender roles.  
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Slavery on the Yorkshire Moors:  

Class and Race in Late-18th-Century England 

through Wuthering Heights 
Sofia Ferrari 

Upon its publication in 1847, Wuthering Heights attracted much attention and even 

scandal for its dark themes and troubled characters, and almost two centuries later, it is still one 

of the most discussed works of classic literature. A closer look at the novel reveals the race 

relations and class distinctions present in late-18th-century, pre-industrialized England. Emily 

Brontë’s male, non-white protagonist, Heathcliff, is the outcast amid the gentry of the Yorkshire 

moors, representing the wider subordination and enslavement of people of color in England at 

the time. In this essay, I focus on the portrayal of Heathcliff through the eyes of the white 

characters as well as his usurpation of white gentry power and property. Through this disputed, 

often murky character, Brontë comments on the structures and implications of a highly racialized 

and classist society like England in the late 18th century and the perceptions and fears of those 

deemed as “other” that accompanied it. 
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Though controversial for its blatant cruelty, physical and verbal abuse, and infamously 

immoral characters, Wuthering Heights’ hauntingly passionate story has made it a quintessential 

classic. However, Wuthering Heights is also notable for how it demonstrates the intersections 

and implications of class and race in England in the late 18th century, with distinct parallels 

between the story that unfolds on the moors and the British slave trade. Specifically, the 

subjugation of Heathcliff is due to his “otherness,” which is viewed as a threat to the whiteness 

of the novel’s setting and the wider British society. Through Heathcliff’s vengeful usurpation of 

all the white property in the book, Brontë subverts British hierarchies by depicting just what 

whites feared: the “other,” viewed as subhuman and inferior, using their own language and 

actions against them to undermine their domination. 

Context: The Landed Gentry 

Class structures play a crucial role in understanding the story and gleaning insight into 

how English society functioned in the late 18th century. Both the Earnshaws and the Lintons are 

part of the landed gentry, a British social class of landowners who lived off the land of their 

country estate through rental income. While they farmed some of their land, they leased most of 

it to tenant farmers and passed it onto their successors through primogeniture. Wuthering Heights 

was published in 1847 by Emily Brontë, when the Industrial Revolution had been fully 

developed, but the events of the book start in 1801, and the flashback starts thirty years even 

earlier. This places England before its full industrialization, when agriculture was still a larger 

part of the English economy and thus when the landed gentry had more power and wealth. In 

fact, in the mid-18th century, gentry landowners possessed over half of the arable land in 
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Britain.1 This makes Heathcliff’s revenge on the Earnshaws and the Lintons, stripping them of 

their land and their wealth, even more powerful and effective. 

Heathcliff’s “Otherness” and Enslavement on the Moors 

One of Heathcliff’s points of ambiguity is his ethnic background. He is undoubtedly a 

person of color as his dark complexion is emphasized throughout the book, but his specific 

origins are uncertain. He is referred to as a gypsy—more accurately, Rom—at a few points in the 

novel, first by Lockwood, who describes him as “a dark-skinned gipsy in aspect”2 when he first 

meets him, and then, at the beginning of Nelly’s tale, by Mrs. Earnshaw, who says she does not 

want a “gipsy brat” in the house when Old Earnshaw brings him home.3 He is also called “a little 

Lascar,4 or an American or Spanish castaway” by Mr. Linton,5 and Nelly conjectures whether 

Heathcliff’s “father was Emperor of China, and [his] mother an Indian queen.”6 

Based on the historical context, however, it is perhaps more likely that Heathcliff is black 

and ended up in England through the slave trade. Old Earnshaw finds Heathcliff an orphan on 

the streets of Liverpool and takes him home to Wuthering Heights. Brontë’s choice of Liverpool 

is most likely not coincidental, as it was Britain’s foremost slave trade port between 1763 and 

1776.7 Calculating when the flashback begins sets us around 1771, which makes Heathcliff’s 

origins as an abandoned slave child rather than simply an orphan very plausible. If this theory is 

true, his subjugation and enslavement by Hindley Earnshaw after Old Earnshaw’s death can be 

read as an allegory for slavery. The Yorkshire moors become a microcosm for the wider British 

slave trade, with the only person of color there working without pay and in grueling and abusive 

1 Britannica, United Kingdom: British society by the mid-18th century. 
2 Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights, 7. 
3 Ibid., 38. 
4 An Indian or Southeast Asian sailor. 
5 Brontë, Wuthering Heights, 50. 
6 Ibid., 57. 
7 Maja-Lisa von Sneidern, “Wuthering Heights and the Liverpool Slave Trade,” 171. 
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conditions for the more powerful whites. There are other parallels with Heathcliff as a slave: he 

is referred to as “it” at certain points in the novel, such as when he is brought to Wuthering 

Heights the first time,8 “Heathcliff” is “both [his] Christian and surname,”9 as was often the case 

with slaves, and Old Earnshaw, upon finding him in Liverpool, markedly uses words of 

possession, saying that he “picked it up and inquired for its owner.”10 

“Otherness” as Evil and Subhuman 

Heathcliff’s darkness, in complexion and temperament, is continuously connected to evil 

and the devil throughout the book, with the other characters frequently calling him savage and 

subhuman. When Old Earnshaw takes him home, he tells his wife to “take it as a gift of God; 

though it’s as dark almost as if it came from the devil.”11 Not only does the pronoun “it” 

dehumanize Heathcliff, but the equation of a poor, abandoned child to a product of the devil 

demonstrates the racist, demonizing preconceptions that whites had of non-whites, even when 

the latter were children, during this period. 

The descriptions of Heathcliff and his wicked, subhuman qualities echo the 

pseudoscientific classifications of race that white Europeans from the time based on “biological 

differences,” which of course did not actually exist. These attributions to his character are used 

by the white characters, especially Hindley, to justify their degradation and enslavement of him, 

implying that he is not worthy of an education and is precluded from advancement in society. 

His race is a foregone conclusion, and this reflects the way in which Africans in particular were 

viewed by white society at the time. In the mid-19th century, when Wuthering Heights was 

published, polygenism, the theory that the human races evolved from different species, had 

8 Brontë, Wuthering Heights, 37. 
9 Ibid., 38. 
10 Ibid., 38. 
11 Ibid., 37. 
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reached its height. Proponents of polygenism “supported” their claims through “pseudoscientific 

methods like craniometry, the measurement of human skulls, which supposedly proved that 

white people were biologically superior to Blacks.”12 This pseudoscience was used as a 

justification for slavery as an economic institution: according to this theory, Africans, having 

evolved from a different species than the “superior” white race, were not men and thus did not 

have rights to be violated by slavery. Prior to Darwinism and the general acceptance of 

evolutionary theory, starting in the 17th century and continuing into the Enlightenment, 

“polygenists held that races were products of separate divine creation,”13 making the relation of 

Heathcliff to the devil even more significant. Slavery, supported by race pseudoscience and 

biblical connections to race and color, is reflected in Wuthering Heights on the much smaller 

scale of the Yorkshire moors. The moors, already the outskirts of society and civilization, 

become further marred by the moral degradation of all the characters, reproducing the 

fundamentally dysfunctional nature of a society based on slavery. 

Heathcliff’s Subversion of Whiteness through Language 

Emily Brontë makes Heathcliff a disruptive force of conventional white domination, 

explored through his relationship with Isabella Linton. He threatens to “[paint] on [her face’s] 

white the colours of the rainbow, and [turn] the blue eyes black, every day or two: they 

detestably resemble Linton’s.”14 Whereas, when he was younger and more naïve, Heathcliff 

longed for the Linton blue eyes,15 he now wishes to do away with them and their manifestation 

of oppressive whiteness, turning Isabella into something closer to himself. Additionally, during 

his conversation with Catherine about Isabella, “he stared hard at the object of discourse, as one 

12 “Scientific Racism,” Harvard Library. 
13 Caspari, “Polygenism.” 
14 Ibid., 105. 
15 Brontë, Wuthering Heights, 56. 
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might do at a strange repulsive animal: a centipede from the Indies, for instance, which curiosity 

leads one to examine in spite of the aversion it raises.”16 This time, it is Heathcliff examining 

Isabella as the “other,” as an animal to be studied and experimented with in brutish ways, as a 

mere object to disrespect and dehumanize. The reference of a centipede from the Indies is also 

not accidental as that is one of the places the white characters ponder as Heathcliff's place of 

origin. He not only appropriates their language but also abuses Isabella once they are married, 

replicating what he endured at the hands of white people. 

Heathcliff’s Revenge 

Heathcliff’s most significant subversion of the status quo occurs over the course of his 

accumulation of wealth and power. First, Catherine’s renunciation of Heathcliff in favor of 

Edgar Linton, both for his social status and, implicitly, his race, catapults him into his revenge 

spree. Knowing he cannot change his color, he tries to alter his social status, leaving for three 

years without a trace and returning a rich and apparently changed man, with Nelly recounting 

that “A half-civilized ferocity lurked yet in the depressed brows and eyes full of black fire, but it 

was subdued.”17 Heathcliff’s negative qualities as a person of color are diminished, or perhaps 

partly “forgiven,” since at least he made something of himself to the extent he could, 

underscoring the correlation between wealth and race during this time. Heathcliff proceeds to 

seize the whites’ land, thus appropriating their source of income and prestige. In fact, critic 

Arnold Kettle calls Wuthering Heights “a symbolic representation of the class system of 

nineteenth-century England” through its exploration of property ownership. In order to seek 

revenge, Heathcliff cunningly uses against his enemies “their own weapons of money and 

arranged marriages” and “the classic methods of the ruling class, expropriation and property 

16 Ibid., 104. 
17 Ibid., 96. 
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deals.”18 Lastly, and perhaps most significantly in arguing Wuthering Heights’ allegorical nature, 

Heathcliff’s abuse of Hindley’s son Hareton once he gains custody of him—putting him through 

the arduous physical labor with no education he experienced himself—reverses the slavery that 

was once simulated by Hindley on a miniature scale. Heathcliff also orders the fully white 

Hareton to serve his mixed-race son, Linton, as a “superior,”19 which of course is problematic 

according to the colorist norms of British society. 

This is, in fact, white society’s greatest fear: contamination by a non-white, and that is 

exactly what Heathcliff is able to achieve in his usurpation of not only white property but white 

bodies, as well (those of Hareton, Isabella, and Cathy, Catherine’s daughter, all of whom he 

degrades at Wuthering Heights). Of course Heathcliff’s actions are horrendous, but Emily Brontë 

crafted his character in this way on purpose, seeking to elucidate that Heathcliff’s behavior is not 

an aberration but a reasonable consequence of what white people have done to non-whites for 

centuries. Viewing the novel through a racial and historical lens in part justifies his actions as he 

grasps the opportunity to invert these historical roles without a morsel of regret. 

Conclusion 

Wuthering Heights truly was ahead of its time due to its intensity, demonstration of class 

and race in England in the domesticity of the Yorkshire moors, and portrayal of what might 

happen if a person of color were to take control in an overwhelmingly white and racist setting, 

which Emily Brontë criticizes. The complexity of structural, not just individual, oppression in the 

novel and Heathcliff’s means of revenge—from how he uses the whites’ own language and 

actions against them to his success in taking everything away from them—is something much 

more profound than the turbulent relationship between Catherine and Heathcliff for which the 

18Arnold Kettle, An Introduction to the English Novel, vol. 1 London: Harpers, 1951, p. 110. 
19 Brontë, Wuthering Heights, 203. 

62



book is most famous. When we ponder whether Heathcliff is a monster or a victim, we must take 

into account the deeply racist society in which he lived, his physically and emotionally abusive 

upbringing, and the fact that the story is not told in the omniscient third person but through two 

white narrators, Lockwood and Nelly. After this discussion of race and class in 18th-century 

England and the possibly unreliable and prejudiced points of view in the book, concluding that 

Heathcliff is a villain might be falling into Brontë’s intricate trap, mistakenly affirming the 

conceptions of people of color perpetuated by white society. 
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Macartney’s Embassy: A Mundane Symptom of the 

Geopolitical World Scene  
Aditya Lodha 

The western canon of historiography can often be incomplete or biased when it comes to 

assessing the epistemology of certain historical events like Macartney’s embassy.  This was a 

British foreign policy failure which occurred when the British Lord Ambassador George 

Macartney proposed to establish an embassy to open up trading relations with the Chinese in the 

year 1793. However, the Qianlong emperor rejected the proposal in a series of edicts. Since the 

rejection, the Qianlong emperor was often portrayed by the western anthology of sources as 

arrogant, backwards, and ignorant of the world geopolitical scene. However, this paper will seek 

to counter this long-held perspective by asserting that the Qianlong emperor behaved in 

accordance with previous foreign policy precedent as China had dealt with other European 

imperial powers. Therefore, this paper will also attempt to look at a wider array of sources to aid 

in the understanding of the Chinese imperial perspective. 

Aditya Lodha is a first year intended History & Political Science major at UCLA who is passionate about 

classical Greco-Roman and Indian history as well as contemporary foreign policy issues. Aditya is also 
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The failure of British Ambassador Lord George Macartney’s embassy proposal to the 

Qianlong emperor in the eighteenth century was a significant moment in Chinese foreign and 

economic policy, as well as in the beginning of the Sino-Anglo relationship. Taking this into 

consideration, the failure of Macartney’s embassy should be viewed as a mundane symptom of 

the European geopolitical situation towards the end of the eighteenth century. Around this time 

period the British had just lost the colonies in North America and needed to seek out new lands 

for trade and commerce, hence the expedition into China. While two different cultures did come 

into contact, the focus of this event should be placed on viewing a British attempt to expand 

power which the Chinese recognized as a threat therefore rejecting the proposal. This rejection, 

by the Chinese, was a reactionary response with adherence to previous foreign policy precedent. 

This is significant because the Chinese response was in fact not arrogant as the wider anthology 

of western sources try to portray them as. Instead, they behaved in a logical and judicious 

manner in regard to the event. This works to refute the myth about their ethnocentric attitudes 

and outlooks. As a result, the historiography surrounding this event and others needs to be 

examined from all perspectives alongside thorough reinspection of certain primary sources. This 

will truly aid in understanding the Chinese point of view, and in moving past the narrative of an 

ignorant and dismissive attitude on the part of the Qianlong emperor.  

Since the occurrence of Macartney’s embassy proposal, several primary source accounts 

have viewed the event from different perspectives. The excerpts from the book The Search for 

Modern China, display Macartney’s first-hand account when arriving in China as well as his 

economic and foreign proposals to the Qianlong Emperor. This is followed by the Qianlong 

Emperor's subsequent rejection of the proposals in a series of edicts. From Macartney’s account 

it can be understood that he has ambivalent feelings towards the Chinese. On one hand he 
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displays a tone of admiration when describing the court of the Qianlong Emperor, while on the 

other hand he is critical of the Chinese socio-political scene, believing it to be unstable and 

politically fractured. On the other side of the interaction, the Qianlong Emperor is quite 

apprehensive of the ambassador initially viewing him as a dignitary coming to offer tribute, soon 

coming to see him as a threat. Another primary source is Letters from Missionaries at Peking 

Relating to the Macartney Embassy which displays China’s experience in diplomacy with other 

European nations and embassy inquiries. This source counters the previously believed “ignorant” 

view of the Chinese when dealing with foreigners by showcasing how the Chinese dealt with 

other foreign powers. A third primary source is The Instructions of the East India Company to 

Lord Macartney, which gives first-hand accounts of communiques and letters between 

Macartney and the British East India company. This source illuminates how Macartney’s 

embassy was an attempt to continue furthering their mercantilist economic agenda to new parts 

of the globe, which was quite similar to their actions with the American colonies.  

In Macartney’s account we see an ambivalent attitude towards China and the government 

of the Qianlong emperor which shows both appreciation and criticism, with the latter being 

connected to world events and goals. In the beginning of his journal entry Maccartney goes into 

detail to appreciate the magnificence of the Qianlong emperor’s court room remarking on the 

“grandeur and elegance of the tapestries, the curtains…”1 However as the piece progresses 

Macartney mentions how he “discovered symptoms of speedy decay” in the Chinese 

government.2 Furthermore Macartney makes an analogy to flint and steel claiming that China 

1 “Macartney’s Description of China’s Government”; “Qianlong’s Rejection of Macartney’s  
Demands: Two Edicts.” in The Search for Modern China: A Documentary Collection. eds. Pei- 
Kai Chen and Michael Lestz with Jonathan D. Spence (New York, London: W. W. Norton &  
Company), 100-109 
2  “Macartney’s Description of China’s Government”; “Qianlong’s Rejection of Macartney’s  
Demands: Two Edicts.” (101) 
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just needs a spark for “flames of revolt” to spread.3 This is very telling of multiple things. First of 

all, from a historical perspective this represents the aftermath of a British worldview in which the 

thirteen colonies had successfully rebelled only two decades earlier, which the British are 

inevitably still reeling from an economic and political standpoint. He even cites the situation of 

revolt with “the French and the negroes.”4 These thoughts also show how Macartney, while 

somewhat appreciative of the Chinese, is also examining China from a territorial standpoint by 

pointing out weaknesses in their administration.  

As mentioned previously above, this source also gives the Qianlong Emperor’s response 

which resembles that of an experienced diplomat dealing with a similar situation and 

subsequently using decades-old precedent. Therefore, this refutes the idea that he is arrogant or 

backwards. After opening up with pleasantries to King George, it can be interpreted how the 

emperor initially views the Macartney’s travel as a tribute delegation. This is because he says “If 

I have commanded the tribute offerings… are to be accepted” which again shows how he viewed 

the visit as one to offer tribute.5 This is in accordance with Chinese foreign policy initiatives as 

for hundreds of years neighboring countries and kingdoms would send tributes to the court of the 

emperor.6 Furthermore as the response of the Qianlong emperor proceeded, it should be noted 

that he was quick to see Macartney embassy for what it was— an attempt for the British to 

secure a commercial foothold in the east after the political instability of the Revolutionary War. 

We can see how the Qianlong Emperor was not arrogant or clueless of the west, as sources 

portray him, rather he was aware of the world scene. In his edicts he refers to how if other 

European nations made similar demands for representatives, he would have to reject them on the 

3  Ibid., 102. 
4  Ibid., 103. 
5  Ibid., 106. 
6  Ibid., 109. 
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same grounds of being unreasonable.7 He refers to similar missions sent by Portugal and Italy, 

which shows that the emperor has experience dealing with European powers who are trying to 

expand influence.  

Another primary source which also displays China’s experience when dealing with 

European embassy proposals is the Letters from Missionaries at Peking Relating to the 

Macartney Embassy. This also shows Macartney’s ambition for Britain when speaking about 

how to succeed where others failed, by using a strategy to excite with “slow degrees.”8 This 

collection of letters contains an important dispatch from Macartney to a man named Henry 

Dundas who was involved with the expansion of British trading power. In this dispatch 

Macartney remarks how “many embassies were sent to them in the past and present century” 

however none of them were successful. Even “the most favored nation” of Portugal failed.9 This 

again clearly demonstrates how the Chinese had experience in dealing with foreign dignitaries 

coming to propose treaties or relations. Furthermore, this is also telling of China’s response with 

Macartney’s embassy in which they fell back on a foreign policy precedent which worked for 

them for at least a century. Once again with the further usage of archival sources it can be noted 

that the Chinese had dealt with similar situations to Macartney’s embassy. 

In addition, Macartney’s embassy can also be viewed as a product of the times. From the 

end of the fifteenth century to the middle of the twentieth was an age where western powers (in 

particular European powers) were moving to colonize and increase their overseas territories for a 

variety of reasons, the main two being the extraction of resources and enforcing domineering 

7 Macartney’s Description of China’s Government”; “Qianlong’s Rejection of Macartney’s 
Demands: Two Edicts.” (107) 
8 Pritchard, E. H. “Letters from Missionaries at Peking Relating to the Macartney Embassy (1793-1803).” T’oung 
Pao 31, no. 1/2 (1934): 1–57. 
9 Pritchard, E. H. “Letters from Missionaries at Peking Relating to the Macartney Embassy (1793-1803).” (28) 
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trade relations on their colonies. This economic theory and practice is better known as 

mercantilism. Mercantilism is predicated on enforcing the idea that a colony’s sole purpose is to 

support and buttress the mother country which is the colonizing nation. This economic theory 

was especially prevalent during this time. For example, history has displayed how the Spanish 

brutally extracted silver and gold from the present-day countries of Argentina, Mexico, and Peru, 

oftentimes enslaving entire populations to bolster the Spanish coins. With the British, 

mercantilist ideologies were slightly different. With the thirteen colonies, most notably, the 

British wanted the colonists to only buy British goods, even placing high duties or levies on 

other foreign goods, and also by exporting far more goods than they imported from the colonies. 

However, after their loss in the American Revolutionary War, the British were looking to 

replicate this economic practice in other parts of the world. In The Instructions of the East India 

Company to Lord Macartney, in a letter Macartney talks about how he is “convinced that by 

proper management and encouragement in the beginning,... exports to China may be brought to 

exceed the amount of our present imports from thence.”10 This quotation displays how 

Macartney’s embassy really was a symptom of the times, with Britain losing one set of colonies 

and simply implementing similar tactics to other parts of the world. It also shows glimpses of 

mercantilism in action when Macartney mentions that “cloth and watches seem to be 

indispensable necessaries to every Gentlemen of Pekin,” once again showing the presence of 

British economic power in China.11 Finally, the Opium Wars which would happen in the first 

half of the nineteenth century are also indicative of them forcibly enforcing mercantilism, by 

having the Chinese buying British opium and other goods.  

10 Pritchard, Earl H., and M. “The Instructions of the East India Company to Lord Macartney on His Embassy to 
China and His Reports to the Company, 1792-4. Part II: Letter to the Viceroy and First Report (Continued from p. 
230).” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, no. 3 (1938): 375–96.  
11 Pritchard, Earl H., and M. “The Instructions of the East India Company to Lord Macartney.” (382) 
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Therefore, the above-mentioned sources display how Macartney embassy was more a 

product of the times rather than a meeting of two cultures. These sources also display China’s 

experience not “arrogance” when dealing with outsiders and other similar events to Macartney’s 

embassy. Furthermore, alongside these primary sources, there are also a variety of secondary 

sources which also examine this encounter. Like the primary sources discussed, these secondary 

sources also work to prove a similar argument. For example, intellectuals like James Hevia have 

argued to stop viewing the meeting as the clash of two cultures and powers, whereas others like 

Henrietta Harrison believe that the Qianlong emperor and China were wrongly viewed as 

ignorant due to a lack of archival data. Additionally, scholars like Joanna Waley-Cohen believed 

that the Chinese were not arrogant or dismissive towards western technology, rather the opposite 

as the Qianlong emperor actually had an informed and curious worldview when regarding 

developments in other parts of the world. Finally, through a reexamination of western primary 

sources, Santosh Bose Kumar is able to showcase the effect that the geopolitical world scene had 

on the failure of Macartney’s embassy.  

Regarding Hevia’s Cherishing Men from Afar, as mentioned earlier he was focused on 

evaluating Macartney’s embassy proposal as a meeting of two imperial or royal cultures.12 This 

is something which completely makes sense as this was one of the first world powers whom 

Britain could not directly go to war and take over. It also shows that China was a world player as 

they were able to hold their own against the Macartney proposal, unlike other countries like India 

which more quickly capitulated to British demands.13 More specially, Hevia views this meeting 

as the British seeking to carve a new sphere of influence in the far east, while at the same time 

12James L. Hevia. Cherishing Men from Afar: Qing Guest Ritual and the Macartney Embassy of 
1793. Duke University Press, 1995, preface, 1-9, 25-28, 57-83, 225-226 
13James L. Hevia. Cherishing Men from Afar – Qing Guest Ritual and the Macartney Embassy (1). 
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China was treating Britain as a tributary nation.  Essentially both nations are trying to assert their 

dominance on the other.14 This point, especially the part about a sphere of influence, shows how 

the British were scrambling for a sphere of influence and other territories after their loss of the 

thirteen colonies in the revolutionary war. Additionally in the excerpts of Hevia’s work he 

stresses how both of these states are empires in two different parts of the world with vastly 

different cultures and internal organizational structures. Therefore, these examples demonstrate a 

multitude of things, such as competence on part of the Chinese and the Qianlong emperor in 

dealing with other foreign powers, as well as British urgency to quickly establish new colonial 

exploits with the loss of the thirteen colonies. More specifically, Hevia treats both cultures as 

world powers.15 This is a monumental comparison of a non-western culture by Hevia because he 

credits both nations instead of prejudicing the non-western one against the western one. 

Furthermore, Hevia’s work slowly begins to dismantle the myth that the Chinese were these 

backwards people by actually inspecting Qing court culture to view the event from their 

perspective. He also highlights blatant biases British academia had towards China even before 

Macartney’s journey, when he talks about how a “prestigious member of the Literary Club, Sir 

William Jones, could find little good to say about China.”16 In addition, the myth about 

Macartney’s embassy was also promoted by the study of Macartney’s observations by members 

of the Amherst embassy. The Amherst embassy was a mission which occurred some two decades 

after Macartney’s embassy in 1816. However, it still failed while being thought to have a higher 

chance of success. When discussing the Amherst Embassy, Gao Hao talks about Macartney's 

original observations of political decay. Hao then talks about Sir George Staunton literally 

14 Ibid., 3. 
15 Ibid., 5. 
16 Ibid., 71. 
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“recorded every sign of poverty, and dilapidation” as he was “convinced that the Chinese empire 

was indeed declining under its present ruler due to his non-western nature.17 Reports and 

accounts like Macartney’s and Staunton culminated in a snowball effect. This eventually 

portrayed the Qianlong emperor and the Qing as ignorant and arrogant. Therefore, this clearly 

shows that with a more whole-rounded historiographical approach, viewpoints, and biases 

previously unknown are discovered. 

Whereas Hevia primarily uses a foreign policy and diplomacy standpoint to view 

Macartney’s embassy, Harrison focuses far more on the attitude and overall tone surrounding the 

encounter. The thesis and main argument of Harrison’s piece is that the Chinese response to 

Macartney’s embassy was not one of arrogance or ignorance, rather it was an act of political 

expediency.18 Harrison doubles down on this point of view by challenging the status quo in 

regard to Macartney’s embassy. By this, she tries to refute the western narrative which asserts 

that the Chinese were foolish in their dealings with the British as they viewed Macartney as 

someone coming to pay tribute. Rather, Harrison claims that with a wider examination of 

archival data and sources, a different picture arises as opposed to the commonly held notion of 

Chinese global ignorance that western academics point to in the events of Macartney’s 

embassy.19 In the work Harrison talks about the western influence on Chinese scholarship of 

sources from the Qing dynasty. For example, she talks about how they used a “selection of 

documents on the Macartney embassy….  that would illustrate the dynasty’s formalistic concern 

with ceremony and ritual, while omitting those relating to its military response to the British 

17 HAO, GAO. “The Amherst Embassy and British Discoveries in China.” History 99, no. 4 (337) (2014): 568–87. 
18 Henrietta Harrison. The Qianlong Emperor’s Letter to George III and the Early-Twentieth-Century Origins of 
Ideas about Traditional China’s Foreign Relations. The American Historical Review 122, 2017: 680–701 
19 Henrietta Harrison. The Qianlong Emperor’s Letter to George III and the Early-Twentieth-Century Origins of 
Ideas (689). 
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threat.”20 This quote is very telling for a multitude of reasons. First and foremost, it shows how 

there in fact was a real foreign threat that the embassy’s existence presented to the Qianlong 

emperor. When Harrison mentions this, it further validates the response of the Qianlong emperor 

in the rejection of Macartney’s embassy. In addition, this quote once again reaffirms the power 

of academia as an instrument of the retelling of particular historical narratives. 

The work of Cohen adopts a similar sentiment to that of Harrison going against the 

general source material that western academia has published over the years. More specifically, 

while Harrison focuses on the inclusivity of archival data in regard to the attitudes surrounding 

the embassy, Cohen talks about China’s awareness in world developments at the time of 

Macartney’s embassy.21 This argument once again proves how China was not this “aloof” and 

isolated world empire. On the other hand it shows how China had its finger on the pulse of world 

happenings like western developments in technology and scientific innovations, especially in the 

realms of military technology.22 Cohen goes on to describe how the Qianlong emperor knew 

about all the developments that the west was making and actually wanted to keep that a state 

secret.23 This quotation clearly shows the emperor analyzing the danger that the embassy 

presented and not wanting to alarm the public. Once again this disproves the narrative about 

China being a largely ignorant ethnocentric nation with an isolationist standpoint. Furthermore, 

this also gives more ethos and credibility to the Qianlong emperor’s rejection of the embassy as 

he knew of the growing power of the west. Cohen addresses the former point about the 

isolationist standpoint by asserting that “the Chinese, and their rulers, have uniformly displayed a 

20 Henrietta Harrison. The Qianlong Emperor’s Letter to George III and the Early-Twentieth-Century Origins of 
Ideas (693). 
21 Waley-Cohen, Joanna. “China and Western Technology in the Late Eighteenth Century.” The American 
Historical Review98, no. 5 (1993): 1525–44. 
22 Waley-Cohen, Joanna. “China and Western Technology in the Late Eighteenth Century” (1527). 
23 Ibid., 1530. 
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powerful reluctance to surrender authority or autonomy to any outsider…this attitude must be 

distinguished from…isolationism, the hostility to innovation, especially when of foreign origin, 

and the…sense of superiority for which it has often been mistaken.” 24 This quotation is telling 

of many aspects. First it shows how the Chinese were not actually turned off to the idea of 

innovations of the west or of other nations. It also shows how the Chinese were experienced 

when dealing with other foreign powers looking to establish their own interests in China. This 

makes sense as the Chinese would only be able to develop this precedent with foreigners, as they 

had actually dealt with them in the past. Therefore, directly relates to how they were able to 

recognize Macartney’s embassy as an attempt which challenged their own political sovereignty 

and autonomy. Thus, Cohen’s work furthers a completer and more accurate historiography by 

using both Chinese and Western archival data, to talk about the exchange of scientific ideas and 

new innovations. By using these sources, she is able to dispute the myth of aloofness and 

resistance that the Chinese supposedly had towards modernization. 

Santosh Kumar Bose’s Notes on the Cause of the Failure of the Macartney Mission to 

China provides a compelling example that the failure of Macartney’s embassy was a mundane 

symptom of the current European geopolitical situation. In addition to this the source also 

illuminates the development of Chinese foreign policy with other European nations which would 

eventually culminate in the decision to reject the Macartney embassy proposal.25 In the 

beginning of his work Bose includes Macartney’s self-analysis on why he believed that the 

embassy proposal failed. More specifically Bose talks about how Macartney attributed the 

“failure of his mission to the old age of the emperor which inclined him to oppose any change.”26 

24 Waley-Cohen, Joanna. “China and Western Technology in the Late Eighteenth Century” (1531). 
25 Bose, Santosh Kumar. “NOTES ON THE CAUSES OF THE FAILURE OF THE MACARTNEY MISSION TO 
CHINA.” Proceedings of the Indian History Congress 24 (1961): 206–8.  
26 Ibid., 206. 
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First of all, this quote shows the origins for western perspective seeking to portray China and the 

Qianlong emperor under a veil of arrogance and ignorance. However, Bose counters this point of 

view by examining some of the primary sources associated with the embassy. He examines how 

in a letter Macartney mentions the French revolution, and how this reference is very telling in the 

failure of Macartney’s embassy. Bose then goes into detail about how the occurrence of the 

French revolution “must have hardened the view of the emperor and his advisors against dealing 

with the West.”27 This clearly shows how the failure of the embassy was a symptom of the 

geopolitical symptom of the current world scene. This also shows how the Qianlong emperor's 

rejection of Macartney’s Embassy was an informed and calculated decision, due to the current 

world happenings. In addition, it shows how the Qianlong emperor was knowledgeable about 

world affairs which also begs belief that he also knew about the American Revolution and the 

subsequent loss of the thirteen colonies, viewing the preeminence of the embassy as too risky of 

a gambit. Therefore, this source suggests that the failure of Macartney’s embassy was a result of 

the tumultuous geopolitical world scene as well as the Qianlong emperor’s knowledge of it. In 

addition, it is more evidence further disproving the claim of arrogance and foolishness western 

academia has put on the Chinese, as the Qianlong emperor was well aware. Furthermore, the 

western academia may have started to take this role against the Chinese due to frustration for 

embassy demands being rebuffed.  

In conclusion, the failure of Macartney’s embassy should be viewed as a mundane 

symptom of the European geopolitical situation towards the end of the eighteenth century. 

Around this time period the British had just lost the colonies in North America and needed to 

seek out new lands for trade and commerce, hence the expedition into China. The focus of this 

27 Ibid., 207. 
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event should be placed on viewing a British attempt to expand power. The rejection by the 

Chinese was a reactionary response with adherence to previous foreign policy precedent. The 

Chinese response was in fact not arrogant as the wider anthology of western sources try to 

portray them as. Instead, they behaved in a logical and judicious manner in regard to the event. 

As a result, the historiography surrounding this event and others needs to be examined from all 

perspectives alongside thorough reinspection of primary sources. This will aid in understanding 

the Chinese point of view and moving past the portrayal of an ignorant and dismissive attitude on 

the part of the Qianlong emperor. Even though the scholars, this paper discussed, looked at 

different aspects of the embassy, there are striking similarities they all had in their analytical 

approach. Hevia introduced the idea that both nations were world powers alongside analyzing 

Qing court culture in response to the embassy proposal. He also reexamines British academia 

showing how it was biased against the Chinese even before the embassy failure. This is 

compatible with Harrison's perspective who claims that the Chinese point of view was 

misunderstood due to lacking analysis of Chinese sources, spending large amounts of time 

refuting western sources. Similarly, Cohen’s work mimics the approaches of Hevia and Harrison 

by looking at both Chinese and Western documents to show how the Chinese were not ignorant 

as they were actually interested and knowledgeable about western innovations. Finally, Bose’s 

reexamination of a primary source communication, regarding the embassy, shows the Qianlong 

emperor learning of European turmoil, dissuading him from dealing with western powers. 

Ultimately, the origin of this myth arose from western academia. However, through a more 

holistic primary source analysis, combined with a reinspection of telling sources, we have a 

higher caliber of understanding regarding the event, as well as the greater Sino-Anglo 

relationship. 
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“No Fats, No Femmes, No Asians”: White Hegemony 

in the Gay Community 
Kayne Doughty 

This article examines and interrogates the ways in which white racial hegemony operates 

within the gay community in the United States. In the first section, context concerning the roots 

of racialization and colonialism is provided through the case study of American slave laws. The 

next section discusses the ways in which white hegemony manifests itself within the gay 

community despite it also being a marginalized community itself. Following this discussion, the 

next two sections consider how white hegemony operates in both the media and in gay dating to 

reinforce whiteness as the apex of desirability in dominant social discourse. The last few sections 

examine the impacts this social hierarchy has on gay men of color and talks about ways in which 

gay men of color have resisted such damaging tropes. Summarily, this article looks to challenge 

white supremacy within the gay community and highlight its modes of resistance against this 

hierarchy.  
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Introduction 

The human disposition instinctively seeks conformity, and it feels unnatural to find 

oneself outside the narrative that surrounds one from birth. At American public schools, students 

rise every morning to pledge allegiance to this country as “one nation under God” and, by 

extension, its concept of what it means to be “American.” Leadership positions, whether it be the 

school principal or the President of the United States, are overwhelmingly filled by straight white 

men, and the same can be seen in the media. These images establish “whiteness” and 

“straightness” as central to the American social paradigm. For those who do not fit this dominant 

image, being “American” seems out of reach, and they instead get assigned identities against 

their will. 

Those who identify as queer are automatically seen as “outside the narrative” of 

heteronormativity. Despite the queer community sharing a commonality of “otherness,” 

racism—as it is seen in broader society—is still present within it, particularly since whiteness is 

still seen as the apex of desirability. Since queer people of color experience a duality of 

“otherness” through race and sexuality, confronting this narrative can generate a feeling of 

hopelessness. Through media and dating, the dominant, white-centric racial hierarchy seen in 

broader American society is echoed within the LGBTQ+ community; however, queer people of 

color have been shifting this narrative by challenging racial preference in social discourse and 

through art and media. 

Functionality of Racialization and Colonialism 

Colonialism and racialization are central to this discussion. Colonialism is the 

subjugation of a minority group in relation to a dominant group through the latter’s narrative 

forced upon the former. Racialization is a key component of colonization and refers to the 
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process of ascribing racial identity—usually based on the narrative of the dominant group—on a 

relationship or group that does not identify with the dominant narrative. As we can see, 

racialization is inherently colonial in function because it is an imposition of an external narrative 

on the minority group.  

The racialization of society gives rise to a white-centric narrative and racial hierarchy. At 

the top of this hierarchy are those who fulfill the criteria enshrined in the concept of “whiteness,” 

with minority groups placed in lower positions on the hierarchy based on their relationship to 

this “whiteness.” This can be seen throughout United States history, with the institution of 

slavery establishing the social and legal framework of the white-centric racial hierarchy. 

Historically, racial subjugation has been codified into the American legal system, such as 

through the ⅗ Compromise and various fugitive slave laws.1 These laws commodified black 

people into property and thus established them as inferior to white people.2 Significantly, this 

showcases how race is a fundamental component of our legal structure and how it forms the 

basis for colonizing the bodies of minorities. The construction of legal codes around race in the 

United States reflects a concerted effort to maintain a specific racial hierarchy that reinforces 

perceptions of people of color as inferior to white people. 

The white-centric narrative is imposed on people of color through social discourse. 

Historically, the media has depicted people of color as subhuman.3 Examples include nineteenth-

century advertisements for vaudevillian minstrels that depict black people in an animal-like 

fashion, with exaggerated features such as a protruding jaw and ape-like limbs.4 Such media 

1 Brenda E. Stevenson, “Slavery and Anti-Slavery in Antebellum America.” In What is Slavery, 124-183. (Malden, 
MA: Polity Press, 2015). 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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representations disseminate colonialism in society. Repetition allows disparaging images of 

people of color to become part of the social vernacular and causes the dominant narrative to 

become internalized in society, thus permeating our social interactions, as well. Ultimately, 

social discourse and the dominant narrative, facilitated by the mainstream media, strengthen each 

other in a feedback loop.  

How White Centricity Manifests in the Gay Community 

Systems of racialization in broader American society percolate into narrower subsects of 

society, such as the gay community. The dominant view of masculinity within the gay 

community favors the “buff, macho white man” and imposes this paradigm on Asian men.5 The 

social discourse of the gay community frequently emasculates and fetishizes Asian men. They 

are often reduced to fodder for “rice queens” (non-Asian men who are attracted to Asian men 

solely for pleasure), with damaging stereotypes such as having a “small dick” or being 

structurally “feminine and hairless” equating Asian men to submissiveness and femininity.6 

These stereotypes are a symptom of colonialism because they represent the imposition of an 

external narrative on Asian men, subordinating these traits in relation to the “white macho man” 

and portraying them as undesirable. Through such stereotypes and misrepresentation, the white-

centric paradigm takes shape.    

Other racial minorities, not just Asian men, also lie outside the white-centric paradigm 

and thus are subjected to the same mechanisms of colonialism. For example, stereotypes of the 

“hung” or “well endowed” black man persist both in the gay community and in broader society. 

As Frantz Fanon puts it, “One is no longer aware of the Negro, but only of a penis; the Negro is 

5 C. Winter Han,“Sexy like a Girl and Horny Like a Boy: Contemporary Gay ‘Western’ Narratives about ‘Gay’ 
Asian Men,” In Geisha of a Different Kind: Race and Sexuality in Gaysian America, 57-92. (New York City, NY: 
NYU Press, 2015).  
6 Ibid. 

82



eclipsed. He is turned into a penis. He is a penis.”7 This observation bluntly consolidates the 

colonial narrative regarding the black male body, reducing and objectifying it within the white 

narrative. In this line of thinking, when the penis becomes the sole object of desire, the black 

man is desired only to the extent that he possesses this object of desire. When examining the 

racialization of gay Asian men, Fanon’s logic rings clear: as with the black male body, the Asian 

male body, through its subordination to the “macho white man,” is also colonized and reduced to 

an object of desire. Fanon’s observation ultimately highlights how marginalizing stereotypes 

function to dehumanize their targets.  

White Centricity in Media 

The stereotypes just discussed have a universal quality because their effects transcend 

sexuality and race and represent the broad subordination of people of color in relation to 

whiteness. High-profile examples include the movies Stonewall and Love, Simon, which were 

released in 2015 and 2017, respectively. George Johnson, an LGBTQ+ rights activist, discusses 

how Stonewall perpetuates a white-centric narrative by diminishing the roles of prominent black 

queer activists such as Marsha P. Johnson. For example, the film shows a white man throwing 

the first brick in the riots rather than Johnson.8 This is, in effect, a “whitewashing of Pride” 

because it discounts the role of people of color in the LGBTQ+ rights movement. Furthermore, it 

is representative of the “white savior complex,” which occurs when a white person acts to help a 

non-white person out of self-serving motives.   

Additionally, Stonewall is part of a larger “white savior industrial complex” as it is a 

product of Hollywood, a predominantly white institution. Teju Cole defines “white savior 

7 Quoted in Kobena Mercer, “Mortal Coil: Eros and Diaspora in the Photographs of Rotimi Fani-Kayode” In Travel 
& See:Black Diaspora Art Practices Since the 1980s, 97-128. (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016),121.  
8 Johnson, George M. “Opinion | White Gay Privilege Exists All Year, but It Hurts the Most during Pride.” NBC 
News.  
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industrial complex” as the “confluence of practices, processes, and institutions that reify 

historical inequities to ultimately validate white privilege.”9 Stonewall both exemplifies white 

superiority directly and is part of a broader consensus that collectively does the same. Queer 

people of color are subordinated in this narrative that displays them as being incompetent and 

requiring white assistance. By sidelining the contributions of queer people of color to LGBTQ+ 

rights, the dominant narrative affirms white superiority.     

The movie adaptation of Becky Albertalli’s book Simon vs. The Homo Sapiens Agenda 

into the movie Love, Simon also perpetuates a narrative of white centrism. Throughout the novel, 

Simon, the titular character, is attempting to uncover the physical identity of his secret lover, 

“Blue.” Towards the end of the story, “Blue” is revealed to be a young African American man 

named Bram Greenfeld. Despite Simon being physically and emotionally attracted to him 

throughout the story, he is shocked to discover Bram’s racial identity, expecting him to be white. 

Simon reflects on this when he ponders: “I guess I assumed that Blue would be white. Which 

kinda makes me want to smack myself. White shouldn’t be the default any more than straight 

should be...There shouldn’t even be a default.”10 Confronting and challenging the idea of the 

“white and straight male default” through the character of Simon is one of the key themes in 

Albertalli’s work. Albertalli visits this theme throughout the novel through Simon’s character 

growth and reflects upon the rigidity of racial and sexual constructs in the United States.   

The movie adaptation, Love, Simon, however, does not address the concept of a racial 

default. Though Bram Greenfeld (Blue) is portrayed by an African American actor, the entire 

9 Quoted in Brittany A Aronson, “The White Savior Industrial Complex: A Cultural Studies Analysis of a Teacher 
Educator, Savior Film, and Future Teachers,” Journal of Critical Thought and Praxis 6, no. 3 (2017): 36. 
https://doi.org/10.31274/jctp-180810-83. 
10 Becky Albertalli,  Simon vs the Homosapiens Agenda. (New York City, NY: HarperCollins Publishers, 2015), 
269. 
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theme of Simon confronting and challenging his internal racism is completely ignored. In this 

manner, the depth and strength of Albertalli’s narrative is significantly curtailed. Instead of 

confronting the uncomfortable theme of white supremacy, Love, Simon presents a simpler and 

more comfortable narrative that is consistent with Hollywood’s position as a white institution.  

Another issue with queer representation in film is that they are often portrayed in a 

derogatory and inaccurate manner. This is seen in Love, Simon through the character of Ethan 

(who is not present in the novel), a young, gay African American man who embodies dominant 

stereotypes affixed to gay men. Such stereotypes include being overly feminine and only being 

seen in the company of women. Ultimately, Ethan’s character represents Hollywood’s tendency 

to portray queer people of color as “abnormal.” Essayist and cultural commentator Michael 

Arceneaux makes this observation in his review of Love, Simon. He states that black queer men 

are “portrayed in terms of pathologies, rather than normalcies.”11 In essence, black queer people 

are portrayed as “others” rather than in terms of normality, which perpetuates their position 

outside the dominant paradigm. Moreover, it affixes a narrow definition of “gayness” on gay 

men. Being gay, in this context, only reflects the stereotypical, inaccurate image depicted within 

the dominant narrative, reflecting the colonization of the gay man. Finally, due to the broad 

scope of Hollywood, such a narrative has significant control over what consumers see and 

therefore think. As it directly relates to the movie, these narratives in Love, Simon reflect 

Hollywood’s hegemonic nature in how it perpetuates white- and straight-centric narratives.  

11 Michael Arceneaux, “There Is No Black ‘Love, Simon’ Because Gay Men of Color Are Portrayed as Our 
Pathologies,” accessed August 30, 2020, https://www.nbcnews.com/think/opinion/there-no-black-love-simon-
because-gay-men-color-are-ncna865731. 
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White Centricity in Gay Dating 

Within the gay dating scene, hegemonic forms of white supremacy still manifest. This is 

particularly acute within the concept of “sexual fields,” in which certain characteristics are seen 

as more desirable, thus favoring individuals that possess these traits. In particular, traits that are 

traditionally associated with “macho” white men are seen as more favorable.12 Such traits 

include musculature, body structure, and light eye and hair colors.13 Features that do not fit this 

paradigm are characterized as inferior through this relationship, which is an exercise of 

racialization. In this context, “whiteness” becomes the ultimate goal, both in being white and in 

getting a white partner. It also highlights how sexual fields feed off broader notions of “white” as 

the apex of the racial hierarchy, allowing it to dominate fields of desirability.  

The result is a social landscape in which white men dominate. In support of this concept, 

gay men of color often try to mimic the appeal of the dominant racial group by wearing certain 

clothing, body building, and engaging in other tactics to change their appearance in order to 

appear “more white.”14 Such examples include exercising out of vanity rather than for health, 

wearing tight clothing that highlights one’s figure, and trying to mimic white features through 

makeup or even more drastic measures, such as plastic surgery.15 This illustrates the power of 

white hegemony and the internalization of the white-centric narrative in gay men of color. 

Based on the metric of whiteness, men of color are set up in a position of perpetual 

subordination within the gay community. The white supremacist paradigm is also disseminated 

in dating applications, such as Grindr and Tinder. Overtly racially exclusionary practices 

favoring whiteness are common on these platforms. Grindr, in particular, allows one to display 

12 Chong-suk Han and Kyung-Hee Choi, “Very Few People Say ‘No Whites’: Gay Men of Color and the Racial 
Politics of Desire,” Sociological Spectrum 38, no. 3 (May 4, 2018): 145–61, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02732173.2018.1469444. 
13 Ibid, 147.  
14 Ibid, 148. 
15 Ibid. 
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race, body type, height, and weight in user profiles, placing focus on a person’s phenotypic 

qualities and encouraging racialization. Interactions on Grindr become fixated on the “statistics” 

displayed on user profiles and the images uploaded and shared by users. Comments along the 

lines of “what are you,” “nice stats,” and the infamous “no fats, femmes, or Asians” are 

commonplace. It becomes apparent that Grindr serves as an echo chamber for the hegemony of 

white centrism. Essentially, if “white” is the apex of desirability and people rate each other based 

purely on appearance, then whiteness and the features associated with it will inherently be 

favored.   

A series of interviews regarding racial preference among gay men of color underscore the 

notion of white favorability, with 97% of Asian men, 90% of Latino men, and 88% of Black men 

stating a preference for white men.16 This universality of white preference in the gay dating 

scene further highlights the power of white-centric dominant narrative and its internalization 

within men of color and in the broader United States.   

Negative Impacts of the White Narrative on Gay Men of Color 

With this dominant narrative of whiteness that pushes sexual racism and acts as an 

incessant reminder of their inferiority, one can imagine its impact on the mental health of people 

of color. In one of the aforementioned interviews, an Asian man remarked, “Frustrating, you 

know...I’m online and people...see that I’m Asian and they just bypass me...So I feel so 

marginalized… not wanted.”17 Furthermore, a Black man stated, “if you’re a black gay man and 

you’re out of the closet, you don’t feel accepted by the white gay community.”18 These passages 

underscore the toxicity of the white-centric narrative and its marginalization of gay men of color. 

16 Ibid, 150. 
17 Ibid, 155. 
18 Ibid, 155. 
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These instances of sexual racism also act as barriers preventing gay men of color from 

developing relationships because white supremacy dictates the terms of desirability.   

Resistance to the Hegemonic Narrative 

In the face of such white supremacist structures, there are numerous examples of 

resistance, including personal resistance, such as deleting dating apps like Grindr and thus 

refusing to partake in its toxicity, and coalitional resistance, such as forming communities that 

seek to resist white hegemony. However, there exist clear obstacles to such resistance: 

historically, white institutions are reluctant to yield power, and any appearance of power 

capitulation is usually in the name of the “white savior complex,” which ultimately further 

affirms the superiority of the dominant group. People of color themselves need to engage in 

critical discussions of the dominant narrative to effect true change. 

Firstly, the perception of a harmonious and inclusive gay community needs to be 

dispensed with in order to productively discuss the racial hierarchy within it. Attempting to 

portray a false sense of equality and unity stymies recognition of the persistence of racism in the 

community, so many forms of resistance have sparked discussion surrounding its 

intersectionality of race and class. Another example of resistance against the dominant narrative 

is a movement by gay men of color to detach themselves from the white-centric gay community, 

which is not necessarily welcoming to them.19 Gay men of color are attempting to build “gay 

aesthetics” based around their own authenticity rather than conformity to the white-centric 

paradigm. Examples of this resistance include wearing clothing that reflects personal taste rather 

than that of the white ideals of desirability, making an effort to date within one’s ethnic 

community, and detaching oneself from hookup culture’s toxic racism.20 Such a change would 

19 Ibid, 157. 
20 Ibid. 
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occur at a slow pace, especially as sexual preference is an issue of racial power, not personal 

preference.21 Since white supremacy disseminates throughout all aspects of society, personal 

preference becomes colonized by the construct of white superiority. Essentially, personal 

preference is subordinated in relation to white power to the extent that it becomes reflective of 

white supremacy. The challenge lies in recognizing this fact and reorienting oneself to confront 

the paradigm, rather than continue to submit to it. 

Conclusion  

Unfortunately, racial hierarchy favoring whiteness at the expense of people of color is 

seen within the gay community as in the wider society. A history of racialization, denigration 

through media, and legal and social discourses have created a dominant narrative steeped in 

white supremacy. The gay community, despite lying outside traditional notions of 

heteronormativity, is clearly not immune to such discourse. Race undergirds notions of 

desirability within the gay community, and in a white-centric narrative, this disparages gay men 

of color and colonizes and reduces their bodies into mere objects of desire. Such discourse has 

tangibly harmful effects on the mental health of gay men of color, who are constantly reminded 

of their exclusion from both the dominant paradigms of whiteness and of heteronormativity. 

Resistance has mostly taken the form of discussion that recognizes the presence of white 

centrism within the gay community and that seeks to challenge it by creating a new narrative 

based on personal authenticity rather than conformity to notions of white desirability. Ultimately, 

in order for the gay community and the broader LGBTQ+ community to assume the mantle of 

acceptance and inclusivity, recognition and discussion regarding racial hierarchy must occur, and 

authentic narratives of people of color must be realized.  

21 Ibid. 
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Orphanages and State Control: Manzanar’s 

Children’s Village 
Steven-Clyde R. Bech 

President Roosevelt’s signing of Executive Order 9066 in 1942—which led to the 

internment of 120,000 Japanese Americans into a nationwide concentration camp system in the 

U.S.—became one of the most painful memories for many members of the Japanese American

communities. From the construction of the first orphanage on American soil in 1729 to the outset

of the second World War, orphanages earned a sinister reputation throughout the West as it was

widely believed that the institutionalized children of all ages would experience severe mental

maldevelopment due to the horrific conditions of these facilities, as many orphanages previously

served as temporary housing facilities rather than childcare service providers. However, this case

study of the experiences of the orphans of the Children’s Village in Manzanar suggests that these

widely held assumptions that orphanages were harmful facilities did not apply here. While some

of these young victims perceived themselves as captives, many kept fond memories of their days

in the camp. As the former internees recalled feeling safe from anti-Asian attacks, being

introduced to a daily routine, and also having plenty of hours of playtime, rather than being a

disruptive institution, the Children’s Village became a safe haven for the orphans.

Steven-Clyde Robert Bech is an international transfer student from Germany and fourth-
year undergraduate history major (with a specialization in military history), minoring in film, 
television and digital media and anthropology at UCLA. By combining his interests of history 
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playing the guitar and piano, as well as video games. 
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The Origins and Purposes of Orphanages in the United States 

Orphanages have a long and complex origin story in the United States of America. The first 

orphanage on U.S. soil was constructed in 1729 in Natchez, Mississippi as a result of the 

hostilities between the White settlers and local Indians, specifically for the White children who 

either lost their parents or could not be cared for.1 More than a century later, by 1850, numerous 

generous private groups established 56 institutions for children across the country.2 It is not 

entirely clear why these orphanages were built, however, historians had a number of theories that 

could potentially explain the sudden nationwide interest in the construction of these facilities and 

the reasons for the large-scale institutionalization of children at that time. While some suspect 

that the goodwill of the wealthy population as a response to sociopolitical reasons (wars, 

immigrant influx, urbanization, and so forth) were among the core explanations for the rising 

numbers of orphanages, others assumed that the financial hardships following the Great 

Depression forced many families to give up their children and subsequently required more 

housing facilities.3 With more and more machinery set up in the factories due to the rapid 

industrial shift, the demand for child laborers also plummeted since they were gradually being 

replaced by machines, which made it more difficult for families to financially stay afloat during 

these difficult economic times, leading to the institutionalization of these children.4 One theory 

even suggests that orphanages had deliberately been established by the rich to discipline the 

young and “exercise control over the poor,” hoping that the seclusion of orphans from society 

would make them more subservient laborers in the future.5 Nonetheless, it is hardly arguable that 

1 “Orphanages: An Historical Overview. A Discussion of the Role of Orphanages in Child Welfare Policy.” Family 
and Children’s Service Division Minnesota Department of Human Services, (1995): 2. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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familial and personal dilemmas such as unexpected pregnancy, sudden unemployment, low 

wages, ill health, and death were major contributors to the rapidly growing numbers of orphans 

that demanded a nationwide response.6 

In the mid-twentieth century, only a fraction of the children in orphanages were “full 

orphans” who grew up entirely parentless.7 For instance, approximately 73 percent of the 

orphans in the Protestant Orphan Asylum in St. Louis, Missouri who were institutionalized grew 

up either with only one parent —the other half being deceased or vanished—or both parents, 

who utilized the services of the orphanages as short-term care facilities for their children while 

they were away putting food on the table.8 In fact, the majority of orphans remained in these 

facilities for less than a year, suggesting that they were primarily used as a “temporary place of 

relief for the family.”9 With child labor as a norm at this time, however, many youngsters never 

saw their homes again and were involuntarily sent far away on trains to rural, desolate areas to 

serve as indentured servants to perform manual labor tasks.10 Interestingly, the number of non-

White children was significantly higher than those of White children in these institutions by the 

1940’s and 50’s.11 It seems that the institutionalization of minority children happened primarily 

due to the lack of financial resources in their families and their respective histories. For instance, 

Native Americans were among the most dominant groups who received childcare due to the 

violent history in the late nineteenth-century that resulted in their large-scale Westernization and 

6 Catherine Reef, Alone in the World: Orphans and Orphanages in America (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 
2005), 5. 
7 “Orphanages: An Historical Overview,” 3. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Reef, Alone in the World, 4. 
11 “Orphanages: An Historical Overview,” 5. 
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assimilation into White society in these institutions after the forceful removal from their families 

and eradication of their respective cultures.12 

In the early years, it seems that orphanages mainly served as temporary housing facilities 

rather than childcare service providers. Additionally, the British psychologist John Bowlby also 

remarks that the poor conditions of these childcare facilities in Europe and the U.S. could not 

possibly meet the needs of these young children, possibly due to the lack of funds.13 While 

accommodating the necessary physiological needs, these establishments did not meet the basic 

cognitive and physical needs of those growing up, potentially resulting in human 

maldevelopment—socially and psychologically.14 It was widely suspected that 

institutionalization would automatically lead to permanent mental illnesses, and social and 

intellectual deficits, such as the incapability to form and maintain relationships or solve problems 

on their own, with these effects especially being prominent in young long-term orphans.15 

Psychoanalyst Anna Freud even suggested that children who were growing up parentless were 

“doomed to fail psychologically because of maternal deprivation,” suggesting that the mother 

figure is vital to the upbringing of every child.16 While one study concluded that babies who 

were detached from their mothers for six weeks developed serious mental health issues, with 

thirty percent of the subjects passing away within one year, another suggested that it is the lack 

of social interactions rather than motherhood that cause such detrimental side effects.17 Research 

results propose that especially orphans are prone to suffer from these maldevelopments and 

12 Ibid., 3. 
13 John N. McCall. “Research on the Psychological Effects of Orphanage Care: A Critical Review,” in Rethinking 
Orphanages for the 21st Century (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, Inc., 1999), 129. 
14 “Orphanages: An Historical Overview,” 6. 
15 Ibid., 6, 12. 
16 McCall, “Research on the Psychological Effects,” 129. 
17 Ibid., 132. 
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become “problem children.”18 Ultimately, observations like these convinced the broader public 

that “the worst mother is better than the best institution,” since “any amount of orphanage 

experience is harmful.”19 This sentiment became especially dominant in the Western hemisphere 

throughout the twentieth century.20 

Throughout the nineteenth century, it remained the responsibility of the local governments, 

religious communities, and donors to care for the poverty-stricken people, which—over a long 

period of time—proved to be too much of a financial burden.21 It was not until 1909 that 

President Theodore Roosevelt and the federal government addressed the issue of childcare with 

professionals at a conference in the White House and recognized that they needed to step in.22 

Following this conference, the government made it its objective to keep children in their family’s 

homes by providing financial aid to penniless mothers. Although some parents were 

subsequently able to care for their children, “immoral” or mothers with “bad characters” were 

ineligible for these pensions in order to keep children out of abusive or neglecting households.23 

Despite these federal efforts, the number of institutionalized children kept rising on a nationwide 

level due to the Great Depression and first World War.24 With the introduction of President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 1933 New Deal—a program created to revive the American economy—

the federal government partially intended to confront the growing need for orphanages, hoping 

that more families would be able to provide for their children.25 In 1935, shortly before the 

outbreak of the second World War, the government introduced another initiative to counterattack 

18 Ibid., 135. 
19 Ibid., 129-130. 
20 Ibid., 128. 
21 Reef, Alone in the World, 7. 
22 “Orphanages: An Historical Overview,” 4. 
23 Ibid., 4. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Reef, Alone in the World, 110. 
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these issues—the Aid to Families with Dependent Children program of the Social Security Act.26 

Similar to pensions, this program offered funds to underprivileged mothers with the hopes that 

they would be able to keep their children in the family.27 

To no surprise, these aid programs created more issues for existing institutions that were still 

home to countless orphans. The poor economic situation of the country already gave donors—

their main source of funding—reason to reduce or discontinue their financing efforts to these 

facilities to cover the high construction and maintenance costs.28 As author Catherine Reef 

explains, “Many institutions never recovered,” since the government’s intention to keep children 

out of orphanages only harmed the financial well-being of these facilities.29 This development 

likely affected the living conditions of the children residing in these institutions as well. While 

these government initiatives were not a solution for the rising numbers of orphans, the need for 

orphanages generally declined—although not for long with the deadliest war in human history 

lingering around the corner.30 

Orphanages and State Control during Wartime 

The anti-Japanese sentiment was firmly engrained in the minds of U.S. decisionmakers years 

before the actual internment in 1942. Over the years, orphanages slowly evolved from being 

childcare centers to facilities that served the purpose of isolating the subjects and practicing state 

control. U.S. officials long anticipated a war with Japan—which resulted in the careful creation 

of a removal plan of Japanese people on American soil in case of such an event decades before 

the war.31 The political elite was convinced that the Japanese population in the U.S. would show 

26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., 111. 
29 Ibid. 
30 “Orphanages: An Historical Overview,” 4-5. 
31 Tetsuden Kashima, Judgment Without Trial: Japanese American Imprisonment During World War II (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2011), 14. 
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unconditional support for Japan rather than the land of opportunity.32 Prior to the war in 1934, a 

State Department official remarked, “When war breaks out, the entire Japanese population on the 

west coast will rise and commit sabotage. They will endeavor by every means to neutralize the 

West Coast and render it defenseless.”33 

Anti-Asian sentiment in the States (still present today) originated from the late nineteenth 

century. The mass immigration from the far East, followed by their successful large-scale 

occupation of jobs on the west coast—including difficult mining and railroad work—resulted in 

the Anglo community’s growing concerns for the job security and financial well-being of White 

people. This attitude toward Japanese people was only strengthened during World War I when 

America’s internal security was threatened and jeopardized by German spies.34 This fear 

naturally carried over to the already segregated and discriminated Japanese population after their 

mass immigration to the U.S.35 The German spy missions continued well into the 1930’s and 

40’s, which made state officials increasingly paranoid about foreign immigrants, including 

people of Japanese ethnicity.36 This fear was somewhat justified since the Nazi regime 

collaborated with Japan—who had numerous undercover agents on U.S. soil—to spy on 

America.37 During the war years, the federal government “convicted some ninety-one people for 

espionage: ‘Sixty-four of them were American citizens betraying their own country. The greater 

number worked for the Hitler government because of loyalty to Germany.’”38 To respond to 

32 Ibid., 16. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid., 17. 
35 Ibid., 15. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., 20. 
38 Ibid. 
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these operations, the U.S. government sent loyal spies to Japan as well, which only strengthened 

the already existing tensions between the two nations.39 

Instinctively, the American government started to turn their attention toward their civilian 

population—especially recent immigrants. By collecting intel and covertly surveilling their 

citizens, officials—especially the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)—were hoping to catch 

those “who may become potential enemies to our internal security” and contain the idealistic 

threats of Fascism and Communism domestically.40 Among the FBI’s targets were the Issei 

(Japanese people who immigrated to the U.S.) and Nisei (people of Japanese descent born in the 

U.S.), which also included young children. In the months prior to the attack on Pearl Harbor, FBI

agents invaded the private spheres of these people by entering their homes uninvited and 

conducted searches to convict them of espionage or sabotage.41 Despite their efforts, no evidence 

was found in their homes, as the Central Japanese Association’s President Gongoro Nakamura 

claims: “Our people are 100 percent loyal to America.”42 However, the FBI’s efforts did not stop 

there. After creating a “classification system” that categorized Japanese organizations throughout 

the country based on their threat-level to national security, they continued their investigations of 

the Japanese American population by collecting weak and faulty evidence.43 Due to the past 

undercover operations by the Germans, officials feared that Japan might try to convince people 

with Japanese roots in the U.S. to spy for them.44 Surprisingly, the federal government mostly 

feared the Nisei—the majority of the Japanese American population—who rarely had any ties to 

Japan and had been largely Americanized.45 Ironically, even Japan distrusted the Japanese 

39 Ibid., 22. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid., 23. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 33. 
44 Ibid., 37. 
45 Ibid., 41. 
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American population and had no intention to involve them in their war efforts.46 As one might 

expect, while the U.S. made nineteen espionage arrests during the wartime years, none of them 

were of Japanese ethnicity.47 Nonetheless, President Roosevelt kept pushing on targeting these 

people who he considered to be “dangerous.”48 Once the U.S. found an entry into this inevitable 

war—because they already had made internment plans—the federal government only needed to 

carry them out.49 The government initially planned for the removal of approximately 15,000 

Japanese people on American soil—one of the greatest misjudgments in U.S. history.50 

Considering that these numbers were much lower than reality showed, this miscalculation 

suggests that the Roosevelt administration’s plans were not as well-formulated after all. 

With the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7th, 1941, the already growing anti-Japanese 

sentiment rapidly swept the nation. The federal government made no effort to distinguish 

between the Nisei and Issei when President Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066 on February 

19, 1942—they were mistreated the same.51 Almost all people with Japanese ancestry in the 

U.S., especially those located on the West Coast (due to their proximity to Japan), were

dramatically affected by the aerial attack of the Empire of Japan and subsequently labeled as 

threats to national security—despite the lack of evidence for such accusations. Claiming that this 

order was passed out of “military necessity” to protect America from spy and bomb threats, close 

to 120,000 people (including children) with Japanese roots—many of whom were U.S. citizens, 

have never been to Japan, nor had a crime record—were forcefully removed from their homes to 

so called “war relocation centers” in ten distinct remote camps throughout the country far away 

46 Ibid., 37. 
47 Ibid., 39. 
48 Ibid., 42. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid., 35. 
51 Ibid., 41. 
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from civilization.52 Without any solid proof, warrants, or justification, state officials showed up 

at the front doors of these Japanese American families and arrested those who were considered 

actual or potential threats—often detaining family members for years and keeping them from 

their kin.53 As one of the interned orphans in Manzanar later recalls, “If you had a drop of blood, 

you got interned.”54 

The Japanese American community was well aware of the possible consequences of Japan’s 

attack on Hawaii and immediately took safety measures to avoid any convictions. “That night 

Papa burned the flag he had brought with him from Hiroshima thirty-five years earlier,” author 

Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston explains, “He burned a lot of papers too, documents, anything that 

might suggest he still had some connection with Japan.”55 Only two weeks after this incident, the 

farmer and fisher was forcefully removed to be interrogated, wrongfully framed for delivering 

valuable resources to Japanese submarines, and kept from his family without trial for one year as 

Houston states, “He had become a man without a country.”56 Out of fear, parents kept their 

children from attending school to prevent them from falling victim to verbal and physical anti-

Asian attacks.57 Only a few weeks later, the other family members were involuntarily transported 

to these concentration camps. Due to the short notice of a few days, the lives of the Japanese 

American community—unlike those of German or Italian descent—was rapidly turned upside 

down as they had to leave behind the majority of their belongings and subsequently lost their 

52 Ibid., 4. 
53 Ibid., 56. 
54 Dennis Bambauer, “Dennis Bambauer Interview Segment I.” Densho Digital Repository, Densho, November 6, 
2002, video, 1:42, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-1-1/. 
55 Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston and James D. Houston, Farewell to Manzanar: A True Story of Japanese American 
Experience During and After the World War II Internment (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2002), 6. 
56 Ibid., 7-8. 
57 Michael L Cooper, Remembering Manzanar: Life in a Japanese Relocation Camp. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt, 2002), 7. 
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homes and jobs.58 It was not until 1945 that the concentration camps were closed, and the 

Japanese community entered a new difficult period of readjustment.59 

The Forceful Departure: From the Orphanage to Manzanar’s Children’s Village 

Among the youngest and often forgotten victims of this involuntary relocation process were 

orphans. Manzanar was home to the only orphanage in the World War II Japanese American 

incarceration camp system—the Children’s Village. The orphans of this institution were 

primarily brought in from three orphanages within California—the Shonien, the Maryknoll 

Catholic Home (both in Los Angeles), and the Salvation Army Children’s Home in San 

Francisco.60 All these institutions were constructed by Issei—mostly through donations—to 

improve the living situations of children and meet the needs of the growing Japanese American 

community.61 The reasons for the—sometimes temporary—institutionalization of these children 

were similar to those of the previous decades, such as financial hardships, parental health issues, 

deaths, as well as caretaking for children whose parents were locked in Japan and unable to 

return to the U.S. until after the war.62 While some children were taken care of by their extended 

families, not every family enjoyed this privilege and often had no other choice but to give up 

their children.63 

Constructed in 1914 with the help of the Japanese American community, the Shonien became 

the most prominent and respectable Japanese childcare center throughout the 1930’s and into the 

58 Erica Harth, “Children of Manzanar,” The Massachusetts Review 34.3 (1993): 371. 
59 “Displaced within Their Country: Japanese Relocation Mission Work,” The Journal of  Presbyterian History 
(1997-) 87, no. 1 (2009): 35. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23338057. 
60 Jonathan H.X. Lee, Japanese Americans: The History and Culture of a People. (Santa Barbara:  ABC-CLIO, 
2017), 81. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid., 82. 
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early 1940’s.64 With thousands of children being institutionalized throughout the decades, this 

facility relied primarily on the generous donations of the Japanese people.65 With success, the 

Shonien dramatically increased in numbers and even had to expand.66 Mits Yamasaki became 

one of the orphans at Shonien after the unexpected passing of his mother and abandonment from 

his father when he was younger.67 “I cannot imagine where I would have been or what I would 

have been doing if there had not been Shonien,” he explained.68 He remained institutionalized for 

one decade, which was rather uncommon since most children were only temporary residents at 

Shonien.69 The daily routines, abundance of food, and playtimes gave his life structure, comfort, 

and positive childhood memories as he explains, “The life of Shonien was not so bad.”70 After 

President Roosevelt announced the entry into the war against the Axis powers, it became U.S. 

Army Colonel Karl Bendetsen’s responsibility to separate the children of Japanese ancestry from 

their temporary caretakers or orphanages and have them transferred to Manzanar.71 In some 

cases, parents were able to pick up their children and relocate to the incarceration camp as a 

family.72 To no surprise, the nationwide incarceration led to the inevitable closure of the 

Shonien. Nonetheless, most staff members, including Lillian and Harry Matsumoto, were 

commissioned to run the orphanage in the Owens Valley and convinced the decisionmakers to 

64 Yukikazu Nagashima, “The Message of Shonien: Mits Yamasaki,” Japanese American National Museum, May 
27, 2010, http://www.discovernikkei.org/en/journal/2010/5/27/shonien/. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Greg Robinson, “Wartime Confinement and Japanese Americans: NIKKEI STORIES,” The Unsung Great: Stories of 
Extraordinary Japanese Americans (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2020), 116. JSTOR, 
www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv1b3qqs2.6. Accessed 28 Feb. 2021. 
72 Nagashima, “The Message.” 
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keep them and the orphans together for an uncomplicated and smooth transition.73 On June 23, 

1942, the resettlement for these young internees began.74 

Originally called the “Owens Valley Reception Center,” the Manzanar internment camp was 

the fifth largest of the ten prison camps in terms of population with approximately ten thousand 

residents.75 Surrounded by barbed wire fences, armed soldiers, and manned guard towers in the 

middle of this lonesome desert, any escape plans were unrealizable. Surprisingly, however, not a 

single breakout was attempted during the four years of Manzanar’s existence.76 “The camps 

represented a prison: no freedom, no privacy, no America,” female artist Mine Okubo explains.77 

Similar to other camps within the incarceration system, Manzanar gradually evolved into a 

“small town” with a hospital, education facilities (including graduation ceremonies), sporting 

activities, and churches.78 Despite having lost their urban homes, the inmates steadily beautified 

and developed their new neighborhood to maintain a sense of normality and pass time by 

growing gardens, establishing community parks, and crafting art.79 

Considered a “camp inside the camp,” the Children’s Village orphanage—located miles 

away from the main camp—originally housed 61 children starting in June 1942, but eventually 

sheltered 101 children—not all of which were orphans.80 The experienced childcare workers 

from the Shonien and Salvation Army Home lived with the orphans and took care of them, with 

Lillian and Henry Matsumoto being in charge until the Children Village’s closure in September 

73 Robinson, “Wartime Confinement,” 116. 
74 Harlan D. Unrau, Manzanar National Historic Site, California: The Evacuation and Relocation  of Persons of 
Japanese Ancestry During World War II: a Historical Study of the Manzanar War Relocation Center. Vol. 1. US 
Department of the Interior, National Park Service, (1996): 418. 
75 Robert Flynn Johnson, “Manzanar: The Wartime Photographs of Ansel Adams.” Photographic  Traveling 
Exhibitions, 4. 
76 Harth, “Children of Manzanar,” 370. 
77 Johnson, “Manzanar,” 4. 
78 “Displaced within Their Country,” 28. 
79 Ibid., 31. 
80 Unrau, Manzanar National Historic Site, 418. 
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1945.81 Because the superintendents were well aware of the relocation process, they were able to 

pay Manzanar a visit beforehand and provide suggestions for the construction of this section of 

the internment camp, such as the erection of a gazebo, grassy lawns, and indoor restrooms, to 

ensure a smooth transition and comfortable stay.82 With a total of three one-story buildings that 

included two separate sleeping quarters for boys and girls and a separate building for the 

employees and the mess hall, as well as a heater room, the orphanage was “larger than the 

standard barracks” and “superior in construction.”83 

The Experiences in Manzanar’s Children’s Village 

On June 23, 1942, the first orphans (permanent and temporary) transferred to the Manzanar 

orphanage by train or bus from California or neighboring states including Oregon and 

Washington.84 Upon admission, approximately half of the interned children at the village were 

under seven years of age, with 29 percent of them being under the age of four.85 Equipped with 

cribs, the caretakers raised infants in Manzanar as well. Among them was Annie Kaoru Shiraishi 

Sakamoto, a Nisei orphan who was surrendered by her parents immediately after her birth, who 

was three years old when she was transferred from Shonien to Manzanar. Although her 

memories of her time in the Owens Valley are blurry and almost nonexistent, as a first grader 

Sakamoto recalls that she primarily remained in the Children’s Village, separated from the rest 

of the camp.86 Despite this isolation, the friendly relations with the caretakers and newly found 

friends at the village created a family-like climate in the orphanage, so much so that some 

81 Catherine Irwin. "Manzanar Children's Village," Densho Encyclopedia, July 14, 
2020, https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Manzanar%20Children's%20Village (accessed Feb. 27, 2021). 
82 Ibid. 
83 Unrau, Manzanar National Historic Site, 233. 
84 Irwin, “Manzanar Children’s Village.” 
85 Ibid. 
86 Annie Sakamoto, “Annie Sakamoto Interview Segment 3,” Densho Digital Repository, Densho, August 12, 2009, 
video, 4:14, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-77-3/?tableft=segments. 

104



children claimed that these people were “the only family they knew or the first family they 

knew.”87 While she was never insulted and always felt accepted throughout her time in 

Manzanar, a few orphans experienced cruelties among the Japanese community and were labeled 

as “bastards” by some families who kept their children from mingling with them due to their 

unknown background out of fear that they might catch an illness.88 

Dennis Bambauer, a biracial orphan at Manzanr, was eight years old when he relocated. 

Upon his arrival, the construction was already completed and the sleeping quarters ready to be 

settled in.89 Within the dormitory of the boys, the children—ranging from preschoolers to high 

schoolers—were divided in age groups as the younger children would sleep on the opposite side 

of the room to the older orphans.90 Similar to the Shonien orphanage, Bambauer recalls that they 

had a daily routine that they kept up for these four years in isolation. After waking up, the 

children would get ready for school after which they would “return to just be kids.”91 During 

Christmas time—when the counselors provided sushi rolls and other rare foods, the kids would 

use them as “missiles,” throwing them at each other.92 The younger one also apparently had 

more free time than the older kids, because they were not required to complete as many chores.93 

Nonetheless, Bambauer also faced traumatic experiences at Manzanar. Despite being an 

innocent child who most likely did not know much about the political circumstances at the time, 

87 Sakamoto, “Annie Sakamoto Interview Segment 4,” 1:58, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-77-
4/?tableft=segments. 
88 Sakamoto, “Annie Sakamoto Interview Segment 18,” 3:13, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-77-
18/?tableft=segments. 
89 Bambauer, “Dennis Bambauer Interview Segment 2,” 5:09, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-1-
2/?tableft=segments. 
90 Ibid. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Bambauer, “Dennis Bambauer Interview Segment 3,” 3:28, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-1-
3/?tableft=segments. 
93 Bambauer, “Dennis Bambauer Interview Segment 2,” 5:09, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-1-
2/?tableft=segments. 
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he understood that he was an inmate. Encircled by armed guards, searchlights, and other 

controlling measures in this roofless prison, he was consistently reminded that he was an outcast 

because of his race.94 While the soldiers treated the children more leniently, the 1942 riot in the 

camp that resulted in eleven casualties, once again reminded him of his imprisonment.95 The 

weather and environmental conditions made things worse. While the scorching sun in the 

summer and freezing temperatures in the winter made many internees feel uncomfortable, 

everyone remembered the dust winds.96 The dust particles and sand, as they were constantly 

blowing into the barracks and people’s eyes, created one the most dreadful memories of the 

camp life.97 “Yes, the wind always blew. There was no getting away from it” Bambauer 

explains.98 However, Bambauer’s most disturbing memory was created on the day he left the 

orphanage upon his adoption. Shortly before his departure, he was required to stop at the military 

compound to have his fingerprints taken and pick up a green card he was required to wear at all 

times.99 “This is in case you do anything bad; we’ll be able to catch you,” one of the officers told 

him, filling him with anxiety.100 On top of being unaware of where he was going and with whom 

he would stay, Bambauer was also forced to leave his friends behind, which made leaving the 

camp—rather than his sojourn—the most difficult ordeal.101 

Kenji Suematsu became an orphan shortly after the events at Pearl Harbor. When his father 

mysteriously disappeared, his mother, out of panic, admitted him to the Shonien and was 

94 Bambauer, “Dennis Bambauer Interview Segment 4,” 6:15, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-1-
4/?tableft=segments. 
95 Ibid. 
96 Bambauer, “Dennis Bambauer Interview Segment 5,” 1:53, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-1-
5/?tableft=segments. 
97 Ibid. 
98 Ibid. 
99 Bambauer, “Dennis Bambauer Interview Segment 4,” 6:15, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-1-
4/?tableft=segments. 
100 Ibid. 
101 Ibid. 
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eventually transferred to Manzanar’s village.102 Compared to his homelife that lacked 

supervision from his working parents, the orphanage was much more controlling and 

structured.103 Having to follow a fixed schedule, Suematsu and the other children were required 

to wear the clothes provided and adhere to table manners and dining rules, such as finishing their 

food and sitting up straight.104 Despite these strict rules and the structured environment, his daily 

life did not differ dramatically from the childhood memories of non-interned children. He pulled 

pranks, was occasionally bullied, and did things he was not allowed to do such as picking fruit 

from the orchards.105 In their free time, the orphans would play with one another no matter their 

age.106 Playing basketball in the summer and having snowball fights in the winter were only a 

few activities they engaged in.107 Eventually, some of the regulations of the camp were lifted and 

the children were permitted to wander a few miles outside the camp to visit the nearby brook, 

suggesting that they were not as strictly contained as commonly assumed.108 

Although his memories of the orphanage were mostly fond, he also voiced his negative 

memories. Similar to Bumbauer, Suematsu was well aware of the isolation of the orphanage, as 

the orphans were not permitted to leave the village—with the exception of going to school.109 

While they were being told, “Don’t go near the fence or they’ll shoot you there,” the children 

occasionally snuck out of the separated village area.110 One of his most vivid memories, 

102 Kenji Suematsu, “Kenji Suematsu Interview Segment 3,” Densho Digital Repository, Densho, August 12, 2009, 
video, 3:07, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-densho-1003-11-3/?tableft=segments. 
103 Suematsu, “Kenji Suematsu Interview Segment 4,” 12:25, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-densho-1003-11-
4/?tableft=segments. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Suematsu, “Kenji Suematsu Interview Segment 7,” 5:39, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-densho-1003-11-
7/?tableft=segments. 
107 Ibid. 
108 Suematsu, “Kenji Suematsu Interview Segment 11,” 6:52, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-densho-1003-11-
11/?tableft=segments. 
109 Suematsu, “Kenji Suematsu Interview Segment 5,”4:52, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-densho-1003-11-
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however, was his reunion with his family inside the camp. After months in the village, Suematsu 

transferred from the orphanage to the barracks of his family.111 It is to no surprise that due to the 

American education he received and the lack of exposure to the Japanese language, Suematsu’s 

ability to communicate with his Issei parents slowly vanished.112 In this case, it seems that the 

orphanage life—where he could build relationships and partake in community events—was 

much more beneficial than homelife where he was increasingly restricted.113 The barracks were 

also much more confined compared to the orphanage, as his family of five lived together in a 

single room for months.114 Ultimately, the internment and consequential separation from his 

parents resulted in the gradual decline and eventual loss of his family bonds despite their 

physical reunion. 

Lastly, Celeste Teodor, a six-year-old orphan in 1942, almost exclusively remembers her 

time in the village positively. Unlike Bambauer and Suematsu, she did not feel isolated nor felt 

like a prisoner. With barely any responsibilities and happy with the clothes the village provided, 

Teodor spent most of her time playing with her friends outdoors.115 She admits that—while 

restrictions existed—she did not know about them.116 Beyond attending school and visiting the 

church regularly, she often left the village and even approached the armed guards near the exits. 

While most people were told to stay away from the fences and rarely interacted with the soldiers, 

111 Suematsu, “Kenji Suematsu Interview Segment 8,”8:52, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-densho-1003-11-
8/?tableft=segments. 
112 Suematsu, “Kenji Suematsu Interview Segment 9,”5:24, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-densho-1003-11-
9/?tableft=segments. 
113 Ibid. 
114 Ibid. 
115 Celeste Teodor, “Celeste Teodor Interview Segment 19,” Densho Digital Repository, Densho, August 12, 2009, 
video, 10:03, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-78-19/?tableft=segments. 
116 Teodor, “Celeste Teodor Interview Segment 4,”5:04, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-78-
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Teodor played catch with them by running out of the perimeter without permission.117 “I didn’t 

find them threatening at all, so, but we used to have fun with ‘em,” she claims.118 She even 

explains that they allowed the children to ride on their horses with them and also went on 

occasional excursions to the nearby creek.119 In addition to her spare time activities, Teodor also 

has fond memories of the celebratory days—most notably birthdays and Christmas. These two 

days of the year were very special to her because they were among the only times the children 

had access to sweets.120 And while the absence of presents did not bother her, the portrayal of 

Santa by a woman led her to stop believing in him.121 

Although her experience was largely positive, she also gathered a few negative experiences 

due to her status as an orphan. Teodor recalls that orphans within Manzanar were often 

overlooked and forgotten. The negative reputation of orphans and the stigma surrounding them 

led many parents to say, “No, you can’t play with them because they’re an orphan.”122 Even in 

school—which combined the orphan and non-orphan student body—Teodor felt that the children 

from the village were more rarely picked by their teachers.123 With the classroom divided into 

three sections (dumb, average, and bright), students who showed potential and did well were able 

to move up to the “intelligent” sections; however, because the orphans were seemingly picked 

less often, it was more difficult to earn their spot in the “bright” section.124 

117 Teodor, “Celeste Teodor Interview Segment 6,”6:07, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-78-
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Conclusion 

Despite being labeled as “enemies of the state” and evacuated to desolate areas, it seems that 

the orphans in Manzanar took with them mostly fond memories. As opposed to the history of 

orphanages in the U.S., the Children’s Village was far from a rundown facility that doomed the 

development of these children. In this wartime scenario, the village was even much better 

equipped than the ordinary housing units of the families. Regarding the services, it seems that the 

existing family-like structure heavily fostered positive reinforcement and development rather 

than neglecting the children. A study conducted in the 1970’s asked institutionalized orphans 

how they perceived and felt about their upbringing in their orphanages. Interestingly most of 

them did not feel supported nor loved, which would confirm the previous assumption about these 

establishments.125 However, Teodor even preferred her orphan upbringing during the wartime as 

opposed to living with a nuclear family due to the lack of concerns for family members and lack 

of exposure to racial violence.126 Especially the goodwill efforts of the caretakers in Manzanar, 

including the planned Christmas events and their attempts to teach table manners, suggest that 

they truly cared for these orphans. Teodor herself stated that her time in Manzanar was the best 

time of her childhood.127 

Another argument can also be made that the heavy restrictions of the Children’s Village were 

implemented to keep them safe from the guards—thus resembling parental care. In a sense, the 

orphanage even remained a safe haven for the orphans. They fell victim to insults from regular 

families within the borderlines of the camp as well as from the White population outside the 

gates. For instance, Bambauer—once he attended school outside the incarceration camp 

125 “Orphanages: An Historical Overview,” 6. 
126 Teodor, “Celeste Teodor Interview Segment 6,”6:07, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-78-
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system—was repeatedly humiliated by his White classmates and referred to as “yellow Jap.”128  

In the village, they did not have to worry about this harsh reality and were mostly exposed to the 

caring personnel and their friends. “Very few of ‘em have real bitter memories as far as we 

know,” Sakamoto claims.129 The friendships they formed and their growing appreciation for their 

culture and upbringing also refute the claims that orphans are inevitably doomed to develop 

social deficits. As a matter of fact, it becomes self-evident that socialization was among the core 

concepts the counselors fostered and taught. Surprisingly, based on the evidence provided, it 

seems that the orphan life was much more favorable than that of the non-orphans for the 

Japanese American community during the second World War. 

128 Bambauer, “Dennis Bambauer Interview Segment 4,” 6:15, https://ddr.densho.org/interviews/ddr-manz-1-1-
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Publisher’s Note 
The Phi Alpha Theta Executive Board

Since its founding in 1921, Phi Alpha Theta History Honor Society has 
always strived to find passionate historians driven to expand their 
knowledge in a diverse community of scholars. At UCLA, Phi Alpha 
Theta is working tirelessly to build a vast network of motivated students 
and faculty with our quarterly events and activities meant to further 
engagement with academic and professional pursuits. 

We are therefore deeply proud to publish Quaestio, the premier 
historical journal at UCLA. Thanks to the dedication and passion of our 
editing team, a remarkable assortment of undergraduate research within 
our field has been made available to the wide audience it deserves. 
Needless to say, we have all been excited to share it with you. 

We hope you enjoyed the 2021-2022 edition of Quaestio, 
and Go Bruins! 

Alec Lynch 
President of PAT 
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