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Dear Reader,
Departments as diverse as Classics, African-American Studies, English, and Sociology, 

along with many others at Georgetown, tout the “critical thinking” skills that students ac-
quire from their majors. In addition to claiming that these skills are useful in academic contexts and 
cultivate lifelong learners, departments often argue that they are also practical and prepare students 
for career success in the ‘real world’ which awaits after graduation. I am majoring in Philosophy, and 
my courses have frequently cultivated the critical thinking skills that humanities departments prom-
ise. However, in the classroom, where these skills are acquired and put to use, I have sometimes 
found a disconnect between these promises and reality.

In my time at Georgetown, I have noticed a tendency in both myself and others to rush to critical 
judgments. In philosophy classes, with which I have the most experience, discussions sometimes 
become a race to deliver the biggest criticism of whatever work we are discussing. In this race, a 
complicated argument composed of many parts can be denied in a single sweeping judgment, and 
a thinker’s project can be dismissed on the basis of a brief excerpt from a single work. Taken liter-
ally, as purely antagonistic, critical thinking becomes a shell of its richer self. Ideally, it should be 
constructive as well as destructive, or should at least destroy with nuance. I believe in, though I do 
not always live by, the principle that we should criticize others’ arguments only after seriously and 
honestly attempting to understand them. In class, however, it sometimes seems as though we are 
dismissing others’ arguments out of hand because they conflict with our own views, or even that we 
are trying to criticize every idea we encounter as quickly and as dramatically as possible.

Why does this happen? Some of the blame falls on the nature of college itself. Almost all classes 
necessarily sacrifice depth for breadth. Professors also play a role by sometimes encouraging stu-
dents to take extreme positions by limiting discussion to whether we agree or disagree with a per-
son’s ideas. We students, however, cannot place all the burden on institutions and higher authorities. 
Our egos are partially responsible, and to improve the situation we must take pains to approach 
new ideas with humility, coming to class to learn as much as to voice our opinions. Otherwise, we 
undermine our own education and prevent ourselves from fully realizing all the benefits for the sake 
of which I chose my major and many others chose theirs. Not only are ego-driven discussions less 
fun and less intellectually stimulating, but by adopting the warped version of critical thinking, we 
also threaten the practical benefits that humanities departments pride themselves on imparting to 
their students. 

I am not claiming that my education has been a disappointment. In contrast, I have found it ex-
tremely fulfilling, and class discussions have genuinely been some of the best experiences I have had 
at Georgetown. However, they also have the potential to be some of the worst. By talking about this 
negative aspect, I hope to urge us all, myself included, to avoid what I consider the wrong sort of 
thinking. Such a message of humility may be an ironic one to convey in the self-indulgent soapbox 
of a letter from the editor, but it is one that I deeply believe is true. 

The articles in this journal are products of as careful and humble thinking as any you will find at 
Georgetown. For that, I am grateful first and foremost to their authors, all of whom should be incred-
ibly proud of their work and their dedication to making it the best possible expression of their think-
ing. I also must thank my amazing group of editors. To Ren, my Managing Editor and successor, 

The Editor’s Desk



our time working together has convinced me that the journal has some fantastic editions lying in 
its near future, and I am truly excited to see what you do. I would also like to thank the rest of the 
journal staff: Christof Kuehne, Sachin Meier, Bianca Berman, Aidan Poling, Jack Brownfield, Michael 
DeFelice, Carrie Connelly, Nathalie Danso, Kathryn Blanco, Brent Smith, and Angela Zhou. As I step 
down as Editor-in-Chief, I am grateful to have been able to work with each one of you. Finally, thank 
you to Professors Thomas Kerch and Richard Boyd for their unwavering support of Utraque Unum.  

Sincerely,

Mark McNiskin
Editor-in-Chief
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I f asked from where we learn about politi-
cal philosophy, the answer would invari-
ably be: “from the Great Books.” Whether 

it be Plato’s Republic, Machiavelli’s Prince, the 
essays in the Federalist, Tocqueville’s Democ-
racy in America, or from any number of contem-
porary political theorists, such as Robert Putnam 
or Seyla Benhabib, it seems that our principal 
choices are the thoughts contained in written 
works. But does this reply offer us a full picture 
for the sources of political thought? I would like 
to argue that it does not. There is another equally 
powerful source for ideas and critiques about 
how we organize and live in political communi-
ties, namely, the arts. The visual arts, literature, 
and music are valuable resources for helping us 
to understand and possibly even effect change to 
our political and social spheres. 

While it is obvious that a painting, for ex-
ample, cannot present us with an extended and 
comprehensive argument similar to what we en-
counter in the Leviathan, it nevertheless can give 
us a potent insight into the issues confronted by 
political philosophy. Perhaps the best-known 
example is Picasso’s 1937 painting, Guernica. 
There is a consensus among art critics that this 
painting is the most evocative anti-war painting 
ever created. The impetus for Picasso’s painting 
was the bombing by a German air squadron of 
the Basque town of Guernica. Guernica itself 
was strategically unimportant but was the cen-
ter of Basque culture. The town was completely 
destroyed, although fortunately the loss of life 
was relatively small due to the fact that it was 
a holiday and many of the inhabitants were out 

of town. While the symbolism and interpreta-
tion of the painting are subject to debate, there is 
no doubt that Picasso created a work of art that 
forces the viewer to reflect not only on the di-
saster that befell the town of Guernica, but also, 
and perhaps more importantly, on war and the 
effects of war on a civilian population. Beyond 
the painting’s anti-war message, since the 1970s 
it has become symbolic of post-Franco Spain 
and of Basque nationalism. Indeed, in the eighty 
years since Picasso painted it, the anti-war mes-
sage of Guernica has become universal, serving 
as a reminder of the horrors of war in a visually 
and viscerally forceful manner that no written 
work can convey. 

In the realm of literature numerous novels, 
plays, and poems have been written that touch 
upon the topics that political philosophers ad-
dress. Homer’s Iliad, Greek tragedies, such as 
the Antigone of Sophocles, Macbeth, Hamlet, 
Julius Caesar, Henry V, Richard III, and King 
Lear among the plays of Shakespeare, Tolstoy’s 
War and Peace, The Tin Drum by Günter Grass, 
and even contemporary science fiction all bring 
to our attention political issues and concerns. To 
focus on just one example, King Lear, we find 
that the brutally of the characters and drama il-
luminates the question of the possibility of there 
being justice. Unlike Plato in the Republic, who 
offers us an elegant and extended argument 
regarding justice in the individual and the po-
litical community, Shakespeare concentrates on 
legitimate political authority and the pursuit of 
power. Lear’s misguided decision to divide his 
kingdom among his three daughters in the hope 

The Sources for  
Political Theory

Professor Thomas M. Kerch
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that civil war will be prevented, leads, of course, 
to precisely the outcome that he feared. In a very 
real sense, Lear’s failure to preserve his king-
dom marks out the limits of the political, since 
he neglects to take into account human nature. 
He apparently believes that Goneril, Regan, and 
Cordelia will be delighted with inheriting a third 
of the kingdom each and cannot begin to under-
stand Cordelia’s attempt to speak truth to power. 
This sets in motion the tragedy that ends in the 
deaths of all three daughters and Lear himself. 
King Lear is a compelling tale of political failure 
and instructs the reader in how not to practice 
politics. We can consider Lear as the antithesis of 
the Machiavellian prince.

Finally, when we turn to music, we find a rich 
source for political thought. Although it clear that 
instrumental music by its very nature cannot con-
vey a political message, when music is coupled 
with words then the political power of vocal mu-
sic becomes quite apparent. The political theorist 
John Street has written: “… music embodies polit-
ical values and experiences, and organizes our re-
sponse to society as political thought and action” 
(Music and Politics). Music is used to foster a 
sense of patriotism and national identity, support 
for or protest against war, and has been employed 
as a resource for a diverse set of political and so-
cial issues including global poverty, immigrants, 
LGBTQ issues, labor and union movements, and 
as an advocate for peace and brotherhood. Argu-
ably, the most prominent use of music to inspire 
and support political and social change was dur-
ing the Civil Rights struggle. Dr. Martin Luther 
King stated: “In a sense the freedom songs are the 
soul of the movement. They are more than just 
incantations of clever phrases designed to invigo-
rate a campaign; they are as old as the history of 
the Negro in America. They are adaptations of 
the songs the slaves sang—the sorrow songs, the 
shouts for joy, the battle hymns and the anthems 

of our movement. I have heard people talk of 
their beat and rhythm, but we in the movement 
are as inspired by their words.” There is no doubt 
that music played a central role in the Civil Rights 
movement both as a means to bind together the 
diverse elements that comprised the movement 
and as a way to express political beliefs. The 
song We Shall Overcome became the anthem of 
the Civil rights movement as well as expressing 
the political hope that someday African Ameri-
cans will achieve the same level of justice, equal-
ity, and opportunity that was enjoyed by white 
Americans. The power of the lyrics of We Shall 
Overcome has lent itself to other political and 
social movements worldwide precisely because 
it expresses the hope that there could be a better 
future for all of humanity.

I hope that through this all too brief survey 
it is apparent that the arts can present us with 
a complementary resource for political thought. 
While we will be reading into the indefinite fu-
ture the political philosophy of Plato, Machia-
velli, and Tocqueville, we have an opportunity to 
extend our resources beyond the canon of Great 
Books by attending to the political ideas con-
tained in the visual arts, literature, and music.

The essays in this issue of Utraque Unum 
reflect the wide range of interests held by un-
dergraduates at Georgetown University. From 
articles on feminism and the musical Funny Girl 
to the astronomer Kepler to the British states-
man Winston Churchill to Civil Rights policy the 
reader has the chance to experience the best un-
dergraduate academic writing that Georgetown 
has to offer. The diversity of these essays reflects 
the diversity of sources for political philosophy.

Thomas M. Kerch 
Associate Director,  

The Tocqueville Forum for 
Political Understanding
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Empire-Building
The Discourse of Colonialism in  
British New Delhi

Charlie Goetzman

E mpires are built both physically and in 
minds, by manpower and by ideology. 
The colonial capital of New Delhi, In-

dia, designed by architects Edwin Lutyens and 
Herbert Baker beginning in 1911, sits at the inter-
section between these two facets of colonialism. 
In its layout and architectural style, New Delhi 
projects the metropole’s power over India’s 
colonized masses, but in doing so it manifests 
in stone the inconsistencies lurking behind the 
colonial ideologies which support that assertion 
of power. Britain conceived of itself as both har-
moniously working with the indigenous people 
and ruling over them by right of their own su-
periority, and in its design and style New Delhi 
conveys these opposing impulses simultane-
ously. In turn, both the justifications and the city 
built on them are grounded in the metropole’s 
understanding of the indigenous culture—in a 
word, Orientalism. This understanding of the 
colonial subject, circularly, is itself grounded in 
British ideologies. New Delhi reflects a solipsism 
in British colonial justifications for rule and a re-
fusal to comprehend the colonized even when 
the colonized are being explicitly considered.

I would like to start from Homi Bhabha’s 
1984 essay “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambiva-
lence of Colonial Discourse.” Bhabha speaks par-
ticularly of the imperfectly westernized “mimic 
men” that arose in colonial spaces like India, but 
for the purpose of this essay I want to home in on 
what follows his title’s colon. He seems to pin-
point two conflicting strands of colonial thought. 
On the one hand, colonial powers justify their 

rule via their supposed ‘civilizing’ mission, their 
project of betterment along Western lines for the 
colonial subject. On the other, they must main-
tain a sense of superiority over the colonized to 
be fit as their leaders.1

The second strand always remained, but 
vis-à-vis India, Britain’s Westernizing justifica-
tion had morphed into an Orientalizing one by 
the time of New Delhi’s construction: after the 
chaos of the 1857 Indian Mutiny, the British 
largely abandoned plans for a Macaulay-style 
reconstruction of all Indian society, instead con-
ceptualizing themselves as sympathetic, almost 
indigenous rulers, in harmony with the specifici-
ties of Indian culture.2 To the British, the revolt 
had proven that the traditions of India were too 
deeply entrenched for the country to be success-
fully anglicized, despite their best efforts. For 
example, despite British opposition to widow-
burning, Queen Victoria announced that she 
“disclaim[ed] alike our Right and Desire to im-
pose Our Convictions on any of Our Subjects” in 
the immediate aftermath of the Mutiny.

The British now saw themselves in the mold 
of the once-foreign-originated but eventually le-
gitimate and authentically ‘Indian’ Mughal em-
perors, a self-conception they hoped would help 
naturalize British colonialism in the eyes of the 
colonized.3 Colonial architecture tracks this shift: 
the purely Western classical style dominant un-
der Company rule morphed in the 1860s into an 
Indo-Saracenic vernacular, overloading govern-
ment buildings with a mix of indigenous Hindu 
and Muslim-Moghul architectural motifs.4
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These conflicting colonial ideologies—the su-
periority of the West on the one hand, harmony 
with the East on the other—were magnified by 
the 1905 Partition of Bengal, which stoked In-
dian nationalist sentiment and led to riots in the 
then-capital city of Calcutta.5 Both the desire to 
project British power and the need to accom-
modate (and thus placate) colonized Indians in-
creased. Due to the violence in the north, Delhi 
was chosen as the subcontinent’s new capital 
in 1911. The site itself reflects both colonial im-
pulses. Delhi was home to a major British victory 
during the Mutiny, but it had also been the an-
cient town and the pre-colonial capital of India 
for centuries; the might of a foreign power was 
seemingly asserted even as the British attempted 
to naturalize their presence in the eyes of the 
colonized.6

As we shall see, the architecture of New 
Delhi aimed at the same goal. The contradictions 
between the two colonial ideologies having been 
heightened by the violence of the period, the 
British government moved away from the more 
purely ‘indigenous’ Indo-Saracenic style and to-
ward an unstable synthesis of Western and East-
ern forms — what historian Thomas R. Metcalf 
has termed the British Imperial style. The fusion 
which the construction project tried to pull off 
lacks any logical sense; the two ideologies New 
Delhi projects are incompatible in their concep-
tions of both the colonizer and the colonized. No 
matter: most importantly for the British, both at-
tempt to exert a form of control over the indig-
enous Indian. New Delhi can either present a 
unified British-native alliance, or it can stress the 
dominance of the former over the latter; mutu-
ally exclusive meanings can be drawn out of the 
architecture depending on what, at any given 
time, Britain needed to keep its grip on power.

The selected architects for the project of 
constructing the new city were Edwin Lutyens 
and Herbert Baker, both British men. If we con-
sider the backgrounds and worldviews of these 
two men—if not quite their intent in designing 
New Delhi—we see that they seem to act as a 
sort of Jekyll and Hyde of the British colonial 

mind. Lutyens preferred pure Western architec-
tural styles, seeing all indigenous architecture 
as plainly inferior, the work of “childish igno-
rance,” “with no real nicety as the great Western-
ers felt it.”7 Baker, on the other hand, professed 
his belief in the “charm and fascination of India,” 
favoring architecture that, like the colony’s “civi-
lization in growth,” was a “blend of the best ele-
ments of East and West,” in “a style that would 
be distinctly Indian.”8

Of course, the “East,” as Lutyens denigrated 
and Baker (in some respects) held up, is itself in 
large part a Western colonial construct. Here, I 
rely on Edward Said’s famous 1979 book Orien-
talism, which defines its eponymous term as “a 
style of thought based upon an ontological and 
epistemological distinction made between ‘the 
Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the Occident.’”9 
The West, militaristically and economically 
more powerful than East, amplified that power 
through its conception of the East. By being de-
fined in Western terms, the Orient “was not (and 
is not) a free subject of thought or action,” but 
rather was “contained and represented by domi-
nating frameworks,” intellectually manipulated 
by the West to give it its “intelligibility and 
identity.”10 Both the colonial ideologies at play 
in New Delhi depend on a (Occidental) British 
portrayal of the (Oriental) Indian. EEven Baker’s 
accommodative desire for “blend[ing]” between 
the two reifies the fact that there are two distinct 
worlds to be blended, and it seems to assume 
that the Westerner should judge which ‘ele-
ments’ of the East are ‘best.’

The design of New Delhi undecidedly proj-
ects both contrasting ideologies, but in both 
cases it draws on the concept of the Oriental. 
In its layout, it is centered around the Govern-
ment House, the main government building; the 
dominant axes of the plan radiate from it, a met-
onymic visualization of the way colonial power 
flows from the capital to the rest of the subcon-
tinent. The orientation of the axes likewise has 
symbolic meaning. The main ceremonial road, 
Kingsway, proceeds to New Delhi’s train sta-
tion, while the side axes point toward the ancient 
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city of Indrapat, from the third century B.C., and 
the sixteenth-century Mughal ruler Humayun’s 
tomb.11 The temporal component of the colonial 
worldview becomes clear here, with contempo-
rary Western technological power (the railroad) 
superseding in importance India’s past, while 
simultaneously uniting this past to the present 
in the form of British rule, represented by the 
Government House. TThe layout projects both 
domination by the West and cooperation with 
the East. India’s past, of course, is appropriated 
to serve Western ends, and it is represented in a 
schematized, Western way through architecture. 
Indrapat figures prominently in Hindu myths, 
while Humayun was a famous Muslim ruler; 
British Orientalist thought conceived of India 
split along permanent, irreconcilable religious 
lines—and then saw British rule transcending 
it—when in reality this religious cleavage was 
more fluid, at times virtually nonexistent.12

The Government House is built at the up-
permost point in the area, higher than any in-
digenous structure in the old city nearby, again 
visually marking the colonizer as superior to 
the colonized.13 The rungs of colonial social 
hierarchy, at least as the British saw them, are 
instantiated and arrayed around this apex. The 
(mostly white) gazetted government officers live 
closest to the Government House, at the high-
est elevations, with the Indian nobility allotted 
homes further down the main axis. Surrounding 
this core are the homes of white clerks, and past 
them, the homes of brown ones. Beyond them 
are untitled peons, whose dwellings are not in-
cluded in the city’s plans.14 Within these social 
divisions are a wealth of subdivisions, and per-
sonal status within the colonial order is concret-
ized via a complex web of interlocking signals: 
the distance from the Government House is fore-
most, but the house’s elevation, the width and 
name of the street, the presence or absence of 
certain facilities, and the type of vegetation sur-
rounding one’s home all act as social markers.15

This layout and the signs within them gener-
ally—and often literally—elevate the colonizer 
over all the colonized, though a small number of 

(albeit Anglicized) indigenous Indians had risen 
in rank to occupy higher positions in the impe-
rial city. This physicalized hierarchy has a strong 
racial component: within the social logic of the 
city, white Englishmen are superior to brown 
Indians. The bifurcation between skin colors 
which this hierarchy implies is instantiated in 
the color of stone used for different homes; more 
expensive white-pink stone shifts to cheaper 
brown stone as the distance from the Govern-
ment House increases and the racial makeup of 
the neighborhoods changes.16

On the other hand, though, British accommo-
dative ideology seems to underpin New Delhi’s 
layout as much as the argument-from-superiority 
does. Basing their assumption on the caste system 
pervading indigenous society, the British concep-
tualized the Indian as temperamentally inclined 
toward hierarchical thinking, and Lutyens seems 
inspired in his layout by ancient Vedic principles 
of city planning that clearly demarcated social 
distinctions.17 The city, then, projects Britain’s 
harmony with—and consideration for—the in-
digenous colonial subject, but both strands of ide-
ology again flow from an intensely Western point 
of view. British arguments about Indian racial 
inferiority are obviously self-interested, reflective 
of an impulse to draw distinctions between Oc-
cidental and Oriental where they do not exist and 
then to subordinate the latter’s traits to the for-
mer. Additionally, their (likewise self-interested) 
vision of a strictly hierarchical India grew out 
of an Orientalist tendency to see India from the 
vantage of elite-written indigenous texts, which 
overstressed the permanence and inviolability of 
caste-based hierarchies, ignoring the fluidity con-
tained within that system.18

The architectural style Lutyens and Baker 
employ in New Delhi is as seemingly ambivalent 
in the colonial discourse it projects as is the lay-
out of the city. There is an ideological tension be-
hind the mix of vernaculars the architects draw 
on: the Indic motifs that stand beside Western 
classical ones project British harmony with the 
colonized culture and subordination of the colo-
nized culture to the Western.
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The Government House, New Delhi’s cen-
terpiece, is a major site of this ambivalence. The 
structure is massive, with a ground area larger 
than that of the Palace of Versailles.19 The domi-
nant shapes of the structure are quintessentially 
Beaux-Arts, a Western style closely associated 
at the start of the twentieth century with impe-
rial rule.20 On the other hand, its sheer size, the 
blockiness of its style, and its associations with 
political and military power harken to the an-
cient fortresses that dot the Indian landscape, 
most notably the Mughal-designed Red Fort in 
Delhi itself, built of the same stone as the Gov-
ernment House.21

Contained within this broad structure is an 
eclectic mix of architectural motifs: the overall 
style could be called either westernized Indic or 
Orientalized Greco-Roman. Chujjas, downswept 
stone cornices common in Hindu and Muslim 
structures, line the entire facade, projecting 
eight feet off the edifice; these are evocative of 
indigenous forms but also reflected plain practi-
cal concerns for Baker, as they kept the glaring 
sunlight from overheating the interior and threw 
water off the buildings in the monsoon season.22 
Chattris, traditional Indian dome-shaped pavil-
ions, puncture the roofline, and jaali, pierced-
stone latticework, is inserted into some of the 
windows. A broad ribbon of red sandstone lines 
the top of the facade, mirroring nearby Mughal 
monuments.23 But indigenous pointed or scal-
loped arches are avoided, betraying a Western 
tendency to consider its own forms—here, the 
round arch—the natural, ‘default’ style; as Lu-
tyens wrote to Baker, “God did not make the 
Eastern rainbow pointed to show His wide 
sympathies.”24 The Government House’s indig-
enous motifs signal Britain’s willingness to as-
similate into the native culture, but the structure 
ultimately refuses to follow this gesture to its 
logical conclusion. Were they to fully Indianize, 
the ruling British would annul their claim to su-
periority over the Indian, and thus their justifica-
tion for rule; Indian culture can be indulged but 
ultimately must be subordinated to the (here, 
architectural) strictures of the West. 

The capitals of the structure’s columns are 
bell-shaped, a motif common in neither Western 
nor Eastern architecture. These are reminiscent 
of Mughal drop ornaments, and they also call 
to mind the bell-shaped fruit of the lotus flower, 
which in Hindu mythology is the womb of the 
universe. TThe capitals both aim to appeal to 
India’s main indigenous religious groups and 
locate the center of British colonial government 
as the center of the universe for the colonized 
culture.25 They also seem associated with the 
typical Indian story that bells would toll the end 
of dynasties.26 Built of stone and embedded in a 
massive structure, these bells would never ring; 
the Raj would acknowledge local myths but re-
purpose them for the aggrandizement of British 
colonialism.

The dome on top of the Government House 
is massive: it is the crown of the entire city.

Dominating the indigenous old town nearby 
and seemingly riffing off the Roman Pantheon, 
that great symbol of another Western empire, it 
signals Western superiority and power.27 On the 
other hand, it seems to situate itself as natively 
Indian in its echoes of the domes atop structures 
from the Mauryan dynasty, a third century B.C. 
Hindu polity on the subcontinent.28 Again, the 
ambivalent symbolism of the dome—and that of 
virtually every other aspect of the city—allows 
the colonizer to make two arguments at once, 
mutually exclusive but both necessary for their 
continued rule. 

Like all else in New Delhi, the architecture 
reflects the Orientalist assumptions in the Brit-
ish colonial mind, no matter whether it signals 
cooperation with the colonized or their subjec-
tion. In both cases, traditional indigenous styles 
are appropriated by the foreign power and tin-
kered with to fit its own ideological needs: Ori-
ental styles are quite literally “contained and 
represented by dominating frameworks.” Motifs 
are stripped and warped, seemingly at random, 
from the architecture of cultures from all points 
in Indian history and all places on the subconti-
nent, from all indigenous religions and commu-
nities. They are then put into service conveying 



Utraque Unum — Fall 2019   |   9

|   Charlie Goetzman

colonial power. (There is also a second level of 
Orientalist filtering occurring here: Baker and 
Lutyens, the re-employers of Indic styles, based 
their knowledge of Indian architecture on the 
architectural historian James Fergusson’s 1876 
History of Indian and Eastern Architecture, a 
text that attempts to master the Indian archi-
tectural vernacular but ultimately warps de-
scriptions and appraisals of styles to fit British 
colonial narratives.)29

In all aspects of New Delhi, we see a sort of 
colonial solipsism at play: the colonial power at-
tempts to communicate with the colonized cul-
ture, but even then it is speaking not to colonized 
people but rather to a colonizer’s confidently as-
serted idea of the colonized. It is telling that not 
a single Indian was consulted in the design of 
the capital city. Nonetheless, perhaps a degree 
of British insecurity played a role in New Delhi’s 

design. The Indian nationalist violence in Cal-
cutta shocked the British, and as the stones of 
New Delhi went up, Britain’s power over the 
subcontinent was visibly slipping.30 The indig-
enous were beginning to vocalize the fact they 
wanted neither brute chauvinism nor patroniz-
ing sympathy from their colonial overlords. The 
(admittedly impressive) grandeur of New Delhi, 
and its assertiveness in projecting both these at-
titudes, seems almost to be a sort of overcom-
pensation on the part of the colonizer. As the 
colonized were raising their voices, the metro-
pole clung ever more tightly to an idealized and 
abstracted, Western-filtered myth of India, in 
which the Briton was destined to rule and the 
Indian was destined to accept it.

Charlie Goetzman is a junior in the College studying 
English.
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A lthough historians often consider 
Lyndon Johnson an unprincipled 
huckster when compared to his im-

mediate predecessors, a look at the civil rights 
policies of Truman, Eisenhower, and Johnson 
suggests that this perspective is flawed. Out of 
a selection of Truman’s civil rights policies, only 
his de-segregation of the military aligned with 
his political principles.  While Eisenhower’s po-
litical principles played some role in his decision 
to de-segregate Little Rock, his treatment of civil 
rights activists suggests that politics was at least 
as important as principle. Conversely, Johnson’s 
passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act had more to 
do with his belief in equality of opportunity than 
the limited political gains available. 

In general, presidential historians assume that 
the Truman and Eisenhower civil rights policies 
were primarily driven by morals, particularly 
when compared to those of Lyndon Johnson. 
For example, a 1996 poll of American historians 
and political scientists found that while respon-
dents ranked Truman and Eisenhower among 
the top ten presidents in “integrity,” Johnson 
ranked 37th in integrity—slightly above Richard 
Nixon.1 “Lack of integrity” in the context of this 
survey overlapped with lack of personal prin-
ciple and willingness to play politics; several re-
spondents who criticized Johnson for his lack of 
integrity described him as “conniving but good at 
it.”2 Similarly, in a 2010 Siena Research Institute 

survey of 238 presidential scholars, Truman and 
Eisenhower were ranked eighth and ninth in “in-
tegrity”; Kennedy and Johnson ranked 35th and 
34th, respectively.3 Johnson is “…often perceived 
as a crude, self-seeking wheeler-dealer…In the 
nation’s fading recollection, Johnson merely com-
pleted in civil rights what John F. Kennedy had 
already largely accomplished.”4 

To test this position, this paper considers 
the roles of principle and politics in motivating 
major elements of each president’s civil rights 
program: Truman’s executive order desegregat-
ing the military and the (failed) legislation he 
submitted to Congress between 1945 and 1948, 
Eisenhower’s 1957 intervention in Little Rock, 
and Johnson’s passage of the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act. While Truman’s desegregation of the mili-
tary was principle-driven, the electoral impor-
tance of the black vote was a significant factor 
in the timing of the desegregation order. Fur-
thermore, the discrepancy between his beliefs 
and his legislative proposals, coupled with his 
remarkable lack of engagement with the legisla-
tive process, suggests that his legislative package 
was largely an attempt to secure the black vote. 
And while Eisenhower’s principles were consis-
tent with all of his civil rights initiatives, he also 
had a history of subordinating racial principle to 
political pressure and a desire to place the black 
vote in the Republican column. This indicates 
that politics was at least as important to him as 
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principle. By contrast, while Johnson’s passage 
of the 1964 Civil Rights Act was partly motivated 
by his desire to secure Kennedy’s liberal sup-
porters, his personal principles outweighed his 
political desires. 

I. The Hate Stops Here — Or 
Does It? The Civil Rights Policies 
of Harry Truman, 1945-1950
To understand the interplay of politics and prin-
ciple in Truman’s civil rights policies, it is first 
necessary to lay out Truman’s racial ideology. 
On the one hand, Truman believed that he had 
a moral duty to uphold the Constitution’s guar-
antees of life and equal economic opportunity 
regardless of race, particularly as the constitu-
tional guarantees pertained to members of the 
armed forces. His private correspondence indi-
cates a belief that civil rights drew their moral 
force from their inclusion in the Constitution. In 
1960, Dean Acheson wrote to him speculating 
about his views on civil rights: 

…Missourians [like you]…—or some of 
them-—accept the Constitution, and even de-
fend it vigorously, [but] they won’t go a step 
further. There’s nothing in the Constitution 
about how to run a drug store’s lunch coun-
ter. Only we New England abolitionists find 
that reasoning irrelevant. Am I about right in 
my diagnosis?5 

Truman responded: “…your diagnosis of my 
case is correct.”6 That is, Truman agreed not only 
that private businesses had a constitutional right 
to segregate (a point which will be important 
later in this paper) but that he should “defend 
vigorously” those civil rights which the Consti-
tution explicitly guaranteed. In turn, Truman 
interpreted the Constitution as guaranteeing two 
kinds of civil rights: the right to life and the right 
to equality of economic opportunity.  In an Au-
gust 1948 letter to his (non-political) friend Ernie 
Roberts, explaining why he was pursuing civil 
rights legislation, Truman focused his outrage 

on violations of these two rights.7 He pointed 
angrily to racist law-enforcement practices that 
led to black deaths: “When a Mayor and a City 
Marshal can take a negro Sergeant off a bus in 
South Carolina…something is radically wrong 
with the system.” He wanted to protect not only 
lives, but livelihoods: “I am asking for equality of 
opportunity for all human beings.”8 Additionally, 
Truman’s service in World War I gave him a deep 
respect for anyone who had served honorably in 
the Army, regardless of their social status.9 When 
Truman wrote to Attorney General Tom Clark 
suggesting the creation of the Civil Rights Com-
mittee, he opened the letter with a visibly indig-
nant reference to the racially-motivated blinding 
of a black veteran, seeming particularly angered 
that a veteran had been attacked: “[the NAACP 
recently] told me about an incident which hap-
pened in South Carolina where a negro sergeant 
who had been discharged from the army just 
three hours was taken off a bus and not only se-
riously beaten, but his eyes deliberately put out, 
and that the mayor of this town had bragged 
about committing this outrage.” 1011 Note also that 
two years later, Truman was still shaken by this 
particular incident, referring to it with noticeable 
horror in a private letter.12

In another respect, Truman made an unlikely 
champion of civil rights. As a result of his per-
sonal racism and his belief in the Constitutional 
freedoms of private businesses and persons, he 
believed that segregation was not merely justi-
fiable, but laudable. In 1911, Truman wrote to 
his fiancé: “I think one man is as good as an-
other so long as he’s honest and decent and not 
a nigger or a Chinaman...I am strongly of the 
opinion that negroes ought to be in Africa, yel-
low men in Asia, and white men in Europe and 
America.”13 While Truman changed some of his 
early views—in 1947, this son of a passionate 
Confederate sympathizer wrote in his diary that 
Lincoln was a “great man” akin to Washington 
and Churchill—there is evidence that Truman 
never lost his early convictions that black “in-
feriority” justified segregation.14 In July 1940, 
Truman defined his vision of racial “equality” 
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before the National Colored Democratic Asso-
ciation: “…I am not appealing for social equality 
of the Negro. The Negro, himself, knows better 
than that, and the highest types of Negro leaders 
say quite frankly that they prefer the society of 
their own people. Negroes want justice, not so-
cial relations.”15 To the elderly Truman, writing 
to Dean Acheson in 1960, sit-in protesters were 
“yellow half-breeds” who should “stay up north 
and let those of us who know the problem settle 
it.”16 Even when writing to Ernie Roberts to jus-
tify his civil rights program, President Truman 
felt the need to add a caveat: “I am not asking for 
social equality, because no such thing exists.”17 
Furthermore, Truman believed that private busi-
nessmen had a Constitutional right to segregate 
their businesses. As a senator, Truman defended 
segregated businesses on the grounds that own-
ers had the right to determine whom they would 
serve.18 In his 1956 memoirs, Truman expressed 
similar views: “My appeal…had nothing at all to 
do with…the right of every person to choose his 
own associates. The basic constitutional princi-
ple which I advocated was deliberately miscon-
strued to include or imply racial miscegenation 
and intermarriage.”19

To test the plausibility of a principle-based 
interpretation of Truman’s actions, it is useful 
to examine a) his principles’ consistency with 
his politics and b) his emotional commitment 
to his actions. While Truman’s executive order 
desegregating the military was consistent with 
his beliefs in equal opportunity, his proposed 
legislation ran partially counter to his belief in 
the unconstitutionality and inherent distaste-
fulness of social integration. Prior to Truman’s 
executive order, black soldiers were relegated 
to menial non-combat roles.20 In this context, it 
is significant that the executive order called for 
“equality of treatment and opportunity for all 
persons in the armed services without regard 
to race.”21 That is, Truman’s de-segregation of 
the military was less about allowing black and 
white soldiers to interact than about giving black 
and white soldiers an equal opportunity to rise 
in the ranks. Some of the legislation Truman 

submitted to Congress was also consistent with 
these beliefs. For example, he resubmitted Roo-
sevelt’s FEPC legislation, which would have 
monitored discrimination in government hiring 
practices (which ensured equality of economic 
opportunity).22 However, Truman’s proposed 
legislation also included legislation against dis-
crimination in private businesses such as hotels, 
restaurants and theaters.23 This legislation was 
at odds with Truman’s views on integration: the 
man who believed that “there’s nothing in the 
Constitution about how to run a drug store’s 
lunch counter” called for legislation that would 
have regulated lunch counters. Furthermore, 
while Truman was likely emotionally engaged 
with signing the desegregation executive order 
(he remained intensely concerned about the 
plight of black soldiers, bluntly telling South-
ern senators that “his stomach turned over” at 
reports of black soldiers being lynched) this was 
not the case for other pieces of his legislation. 24 

Truman’s private papers on civil rights paint 
a picture of a man who thought he was commit-
ted to the struggle for civil rights. His letter to 
Ernie Roberts, written as a defense of his legisla-
tion just months before the 1948 election, states: 
“I am going to try to remedy it [inequality of op-
portunity] and if that ends up in my failure to be 
re-elected, that failure will be in a good cause.”25  
However, these claims must be set against his 
administrative appointments, which suggest 
that he did not much care about his non-military 
civil rights initiatives: “There,” writes civil rights 
historian Carol Anderson, “helplessness, hope-
lessness and mediocrity reigned.”26 Truman’s 
aide for minority affairs, David Niles, held duties 
that significantly overlapped with Truman’s leg-
islative proposal: he served as a liaison to groups 
such as the NAACP and oversaw the drafting of 
legislation and messages to Congress on race 
relations.27 Yet Niles’ racial attitudes ranged 
from indifference (his assistant Philleo Nash 
described Niles as “primarily concerned with 
Jewish affairs”) to outright contempt for African-
American leaders.28 These views were known to 
the White House: in a 1947 memo to Truman’s 
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appointments secretary, Matthew Connally, 
Niles suggested that a civil rights leader who 
had complained about racial discrimination 
“be given the cold shoulder.”29 At the very least, 
Truman probably knew that Niles’ interest in 
his post was limited. According to Truman aide 
Stephen Spingarn, Niles consistently avoided 
the weekly staff conferences where other senior 
staffers presented their concerns to Truman.30 
While Niles was not a Truman appointee, he was 
one of only two former Roosevelt aides whom 
Truman chose to retain, a choice which suggests 
that Truman was not paying close attention to 
the drafting of his civil rights legislation.31 Tru-
man’s legislation had called for a new civil rights 
enforcement arm in the Department of Justice: 
the attorneys general for most of Truman’s term, 
Tom Clark and J. Howard McGrath, were Tru-
man cronies not known for intellectual acumen 
or commitment to civil rights.32 When consider-
ing the men who would lead the Justice Depart-
ment’s Civil Rights Division, Truman chose men 
who were unsuited for the job. 

A survey of Truman’s political environment 
suggests that political pressure played some role 
in his decision to sign Executive Order 9981, 
the order that desegregated the military. While 
contemporary civil rights organizations could 
not have moved him to sign the order, the vot-
ing bloc of Northern blacks likely forced Tru-
man to issue the order sooner than he wished. 
It is unlikely that the civil rights organizations 
of 1948 exerted any influence on Truman’s de-
cision. Some historians have suggested that A. 
Philip Randolph’s Brotherhood of Sleeping Car 
Porters forced desegregation by threatening a 
massive civil disobedience campaign. Randolph 
certainly aimed for this effect by repeatedly 
threatening to urge African-Americans to avoid 
military service under Jim Crow. In a meeting 
with Truman in March 1948, for example, Ran-
dolph told Truman: “Negroes are in no mood 
to shoulder a gun for democracy abroad so long 
as they are denied democracy here at home.”33  
However, testimony by Truman’s staffers sug-
gests that Randolph’s activism did not play a 

role in EO 9981. George Elsey, then Assistant 
Counsel to the President, stated later that “…If 
Randolph made a ‘threat,’ Truman never men-
tioned it in the numerous discussions with staff 
on the contents of his speeches, communica-
tions with Congress, or the timing or content of 
the two executive orders”.34 Note that Truman 
had never been unwilling to discuss the politi-
cal implications of civil rights legislation with 
his staff. Prior to the 1948 Democratic Conven-
tion, for example, he and White House counsel 
Clark Clifford discussed the content of his 1948 
civil rights platform and how it might affect his 
election prospects.35 Truman’s silence about A. 
Philip Randolph thus suggests that Randolph’s 
activism did not motivate EO 9981. 

That being said, the lure of the black vote 
likely played a role in the executive order’s tim-
ing. Truman kept a keen eye on the black vote’s 
potential importance throughout his political ca-
reer. In November 1947, Clark Clifford presented 
Truman with a memo on campaign strategy for 
the 1948 presidential election. The memo identi-
fied Northern blacks as a key voting bloc and 
urged the White House to “have Truman go as 
far as he feels he possibly could go in recom-
mending measures to protect the rights of minor-
ity groups.” 36 However, Clifford later stated that 
(he thought) the black vote “probably did not” 
play a role in Truman’s thinking on integrating 
the military: “One cannot always separate the 
political factor from other factors, but…I do not 
believe that this decision was a political decision. 
I think the Negro vote would not at that time be 
considered to be the kind of vote that would be 
determining.”37 Truman apparently agreed, at-
tributing his victory to the labor and farm vote 
but not mentioning the role of the black vote.38 
Elsey confirms that Truman’s actions indicate 
that he did not consider the memo particularly 
important; he did not even circulate it among his 
staff.39 However, Clifford suggests that the black 
vote influenced the timing of Truman’s order, an 
interpretation borne out by Truman’s own ac-
tions and statements. Truman had initially been 
reluctant to issue his executive orders, remarking 
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in a 1964 interview that his February message on 
civil rights had stirred up a “hornet’s nest.”40 It 
was only after Southern delegates bolted from the 
party—and the black vote became correspond-
ingly more important—that Truman signed the 
order.41 Thus, while the black vote alone did not 
drive Truman to desegregate the military, it still 
partially explains his actions. Pragmatism thus 
played a substantial, though not overwhelming, 
role in Truman’s civil rights policy.

II. The Well-Hidden Hand: 
Eisenhower and Little Rock
Ironically, while many historians portray 
Dwight D. Eisenhower as evading leadership on 
civil rights, his views of what constituted appro-
priate action on civil rights were broader than 
Truman’s.42 He embraced not only Truman’s 
“basic constitutional freedoms” of a right to life 
and a right to equal economic and political op-
portunity, but also (in principle) desegregation. 
In 1946, writing to his brother Milton (then pres-
ident of Kansas State University) on potential 
topics for a new citizenship course, Eisenhower 
suggested emphasizing “elimination of racial 
intolerance…the equality of the citizen before 
the law.”43 After a meeting with Richard Rus-
sell—one of the most persuasive and powerful 
segregationists in the Senate—to discuss a vot-
ing rights act, Eisenhower’s secretary noted in 
her diary that Eisenhower had been “adamant” 
on equality of voting rights regardless of race.44 
Similarly, his aide Bryce Harlow noted that “he 
felt very strongly that nothing good would hap-
pen until Negroes got the vote.”45 And although 
Eisenhower shared some of Truman’s racism—
he was known to repeat Southern friends’ jokes 
about “darkies”—he was personally in favor of 
integrating public institutions such as schools.46 
During the Second World War, Eisenhower used 
his authority as commander of the Allied forces 
to help integrate the military, at one point threat-
ening to withhold troops from an area which 
refused to allow black soldiers to enter.47 Eisen-
hower’s private correspondence suggests that 
this view persisted into his presidency. The year 

before he integrated Little Rock, Eisenhower 
wrote a revealing letter to the popular evange-
list Billy Graham. In this letter, Eisenhower sug-
gested that Graham use his influence to promote 
the gradual integration of graduate schools, 
praised a Catholic leader who had integrated a 
parochial school, and expressed his unhappiness 
at “… the spectacle of Negroes in considerable 
numbers waiting for a ride on a public convey-
ance, while numerous seats are held vacant for 
possible white customers.”48

However, Eisenhower’s relatively progres-
sive views on civil rights were tempered by his 
belief that racial change should occur slowly and 
with the voluntary cooperation of segregation-
ists. In general, Eisenhower, who liked to re-
mind others that he had lived in the South, was 
content to move slowly on civil rights in order 
to conciliate segregationist Southerners. 49 At a 
1954 dinner party, shortly before Brown v. Board 
of Education, Eisenhower allegedly remarked to 
Chief Justice Earl Warren: “These [segregation-
ist southerners] are not bad people. All they are 
concerned about is to see that their sweet little 
girls are not required to sit in school alongside 
some big overgrown Negroes.”50 Contrary to 
Robert Caro’s claims in Master of the Senate, this 
was probably not an attempt to sway Justice War-
ren’s judgment in favor of the segregationists in 
Brown v. Board.51 A week later, the government’s 
amicus brief in Brown v. Board would state that 
the Fourteenth Amendment abolished “all legal 
distinctions based on race or color.”52 It does, 
however, reflect his extreme willingness to con-
sider segregationist susceptibilities when acting 
on civil rights. Similarly, after Richard Russell—
whose proposed amendments to the 1957 Civil 
Rights Act would have rendered it “largely un-
enforceable”—met with Eisenhower to discuss 
said Act, Eisenhower’s secretary later noted that 
“He [Eisenhower] is not at all unsympathetic 
to the position that people like Senator Russell 
take; far more ready than I am, for instance, to 
entertain their views.”5354 Conversely, Eisen-
hower did not seem to understand why black 
leaders were frustrated at the slow progress of 
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civil rights. When Thurgood Marshall and Jackie 
Robinson criticized him for urging that African-
Americans  practice “patience and forbearance” 
in response to discrimination, Eisenhower was 
astonished by their reaction.55

In turn, Eisenhower’s actions at Little Rock 
were consistent with these principles, displaying 
both a legalistic and emotional commitment to 
intervention and a desire to avoid political fall-
out. While the gradualist Eisenhower may have 
disliked sending troops to quickly integrate 
Little Rock High, he and Brownell “had decided 
that…they could intervene to protect children.”56 
Exposing children to mob violence would have 
endangered their right to life, which was con-
trary to Eisenhower’s belief in the equality of all 
citizens before the law. Furthermore, in the pe-
riod leading up to his intervention in Little Rock, 
Eisenhower displayed great energy in dealing 
with the crisis, despite his general reluctance 
to step on the sensibilities of segregationists. 
Eisenhower’s secretary Ann Whitman observed 
a “great frenzy” as Eisenhower prepared to try 
to mediate the crisis.57 Similarly, Eisenhower 
displayed limited patience with Little Rock’s 
segregationists. Orval Faubus, the segregationist 
governor of Arkansas, recalled that when Eisen-
hower met with him to discuss the crisis “…he 
was going to tell me off…like a general tells a 
lieutenant” and was treated like “a country boy, 
governor of a small state.”58 Eisenhower’s rec-
ollection of the meeting was similar: according 
to his notes from the meeting, he bluntly told 
Faubus that if Arkansas continued to oppose the 
federal government, “the State would lose.”59 

This commitment to integrating Little Rock, 
however, was moderated by one important ca-
veat. Eisenhower would not have been willing 
to sacrifice his political interests to pursue his 
principles on civil rights. He had revealed this 
ruthless pragmatism before, in the wake of the 
murder of Emmett Till. In September 1955, Till’s 
mother Mamie sent Eisenhower a telegram 
“pleading that you personally see that justice is 
meted out to all involved in the beastly lynching 
of my son…Awaiting a direct reply from you.”60 

In spite of Eisenhower’s views on the equality of 
all citizens before the law, the Eisenhower ad-
ministration (acting on advice from the Justice 
Department) declined to respond.61 While At-
torney General Herbert Brownell later claimed 
that the federal government could not legally 
intervene, it is arguable that Eisenhower could 
have offered some symbolic consolation (similar 
to Kennedy’s phone call to Coretta Scott King) 
without committing himself to legal action.62 
Similarly, when in 1952 Texas Governor Allan 
Shivers ordered Texas Rangers to defy a federal 
court’s order to integrate Mansfield High School, 
Eisenhower “had no intention of sending troops 
to Texas—a state he intended to carry in the 
[presidential] election.”63 He may have believed 
in equality of educational opportunity, but he 
was not willing to take action that endangered 
his political interests. His commitment to Little 
Rock was predicated on how much he stood to 
gain—or lose—from intervening.

In this context, note that Eisenhower had a 
strong political reason to integrate Little Rock 
High—securing the black vote for the Repub-
lican Party—and had little to lose politically 
by doing so. By this point, Eisenhower was 
not concerned about his own political future: 
the intervention in Little Rock occurred after 
his re-election in 1956.64 It is also unlikely that 
Eisenhower had any thought of seeking another 
office post-presidency. After his second term, an 
exhausted Eisenhower limited his public role 
to campaigning on behalf of other Republicans 
and occasionally advising his successors.65 From 
1957 onwards, therefore, Eisenhower had lim-
ited concern with his own political well-being. 
However, it is likely that Eisenhower intervened 
with some concern for the Republican Party’s 
political future. “Despite his professed am-
bivalence towards partisanship,” writes Daniel 
Galvin, “primary sources reveal that Dwight 
D. Eisenhower had a strong desire to advance 
his party’s fortunes.”66 For example, when he 
became concerned that Chief of Staff Sherman 
Adams’ reputation for corruption would af-
fect the Republican Party in the November 1958 
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midterms, Eisenhower forced his ousting in 
spite of his personal friendship with Adams.67 
Similarly, Eisenhower went on to leverage his 
considerable post-presidential prestige in en-
dorsements for Republican presidential can-
didates Barry Goldwater and Richard Nixon, 
despite his ideological distance from Goldwater 
(whom he felt was too right-wing) and personal 
ambivalence about Nixon.68 In turn, towards the 
end of his first term, Eisenhower came to believe 
that securing the black vote would be critical 
for the future success of the Republican Party. 
Eisenhower’s 1956 Special Message on Civil 
Rights was partly inspired by “a recent Gallup 
Poll that showed Negroes still identifying with 
the Democrats.”69 And after Kennedy’s defeat of 
Nixon, Eisenhower allegedly blamed the defeat 
on Kennedy’s phone call to Coretta Scott King.70 

Note also that it was not an extremely large 
political risk for Eisenhower to intervene in Little 
Rock. In the week of September 19-September 
24th, just as Eisenhower sent in troops, a Gallup 
poll found that 51 percent of Americans were 
in favor of integrating Little Rock Central High 
and another 25 percent wanted to wait another 
year (16 percent of Americans did not want to 
integrate at all).  In the same week, a Gallup poll 
found that only 3 percent of Americans thought 
that Eisenhower was favoring “Negroes” more 
than any other group in the United States, and a 
Trendex poll published on September 26 showed 
that 68.4 percent of Americans approved of 
Eisenhower’s action.71 Thus, while the interven-
tion at Little Rock rose from a happy coincidence 
of principle and pragmatism, pragmatism was at 
least as important as principle. 

III. Cruel, Only to Be Kind: 
Lyndon Johnson and the 1964 
Civil Rights Act
Lyndon Johnson held the broadest understand-
ing of civil rights of any president in this study, 
moving beyond voting rights and equality of op-
portunity to equality of economic outcome and 
social equality. Johnson did believe in the moral 

necessity of the constitutional rights that Tru-
man and Eisenhower had espoused: the right to 
life and the right to equal economic opportunity. 
As the principal of an underfunded “Mexican 
school,” the young Johnson was crudely insensi-
tive to his students’ culture—he refused to learn 
Spanish and taught the Alamo as “the great 
Texas victory over the Mexican oppressors.”72 
However, he was also passionately commit-
ted to improving his students’ economic wel-
fare through education.73 As director of Texas’s 
National Youth Administration, Johnson often 
channeled extra federal funds to black institu-
tions.74 At one point, he funded a black college 
a backer’s warning that he would be “run out of 
Texas” if he persisted.75

Admittedly, Johnson’s civil rights record in 
the next phase of his career is far less impressive. 
During a total of eleven years in both houses of 
Congress, Johnson would consistently oppose 
almost every civil rights bill which came up for 
consideration, including an anti-lynching bill 
and three different voting-rights bills.76 How-
ever, Johnson argues that he was biding his time 
and masking his beliefs until he had the power 
to fight the racism of his fellow Southern Demo-
crats: “I did not think there was much I could 
do…I represented a conservative constituency. 
One heroic stand and I’d be back home…unable 
to do any good for anyone, much less the blacks 
and the underprivileged.”77 Johnson’s private 
statements to his aides during this time bear out 
his claim. After using his maiden Senate speech 
to denounce Truman’s FEPC—a politically use-
ful speech which had been well-received by most 
Southern senators, including the powerful Rus-
sell—a visibly uneasy Johnson told his aide and 
close confidant Horace Busby: “That’s the last 
time you’ll hear me make that speech.”78 Simi-
larly, in a 1948 conversation with Busby, John-
son remarked: “…they’re [African-Americans] 
not going to take this shit we give them much 
longer…I hope we can, but I’m not sure we can 
get this system to respond on this.”79 

For Johnson, it was also important that Af-
rican-Americans achieve equality of economic 
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result. In a letter during his time in the Senate, 
Johnson wrote: “I do not think an anti-poll tax 
bill, an anti-lynching bill, or an FEPC would 
even be germane to the subject ‘Civil Rights.’ To 
secure these rights, I think we must carry on the 
frontal assault on the ‘ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-fed’ 
problem facing part of our nation.”80 In outlining 
his beliefs on civil rights, Johnson described the 
problem not just as a lack of equal opportunity, 
but as the result of the lack of opportunity. The 
problem was that African-Americans were ill-
housed, ill-clad, and ill-fed. (Note that Johnson 
would later shed his skepticism of legislation’s 
effectiveness as a tool for reducing racial dis-
crimination. As Senate Majority Leader, he was 
instrumental in passing the 1957 Civil Rights 
Act.81) Furthermore, unlike Truman or Eisen-
hower, Johnson never displayed any dislike of or 
ambivalence about social integration in his pri-
vate actions or statements, regardless of whether 
integration impinged on private businesses. As 
the principal of the “Mexican school,” he vis-
ited at least one of his students at their home, 
defying the informal segregation in place in the 
small Texas town.82 Similarly, in 1959, when two 
black state legislators were barred from entering 
a hotel where Johnson was being feted, the then-
Senator Johnson refused to enter the hotel until 
the owners relented.83 

When Johnson did express genuine racism, 
it took the form of a paternalistic belief that the 
effects of racism had crushed the natural capaci-
ties of minorities, who needed his legislative 
programs to be uplifted. Even well outside the 
hearing of the segregationist politicians whose 
support he needed, Johnson would express a 
belief that blacks and other minorities were 
especially inclined to self-indulgence. In a pri-
vate diary kept during his 1942 service in the 
Second World War, Johnson commented that 
“Negroes…work only enough to eat” and fret-
ted about African-American soldiers’ supposed 
predilection to drunkenness and violence.84 
Similarly, during a stay at the LBJ Ranch in the 
course of his presidency, he complained to his 
ranch foreman that “Mexicans [don’t] do much 

work unless there’s a white man with them, so 
from now on I want a white man with every 
group.”85 However, his racism appears to have 
taken the form of a paternalistic belief that Afri-
can-Americans and other minorities needed his 
guidance to thrive, rather than (as in Truman’s 
case) a belief that African-Americans were inher-
ently and unchangeably lazy and violent. This 
is borne out of an analysis of Johnson’s private 
statements and actions on race. In 1964, John-
son remarked to longtime friend Walker Stone: 
“I’m going to teach these Nigras that don’t know 
anything how to work for themselves instead of 
just breedin’; I’m gonna try to teach these Mexi-
cans who can’t talk English to learn it so they 
can work for themselves…and get off our tax-
payers’ back.”8687 This statement illustrates both 
the depth of his racism—even as he was passing 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act, he believed that black 
Americans needed to be taught to work—and 
the paternalistic, rather than biological, quality 
of this racism. It is also worth pointing out that 
Johnson made use of minority political opera-
tives throughout his career, which could hardly 
have been the case if he had thought that minori-
ties were irretrievably lazy or dangerous.88

In this context, an examination of the Act 
and its legislative history strongly suggests that 
Johnson was ideologically motivated. First, the 
Act was generally consistent with Johnson’s 
own beliefs, embracing integration and equal-
ity of economic result as well as the protection 
of the basic rights that Truman had espoused. 
Title I, for example, strengthened the 1957 Civil 
Rights Act, which was related to voting rights, 
while Title II of the Act desegregated “public ac-
commodations,” which were legally defined to 
include private businesses.89 Furthermore, John-
son displayed no reluctance to pass a civil rights 
bill. Returning home on the night of Kennedy’s 
assassination, Johnson—who had been presi-
dent for all of twelve hours—spent that night 
planning his legislative program, including the 
1964 Civil Rights Act.90 Minutes after Joe Rauh 
helped the bill pass the House, Johnson found 
him and demanded, “What have you done to get 
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the bill on the floor of the Senate?”91 Similarly, 
when congratulating Attorney General Robert 
Kennedy on the large (290-130) majority the 
legislation had received in the House, Johnson 
“[savored] the victory for only a moment” be-
fore urging Kennedy to “get together with Larry 
and Mike Mansfield in the morning and work 
out procedure” for pushing the bill through the 
Senate.92 In the eyes of Senator Richard Russell, 
the “general” of the Senate’s segregationists, 
there was no question about the driving force 
behind the Civil Rights Act of 1964: “We could 
have beaten Kennedy on civil rights, but we 
can’t [beat] Lyndon.”93 Note that it is unlikely 
that Johnson was simply trying to burnish his 
historical legacy through this activism. He had 
begun his activism for a strengthened civil rights 
act even as Vice President—at a time when John-
son believed his political career was over, to the 
point of telling his most trusted aides to seek 
jobs elsewhere.94 In the words of Senator Eugene 
McCarthy, a political opponent of Johnson’s, 
“Johnson… kind of murmured in the gates when 
he was Vice-President...he kind of criticized 
Kennedy. He was really pretty much on open re-
cord in '63, saying we should have a civil rights 
act in '63.”95 Johnson’s intense engagement with 
the Act, both during and before his presidency, 
make it plausible that principle played a role in 
the Act’s passage. 

An examination of the politics of 1964 sup-
ports the thesis that the 1964 Civil Rights Act 
was driven by principle more than politics, as 
Johnson stood to lose more than he gained from 
passing the Civil Rights Act. It is first worth not-
ing that, in stark contrast to Eisenhower, John-
son’s understanding of his political interests 
was self-centered and without much reference 
to party. In the Senate, he moved with the times 
regardless of its effect on leaders of his party, 
supporting the popular Eisenhower’s decisions 
on foreign policy and undercutting Truman’s 
attempts at civil rights legislation in accordance 
with Richard Russell’s political agenda.96 In the 
election of 1964, Johnson’s campaign apparatus 
functioned largely to his, and not the party’s, 

benefit.97 And in the course of his presidency, 
he repeatedly rejected party professionals’ sug-
gestions for party-building initiatives such as a 
“Dollars for Democrats” fundraising drive or a 
one-day seminar for state and federal party lead-
ers. Margaret Price, the vice-chair of the Demo-
cratic National Committee, could not even get 
Johnson’s staff to return her phone calls.98 

It is the case that Johnson had one self-
centered political reason to pass the 1964 Civil 
Rights Act. As Vice President, he had been a fig-
ure with little national exposure.99 By his own ac-
count, Johnson needed to pass a civil rights bill 
in order to be accepted by Kennedy’s liberal sup-
porters in time for the 1964 presidential election. 
As he later explained to his biographer Doris 
Kearns Goodwin, “I had to produce a civil rights 
bill that was even stronger than the one they’d 
have gotten if Kennedy had lived. Without this, 
I’d be dead before I could even begin.”100 How-
ever, in Johnson’s eyes, there was more to lose 
than to gain from such a step. As Nick Kotz has 
noted, Johnson’s support of the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act caused him to lose support among South-
erners and Northern blue-collar workers who 
felt threatened by increasing African-American 
power.101 Polls from the months leading up to the 
signing of the 1964 Civil Rights Act indicate that 
these groups made up a significant proportion 
of the population. In April 1964, for example, a 
Harris poll found that 27 percent of Americans 
opposed the public accommodations clause of 
the Civil Rights Act. In July 1964, the same month 
Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act, 31 
percent of Americans said they thought America 
was moving too fast on minority rights.102 “The 
governor of my own state won’t even introduce 
me [at the Democratic presidential convention,” 
Johnson complained afterwards. “[Texas Gov-
ernor] John Connally’s got a popularity of 82 
percent right now, and I’ve got 41 percent. The 
difference is that I was for public accommoda-
tions, and he wasn’t. That’s all.”103 

However, the Southern backlash did not hurt 
Johnson significantly in the election of 1964. The 
Civil Rights Act had lost him ten percent of the 
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Democratic vote, but Goldwater’s extremism 
had shifted 30% of Republican votes to John-
son.104 Johnson nevertheless had an “intense pre-
occupation” with “the [political] threats posed 
by Robert Kennedy and Barry Goldwater,” to 
the point of asking J. Edgar Hoover to illegally 
monitor Kennedy during the Democratic con-
vention.105 This was likely exacerbated by John-
son’s intense desire to politically outdo Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt. As President, he toyed with 
naming his Great Society legislation “the Better 
Deal” (a deliberate attempt to outdo Roosevelt’s 
New Deal) and repeatedly bragged that he had 
legislatively outdone Roosevelt.106 On Election 
Night of 1964, despite having already defeated 
Barry Goldwater by a large margin, a visibly un-
happy Johnson was not celebrating.107  Instead, 
he was on the phone with his aide Eric Goldman, 
checking to see whether he was outpointing 
Roosevelt’s defeat of Herbert Hoover in 1936.108 
This intense obsession with winning by as large 
a margin as possible, and Johnson’s intense fear 
of losing, makes it unlikely that Johnson would 
have willingly given up approximately 20 per-
cent of the vote—unless he was making the deci-
sion on grounds of principle.

IV. Conclusion
Though Truman, Eisenhower, and Johnson were 
all willing to make advances in civil rights, all 
three had political motives for doing so—particu-
larly Truman and Eisenhower. This has several 

implications for the study of the presidency and 
the study of policy. First, to further test these con-
clusions about the presidency and civil rights, 
future research should also take into account the 
varied motivations behind each president’s civil 
rights initiatives, such as Eisenhower’s 1957 and 
1960 Civil Rights Acts. If this study’s conclusions 
continue to hold, another issue arises. Historians 
such as Michael Gardner and John Andrews have 
imbued presidential civil rights policy with con-
siderable symbolic significance, implying that 
progressive legislation moves forward in large 
part because Americans elect principled men. For 
example, Gardner describes Truman’s actions on 
civil rights as “a remarkable presidential story of 
moral courage and political recklessness.”109 And 
Andrews’ account of the 1964 Civil Rights Bill’s 
passage omits Johnson’s self-avowed political 
motives altogether, noting only that “[the bill’s] 
supporters seized the moral high ground.”110 This 
moral significance lessens when we note that two 
of these presidents were driven at least as much 
by politics as by principle, and that even Johnson 
had some degree of political motivation. Instead, 
future studies of the American presidency should 
examine the question: how is it that the Ameri-
can electoral system, at least two times in a row, 
elected men who were morally half-equipped to 
deal with civil rights?

Kailas Menon is a graduate student in the Walsh Se-
curity Studies program, Class of 2021.
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T he turn of the seventeenth century in 
the Netherlands marked the beginning 
of the Dutch Golden Age, an era char-

acterized by both great economic, scientific, and 
artistic developments and an entrenchment of 
religious and moral values. A sanctuary from the 
busyness of everyday life, the Dutch home during 
the seventeenth century functioned as a comfort-
able living space and as a center for the cultivation 
of moral values. Nuclear families, which included 
a father, mother, and, of course, children, were 
considered sacred units, essential to maintaining 
the deeply religious and civic spirit of the Dutch 
Republic. As the Dutch were among the first to 
recognize childhood as a unique period of devel-
opment, these small, intimate families devoted 
special attention to raising their children—so 
much so that foreigners, and even some mem-
bers of the Calvinist clergy, were often appalled 
by their affection. From playthings to food, par-
ents recognized that children’s needs and wants 
differed from those of adults and were therefore 
willing to cater to them. However, while the be-
havior and possessions of these children might 
seem excessive to some, they were ultimately 
consistent with Dutch attitudes on religion and 
civic virtue, as seen in the cases of children’s toys, 
foods, and holidays. Reflecting the Dutch empha-
sis on moderation and idealization of striking a 
golden mean, this affection was carefully bal-
anced by a system of discipline. 

The unique attention and resources devoted 
to Dutch children during the Golden Age were 

driven by a deep commitment to the state re-
ligion of Calvinism, as seventeenth-century 
Dutch society largely centered around religious 
faith. This focus on religion impacted the home, 
which the Dutch viewed as a sanctuary and even 
as a “personal church.”1 Dutch children were 
valued as “gifts from the Almighty” from the 
very moment of their births, which were usu-
ally celebrated with lavish banquets.2 Adhering 
to strict Calvinist doctrine, parents were diligent 
in raising their children to be pious and morally 
righteous. Mothers were tasked with the respon-
sibility of presiding over the religious instruction 
of their children, a duty that they took serious-
ly.3 For example, due to the instruction of her 
mother, three-year-old Anna-Maria Shuurman 
already knew her “catechism by heart,” a prod-
uct of an undoubtedly time and effort intensive 
learning process.4 While foreigners might have 
considered this parental attention to be excessive 
to the point of spoiling the child, the Dutch justi-
fied it as a worthwhile investment to ensure that 
their children would lead Christian lives. 

Beyond providing a religious education, par-
ents believed that it was their civic duty to raise 
virtuous, moral citizens who would become 
future leaders of the Dutch Republic. Dutch pa-
triotism was based on the understanding that 
maintaining a republican form of government 
depended on the virtuous and uncorrupted 
character of the Dutch citizenry. To demonstrate 
their confidence in children as the next genera-
tion of leaders, municipal governments equated 
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the birth of a child with entering “a state of civic 
grace” for families, and offered benefits like tax 
exemptions to new parents.5 With these advan-
tages, parents were expected to raise pious, re-
spectable, civically virtuous citizens who could 
be depended upon to defend the nation. As edu-
cation was viewed as essential for shaping char-
acter, parents also invested heavily in proper 
instruction. For example, parents perceived mu-
sic lessons as “signs of refinement” that taught 
their children discipline and perseverance.6 Sim-
ilarly, wealthier families sent their children to 
elite institutions called “French schools,” where 
they learned reading and writing in French, 
needlework for girls, and “most importantly,” 
proper manners.7 

Consistent with the family-centered char-
acter of Dutch Calvinism, civic education also 
extended into the home. Parents bought their 
children “emblem books,” which incorporated 
moralistic messages into entertaining and easy-
to-understand stories and illustrations.8 In ad-
dition, household chores were utilized as an 
opportunity to convey the value of hard work 
to impressionable young people, who were re-
warded with praise and playtime for that work.9 

Through instilling a strong sense of discipline 
and responsibility in their children, Dutch par-
ents sought to raise young people who were 
equipped with the proper temperament and re-
fined character necessary to becoming virtuous 
leaders of their nation. 

Reflecting the importance of properly raising 
children, a common motif in seventeenth cen-
tury Dutch art was to contrast well-raised chil-
dren with those who were poorly raised.10 For 
example, Caspar Netscher’s Woman Combing a 
Child’s Hair (see Figure 1) juxtaposes a well-be-
haved boy, whose mother is combing his hair, 
to his unruly sister, who is sticking her tongue 
out in front of a mirror (much to the displeasure 
of their maid, who looks sternly at her).11 The 
obedient boy is depicted as a model of good be-
havior, especially since grooming and hygiene 
were associated with virtue.12 Accordingly, the 
boy is rewarded with his mother’s care and at-
tention, while his sister must reflect upon and 
modify her own demeanor. In an even more ob-
vious distinction between those who were prop-
erly reared and those who were not, children 
were also contrasted with animals, as seen in Jan 
Steen’s Grace Before Meat (see Figure 2), in which 

Figure 1 Figure 2
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a young girl captivated in prayer before a meal is 
contrasted with a dog licking a pot.13 Embodying 
Dutch values, the pious, disciplined child is the 
product of a proper upbringing, while the gro-
tesque dog, who lacks self-control, is the result 
of no training.

Although toys and games may seem like 
frivolous pastimes in a society regulated by 
strict, sober Calvinist doctrine, the religious and 
moral education imposed upon Dutch children 
extended to their playthings. Possessing a pro-
gressive understanding of children’s needs, even 
Calvinist clergy realized that “children should 
play for the sake of their development,” as long as 
“the limits of Christian moderation and decency 
were not exceeded.”14 To ensure that play did not 
undermine moral values, parents presented toys 
and games to their children under a “play-as-you-
learn” philosophy.15 For example, spinning tops, 
which required children to exert physical energy 
in order to be properly spun, reflected the effort 
and tenacity needed to succeed in life.16 Moralis-
tic meaning was even attached to playing cards, 
a pastime that was traditionally associated with 
gambling—a vice antithetical to Calvinist sobri-
ety. Dutch children regularly played card games, 
an activity permitted by their morally conscien-
tious parents, who argued that card games taught 
basic arithmetic as well as how to play by the rules 
and gracefully accept defeat.17 In a society defined 

by adherence to religious and civic values, the at-
tachment of symbolic meaning to children’s toys 
and games rendered play as not just acceptable, 
but encouraged. 

In addition to carrying moralistic meaning, 
toys and games were also consistent with Dutch 
civic virtue because they prepared children for 
their future adult responsibilities. Emphasiz-
ing traditional roles, children’s toys were sepa-
rated based on gender.18 This divide can be seen 
in Adriaen Pietersz van de Venne’s Children’s 
Games (see Figure 3), which depicts children 
playing in a town square.19 While children in the 
background are engaging in a variety of activi-
ties, from kite flying to walking on stilts, most 
intriguing are the children in the foreground: a 
group of boys in the center carry toy weapons and 
march in a military-style parade, while a group 
of girls to their left play with dolls and kitchen 
utensils.20 As the Dutch valued orderly and sanc-
tified households, girls prepared for their future 
responsibilities as housewives through play. 
Meanwhile, through brandishing toy swords in 
a military parade, boys were primed as future 
defenders of the Dutch Republic.21 Even the set-
ting, the town square (the center of local govern-
ment and civil society), emphasizes the elements 
of civic virtue that adults hoped to convey to 
children.22 The poet Jacob Cats recognized this 
parallel between childhood pleasures and adult 
responsibilities in his book Houwelick, observing 
that the real world is “but a children’s game.”23 
Thus, while children certainly derived fun and 
pleasure from their toys, the specific toys they 
played with were not the product of mere coinci-
dence, but a deliberate attempt to raise civically 
minded citizens who would proudly perform 
the duties expected of them. 

Beyond playthings, parents paid special at-
tention to ensuring that children were well-fed, 
which did not reflect indulgence, but rather re-
ligious and civic-based concerns for children. 
In accordance with contemporary beliefs about 
well-balanced diets, Dutch parents were careful 
to ensure that their children consumed an ad-
equate amount of fresh fruits and vegetables. In 

Figure 3
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contrast to other nations at the time, the Nether-
lands had a reputation for having an abundant 
variety of fresh produce.24 By the seventeenth 
century, it was widely understood that a nutri-
tious diet was instrumental to good health, es-
pecially the prevention of disease.25 Since Dutch 
parents regarded their children as the future 
generation of religious and civic leaders, it is un-
surprising that they carefully regulated the diets 
of their children to ensure that they were healthy 
and would live to fulfill these roles. Accordingly, 
the Dutch were the largest vegetable consum-
ers in Europe.26 To further maintain the health 
of their children, the Dutch took additional 

measures, such as carefully monitoring food 
quality and perfecting food preservation tech-
niques, like smoking and pickling, which pre-
vented their children from eating spoiled food.27 

While Dutch children were certainly well-
fed with healthy foods, they were also offered 
sweets in a manner that was reflective of the 
Dutch commitment to moderation. Pastries and 
other baked goods were popular among chil-
dren, but while these treats were delicious, they 
did not necessarily represent a spoiling of Dutch 
children. Rather, treats were utilized by parents 
as tools for teaching, as seen in Peter Binoit’s Still 
Life with Letter Cookies (see Figure 4), which de-
picts a batch of cookies molded into the shape of 
letters of the alphabet.28 These cookies provided 
parents with an engaging way to teach their chil-
dren how to read, a skill essential not only for 
civic participation and leadership, but also for 
the reading of religious texts.29 Beyond teaching 
skills like reading, sweets also supplemented 
children’s moral education. Consistent with 
Calvinist values like discipline and self-control, 
parents presented their children with “special, 
extra items” like cookies and candied fruit as 
“rewards” for good behavior.30 Thus, contrary 
to their associations with overindulgence and 
gluttony, sweets reinforced adherence to proper 
values. 

A further aspect of Dutch Golden Age life 
that combined the realms of religion and child-
hood pleasures was the celebration of holidays. 
Dutch families were “passionately attached” to 
celebrating special occasions like holidays and 
birthdays and took extra effort to include chil-
dren in them.31 For example, children hunted 
for eggs on Easter and dressed up in costumes 
for Three Kings Days.32 The most child-centered 
occasion was Saint Nicholas Day, also known 
as “the children’s feast-day,” which was com-
memorated with gift exchanges, baked treats 
like gingerbread, and bonfires.33 While snack-
ing on gingerbread cookies may have had little 
to do with Saint Nicholas himself, participat-
ing in these rituals provided opportunities to 
strengthen familial and community ties, which 

Figure 4

Figure 5
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composed the bedrock of Dutch religious and 
civic life. Some Calvinist leaders denounced 
these celebrations as sinful excesses that devi-
ated too far from the original religious signifi-
cance of holidays. However, when the clergy in 
Amsterdam attempted to ban the sale of dolls 
for St. Nicholas Day, parents successfully per-
suaded them to back down after arguing for the 
significance of holiday festivities in maintaining 
family life.34 As the primary moral instructors for 
their children, parents believed that participat-
ing in these celebrations, both within the home 
and in the greater community, was instrumental 
in raising community-oriented, civically active 
young people. 

Despite the obvious affection with which 
Dutch parents treated their children, families 
also implemented a careful system of discipline 
and punishment that ensured their children 
acted within the confines of their moral upbring-
ing. Although the “severity” with which the 
behavior of children was regulated varied be-
tween households, Dutch families were highly 
conscientious about correcting improper behav-
ior.35 An example of punishment that balanced 
childhood needs with discipline can be seen in 
Jan Steen’s Saint Nicholas Feast (see Figure 5), 
which depicts children receiving gifts from their 
family on Saint Nicholas Day. All children are 
happily enjoying their gifts except for one crying 
boy, who did not receive a present as punish-
ment for his unsatisfactory behavior.36 Parents 
did not use corporal punishment, which they 
believed would “harden the child into expecta-
tions of brutality and wickedness,” contrary to 
the virtuous and moral citizens they hoped their 
children would become.37 Instead, the forms of 
discipline imposed sought to correct behavior 

without inflicting severe emotional or physi-
cal damage. In fact, parents were so involved 
in ensuring that their children acted properly, 
that even Constantijn Huygens Jr., a high-status 
statesman and secretary to King William III of 
Orange, realized that relying on tutors to govern 
his son was inadequate. In order to truly correct 
his son’s drunken, unruly behavior, he would 
have to personally intervene.38 Many Dutch par-
ents pursued such heavy-handed involvement 
in their children’s lives, emphasizing the unique 
attention that Dutch parents committed to en-
suring their children presented themselves as 
respectable, refined individuals. 

Ultimately, Dutch parents’ steadfast com-
mitment to raising pious and patriotic children 
was reflected in the toys, food, and holidays 
that were synonymous with childhood in the 
Netherlands during the seventeenth century. 
Although discipline kept children’s behavior in 
check, the punishment imposed also revealed a 
careful consideration of the children’s unique 
needs. Achieving a middle ground between 
an overindulgence of children and an indiffer-
ence to childhood needs, parents reared their 
children in a way that adhered to the ideal of 
moderation while also remaining faithful to the 
religious and civic values that defined Dutch 
culture. Therefore, in addition to the flourish-
ing of trade, art, and intellectual thought that 
marked the seventeenth century, the uniquely 
progressive and precedential attention that 
Dutch parents devoted to their children during 
this period truly rendered the era a Golden Age 
in Dutch history. 

Hannah So is a sophomore in the College studying 
Government.
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T he Livingstone Pioneer and Adver-
tiser posed a question weighing on 
all white settlers’ minds through-

out Northern Rhodesia in 1906 when it asked, 
“How would we stand them?” This ominous 
inquiry was directed to Cecil Rhodes’s British 
South Africa Company, and it accompanied a 
demand for rifles to be administered to the set-
tlers of Livingstone so that they could put up 
a defense to any violent uprisings by the Lozi 
or neighboring African tribes. If “inadequately 
equipped,” the newspaper warned, “another 
dark page would be added to the already dark-
enough history of Africa,” and everyone would 
be reduced to “fighting desperately for his 
life.”1 This depiction of the European presence 
in Africa threatened by native resistance and 
violence contrasts with Eurocentric histories of 
colonialism as a conquête pacifique in which Af-
ricans welcomed colonial rule with alacrity and 
gratitude. It sheds light on the complex history 
of European impositions of colonial rule in Af-
rica, processes that were sometimes violent and 
hotly contested by native peoples. Uncovering 
the history of native resistance to the imposi-
tion of colonial rule, as well as how such resis-
tance shaped European colonization in Africa, 
is a worthwhile project for historians interested 
in overcoming our “collective amnesia” that 
has “comfortably erased more negative aspects 
of the imperial past.”2 This essay suggests that 
African resistance did affect the imposition of 
European colonial rule in various ways, but 

that nevertheless, such resistance could not 
have staved off European imperialism forever. 

For the purposes of this analysis, the imposi-
tion of colonial rule across Africa by European 
powers came in two forms: initial imposition 
and ongoing imposition. Initial imposition refers 
to the process of establishing political, military, 
economic, or social control over a previously au-
tonomous territory not already under colonial 
auspices. Initial imposition forms new relation-
ships of domination with new peoples, typically 
by either force or treaty. Ongoing imposition re-
fers to the process of governing and maintaining 
political, military, economic, and/or social con-
trol over a territory already under colonial aus-
pices. It is the governance of a colonized people 
and the deliberate attempt to maintain the rela-
tionship of domination created during the initial 
impositions of colonial rule.

Before beginning, it may also be useful to 
mention that the topic of African resistance to the 
imposition of colonial rule has not been entirely 
ignored by historians. In fact, a debate over the 
effectiveness of native resistance to European 
imperialism flourished in the twentieth century 
following the publication of R. E. Robinson and J. 
Gallagher’s “The Partition of Africa.” In their ar-
ticle, Robinson and Gallagher argue that “[Resis-
tance] movements…were romantic, reactionary 
struggles against the facts, the passionate protests 
of societies which were shocked by the new age 
of change and would not be comforted.” “The 
defter nationalisms,” they continue, cooperated 
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with colonial powers “to reform their personali-
ties and regain their power.”3 Thus, according to 
this interpretation, resistance was entirely futile. 
Various responses, mostly critical, emerged in the 
following decades and inform the content of this 
essay. While the authors of those responses, as 
well as their contributions to this debate, are cited 
over the following pages, William Gutteridge’s 
warning against the temptation to disregard Af-
rican resistance at face value bears mention: “The 
fact that African resistance invariably ended in 
crushing defeat has served to obscure the strength 
of that resistance and even to suggest that there 
was really nothing effective at all.” Thus, we must 
be wary of equating the results of African resis-
tance with the extent of its success (success being 
defined as independence from imperialism). The 
Lozi of Northern Rhodesia may have been unsuc-
cessful in the face of Cecil Rhodes’ British South 
Africa Company, but the effects of their resistance 
were not lost on the white settlers of Livingstone.

African resistance to initial imposition was 
a common theme of European imperialism on 
the continent, particularly in the last decades of 
the nineteenth century, when the ‘Scramble for 
Africa’ was at its peak. In West Africa, French 
attempts to consolidate their control over the 
Dahomey kingdom, including the interior ter-
ritory of Abomey, met staunch resistance from 
the Dahomean King Behanzin. Behanzin re-
nounced French interferences in his sovereign 
right to move armies within his kingdom, as 
well as their demands that he release his title to 
Cotonou, an area closer to the coast.4 After an 
unsuccessful meeting between Behanzin and 
French emissaries in 1891, the Dahomean King 
mobilized his forces and successfully resisted 
French advances until negotiations resumed in 
1894. In the end, the French recognized the au-
thority of Behanzin’s brother over large parts of 
Abomey–this enabled a form of indirect rule to 
be implemented–and Behanzin was exiled.5 The 
former king’s ashes, however, were returned 
by the French to his kingdom in 1928 as a sign 
of respect for his staunch resistance. The ex-
ample of King Behanzin is a single instance in 

which native resistance to the initial imposition 
of European colonial rule succeeded not only 
in delaying imperialist domination, but also in 
acquiring preferable terms of colonial control. 
That Behanzin’s brother was named ruler over 
a reduced Abomey kingdom is not meaningless; 
it reflects the success of Behanzin’s resistance in 
resisting a technologically superior French Em-
pire and in forcing one of Europe’s great powers 
to the negotiating table.

Elsewhere in West Africa, steadfast Asante 
resistance to British expansion spanned from 
1823 to the early 1900s. The cost of subjugating 
such a fierce native population was surely a fac-
tor in the British decision to name Asante a pro-
tectorate, rather than a colony, in 1896, thereby 
limiting its commitment to direct governance 
over native peoples there.6 The Frafra of the 
northern territories of the Gold Coast were 
likewise so successful in preventing British ex-
pansion into their territory that British Captain 
Giffard, tasked with leading a military expe-
dition into Frafra land, resorted to a scorched 
earth policy in which he had to burn villages 
and poison wells.7 Any punishment less severe 
appears likely to have failed to corral the feisty 
Frafra, and the costs of continued fighting with 
this native movement were too expensive to al-
low. Furthermore, the French experienced stiff 
resistance in Senegal from Umar b. Said Tall’s 
Muslim forces. Umar had created his own reli-
gious empire in West Africa, seeking to purify 
the practice of Islam under his leadership, and 
clashed with French forces repeatedly after 
1855.8 Only after Umar’s death in the 1860s was 
France able to extend its influence over a weak-
ened West Africa. West African merchants also 
resisted economic imperialism in the 1880s by 
refusing to forfeit their economic rights during 
British attempts to open up lucrative palm oil 
markets.9

Resistance to the initial imposition of colonial 
rule was not confined to West Africa, however. 
Colonial administrator Harry Johnston, for in-
stance, justified his colonial policy shift to rec-
ognize the land rights of the Ganda aristocracy 
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in 1900 by explaining that he was confronted 
by “something like a million fairly intelligent, 
slightly civilized negroes of war-like tendencies 
and possessing about 10,000 to 12,000 guns.” 
Personally, Johnston believed white men were 
destined to control and develop all of East and 
Central Africa, so his decision regarding the 
Ganda aristocracy highlights the influence the 
latter’s resistance, or potential to resist, had on 
his colonial policymaking.10 Similarly, British 
officials in Kenya refused London’s order to 
prevent future raids from the Masai peoples by 
launching an aggressive war to annihilate them 
because they feared the Masai were stronger 
than the British forces available to them. Simi-
lar hesitancies compelled P. W. Forbes, a colo-
nial administrator in northeastern Rhodesia, 
to refrain from launching punitive expeditions 
against the Awemba nation.11 The German East 
Africa Company also struggled to control native 
peoples who rebelled in the face of the compa-
ny’s harsh polices that “did not care to take any 
steps to conciliate the natives.”12

Southern Africa also had its handful of resis-
tance movements against the initial imposition 
of colonial rule by European powers. Langali-
balele, an independent Hlubi chief, refused co-
lonial policies that would have required him to 
register his weapons even though he was con-
trolled by British forces. His resistance ended 
after his eventual capture and the “excessive 
severity” of his punishment by colonial offi-
cers.13 His actions, however, helped create fears 
among white settlers in southern Africa of an 
ever-imminent black rebellion, as evidenced by 
the Livingstone Pioneer and Advertiser article cited 
earlier. The British defeat in the face of Zulu re-
sistance at Isandlhwana increased these worries 
and were a testament to the power of native re-
sistance groups.14

The various cases described above showcase 
how African resistance to the initial imposition 
of colonial rule could have meaningful effects on 
colonial policy and the future of controlled ter-
ritories. However, as T. O. Ranger writes, “the 
resistance of African societies was bound to be 

broken in the end.”15 Thus, as Gutteridge urges 
us to do, and as I have tried to do so far, we must 
not equate eventual European domination with 
the failure of African resistance movements to 
initial impositions of colonial rule.

African resistance to ongoing impositions 
of colonial rule was of a different nature and 
strategic framework than the militant rebel-
lions against advancing colonial troops associ-
ated with initial impositions. As Barbara Bush 
argues, resistance movements to the ongoing 
imposition of colonial rule were directed at the 
colonial power and, at times, native groups of 
‘collaborators.’16 West Africans employed pro-
tests, boycotts, petitions, the use of African 
lawyers and lawsuits, non-compliance with co-
lonial laws and policies, and violence to resist 
European imperial governments.17 West African 
peasant farmers also resisted British pressures to 
grow certain crops and quantities, resorting to 
more subtle resistance measures like sabotage or 
‘laziness.’18 In cities, organizations dedicated to 
protecting native peoples against discriminating 
or harsh colonial policies also appeared as viable 
forms of resistance. The Gold Coast Aborigines 
Rights Protection Society (ARPS), for instance, 
defended African land rights. Two ARPS repre-
sentatives even travelled to London in 1934 to 
present a petition against the increasingly op-
pressive and autocratic colonial government to 
the King and the House of Commons.19 Local 
press publications circulated increasingly and 
found audiences in other West African areas, 
across the diaspora and the British Empire itself 
– even in London.20

West African resistance also surfaced among 
the growing class of workers. When copies of 
the African Sentinel nationalist magazine were 
seized by local police at the Ariston Gold Mines, 
protests erupted at mines throughout the area.21 
Trade unions formed, and were eventually rec-
ognized by British authorities in the 1930s. Gha-
naian cocoa farmers even organized a hold-up 
of production to protest falling cocoa prices on 
the international market in 1937-1938, which led 
directly to policy reforms.22
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In South Africa, resistance to the ongoing 
imposition of colonial rule was complicated by 
the presence of a white settler minority popu-
lation that governed and implemented several 
segregationist policies. The African People’s 
Organization (APO), founded in 1902, sent rep-
resentatives to London in 1906 and 1909 to de-
nounce segregationist policies in South Africa 
that affected land and labor rights for Africans.23 
However, these APO groups were unsuccessful 
in changing official opinion. Other organizations 
formed to organize resistance to discriminatory 
government policies, such as the South African 
Native National Congress (SANNC) in 1912, the 
Anti-Slavery and Aborigines Protection Society 
(ASAPS), and the All African Convention (AAC) 
in 1935. Overwhelming poverty and the formal-
ization of racism, however, increasingly pushed 
many individuals into dangerous and underpaid 
work at places like the Rand mines. Whereas 
West African organizations were able to mobi-
lize rural and urban workers together on key is-
sues of protest, South African socio-political and 
economic conditions complicated any attempt 
to organize on a large scale. Nevertheless, some 
resistance measures, such as Gandhian passive 
resistance to poll taxes and pass laws, were prac-
ticed.24 Exceptional circumstances, such as those 
between 1935 and 1940 in the Transvaal, also oc-
curred when tens of thousands of ‘Copper Belt’ 
miners went on strike.25

Moreover, cultural resistance arose as an ex-
pression of defiance in both urban and rural ar-
eas of South Africa.26 At mines, workers chanted 
and performed their grievances for visitors us-
ing traditional songs and attire. Elsewhere, black 
South Africans made sure that their culture was 
not devalued and forgotten. Barbara Bush writes 
that “[t]he cultural reworkings of the interwar 
[South] African townships testifies to the irre-
pressible vitality and dynamism of oppositional 
cultures that prevented the transformation of 
[South] African men and women, rural and ur-
ban, into cowed victims.”27 Furthermore, black 
women, an outlet for black men’s frustrations 
at colonial oppression–manifested in cultural 

norms surrounding gender–and individuals 
treated inhumanely by white South Africans, 
united together in Christian church networks 
to meet social challenges and changing moral 
codes.28

Any work on African resistance must also 
mention African collaboration with European 
imperialists. At the same time as King Behanzin 
was repelling French forces in Dahomey, King 
Soji, and later his son King Tofa, were collabo-
rating with the French and trying to preserve 
their interests through the protectorate system. 
Yet despite their cooperative demeanors, espe-
cially in contrast to Behanzin’s rebellions rejec-
tion of the French, it was Behanzin’s kingdom 
that fared the best in the long run. While Soji and 
Tofa avoided military confrontation, their politi-
cal rights dwindled. In the final years of his life, 
Tofa had sincere misgivings that he had sold his 
country to the French. While Behanzin’s brother 
ruled Abomey, Tofa’s palace descended into 
an “irrelevant backwater.”29 Elsewhere, African 
groups decided to collaborate with Europeans 
cautiously to benefit from the latter’s need for 
African support in unfamiliar and hostile envi-
ronments. Germans in Tanganyika sought out 
such groups, the British South Africa Company 
relied on help from the Lozi, and the Ganda 
aristocracy extracted significant political con-
cessions from the British in exchange for their 
help, such as “entrenched power and privilege 
established in law.”30 Such cooperation was not 
unique to African societies – Native Americans 
chiefs, such as the Comanche Quanah Parker, 
accepted similar measures as the best chance of 
protecting their people.

Unlike Robinson and Gallagher’s assertion 
that resistance was entirely futile, African resis-
tance to the imposition of colonial rule, both ini-
tial and ongoing, was sometimes quite substantial 
and influential. While most African groups could 
not stave off European expansion forever, pre-
dominantly because of the latter’s technological 
superiority and resources, resistance movements 
were not undertaken in vain. Soviet Africanist A. 
B. Davidson recalls that Europeans who died in 
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conflicts with African resistance movements are 
immortalized as heroes in European popular 
culture. The British battle against the Matabele 
in 1893, for instance, is remembered by monu-
ments to the 36 imperial soldiers who died there, 
fighting for British values and principles. The 
Matabele, on the other hand, who fiercely fought 
waves of lead bullets with nothing but their ar-
rows, are remembered by history only by their 
number of fatalities – which is rounded conve-
niently to the nearest thousand.31 The Matabele 
and other groups like it deserve recognition for 
their bravery and military talent in the face of 

incredibly uneven odds in their opponents’ favor, 
and understanding the influence African resis-
tance had on the imposition of colonial rule is the 
first step in doing so.

Cole Horton graduated from the School of Foreign 
Service in 2018 with a degree in International Poli-
tics with Honors. While at Georgetown, he was an 
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Law in 2018. He is currently a Legal Administra-
tor and Junior Paralegal for Boeing’s Office of Legal 
Counsel in Seattle, Washington.
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Churchill
Historian and History

Elizabeth Cresson

W inston Churchill became the prime 
minister of the United Kingdom 
in 1941 under dire circumstances. 

Nazi forces plowed through Europe, bringing 
one nation after another to surrender. At a time 
of utter desperation, Churchill roused the British 
Empire to fight for the defense of its homeland 
and Western civilization at large. He utilized 
British legacy to motivate citizens and offered 
them a place in this legacy. Churchill’s status 
as a political elite, his rhetorical skills, and his 
oratorical skills were essential to convincing his 
people and government to follow him. In ad-
dition, he was able to justify his decisions with 
examples from history, allowing him to feel 
confident in his own beliefs. Finally, Churchill 
would not have been inspired to join the ranks of 
the men that he studied without knowing their 
deeds. Therefore, a study of history was integral 
to Churchill’s success.

The film Darkest Hour (2017) puts this success 
into context. This biographical film, directed by 
Joe Wright, takes place during World War II. It 
shows the political opposition that Churchill 
faced on both foreign and domestic stages. The 
film also weaves Churchill’s love of history into 
his actions, referencing its influence in his life 
and politics. The inclusion of these references 
when depicting Churchill shows the importance 
of history to his character and leadership, utiliz-
ing fictitious scenarios to reflect the real impact 
of his studies.

Churchill’s status as a powerful orator and 
rhetorician had its roots in the classical educa-
tion of his youth. The education of a boy in the 
upper echelon of British society required the 

study of the Classics. At age seven, during his 
tenure at his first boarding school, Churchill first 
laid eyes upon the Latin language. “It seemed 
absolute rigamarole to me,” he recalls in his 
memoir My Early Life. His struggle with transla-
tion continued throughout his teenage years at 
Harrow, eventually leading to a swap of writing 
and translation assignments between himself 
and another student who was better at Latin and 
Greek. However, when reflecting on this experi-
ence as an adult, Churchill recognized the im-
portant impact of the Greek and Latin languages 
on his development. He writes, “when they ar-
rived at fairly obvious reflections upon life and 
love, upon war, fate or matters, they coined them 
into the slogans or epigrams for which their lan-
guage was so well adapted, and thus preserved 
patent rights for all time.”1 No doubt the study 
of writing and speeches nearly two millennia old 
put the power of words on full display for young 
Churchill. Though he struggled with Latin and 
Greek in an academic setting, he eventually rec-
ognized the power that words could possess 
whether in Latin, Greek, or English. 

He also first showed promise for oratory at 
Harrow. Included in his curriculum was Macau-
lay’s Lays of Ancient Rome. This text is an assembly 
of narrative poems about Roman history written 
by the Englishman Thomas Babington Macaulay 
in the mid-nineteenth century. Churchill stud-
ied Roman history through the lens of English 
fiction and latched on particularly strongly to 
this work, as displayed in The Darkest Hour. De-
spite his low academic ranking within his class, 
Churchill won a prize for “reciting to the Head-
master twelve hundred lines… without making 
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a single mistake.”2 The successful recitation of 
1200 lines of text shows a remarkable ability to 
memorize content and deliver it under pressure. 
It also exemplifies Churchill’s unwavering self-
confidence. Aware of his low rank among his 
peers and generally poor academic performance, 
Churchill nonetheless chose to show himself to 
the headmaster and compete. Not only did an 
education in the Classics show Churchill the 
power of language, but it also motivated him to 
learn the art of performing such language. 

Studying the Classics also reinforced 
Churchill’s identity as a member of the British 
elite. At the age of 22, while in Bangalore as a war 
correspondent, he extended his education by 
embarking upon independent study. One of the 
works that he selected was Edward Gibbon’s Fall 
and Decline of the Roman Empire, another text on 
Roman history by an English author. He selected 
this text because it inspired his father, Randolph 
Churchill, a successful politician. “Someone told 
me that my father had read Gibbon with delight; 
that he knew whole pages of it by heart, and that 
it had greatly affected his style of speech and 
writing,” he recalled.3 In addition to his tradi-
tional primary education, studying works like 
Gibbon brought him further into the fold of Brit-
ish politics.

As a politician, Churchill found justification 
for his actions within history. One example is 
displayed in his essay “Consistency in Politics,” 
published in 1927.4 After Churchill had left the 
Conservatives for the Liberals, and the Liberals 
for the Conservatives once again, he found him-
self faced with strong criticism on all political 
fronts. In Churchill’s view, however, what his 
opponents saw as weak or selfish was a singu-
lar, driving motivation for his long-term goal: 
the benefit of the British Empire. He wrote this 
essay to express that sentiment. Almost immedi-
ately Churchill referenced events that took place 
a century and a half earlier, questioning if there 
could be “a greater example in this field” other 
than Edmund Burke, who wrote several works 
in the eighteenth century that would “continue 
to furnish Conservatives for all time.” Churchill 

claimed that any criticism of Burke’s support of 
both liberty and authority as “political inconsis-
tency” would be “a mean and petty thing.” This 
belief was rooted in his principle motivation of 
“revolting against tyranny.” Inconsistency was 
a byproduct of “the same danger [approaching] 
the same man from different directions and in 
different forms, and the same man [turning] to 
face it with incomparable weapons, drawn from 
the same armory, used in a different quarter, 
but for the same purpose.” Churchill saw him-
self in the same light. Like Burke, he possessed 
one goal—the preservation of the British impe-
rial way of life. If Churchill felt that the best way 
to do so varied from one party to the other, or 
from one reasoning to another, then he would 
vary in suit. Just as Burke used “incomparable 
weapons, drawn from the same armory, used 
in a different quarter,” so did Churchill with his 
differing quarters being the Tories and the Lib-
erals. Churchill referenced Burke because Burke 
was well-revered, and he found a way to utilize 
Burke’s actions and writings to validate his own 
decisions. 

Churchill’s vision for the British Empire 
was never threatened more than during his first 
term as prime minister. In “Blood, Toil, Tears 
and Sweat,” his first speech as prime minister, 
Churchill illustrated the gravity of the threat that 
the Nazis posed: “Let that be realized; no sur-
vival for the British Empire, no survival for all 
that the British Empire has stood for, no survival 
for the urge and impulse of the ages, that man-
kind will move forward towards its goal.”5 As 
of May 13th, 1940, the date on which Churchill 
delivered this address at the House of Com-
mons, Nazi forces gripped Europe in a strangle-
hold. An overwhelming number of Nazi troops 
backed only slightly more than 300,000 British 
soldiers, essentially the only Allied forces left 
in continental Europe, into the sea at Calais and 
Dunkirk. He invoked British history to remind 
his audience of what they were defending. In his 
mind, defense of the Empire was the defense of 
Western ideals like individuality and freedom, 
both of which, to him, represented progress in 
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the timeline of human development. By bringing 
to mind the great history that the British Empire 
possessed, Churchill utilized the past to moti-
vate action against the Nazi threat. It served as 
a reminder for the momentum that he believed 
the Empire possessed, instilling confidence in 
British citizens to defend the higher morality of 
their culture. 

Churchill referenced British history again 
in “We Shall Fight on the Beaches,” a speech 
he gave at the House of Commons three weeks 
later, on June 4th. This was the last day of the 
evacuation at Dunkirk, a near-miraculous suc-
cess that would not have been possible without 
the British airmen. They protected the beach 
well enough for nearly 300,000 men to board 
their rescue ships, which included over 800 ci-
vilian boats. When commending the British air-
men who played a crucial role in beating down 
Nazi forces, he said that they made “The Knights 
of the Round Table, the Crusaders, all fall back 
into the past-not only distant but prosaic…”6 
Churchill, in awe of the courage and skill that 
the airmen possessed, gave them a place in Brit-
ish history. 

Churchill was also aware that more moments 
in the coming war would become part of Brit-
ish history. In “Their Finest Hour,” a speech de-
livered to the House of Commons on June 18th, 
Churchill readied Britain’s Parliament and citi-
zens for a final stand of English identity and be-
lief.7 He again invoked British legacy: “I expect 
that the Battle of Britain is about to begin. Upon 
this battle depends the survival of Christian civi-
lization. Upon it depends our own British life, 
and the long continuity of our institutions and 
our Empire.” Elaborating on the past achieve-
ments of the British people gave them a sense of 
confidence that they desperately needed. How-
ever, if confidence was not enough, Churchill 
also used history to illustrate the threat. He 
warned the audience, “if we fail, then the whole 
world, including the United States, including all 
that we have known and cared for, will sink into 
the abyss of a new Dark Age made more sinis-
ter, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights 

of perverted science.” Finally, if both confidence 
and threat were insufficient, Churchill offered 
them a role in history: “Let us, therefore, brace 
ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves 
that, if the British Empire and its Commonwealth 
last for a thousand years, men will say, ‘This was 
their finest hour.’” Churchill relied upon history 
in his speeches to express his vision and inspire 
his people. 

The film Darkest Hour expresses the grav-
ity of the task facing Churchill in full color and 
sound. The greatest benefit of the film is that it 
shows the weighty opposition of Parliament to 
Churchill, who was a visionary leader. He had 
unbreakable, though not unshaken, confidence 
and was eager to act in fiery defense of his 
homeland and all that it stood for. Churchill was 
exactly the type of leader that Britain needed at 
the time. One scene in which this is especially 
clear is his delivery of the “Blood, Toil, Tears 
and Sweat” speech, which, as portrayed in the 
film, barely elicited any reaction from the House 
of Commons. The film depicts the conspirato-
rial plot against him by Neville Chamberlain 
and Edward Wood (Lord Halifax) who were 
both members of his own party. Furthermore, 
a self-proclaimed friend of Halifax, British King 
George VI himself, expresses reluctance when 
appointing Churchill. Setting Churchill’s politi-
cal context so vividly emphasizes his confidence 
in a singular goal and his ability to use lan-
guage to persuade, and eventually inspire, those 
around him. 

Part of the filmmakers’ task was also to de-
scribe Churchill’s character, for which they took 
care to include his love of both ancient and Brit-
ish history. Through set design and scriptwrit-
ing, the makers of Darkest Hour reference the 
influence that Churchill’s lifelong study of his-
tory had on his character, sense of confidence, 
and skill as an orator. In the first scene, Churchill 
appears in bed.8 As daylight illuminates his 
bedroom, the furniture in his room becomes 
clearer and the audience can see rows of book-
cases surrounding his bed. On a surface level, 
this background set design displays Churchill’s 
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characteristics. If he sleeps with books surround-
ing him, in this case with what appeared to be 
historical tomes, it follows that the man enjoys 
reading them. This shows his affinity for the 
study of history. However, this set design also 
worked on a symbolic level. The placement of 
his bed in a bookcase literally embeds him in 
history. This initial scene, which introduces us 
to Churchill, both describes his love of history 
and symbolically references his legacy within it. 

About thirty minutes later in the film, 
Churchill references the Roman orator Cicero to 
justify his own speaking. Now prime minister 
and aware of the inevitable surrender of France, 
Churchill chooses to draft a speech for broadcast 
that misleads the British people, telling them 
that the military was on the offensive rather than 
in full retreat. He means for his broadcast to “im-
bue them with a spirit of feeling they don’t yet 
know they have.”9 Churchill’s appointed Secre-
tary of State for War, Anthony Eden, expresses 
concern for this tactic when Churchill shows 
him his draft. Churchill simply growls back, 
“Cicero.”10 He begins a quotation before trailing 
off: “If fortune is adverse then…”11 The quota-
tion Churchill fails to remember in its entirety 
is: “Live as brave men; and if fortune is adverse, 
front its blows with brave hearts.” In actuality, 
Horace writes this in Satires.12 Whether this is a 
mistake on Churchill’s part intentionally within 
the script, or a mistake of the writers’, this asser-
tion aims to show that Churchill draws strength 
from Roman sentiments of bravery in the face 
of unfavorable odds. At this moment, Churchill 
is aware that his choice to lie to the public is a 
generally opposed one, yet he chooses to do so 
anyways with the strength of Cicero behind him. 

Twenty minutes later, Churchill uses his-
tory again to defend his plans against naysayers, 
this time citing more recent British history. On 
May 25, Churchill first plans to sacrifice Calais 
for a maritime rescue of the troops at Dunkirk. 
Halifax, concerned about the effectiveness of this 
plan and ability of Britain to defend itself should 
the plan fail, forcefully advocates for peace talks 
with Hitler, mediated by Italy. Churchill defends 

his plan and confidence in Britain: “We are a 
seagoing nation. We have been since the Bronze 
Age. The Channel is ours. It’s our moat, our 
battlement.”13 This line references two eras in 
British history, the Bronze Age and the medieval 
era. In Churchill’s mind, Britain’s reputation of 
having a strong navy and familiarity with the 
English Channel would give them an advantage 
in their mission at Dunkirk. Their history as an 
island also gives them a defensive advantage, if 
Hitler were to choose to assault the island itself. 
Churchill claims that Nazi forces are not familiar 
with a body of water larger than a lake and that 
the Channel functions as a vast medieval moat.14 
Remembering the historical strength of Britain 
gives Churchill confidence and guided his mili-
tary planning. 

At the emotional climax of the film, Churchill 
references Roman history once again. Inter-
nally quarreling over the dilemma of engag-
ing in peace talks or fighting the Nazi invasion, 
Churchill takes the Tube for one stop, hoping 
to gain some direction from the British people. 
He asks them if they ever want peace talks with 
Hitler, and they respond with a resounding 
“Never!”15 One young girl, in particular, is es-
pecially impassioned, and Churchill sets his at-
tention on her. In response to her conviction, he 
quotes Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome: “Then 
out spake brave Horatius, captain of the gate. To 
every man upon this earth, death cometh soon 
or late. And how can men die better than facing 
fearful odds…”16 Another Underground rider 
joins Churchill in completing the verse in uni-
son: “For the ashes of his father, and the temple 
of his gods.”17 Moved to tears, Churchill resolves 
to choose his instincts over the will of the other 
members of Parliament and, with the inspiration 
from his people and Lays of Ancient Rome, goes 
on to rally the Outer Cabinet before convincing 
the War Cabinet to favor fighting the Nazis. 

The study of Macaulay played a role in 
Churchill’s formation of his British identity in 
real life (as recorded in My Early Life), and the 
film applies this to other British citizens. The 
Lays of Ancient Rome seem to transcend class 
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and race borders. In the movie, it successfully 
unites Churchill and his people, steeling them 
both against the fight to come. There is a unity 
between the morality of Roman Horatius, Prime 
Minister Churchill, and the Underground rider. 
They all find value in fighting for the “ashes of 
his father and the temple of his gods.” Churchill 
and the British citizens in this scene draw cour-
age from the idea of protecting their familial and 
cultural legacy. 

While conveying a nice sentiment, this scene 
in the Underground took the greatest liberty 
with the truth of the entire film. The rest of the 
movie interprets real events, like Churchill’s 
speeches and War Cabinet meetings, and fills in 
speech or reactions that seem reasonable. The 
scene on the Underground is incredibly impor-
tant to Churchill’s decision-making in the film, 
yet fabricated. Aside from the fact that this event 
did not take place, it could not have even plau-
sibly taken place. An education in the Classics 
was fairly limited to the elite class in Churchill’s 
time. While works like The Lays of Ancient Rome 
informed Churchill’s identity, this was largely 
predicated on his membership in the upper 
ranks of British society.

That being said, this scene intends to show 
Churchill’s care for the British people, which he 
certainly did possess in reality. He also cared 
for the ideals of his culture. Protecting British 
people and culture was the mission that drove 
Churchill through his intensely dismal first ten-
ure as prime minister. This scene does convey a 
sympathetic side of Churchill, perhaps necessar-
ily so, after the viewer witnesses both the cal-
lousness that the sacrifice of the 30,000 men at 
Calais required and the vehement reaction to the 
proposition of peace talks. The scene also proves 
an important tool in showing Churchill’s persua-
sive skill, as later in the film he uses the names 
of the Underground riders as mouthpieces for 
his own beliefs regarding the outcome of surren-
dering to the Nazis in his speech to the Outer 

Cabinet.18 While unrealistic, this scene provides 
an important narrative element by showing the 
viewer the socially attuned side of Churchill, 
which is otherwise absent throughout the film.

Churchill began studying history as a young 
boy and continued doing so throughout his life-
time. Churchill’s study of history informed his 
identity as a British orator. As a boy, he started 
with Latin and other Classical studies, which 
showed him the power of carefully crafted lan-
guage. Roman history, as found in Macaulay’s 
Lays of Ancient Rome, was a bridge into his first 
try at oratory as a young teenager at Harrow. 
Roman history again served Churchill in Ban-
galore, as he dug into Gibbon’s Fall and Decline 
of the Roman Empire. This education also ce-
mented his identity as part of the elite political 
class. Later, as a politician, Churchill invoked 
past British politicians as a way of validating his 
political stances, as he did in “Consistency in 
Politics,” which explained the second change in 
his political party. And, finally, history inspired 
Churchill to become a part of it. In his first three 
wartime speeches as prime minister, Churchill 
referenced British history as an instiller of con-
fidence, a standard to surpass, and a legacy to 
join. The film Darkest Hour conveys his close 
relationship with the study of history. Though 
it does not convey the intricacies of his study 
(for example, his appreciation of Latin syntax or 
awareness that the events of World War II would 
join the British history he studied), the film does 
express Churchill’s general connection to the 
subject. The film powerfully depicts the hope-
less circumstances Churchill inherited, in addi-
tion to the strong opposition facing him. In the 
film, just as in reality, Churchill employs his his-
torical knowledge to support his own conviction 
and eventually persuade others to join him in the 
fight to save Western civilization.

Elizabeth Cresson is a senior in the College studying 
Classics and Economics.



THE SANCTUARY

Utraque Unum — Fall 2019   |   35

M athematics, geometry, music, and 
astronomy were the academic pil-
lars on which philosophy rested 

from classical antiquity through the late medi-
eval period and the Renaissance. It comes as no 
surprise, then, that the great minds of the West-
ern world attempted to connect the four aspects 
of this quadrivium in one perfect model. Such 
a model would explain the creation of—and ob-
servable phenomena in—the universe in which 
the Earth resided, while including mathematical, 
geometric, musical, and astronomical elements. 
Indeed, dating back to Pythagoras and the sixth 
century BCE, the specific reconciliation of musi-
cal harmony with the structure and movements 
of celestial bodies became a key component in 
the field of natural philosophy. For two thou-
sand years, the theories of Pythagoras, Plato, 
Ptolemy, Boethius, and others sought to perfect 
such a universal model that utilized harmonic 
relationships, up until the late Renaissance, 
when the German philosopher and astronomer 
Johannes Kepler (1571-1630) published Harmo-
nices Mundi (“The Harmony of the World”) in 1619. 

Harmonices Mundi is Kepler’s meticulously 
derived, immensely complex set of theorems 
and philosophical propositions on the musical 
relationships present in the movements and rela-
tive distances of the universe’s celestial bodies. 
In essence, his work was a treatise on the topic 
of the so-called “harmony of the spheres” phi-
losophy that had propagated through ancient 
and medieval Europe. Kepler attempted to shed 

light on what he perceived to be part of God’s 
perfect creation: a universe that consistently 
and thoroughly exhibited the ratios of musical 
harmony. Kepler took years’ worth of extensive 
calculations and astronomic observations and 
applied them to the goal of construing the uni-
verse’s apparent musical scaffolding as evidence 
for God’s deliberate design. Simultaneously, he 
deduced that no matter the eccentricities of the 
solar system, they could be explained by such 
a union of mathematics, geometry, music, and 
astronomy in the context of a perfect, divinely-
crafted universe.

Of course, observations and advances since 
Kepler’s time—specifically, the discovery of 
additional planets in the solar system—have 
shown that his model for harmonic ratios in 
the solar system was inadequate. Nonetheless, 
Kepler devoted years of his life to perfecting a 
mathematical explanation for this seemingly 
coincidental astronomic phenomenon. There-
fore, what is most noteworthy about Kepler’s 
work is not the minute details of his theory, but 
rather the motivations that lay at the heart of his 
decades-long study of music and the cosmos. 
Kepler was a devout Christian, deriving much 
of his philosophy from his faith, but he was also 
a brilliant mathematician and astronomer. Fur-
thermore, he made real observations, but he also 
engaged in the process of “saving the phenom-
ena”—that is, the creation of not-necessarily-real 
models to explain real and observable celestial 
occurrences or bodies. In total, then, Kepler’s 
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work represents one of the last significant at-
tempts to synthesize religious dogma and “sci-
entific” observation into a deeper philosophical 
conceptualization of the universe before the em-
pirical and experimental methods of Newton 
and modern scientists took hold by the end of 
the seventeenth century. Overall, Kepler’s har-
monic theory was a significant effort to merge 
mathematics, geometry, music, and astronomy 
into a divinely-ordered, comprehensive model 
of the universe. This paper will show that Ke-
pler’s philosophical method of approaching his 
study of the cosmos was theologically-informed, 
which led the Harmonices Mundi to occupy a 
curious middle ground between making realist 
claims and saving the phenomena.

The first section of this paper will provide 
a brief historical overview of the concept of the 
harmony of the spheres, starting with Pythago-
ras and classical antiquity and then moving 
through the Middle Ages into Kepler’s time. 
This section includes the necessary background 
to understand harmonic ratios, as well as the 
evolution of the harmony of the spheres up to 
Kepler’s time. The next, and most extensive, 
section will attempt to summarize the work at 
the heart of the Harmonices Mundi and exam-
ine the important aspects of Kepler’s universal 
harmonic proposition. Specific attention will 
be paid to his work regarding the extremes of 
the planets’ orbits and the resulting harmonic 
relationships, as well as the application of his 
theorems to fit a religious narrative for the uni-
verse. Lastly, Kepler’s work will be analyzed 
through the lens of two key ideas, including the 
philosophical and religious factors behind his 
formulation of a perfect model for the universe, 
and the process of saving the phenomena versus 
making real observations.

To begin, the idea of music in the heavens—
as well as harmonic theory as a general con-
cept— dates back to the sixth century BCE in 
ancient Greece and the work of the philosopher 
Pythagoras (570-495 BCE). Pythagoras and his 
followers were the first to recognize the numeri-
cal relationship of musical intervals. Briefly, the 

term “musical intervals” refers to pitch differ-
ences between notes in a musical scale, such as 
fourths, fifths, octaves, and so on: in the key of C 
Major, the interval between C and F is a fourth, 
C and G is a fifth, and C and C’ is an octave 
(see Figure 1).1 By using a string and altering its 
lengths to hear the resulting pitches of notes that 
were plucked, Pythagoras was able to determine 
the exact ratios between notes, starting with 
fourths, fifths, and octaves.2

From this mathematical basis, the impor-
tance of numbers in the universe was further 
expanded as a central concept in Pythagorean 
philosophy. According to basic Pythagorean 
philosophy, if numbers were at the heart of all 
existence, and if music was the motion and in-
teraction of numbers, then it could be concluded 
that the entirety of the universe must in fact be 
a type of cosmic instrument. However, this in-
strument produced sounds that were inaudible 
and indistinguishable from the background 
noise of life—except, according to legend, to the 
ears of Pythagoras himself.3 As per Aristotle, the 
Pythagoreans held that individual notes were 
produced by the eight visible, orbiting bodies 
around the Earth (the Pythagorean Central Fire 
and Counterearth being excluded) based on 
their distance from the Earth and speed of their 
orbit around the Central Fire at the center of the 
universe.4 Accordingly, in this model Saturn 
resonated with a B, Jupiter with a C, the fixed 
stars with a C’, Mars a D, the Sun an E, Mercury 
F, Venus G, and the Moon A.5

The idea of assigning pitch intervals and pre-
cise notes to each celestial body continued well 
into the Middle Ages, with slight alterations 
occurring throughout the centuries. In 238 CE, 
the Roman astrologer Censorinus produced a 
new, tonal model for the planets, in which dis-
tances in space corresponded to specific music 
tone differences (semi-tones, whole tones, and so 
on).6 Over two hundred years later, the Roman 
consul and philosopher Boethius (480-524 CE) 
produced a new universal scale of musical notes 
corresponding to each planet, in contrast to the 
Pythagorean model from the past millennium.7 
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While Boethius applied Pythagorean music 
theory concepts to his model, he also included 
the work of the Roman philosopher Pliny (23-79 
CE), who postulated that the Earth could also 
produce a cosmic resonance of its own, despite 
being fixed in the geocentric model. 8In Boethius’ 
harmonic theory, the celestial bodies produced 
tones in a descending scale, starting at the Moon 
with D, Mercury C, Venus B, Earth A, Mars G, 
Jupiter F, and Saturn E.9 It can thus be seen that 
although the details of the theory evolved, a key 
components of the harmony of the spheres re-
mained consistent: celestial bodies corresponded 
to specific musical figures.

After the fall of the Roman Empire, the har-
mony of the spheres fell out of philosophical dis-
cussion besides its usage as a device in literary 
works, but a resurgent focus on classical antiq-
uity during the Renaissance brought the idea of 
cosmic music back as a theory worth studying 
in academia.10 For example, the Irish philoso-
pher John Scotus Eriugena applied polyphony 
(multiple melodies or musical textures work-
ing together) to an explanation of a “beautiful” 
universe in his De Divisione Naturae (876), and 
Paradiso, the third book of Dante’s Divine Comedy 
(1320), evoked themes of cosmic music.11 Even 
Shakespeare made reference to the “supreme 
harmony” in The Merchant of Venice (1605).12 
Clearly, while it did undergo constant alteration 
and analyzation, the harmony of the spheres 
had become a fixture of astronomy, mathemat-
ics, philosophy as a whole, and even art and 
entertainment.

Up to and during the Renaissance, there 
were attempts to apply music theory to the ever-
growing complexity of astronomical models (as 
seen with the introduction of epicycles, irregular 
planetary movements, and other explanations 
for cosmic phenomena), or efforts to refute the 
idea altogether. Thus, in 1619, Johannes Ke-
pler’s Harmonices Mundi continued the work 
started over two thousand years earlier by Py-
thagoras in a massive, unprecedented attempt to 
synthesize the philosophical quadrivium with 
the recent Copernican heliocentric model, all 

while adhering to a vision of a divinely-ordered 
universe. 

Harmonices Mundi itself is a complex work 
that, as Kepler stated in a letter to his patron Hans 
Georg Herwart von Hohenburg in 1599, sought 
to explain and combine geometry (“constructible 
figures”), arithmetic (“solid ratios”), music (the 
“causes of harmonics”), astrology (the “causes 
of Aspects”), and astronomy (the “causes of the 
periodic motions”).13 The content of Kepler’s 
work evolved over the next two decades, but the 
original five-part structure outlined in his letter 
remained in the final version of the book. The 
fifth of Kepler’s focal points (astronomy) corre-
sponds with Book V of Harmonices Mundi, with 
his specific focus on celestial harmony. In skel-
etal terms, Kepler based his harmonic theory on 
the positions of the celestial bodies andaround 
the sun and their orbits.14 However, the underly-
ing framework for his model of the universe in-
volved incredibly in-depth geometric reasoning 
and theorizing. Indeed, the majority of Harmo-
nices Mundi is not devoted to astronomical har-
mony itself; rather, it is a several-hundred-page 
focus on the geometric, astronomical, and musi-
cal theories that act as prerequisites for Kepler’s 
broader idea. Even in Book V, Kepler spends the 
first several chapters relating harmony directly 
to geometry as opposed to solely mathematics, 
as had been the norm for millennia.15

Before explaining the key components to his 
study, Kepler provides a brief retelling of the 
astronomical theory required to understand his 
study of harmony in the cosmos. Showing no 
signs of hesitation, Kepler declares that he “can-
not do other than substitute solely the opinion 
of Copernicus on the world,” despite it being 
an idea that “to many is quite absurd to hear.”16 
While he does acknowledge the possible validity 
of Danish astronomer (and former employer of 
Kepler) Tycho Brahe’s corresponding geocentric 
theory, Kepler stresses the fact that celestial har-
mony is far more discernible in a heliocentric en-
vironment. 17A lengthy elaboration of geometric, 
orbital, and angular relationships between the 
major celestial bodies follows this introduction 
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to heliocentrism, but it is the ensuing chapters of 
Book V in which Kepler begins to arrive at the 
heart of his harmonic concepts.

Kepler begins his astronomic exploration 
by explaining his three unsuccessful attempts 
to locate harmonic ratios (see Figure 1 for the 
relevant harmonic ratios), the results of which 
helped guide him toward his later, more suc-
cessful method. In comparison to Pythagoras 
and Boethius, Kepler’s goal is not to assign spe-
cific notes in a key to each celestial body, but to 
locate the ratios that would relate every planet to 
one another in a musical fashion.

Kepler’s first attempt starts with an analysis 
of the periodic times of the planets—that is, the 
amount of time it takes each planet to complete 
a full rotation around the sun. In comparing 
these numbers, Kepler only finds ratios that are 
“repugnant to harmonic proportions.”18 Even 
so, Kepler is not fazed in the slightest by this 
first failure. Instead, he states that “God has es-
tablished nothing without geometrical beauty 

unless it is bound up with some other, prior law 
of necessity,” inferring that orbital periods are 
unexplainable by harmonic ratios and therefore 
must adhere to a different numerical or geomet-
ric model.19 Because of this, Kepler safely as-
sumes that the harmonic answer lies elsewhere, 
while retaining his theological confidence.

Kepler next examines the extreme dis-
tances—the aphelion and perihelion—found 
in each planet’s orbit, either between a single 
planet and the sun, or between one planet and 
another.20 In discussions of orbits, a planet’s 
aphelion is its orbital point farthest from the 
sun, and its perihelion is the orbital point clos-
est to the sun.21 Such terms are relevant due 
to Kepler integrating his first law of planetary 
motion, which would later become the most 
important part of his astronomical work, into 
his harmonic theory. In short, Kepler’s first law 
of planetary motion (the Law of Orbits) postu-
lates that the orbits of planets around the Sun 
are eccentric and therefore elliptical rather than 

Figure 1. — Ratios used by Kepler (from Stephenson, The Music of the Heavens: Kepler’s Harmonic 
Astronomy)
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circular, with the sun acting as one of the foci to 
that ellipse.22

In the end, while Kepler’s analysis of the 
numbers generated from an eccentric-orbit anal-
ysis proves to be more successful than his first 
attempt using orbital periods, there is still no 
consistent, noticeable harmonic relationship to 
be found.23

Kepler’s final unsuccessful attempt involves 
a comparison of the distances each planet trav-
els in a single day; the results were unconvinc-
ing, but they lead to a surprising revelation from 
Kepler. While asking the question of just how 
any harmonies can be perceived in the universe 
at all, Kepler declares that “no sounds exist in 
the heaven, and the motion is not so turbulent 
that a whistling is produced by friction with the 
heavenly air.”24 Thus, rather than believing that 
the harmony of the spheres is a literal, audible 
concept (along the lines of classical theory), Ke-
pler instead suggests that it is through light and 
“the eyes, or some sensory organ analogous to 
them” that harmony can be perceived in the cos-
mos.25 Some important insights can be gained 
from this revelation. First, Kepler views his 
work as purely mathematical, having no musi-
cal or aurally-specific implications. To him, the 
harmony of the spheres is a theory of structure, 
not one of audible phenomena. However, just 
because this harmonic concept cannot be heard 
does not mean that it is unobservable; Kepler 
declares that through the motion of the planets 
this phenomenon can be seen (or metaphori-
cally “heard”) and understood as a legitimate 
structural model. Here, Kepler’s quest for a real, 
philosophical answer can be seen, in contrast to 
his theological explanation for his previous two 
attempts. From this point, Kepler takes an even 
more philosophical turn; rather than using “ra-
tional or astronomical” measurements (such as a 
planet’s measurable distance from the sun or its 
distance traveled in a day), his focus turns to a 
more “instinctive” study.26

This new, philosophically-derived focus on 
planetary motion leads Kepler to generate a sim-
pler, or perhaps “more instinctive” model based 

on the arc a planet travels in the sky.27 While this 
concept still involves daily motion, the only data 
needed is “how large an angle the daily mo-
tion of each planet subtends at the actual body 
of the Sun, or how large an arc on one common 
circle drawn about the Sun, such as the ecliptic, 
it seems to complete on any particular day.”28 In 
other words, Kepler’s new focus is on the angu-
lar travel of each planet at the extreme points of 
their orbits in a day from the viewpoint of the 
Sun—he compares each planet’s daily aphelion 
and perihelion paths to one another, as well as 
to the corresponding aphelion and perihelion 
angles for other planets (see Figure 2).

Overall, the data generated is far more prom-
ising (see the matching ratios when comparing 
Figure 2 to Figure 1), but Kepler elaborates fur-
ther on this model by adding the ratio created 
through the Moon’s orbit of the Earth. Previ-
ously, all the orbital ratios were obtained by 
using the sun as a reference point, but after his 
initial observations, Kepler found that the con-
sonant of a perfect fourth (see Figures 1 and 2) 
was missing.29 Thus, in a move not unlike that of 
Pliny centuries earlier, Kepler adds a new har-
monic relationship to the cosmos. By utilizing a 
ratio comparison of the Moon and the Earth, Ke-
pler saves his harmonic model, albeit leaving his 
theory on inconsistent footing from a modern, 
scientific perspective.

Having succeeded in demonstrating the 
harmonic structure of the planet’s orbits, the 
remainder of Book V is Kepler’s attempt to fur-
ther cement his musical model to the universe 
in other forms of musical mathematics. This 
work includes an analysis of how musical scales 
and modes could be arranged using this new-
found relationship between the planets, as well 
as the roles each celestial body might play in a 
choir, among other concepts (these will not be 
elaborated on for the sake of brevity).30 Kepler 
appears confident in the face of the complex pro-
cess he has to engage in to accomplish the goal 
of discerning these astronomical music relation-
ships—he invites the reader in, saying “Come 
now, let us see whether what we have already 
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inferred by reasoning is in actual fact found to be 
so.”31 This positivity is both a method of soften-
ing the intense mathematical blow that follows, 
as well as a form of demonstrating his dedica-
tion to a more modern natural philosophy: he 
has made a statement via conjecture, but will 
not halt his work without getting the numbers 
to prove his theory. At this stage, any signs of 
theological reasoning are all but absent from Ke-
pler’s reasoning.

While the ensuing mathematical processes 
appear quite arbitrary or long-winded, they 
are not inaccurate; Kepler’s numbers work, 
in spite of the pains he goes through to derive 
them. He successfully derives musical scales us-
ing the planets, finds instances of every musi-
cal mode, and attributes each body to a role in 
a choir (once again, the specific details of this 
work with scales, modes, and cosmic choirs will 
not be elaborated on here for the sake of brev-
ity). By this point in his work, Kepler has tapped 

into his theory’s full potential. He finds himself 
at what he sees as the precipice of a m32assive 
astro-harmonic breakthrough, through which 
he would be able to hear the “whispers” of the 
“most beloved daughter of God the Creator.”33 
Kepler continues on in further sections of Book 
V to look into chordal harmony, declaring to 
Urania (the “Muse of Astronomy”) that “there is 
need of a grander sound, while I ascend by the 
harmonic stair of the celestial motions to higher 
things, where the true archetype of the fabric 
of the world is laid up and preserved.”34 In this 
statement, Kepler in a few quick words requests 
a massive undertaking: to “hear the causes of the 
eccentricities (referring to each planet’s ‘vocal’ or 
harmonic properties).”35 In other words, Kepler 
seeks to explain why harmonic ratios happen to 
be present between the aphelion and perihelion 
of each planet’s orbit.36 The “harmonic stair” he 
traverses throughout his work has taken him to 
one of the most fundamental questions in the 

Figure 2. — Comparison of aphelion and perihelion angular travel in orbits (from Kepler, 
Harmonices Mundi)
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universe and the “archetype of the fabric of the 
world”: the question of “why?”. What follows 
in Chapter IX is an astoundingly thorough set 
of 49 axioms, propositions, arguments, and con-
clusions. Additionally, in Chapter IX, the theo-
logical underpinnings of Kepler’s work begin to 
shine through. These arguments and proposi-
tions are specific and complex, but the ultimate 
conclusion Kepler comes to is simple in nature 
and informed by faith.

Halfway through the conclusion of Chap-
ter IX—and by extension, Harmonices Mundi in 
its entirety—Kepler reaches the core purpose 
of his work with astronomical harmony. In his 
words, “that which chiefly makes the world 
perfect ought preferably to have the supreme 
hand in perfection…it is the universal harmony 
of all which chiefly makes the world perfect.”37 
In other words, to Kepler, the harmonic rela-
tions he has discovered through rigorous natu-
ral philosophy are manifestations of God’s hand 
in creating a perfect universe, in which specific 
orbital eccentricities (the ellipses that produce 
a planet’s aphelion and perihelion points) were 
arranged with deliberate purpose.38 This conclu-
sion could appear self-evident; from the begin-
ning of Harmonices Mundi Kepler has the clear 
goal of demonstrating the singular, all-encom-
passing model for harmony in the universe that 
was explicitly “expressed by the Creator.”39 
However, for the vast majority of Harmonices 
Mundi, Kepler’s extensive mathematics illustrate 
the harmonic model from a secular, “scientific” 
standpoint. Thus, based on what Kepler reveals 
in the above moment of Chapter IX, it is clear 
that Kepler’s arduous philosophical work allows 
his mathematically-grounded presentation of a 
harmonic theory to achieve its final purpose: an 
empirically-grounded, theologically-informed 
examination of why things in the universe hap-
pen to be the way they are.

Above all else, it was Kepler’s idea that “God 
regulated all the melody of human life” that 
catalyzed his twenty year quest to locate this 
melody in the cosmos using mathematical and 
astronomical methods.40 Indeed, Kepler’s piety 

is apparent throughout Harmonices Mundi in 
the form of statements of faith, or prayers such 
as the one found in the closing passage of the 
book itself.41 Harmonices Mundi is on a techni-
cal level a philosophical work, but Kepler takes 
every opportunity to cite God as his motivation 
for engaging in his calculations, as well as the 
cause of the very model he seeks to illustrate. 
Nonetheless, these religious elements are merely 
referential or inspirational—as opposed to evi-
dential—for his specific theories. At the same 
time, the philosophical and religious moments 
of the text are separate in context, but vitally in-
formed by one another.

While he provides no direct scriptural evi-
dence in the mathematics of his universal mu-
sic theory, Kepler’s philosophical vision of the 
harmony of the spheres simply could not exist 
without a specific interpretation of God’s per-
fection as well as God’s vision when designing 
the universe. In other words, Kepler could not 
conceive of a randomly-structured, imperfect 
universe, hence his view of God’s specific intent 
when arranging the planets of the solar system 
with elliptical orbits. Kepler’s belief guides his 
approach as well as his conclusions, but his ar-
gument is not at all circular, thus placing his 
theologically-derived work in a purely philo-
sophical context. Of course, the final question of 
whether Kepler is engaged in a realist observa-
tion of the universe or a mission to save the phe-
nomena still remains.

Based on an analysis of Harmonices Mundi, 
both sides of the above question are true: Ke-
pler is saving the phenomena and making a 
real claim. In other astronomical texts, saving 
the phenomena is identifiable as the process of 
formulating theories and models that could ac-
count for observed celestial events without be-
ing real phenomena themselves. Indeed, cosmic 
harmony was more a conjectural idea than a 
real occurrence. Pythagoras had postulated that 
each body in the universe resonated with its 
own unique note, but this idea stemmed from 
the classical belief that mathematics, geometry, 
music, and astronomy were bound together, not 
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from any human observation. In comparison, 
Kepler states that this harmony of the spheres 
is observable via an analysis of the motions of 
the planets by using one’s eyes, but this too is 
not fully accurate.42 Kepler observes and iden-
tifies the real occurrence that is eccentric orbits 
(his three laws of planetary motion are still held 
true in the modern day), but he never “observes” 
harmony. Rather, his calculations demonstrate 
that each planet’s orbit can be imperfect and el-
liptical while still fitting into his conception of 
a divinely-crafted, perfect universe that adheres 
to what happened to be his sensible, harmonic 
model. Hence, it can be said that Kepler’s work 
is indeed a form of saving the phenomena: he 
develops a theory to explain an eccentricity in ce-
lestial bodies (much like Ptolemy and his postu-
lation of epicycles to explain retrograde motion) 
that could be utilized to justify cosmic irregular-
ity in the face of a perfectly crafted universe.43

And yet, a comparison to other “phenomena-
saving” astronomical works skews exactly what 
it is that Kepler attempts to do: Harmonices Mundi 
is not just an effort to make sure that eccentric or-
bits adhere to a given astronomical model (such 
as Greek and medieval perfection or Copernican 
heliocentrism). Rather, Kepler’s work is just as 
much an endeavor to demonstrate the beauty of 
God’s creation, no matter how complex it may 
have come across to humanity, and provide the 
data to illustrate this beauty with mathematics. 
To Kepler, the harmonic model was a real—al-
beit abstract—concept, even though its music 
could not be “heard” in a technical sense.44 The 
numbers worked, and modern analysis cannot 
disprove the musical ratios present in the orbits 
of the solar system’s first six planets.45

In total, concerning real claims and sav-
ing the phenomenon, the centrist conclusions 
of Harmonices Mundi can be attributed in part 
to the fact that philosophy and theology were 

closely entwined in a state of agreement with-
out superseding each other throughout Kepler’s 
work. Throughout history, the practice of the-
ology alone would often have the final say for 
matters concerning real claims, and the world of 
philosophy was given the task of saving any new 
phenomena that might arise that could challenge 
such claims. In Harmonices Mundi, Kepler falls 
in between these theological and philosophi-
cal camps, thus placing his work in a middle 
ground between making a real claim and saving 
the phenomenon.

In the end, the discoveries of Uranus, Nep-
tune, Pluto, exoplanets, and other entities be-
yond the original bodies of Kepler’s solar system 
cannot be explained in a harmonic context, thus 
doing irreparable damage to Kepler’s model. 
Nonetheless, Harmonices Mundi’s ultimate inac-
curacy or incompleteness makes Kepler’s work 
no less compelling. For twenty years, he devoted 
his life to this study of astronomy and music, and 
in its time, Harmonices Mundi compounded the 
academic quadrivium into a cohesive, all-encom-
passing model for the universe with reasonable 
success. Indeed, Kepler’s work could be catego-
rized as “excessively rational.”46 His goal was 
simple: based on his Christian faith, Kepler be-
lieved that a perfect design had been utilized dur-
ing the creation of the universe, and Harmonices 
Mundi was the intensely rigorous, geometrically- 
and numerically-driven attempt to prove that be-
lief by using a harmonic model. In the process of 
shedding light on what he saw as God’s design, 
Kepler “saved the phenomenon” of a perfect, 
divinely-structured universe in light of the solar 
system’s orbital imperfections, while also discov-
ering a real, mathematically-observable relation-
ship between the planets of the solar system. 

Tommy Batterman is a sophomore in the College 
studying History and Computer Science.
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T he relationship between science and 
religion is often misunderstood. The 
rise of the former has not always come 

at the expense of the latter. From the Renaissance 
to the modern era, the Catholic Church has sup-
ported the endeavors of astronomers, physicists, 
geneticists, and cosmologists who have signifi-
cantly advanced our understanding of science 
and the natural world. Gregor Mendel, the fa-
ther of modern genetics, was a Catholic priest. 
So was Georges Lemaître, who played a key role 
in the discovery of the Big Bang theory, which 
has provided humanity with a much clearer pic-
ture of the origins of our universe. The concept 
that our universe is God’s creation and worthy 
of study is a uniquely religious view. It is a no-
tion that has laid the foundation for the growth 
and development of modern science.

Unfortunately, the harmony between science 
and religion is often neglected in popular culture 
and the media. Skeptics emphasize the inherent 
inconsistencies and natural tensions that exist 
between science and a fundamentalist interpre-
tation of religion. This position, in conjunction 
with relatively few (but highly outspoken) anti-
scientific religious voices, has created a public 
perception that science and religion are bound 
in conflict. Not only is this view historically in-
accurate, but it is also philosophically flawed. 
In fact, science and religion have a cooperative 
and symbiotic relationship. As our scientific 
knowledge has increased, additional evidence 
in support of the existence of God has emerged. 

Lemaître’s discovery has catalyzed a renaissance 
in modern Christian thought.1 It now seems that 
the best science of our day points convincingly 
to the existence of God.

Lemaître’s discovery provides scientific 
proof for the second premise of the Kalam Cos-
mological argument for the existence of God. 
The argument proceeds as follows:

1. Whatever begins to exist has a cause.
2. The universe began to exist.
3. Therefore, the universe has a cause.

Each of these premises, as well as the conclu-
sion, can be defended scientifically and philo-
sophically. Let us begin with the first premise: 
“Whatever begins to exist has a cause.” We rou-
tinely experience the truth of this premise in 
our daily lives. Events or states do not originate 
without causal factors. Rather, every event or 
state depends on a cause. This notion underpins 
the scientific method. For example, cosmology 
assumes that there are causal conditions in the 
origin of the universe. This has historically been 
an uncontroversial premise. Skeptics of the ar-
gument, however, insist that the rise of quantum 
mechanics has provided a credible challenge to 
this premise. Specifically, these skeptics contend 
that subatomic particles can come in to exis-
tence from ‘nothing’ within quantum vacuums. 
The problem with this theory is that quantum 
vacuums are not actually ‘nothing.’ Aristotle de-
fined “nothing” as “what rocks dream about.” 

An Unavoidable 
Conclusion
Our Best Science Points to God

 Alex Mirage
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Meanwhile, quantum vacuums are comprised of 
fluctuating energy and governed by the physi-
cal laws of the universe.2 Rocks do not dream of 
fluctuating energy, and, hence, quantum vacu-
ums cannot be ‘nothing.’ The skeptical line of 
attack advanced by those with an agenda repre-
sents an abuse and distortion of science. The first 
premise of the argument is very accessible to us, 
as it is strongly rooted in our daily human expe-
rience. Skeptics who attempt to deny the validity 
of this basic premise seem to reject logic simply 
to advance their agenda and to resist the conclu-
sions of the argument. 

The second premise of this argument is more 
controversial and significantly more challenging 
to prove. As a result, the credibility and strength 
of the argument hinge on the second premise. 
In the nineteenth and early part of the twenti-
eth centuries, almost all scientists believed that 
our universe existed eternally in the past. That 
view was dramatically uprooted with Lemaî-
tre’s discovery of the Big Bang theory in 1927.3 
It should be stated that the term “Big Bang” is 
somewhat of a misnomer. The theory does not 
describe the universe exploding into pre-exist-
ing empty space, but instead states that space, 
time, and matter began at a specific point. The 
consequences of this discovery provide that time 
cannot extend infinitely into the past and that 
the universe was brought into existence from 
nothing.4 This provides scientific evidence in 
support of the second premise of the argument: 
“The universe began to exist.”

Nevertheless, atheist cosmologists, such as 
Stephen Hawking, have resisted this model for 
nearly a century. Models like the Oscillating 
Universe Theory or Hawking’s no-boundary 
proposal predict that time exists infinitely into 
the future, but they ultimately fail to demon-
strate that time extends infinitely into the past. 
These theories are unsatisfactory and have not 
begun to challenge Lemaître’s theory as the lead-
ing cosmological model. Furthermore, in 2003, 
Alexander Vilenkin, along with Arvind Borde 
and Alan Guth, confirmed that any universe in a 
state of expansion must exist finitely in the past 

with a space-time boundary. Vilenkin argues 
that the only acceptable model of the universe is 
one with a beginning: “None of these scenarios 
can actually be past eternal…All the evidence we 
have says that the universe had a beginning.”5

The best science and cosmology of today 
demonstrates clearly that our universe did not 
exist infinitely into the past. Furthermore, there 
are legitimate philosophical objections against 
a beginning-less universe that complement 
the scientific evidence. Even if future scientific 
breakthroughs were to support an infinite uni-
verse theory, they would be nullified by the 
philosophical impossibility of a beginning-less 
universe. The greatest philosophical objection 
to a beginning-less universe is the failure of ac-
tual infinities. Infinity is a useful idea in theory, 
but the absurdity of infinity existing in reality is 
best described using an analogy formulated by 
the German mathematician, David Hilbert. The 
analogy is commonly known as “Hilbert’s Ho-
tel.” Hilbert asks us to imagine a hotel that has 
an infinite number of rooms, each of which is oc-
cupied by a guest. But now, a new person wants 
to check in. The manager obliges and asks every 
occupant of the hotel to move one door down. 
The guest in room one now moves to room two, 
the guest in room two moves to room three, and 
so on. Room on is now vacant for the new guest. 
Using this method, the manager could fit ten 
new guests, one hundred new guests, or even an 
infinite number of new guests. Despite the hotel 
being full, there is an infinite number of vacan-
cies.6 This demonstrates that infinity is simply 
a construct that cannot exist in reality. Since an 
infinite regression of events into the past would 
be an example of actual infinity, it cannot exist. 
The convergence of evidence against a begin-
ning-less universe is overwhelming. Therefore, 
the reasonability of the second premise can be 
convincingly supported. 

Since we can accept that a process that begins 
to exist has causal factors and that the universe 
began to exist, we know that the universe must 
have a cause. Why would this cause be God? 
On the surface, the conclusion of the argument 
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seems to be a moot point. The universe having a 
cause is something atheists may be inclined to ac-
cept, while arguing that the cause could be natu-
ral. If we think deeply about this cause, however, 
we can determine that it must have certain attri-
butes. The cause of the universe brought space, 
time, and matter into existence. Therefore, the 
cause would be space-less, time-less, and non-
physical. The implications of these attributes 
signal that this entity occupies no space, remains 
unchanged and uncaused, and will never per-
ish, as it is not made of matter or parts. Since the 
cause is non-physical and immaterial, it must be 
supernatural and exist outside of nature. Noth-
ing existing inside the universe would be a prop-
erty of the cause of the universe. The only thing 
that could match these attributes would either be 
an abstract object or an unembodied mind.7 Ab-
stract objects are concepts, like numbers; these 
do not have causal effects and therefore could 
not create the universe. Therefore, it can be rea-
soned that this cause is a mind. This cause would 
not be some type of impersonal force, but rather 
a personal cause. It is odd that the cause of the 
universe was itself never created and is timeless, 
yet the creation of the universe was a specific 
temporal event that occurred roughly fourteen 
billion years ago. The only explanation for this 
phenomenon is that the cause of the universe is 
endowed with free will and chose to bring the 
universe into existence. Hence, this cause must 
resemble a personal being. Finally, the cause of 
the universe would have to be immensely pow-
erful to trigger the creation of space, time, and 
matter.

More modern scientific discoveries reveal an-
other and incredibly important attribute of the 
cause of the universe: intelligence. Cosmologists 
have discovered extremely fine-tuned constants 
in the universe from which the fabric of the uni-
verse is woven together. These constants dictate 
incredibly small tolerances for error or random-
ness and, as such, signal the work of an intel-
ligent designer. One example of a fine-tuned 
property is the maximum deviation for the ratio 
of electrons to protons. If the ratio were off by 

one part in 1037, the universe would be unable 
to sustain life. Dr. Hugh Ross provides an anal-
ogy for us to comprehend the magnitude of the 
specificity of the ratio in his book The Creator and 
the Cosmos:

One part in 1037 is such an incredibly sensi-
tive balance that it is hard to visualize. The 
following analogy might help: Cover the en-
tire North American continent in dimes all 
the way up to the moon, a height of about 
239,000 miles. Next, pile dimes from here to 
the moon on a billion other continents the 
same size as North America. Paint one dime 
red and mix it into the billions of piles of 
dimes. Blindfod a friend and ask him to pick 
out one dime. The odds that he will pick the 
red dime are one in 1037.8

One must keep in mind the fact that this 
particular constant is but one of hundreds 
of natural laws governing the universe. Yet, 
it is not even the constant with the tightest 
tolerances. If the cosmological constant is off 
by just one part of 10120, our universe would 
collapse.9 Unlike the biological features of hu-
mans, these constants are immutable. Given 
their unchanging nature, it can be reasoned 
that these constants are not subject to evolu-
tion. Since these finely tuned constants could 
not have evolved, their existence is predi-
cated on either necessity or design. To avoid 
a conclusion that leads inextricably to design, 
atheists argue that these constants owe their 
specificity to their own necessity. This appeal 
to necessity takes the form of the multiverse 
hypothesis, which explains the fine-tuning of 
the universe by suggesting that there are an 
infinite number of universes, with an infinite 
possibility of physical laws and constants. 
If there are an infinite number of universes, 
then the probability of our single universe 
being finely tuned is absolute and these con-
stants must exist necessarily. Nevertheless, 
the multiverse theory is riddled with chal-
lenges and weaknesses. 
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The most striking flaw in the multiverse 
theory is the impossibility of actual infinities. If 
infinity does not exist, there simply cannot be 
an infinite number of universes. Another large 
problem with the multiverse theory is that it was 
created only to avoid the conclusion of theism 
and design. While many skeptics and figures in 
popular culture speak about the multiverse like 
it has scientific support, there is no empirical 
weight behind the theory. The multiverse theory 
is simply a philosophical theory aimed at chal-
lenging the conclusion of design. Unlike the-
ism and design, however, the multiverse theory 
egregiously violates Occam’s razor by positing 
an unnecessarily complex explanation of the 
fine-tuned nature of the universe. The theory’s 
attempt to explain the properties of one universe 
through the creation (or invention) of an infinite 
number of unseen universes ultimately erodes 
confidence in physics and cosmology. More-
over, it denigrates scientists who employ the 
scientific method and steadfast rigor to defend 
their theories. 

The next challenge with the multiverse the-
ory is that following its reasoning to its logical 
conclusion leads one to place more faith in sci-
ence fiction than science itself. If the multiverse 
were true, there would be an infinite number 
of Alex Mirages living the same life that I am 
living, but with differences so incredibly subtle 
that they would be impossible to identify. This 
notion requires an extreme leap of belief and 
highlights for us the irrationality of multiple 
versions of ourselves living simultaneously. 
Furthermore, if each infinite unseen universe 
has a different set of physical laws, then there 
exists a universe where Jesus Christ of Naza-
reth lived, died, and then rose from the dead. 
If there is even the logical possibility of this 
universe, existing, then the multiverse must 
be required to inhabit this scenario. Further-
more, if the universe with Jesus exists in the 
multiverse, then an infinite number of the exact 

same universes accompany it. The infinitude of 
the multiverse is incomprehensible. In the end, 
the multiverse theory is not just riddled with 
philosophical problems, but also fails at achiev-
ing its goal. The multiverse theory does not 
explain the fine-tuned nature of the universe 
because whatever process creates these infinite 
universes would itself have to be finely tuned.

With the multiverse theory emphatically 
defeated, it is reasonable to conclude that the 
fine-tuning of the universe can be attributed to 
design. The specific and highly intricate design 
of the cosmos requires the work of an incredibly 
intelligent designer. This allows us to add an-
other attribute to the cause of the universe that 
is illustrated in the Kalam Cosmological argu-
ment—intelligence. We have now demonstrated 
the reasonability of the existence of a spaceless, 
timeless, immutable, non-physical, uncaused, 
immensely powerful, and intelligent mind who 
created the universe. While this does not prove 
the Christian God, these attributes cohere to 
those of the personal monotheistic Gods of the 
Abrahamic religious tradition. 

Ultimately, science does not invalidate reli-
gious belief. Rather, science justifies the faithful 
by validating their beliefs. While the assemblage 
of scientific arguments does not afford us incon-
trovertible proof of God’s existence, it provides 
us with an understanding that religious belief is 
in accord with the physical universe. Most be-
lievers of religion are not drawn into their be-
lief by philosophical arguments. Nevertheless, 
these arguments serve as the first line of defense 
against atheistic critiques of theism and are ul-
timately successful. I have demonstrated the 
reasonability of accepting the two premises and 
the conclusion of the Kalam Cosmological argu-
ment, and have also shown that modern science 
supports the plausibility of theistic belief.

Alex Mirage is a sophomore in the College studying 
Theology and Government.
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THE PARLOR

T hough her surroundings change, her 
ambition and exceptional talent re-
main constant, from a modest abode 

on the Lower East Side to the glittering theaters 
of Broadway. Barbra Streisand’s Fanny Brice, 
star of the 1968 film Funny Girl, possesses an 
outspoken personality and relentless determina-
tion to have what she wants. It is this felicitous 
combination which facilitates her rise to star-
dom. Borrowing and dramatically extrapolat-
ing from the real life of entertainer Fanny Brice, 
Funny Girl seeks to empower Streisand’s char-
acter by awarding her with great professional 
success despite, and perhaps because of, her lack 
of conventionality. Fanny is distinct from other 
women of her time, not least for her unconven-
tional looks, but also for her argumentativeness 
as she advocates for her name in lights. 

Her life becomes complicated, however, with 
the entry of Nicky Arnstein, Fanny’s dapper love 
interest. As much as Fanny is an empowered fe-
male in her professional life, the film relegates 
her to a position of inferiority in her relationship 
with Nicky. Traditional sex roles regulate the re-
lationship; it is Nicky who dictates its terms as 
well as its end, ultimately rendering Fanny’s eco-
nomic independence and ambition on the stage 
incompatible with a healthy romantic bond. 
Importantly, the film adaptation of Funny Girl 
emerged in 1968, just as the notion of women’s 
liberation was gaining prominence and calls for 
equal rights were gaining urgency.1 As such, this 
dichotomy in Funny Girl between the indepen-
dent feminist and compliant wife is reflective of 
larger social tensions of the era. Momentously, 

it was during this time that people debated the 
meaning of womanhood and the feminist move-
ment solidified its mission as a challenge not 
only to legal inequalities but also cultural ones. 

Twelve days before the release of Funny Girl, 
feminist activists protested the Miss America 
pageant in Atlantic City as a revolt against op-
pressive standards of beauty and the female 
image they called “the degrading mindless-boob-
girlie symbol.”2 Seeking to create an existence for 
women beyond mere objects of accommodation 
for men, protesters pushed back against degrad-
ing associations of womanhood with superficial 
beauty which failed to consider women’s “insight 
or compassion.”3 Opposition to the protest and 
the larger movement as a whole was vehement 
and rife with degrading comments. In response 
to the Miss America Protest, Mall Dodson, di-
rector of promotion and advertising for Atlantic 
City, commented, “We’re dying to see what these 
women look like,” furthering the sweeping mis-
conception of feminists as ugly and vulgar.4 

In the years following this building contro-
versy, perhaps one of the most critical points of 
contention was the erasure of sex roles advo-
cated by the feminist movement and vehemently 
opposed by the likes of Phyllis Schlafly, her 
“STOP ERA” supporters, and other opponents 
of “women’s lib.”5 Schlafly’s 1972 appearance 
on The Phil Donahue Show was pivotal for sub-
stantiating women’s objections to “liberation” 
on the basis that it already existed in the form of 
the home. Letters from housewives commended 
Schlafly’s resistance, with one reading, “at last, 
here is a woman who is speaking for us women 

“The Greatest Star” 
Funny Girl’s Half-Formed Feminism in the 
Age of Women’s Liberation

Michelle Brown
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who are homemakers and who feel already very 
liberated,” and another equating being “happily 
married” with “already liberated.”6 

Societal unwillingness to relinquish the status 
quo had its manifestations especially in represen-
tations of idealized women across media forms. 
As Dolores Alexander, executive director for the 
National Organization of Women, argued in 1970, 
in television, film, and advertising, “women are al-
ways either darn fools… or they are trying to act 
like sex goddesses.”7 A 1975 advertisement for Cos-
mopolitan in The New York Times, for example, was 
met with pushback for its poor attempt to imagine 
an independent, multi-faceted woman. Instead, it 
fed into stereotypes about a woman’s trivial pri-
orities. She is, somehow, simultaneously a “darn 
fool” and “sex goddess.” She says, “Let’s see — 
five friends who love me and think I’m funny… 
an apartment that’s finally the way I want it… the 
grey coat that cost too much but feels like butter… 
three new accounts at the agency directly traceable 
to me plus… the last of my baby fat gone… and 
the man I love coming to dinner tonight… Yes, I’ve 
got everything… I guess you could say I’m That 
COSMOPOLITAN Girl.”8 This tension between 
the push for women’s freedom from oppressive 
convention and the comfortable status quo that 
defined a woman’s value and priorities in terms of 
the home and the family characterized the strug-
gle of second wave feminism. Funny Girl entered 
on the cusp of the full-blown women’s liberation 
movement as an embodiment of this disjuncture.

Fanny Brice’s affirmation of her value as 
greater than purely physical appearance and un-
wavering commitment to her goals, contrary to 
the outspoken opinions of those around her, re-
flect an important departure from the “vacuous 
sex symbol like Zsa Zsa Gabor or Raquel Welch 
as an ideal for all women” criticized by Alexan-
der.9 Parallels between the opening scene of the 
film (Fanny walking through the empty New 
Amsterdam Theatre before her show) and the 
flashback to an early failed audition at Keeney’s 
low-budget theater years earlier (musical number 
“I’m the Greatest Star”) vividly present Fanny’s 
social mobility as the result of her recognition 

of her inherent value and her determination to 
prove it. Consciousness of ideal beauty (Miss 
America) and skepticism of difference ground 
the film early on. As Fanny leaves for the audi-
tion, her neighbor Mrs. Strakosh warns, “If a girl 
isn’t pretty like the Miss Atlantic City, all she gets 
in life is pity and a pat.”10 Theater manager Mr. 
Keeney shares this sentiment when he fires Fanny 
by reasoning, “You stick out, and you are out.”11 
Undiscouraged by these superficial evaluations 
of a woman’s worth, Fanny, in “I’m the Great-
est Star,” mockingly sings, “Who’s an American 
beauty rose, with an American beauty nose?”12 
She refuses to be defined by her inability to con-
form to the standards which the other perform-
ers, Keeney’s “Eight Beautiful Girls,” embody. 

Thus, with crescendoing drum beats back-
ing her, Fanny rushes back onto the stage to yell, 
“Hey, Mr. Keeney! Here I am!”13 It is at this point 
that the music abruptly stops, and the camera fo-
cuses on a close shot of Fanny’s face in profile — 
a reminder of her striking nose as an emblem of 
difference, but also one that is admirable for its 
beauty arising from the complete ownership of 
one’s identity. As the camera zooms out behind 
her, the audience sees what has caused Fanny’s 
voice to catch in her throat. Though the sea of 
tables and chairs which Fanny looks out on are 
empty, it could not be clearer that she is imagin-
ing a raving audience. For this reason, as she com-
mences singing once more, she is initially quiet, 
seeming unsure. No doubt the warnings of the 
yentas from Henry Street in “If a Girl Isn’t Pretty” 
threaten to damage Fanny’s confidence. Quickly 
though, the drum beats pick up and Fanny, ever 
the showwoman, throws herself into her perfor-
mance by passionately and confidently belting, 
“In all of the world so far, I am the greatest, great-
est star!”14 This is a critical moment of rebellion for 
Fanny, a versatile singer and comic, as she refuses 
to be overlooked on the basis of her “skinny legs,” 
“nose with deviation,” or “off-balance” looks.15 

The visual similarities between the “Great-
est Star” number and the opening scene further 
the notion that Fanny is successful for pushing 
the boundaries established by those around her, 
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rather than trying to fit into the image of a two-
dimensional chorus girl. The opening scene takes 
place some years after “I’m the Greatest Star,” at 
which point Fanny has solidified her status as a 
Ziegfeld headliner and world-class performer. 
Equipped with a plush fur coat, Fanny strolls 
around the empty New Amsterdam Theatre 
with the same confident posture she held even 
when she was a poor, bloomers-wearing girl 
from Henry Street. Notably, bloomers became a 
symbol of women’s rights and resistance to sex-
ist rules of modesty in the 1850s and thus also 
signify Fanny’s early feminist inclinations.16 She 
pauses to observe herself in a mirror and utters 
the famous “Hello, Gorgeous” in an accent that 
betrays her working-class upbringing—but does 
so only after she has pulled down her coat to re-
veal her unmistakable proboscis.17 Whereas in 
her earlier years, Fanny considered herself out-
side of the realm of beauty and even built her 
comedy on her atypical looks, she now defines 
beauty on her own terms. As she walks nearer 
to the front of the empty stage, she pauses again 
and looks out thoughtfully. The camera catches 
her in profile before zooming out behind her 
in the exact same manner as “I’m the Greatest 
Star” to similarly reveal an empty audience. This 
time, however, as Fanny imagines her audience, 
she vividly hears cheering and clapping, drawn 
from memories of the hundreds of well-received 
shows she has performed since that day at Kee-
ney’s theater.18 By staging “I’m the Greatest Star” 
and the opening scene so similarly, Funny Girl 
portrays the transformation of a young woman 
fighting against traditional standards of beauty 
and expectations of docility into a triumphant 
career woman who views herself in relation to 
her own standards of beauty and behavior. 

Despite Fanny’s success and independence, 
the opening scene is decidedly somber. At the 
moment of viewing, the audience does not yet 
know the reason for Fanny’s gloom, but a retro-
spective look at the scene reveals that it is caused 
by her troubled marriage in which she is bound 
by the very “sex roles” that the women’s libera-
tion movement sought to subvert. The afternoon 

that Fanny reminisces in the New Amsterdam 
Theatre is also the day that her husband will re-
turn from prison. Even before Nicky Arnstein was 
jailed, though, their relationship suffered because 
he was uncomfortable with Fanny’s economic in-
dependence and career success, which surpassed 
his own. Given that Fanny later offers to give up 
the theater in order to better their relationship, 
the opening scene becomes more than just Fan-
ny’s reminiscence about her past and how far she 
has come. It is also a moment of serious reflection 
about whether she will continue her career. Thus, 
when Fanny mimics shooting a gun at the empty 
theater seats, she has determined that the career 
she has built over the years is worth decimating 
for Nicky, because he cannot carry on with the 
thought of being “Mr. Brice” rather than she be-
ing “Mrs. Arnstein.”19 When Fanny steps off the 
stage and takes a seat in the auditorium, wonder-
ing, “Maybe things look different from here,” she 
is deciding how much she values her hard-fought 
career on the stage compared to her failing mar-
riage.20 As much as Nicky encourages Fanny in 
her professional endeavors, he cannot reconcile 
her success with his instinct to assume the domi-
nant role in their relationship. Consequently, he 
successfully imposes his notions of male bread-
winner and female homemaker on Fanny. That 
much becomes clear as she desperately expresses 
her willingness to make sacrifices in her profes-
sional life in order to make him feel more com-
fortable in their relationship. 

One such sacrifice is Fanny’s decision to fol-
low Nicky to Europe (“Don’t Rain on My Pa-
rade”) which puts her career and friendships 
on the line.21 “Don’t Rain on My Parade” is a 
complex number for its embodiment of Fanny’s 
assertive feminism and refusal to settle for less, 
just as much as it is a reflection of Fanny’s depen-
dence on Nicky. Immediately after reuniting with 
Fanny since his year-long absence, Nicky leaves 
her once again, this time for a ship headed to 
Europe so that he may continue his gambling ca-
reer. A sullen and understandably disappointed 
Fanny faces criticism by her friend Georgia for 
being so preoccupied with Nicky: “Listen, honey, 
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if you’re going to die every time you say goodbye 
to a man…”22 But Fanny comes to the realization 
that she does not have to keep sitting around or 
waiting by the phone for Nicky; she can claim 
what she wants for herself, and what she wants is 
a dedicated relationship. As she makes the deci-
sion to seize control of her future, she declares, 
“I’m not going to die, that’s what,” and quits her 
performance tour so that she may take the next 
ship to catch up with Nicky.23 

“Don’t Rain on My Parade” dramatically be-
gins with Fanny arguing with her managers and 
fellow performers, “Don’t tell me not to live, just 
sit and putter!” as she physically distinguishes 
herself from the crowd that circles her. She pushes 
forward with a determined gaze, focused not on 
her surroundings but rather her imagination of 
the romantic bliss that awaits her. She is think-
ing of nothing but “what’s right for me.”24 In this 
instance, Fanny takes the shape of a self-assured 
woman who centers her decision-making around 
herself and her own interests and instincts, rather 
than letting Nicky, Georgia, or Ziegfeld deter-
mine her fate. When Fanny runs out to the dock, 
she struggles against her restrictive dress and the 
weight of her suitcases and flowers. Essentially, 
she is struggling against the trappings of societal 
expectations for women, both the physical and 
social designs intended to enforce women’s ac-
quiescence. She appears triumphant in a particu-
larly evocative zoomed-out shot of Fanny at the 
front of the steamship as it sails by the Statue of 
Liberty, in which she is strikingly alone but un-
afraid.25 Fanny stands proud like the figurehead 
of the ship, her arm extended to mimic the statue 
as she holds a bouquet of flowers as her torch. 
Fanny becomes Lady Liberty by asserting control 
over her destiny, embodying independence and 
“liberation” as she is, at least in this instance, be-
holden to no one’s opinions but her own.

Despite Fanny’s likeness to Lady Liberty, the 
dynamics of her relationship with Nicky under-
mine her seemingly feminist display. The torch 
which lights her way is the bouquet that Nicky 
sends her, signifying that as much as she acts on 
her own desires and impulses, he is the guiding 
force in her life. “Don’t Rain on My Parade” is a 

show of Fanny’s ability to think for herself, but 
in pursuing this independence she also forgoes 
any ounce of stability in her life. Her established 
career and remarkable mobility fail to fulfill her 
sense of worth. Thus, she expresses little remorse 
when she nearly throws them away. Fulfillment 
comes from marriage, as made clear when Fanny 
reunites with Nicky on the RMS Berengaria and 
encourages him to propose, exclaiming some-
what childishly, “I want to be a Sadie! You met 
Mrs. Strakosh’s daughter, Sadie! That’s a married 
lady!”26 Furthermore, for all appearance of Fanny 
reclaiming control of her relationship in “Don’t 
Rain on My Parade,” Nicky restores his upper 
hand on the Berengaria when he refuses to marry 
Fanny until he can “make a bankroll.”27 When 
Fanny argues that she does not care about that, 
he retorts, “I do. I intend to be the head of this 
family… it’ll be the way I say or not at all.”28 Belit-
tling Fanny like a child, Nicky exhibits his instinct 
to impose traditional sex roles in which the wife 
is the husband’s inferior. To Nicky, the notion of 
shared breadwinner-ship is simply emasculating, 
and Fanny, out of love for Nicky, complies with 
his standards.

Funny Girl’s Fanny Brice reflects two con-
flicting notions of a woman. On the one hand, 
she is an autonomous individual who defines 
her own value and place in society; on the other 
hand, she is a woman whose world is tied to the 
man she serves in marriage. This contradiction 
embodies the political struggle for “women’s lib-
eration,” which sought to destabilize oppressive 
cultural norms in addition to fighting legislative 
battles. Critically, Funny Girl entered during a 
time of politicization of the “personal.”29 Try as 
she might, Fanny has yet to free herself of the 
prevailing sexist ideology of her time. Although 
Funny Girl crafts an inspiring tale of the rise of 
an unconventional star, it also suggests a woman 
still confined by expectations of submission. 
Within this system, Fanny can never be “That 
Girl” with equal parts professional ambition and 
marital bliss; she cannot have it both ways. 

Michelle Brown is a sophomore in the College study-
ing Government and Linguistics.
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T he third season of the Norwegian 
web-series Skam (translated as Shame 
in English) catapulted the show to in-

ternational popularity. Created, written, and 
directed by Julie Andem, Skam seeks to repre-
sent authentic teenage experiences. To render 
authentic experiences, Andem and her team 
researched the lives of Norwegian high school-
ers, a six-month-long process that consisted of 
interviews, “surveys, content analysis of Insta-
gram and Snapchat stories,” and more. Skam is 
uniquely “audience-centric,” having been pro-
duced by a Need, Approach, Benefit, and Com-
petition (NABC) Method, which “focuses on [an 
audience’s practical] needs first and then helps 
build value propositions to fulfill them.”1 But 
Skam is not just exceptional in its source material 
and production aims; it is also novel in its dis-
tribution. Each season’s episodes were released 
online in an innovative real-time distribution 
format, in addition to being aired weekly by the 
public Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation. 
The online content took the form of unpredict-
ably-timed daily clips and updates, so that the 
“story is distributed in installments cotermi-
nously with the events being reported.”2 All of 
these clips, each ranging from two to twenty 
minutes in length, collectively comprised the 
weekly episode. 

A short couple of weeks into its third season, 
which was released from October 7 to Decem-
ber 16 of 2016, Skam became the most talked 
about show on the social networking website 

Tumblr. Simultaneously, YouTube channels and 
public Google Drives—with their fan-made, 
bootlegged translations—received traffic from 
millions of international fans.3 Skam had already 
gained nationwide youth recognition for its first 
two seasons (2015-16) because of its immersive 
distribution model, shameless confrontation of 
relevant, real-world issues (such as bullying, 
sexual assault, eating disorders, religion, and the 
Syrian refugee crisis), and focus on the ubiqui-
tous angst of coming-of-age. Its acclaim was also 
predicated upon the global collaboration of its 
insatiable audience. Its model, which has been 
adopted by the seven currently-airing remakes 
in France, Germany, Italy, the United States, the 
Netherlands, Spain, and Belgium, has further 
broadened its fan base: during the week of April 
15, 2019, six of the seven remakes, plus the origi-
nal Skam, were among the top 20 live-action tele-
vision shows discussed on Tumblr.4

With Skam’s revolutionary method of content 
distribution and Gen Z-oriented programming, 
it seems fitting that the very last words of its third 
season are “Livet er nå” (“Life is now”). This line 
is delivered by the show’s main character, which 
rotates every season to focus on characters of dif-
ferent genders, sexualities, religions, and identi-
ties. Over the course of only ten episodes, Isak 
Valtersen, a seventeen-year-old boy, has navi-
gated his relationship with his sexuality, loved 
ones’ mental illnesses, religion, and his first boy-
friend, Even Bech Næsheim. His words, which 
encourage living a present and unencumbered 
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existence, denounce the anxiety of futurity and 
infinity, as well as the deferment of experience to 
hypothetical parallel universes, tensions which 
plague Isak and Even’s tumultuous relationship 
throughout the season. This carpe diem theme 
is consistent with Skam’s hyperserialization, 
which relies heavily on the immediate emotional 
reactions of its audience as they watch and ex-
perience the story alongside the featured main 
character—always in the visceral and realistic 
manner for which Skam is known. Nevertheless, 
Skam is a fundamentally intertextual work and 
demands interpretation beyond the individual 
response of the viewer, necessitating both an in-
dividual and communal response. The dialogue 
between the literary and cinematic texts that the 
season invokes suggests that Skam, though un-
deniably a tribute to the teenage experience of 
the 2010s and heavily informed by the primary 
reactions of those who watch it clip-by-clip, is 
not severable from its canonical legacy. In fact, 
the interplay between the immediate viewers 
and the wider structural interpretive community 
is essential to Skam’s thesis that the experiences 
of teenagers are complex, valid, and essential to 
the cultural narrative. In this way, Skam is more 
than just a meaningful and accurate portrayal of 
underrepresented (femme, queer, and Muslim) 
modern teen lives: it advocates that their stories 
are canonical, universal, and applicable beyond 
the present moment, like the best and most re-
vered stories have forever been. 

For a viewer, the “live” experience of watch-
ing Skam is not just a matter of anticipating 
weekly episodes: the show’s unique transme-
dia model of storytelling integrates itself with 
the viewer’s daily life, especially if they are the 
young, school-going equivalents of the series’ 
protagonists. Skam’s format, in which scenes of 
characters in class are released during the school 
day or depictions of insomnia are posted at 3 
a.m., “blurs the boundaries between the real and 
the fictional...the release of the episodes to coin-
cide with the time in which they are set in the 
script places the events within the frame of the 
audience’s experiential reality.” This produces 

“make belief” rather than “make believe,” with 
viewers experiencing the events over the course 
of days, weeks, and months alongside their main 
character, often referred to affectionately by fans 
as the “main.”5 The “subject-object division that 
constitutes all perception” described by Wolf-
gang Iser, a German literary critic famous for his 
exploration of the phenomenological elements 
of literature and his contributions to reader-re-
sponse theory, is removed from the audience’s 
experience of viewership when they become 
wholly integrated into the text itself. 6 It is im-
possible to distinguish the subject from object 
when the object, the characters’ lives, is indis-
tinct from the subject, the audience. 

Additionally, because Skam and its audience 
exist in an era where “interpersonal communica-
tion is inseparable from communication on mes-
saging applications,” the clips are supplemented 
by digital messages between characters via plat-
forms like Facebook messenger, iMessage, and 
WhatsApp (always from the blue-bubbled per-
spective of the main character) along with posts 
on over a dozen fictitious Instagram accounts.7 
The audience can follow these accounts along-
side their actual friends’, seamlessly integrat-
ing fictional social groups with real ones. This 
supplementary content, while secondary to the 
actual clips, is a “natural part of the series and es-
sential in building narrative” as well as authen-
ticity and anticipation.8 Under the Skam model, 
every update notification within the constant 
and multimodal stream of content is met with an 
immediate buzz of Twitter activity, the instanta-
neous uproar of “CLIP!” or “TEXT!” These units 
of content are then summarized, translated, and 
uploaded by individuals or teams of translators 
across platforms, which is then followed by real-
time reactions, speculations about the length 
and content of upcoming clips, and direct cri-
tiques for the production team. These are mostly 
offered by the viewers who are able to interact 
with the show directly via the comments on the 
official geoblocked website.

Because of the proximity between episodes’ 
production and release (episodes are shot in-bulk 



Utraque Unum — Fall 2019   |   53

|   Jennifer Kret

over only a few weeks, rather than over months), 
it was even possible for Andem and the produc-
ers to make adjustments based on fan responses 
to the story’s trajectory.9 Iser describes two 
poles, the artistic and aesthetic, the author’s text 
and the reader’s realizations, which meet in the 
interplay between creator and audience.10 Skam 
materializes the meeting of these poles. It was 
specifically created for a youth demographic, 
almost as a public service, so young people’s 
needs could be prioritized and satisfied. In many 
ways, Skam is more utopian than realistic, illus-
trating a world in which all teens can hope to 
live: accepted whole, regardless of their shames, 
their religions, their sexualities, their bodies, or 
their brains. According to French literary theo-
rist Roland Barthes, the modern death of an “au-
thor-God” figure empowers the reader, who is 
“the space on which all the quotations that make 
up a writing are inscribed without any of them 
being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but 
in its destination.”11 By endorsing the characters 
and viewers as their whole selves, Skam itself be-
comes unified and legitimized as an artistic proj-
ect. The show arguably cannot fulfill its textual 
purpose until it has achieved this, making the 
structural and textual conventions upon which 
this theme depends to produce meaning so valu-
able. The series successfully accomplishes this 
because it functions as a “‘transitional object’...
[meaning that] in individuals’ interaction with 
it, it facilitates and opens up ‘potential [digital] 
spaces’...between illusion and reality...in which 
personal development and growth and a creative 
adaptation to social reality can take place.”12 For 
example, by watching Isak’s best friend Jonas re-
act casually to his coming out, which itself was 
based on a teen’s real-life coming out experience, 
viewers are likely, because of their proximity to 
the text, to reproduce this and formulate a norm. 
Skam’s appeal to its viewers’ empathy and its 
ability to construct a digital community—which, 
along with the show’s realism and the medium’s 
temporal/mechanical flexibility, is essential for 
the real-time followers’ amenability to the for-
mat of concurrent narration—ultimately would 

be impossible without its structure, which itself 
is empathetic.13

The hyperserialization of Skam represents a 
new age for the Dickensian feuilleton, a twist 
on the popular serialized novels of the nine-
teenth century, connecting it to a legacy of in-
novative appeals to reader-response: “With its 
gaps between installments, serial fiction has 
always encouraged the active engagement of it 
audience, and this tendency becomes especially 
pronounced when the story [like Skam] is dis-
tributed via social media that allow for rapid 
exchanges.”14 Mimicking the “inherent seriality” 
of teen life, split as it is between school, home, 
and friendships/relationships, these gaps have 
produced a robust “participatory culture” sur-
rounding Skam.15 This culture, in effect, trans-
forms the text into a literary work in a manner 
like that which Iser describes: “The convergence 
of text and reader brings the literary work into 
existence, and this convergence can never be 
precisely pinpointed, but must always remain 
virtual, as it is not to be identified either with the 
reality of the text or with the individual disposi-
tion of the reader.”16 Skam, already a seemingly 
virtual reality, seems predisposed towards this 
metaphysicality of literary meaning. 

Furthermore, the taxonomy of cultural par-
ticipation, developed by Tore Rye Andersen 
and Sara Tanderup Linkis, makes room for both 
the affective and the structural. The Danish 
scholars distinguish between “(1) analytic and 
interpretive activity [structural], (2) evaluative 
and affective engagement [affective], (3) phatic 
communication [affective], (4) non-interactive 
consumption [neither?], (5) productive activ-
ity (fan-fiction, etc.) [both?], and (6) limited co-
construction.”17 A work like Skam is more than 
material to be consumed; it is content to be pro-
moted and expanded upon within digital com-
munities, with viewers in many ways becoming 
responsive coauthors, especially in online 
spaces like Tumblr and the fanfiction website 
Archive Of Our Own (AO3). While a precon-
dition of Iser’s definition of a literary work is 
that it “engage the reader’s imagination,” Skam 
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is “not only engaging, but engulfing,” allowing 
for the creation of infinite and immediate “vir-
tual dimension[s]” of text.18 Given the signifi-
cance of variability of time within the viewing 
experience of Skam, there is always a “new time-
sequence” in which to watch clips, to rewatch 
clips, to re-experience the acting, the writing, the 
cinematography, and the meaning, making the 
consumption of this text a guaranteed form of 
“innovative reading.”19 The live-viewing of Skam 
is a continuous process of “active interweaving 
of anticipation and retrospection, which on a 
second reading may turn into a kind of advance 
retrospection,” with new responses always be-
ing inevitable due to the instant and recurrent 
confluence of multimodal and transmedia con-
tent at any given time.20  

The culmination of the third season, when 
Isak and Even decide to take their relationship 
“minutt for minutt” (“minute by minute”), 
is consequently fitting for the phenomena of 
Skam’s production. “Minutt for Minutt,” the 
titular clip for the finale episode, is a darkly lit 
parallel to an earlier scene, “Hjernen er alene” 
(“The brain is alone”), which is set just after 
Isak and Even’s first kiss, the revelation of their 
feelings for each other, and the true beginning 
of their relationship.21 Both scenes are overhead 
shots of the two in Isak’s bed, the first evoking 
anticipation and newness and the other tentative 
familiarity. In the earlier scene, Isak marvels at 
“all the parallel universes, just how big every-
thing is,” and Even responds that it gives him 
a lonely feeling. Despite this assertion of loneli-
ness, in that same conversation the couple con-
template staying together forever, sheltered from 
the outside world for infinity. Even as distance 
comes between them—forged by internalized 
homophobia, ex-girlfriends, and ignorant and 
ableist language—Even recurrently invokes a 
duality between their present separation and a 
hypothetical union “at the same time, [but in] 
a different place in the universe.” In the final 
episode, Isak challenges Even’s fears that “the 
only way to have something for an infinite time 
is by losing it,” and that their relationship is 

infeasible within their immediate reality. They 
resolve to take it day-by-day and minute-by-
minute, choosing the present over the prospects 
of infinity and eternity. Isak, by “insist[ing] that 
the future stop here,” subverts their own grand 
romantic expectations, in a sense queering the 
futurity that is often thrust upon the couple at 
the center of an internationally recognized teen 
phenomenon.22 Andem thematically embraces 
immediacy, just as her audience lives reality 
through incrementally released clips. Never-
theless, she is informed by an infinite number 
of romantic tropes, facets of teenage nostalgia, 
and literary predecessors. Much like Barthes’ 
scripter, who “no longer bears within him pas-
sions, humours, feelings, impressions, but rather 
this immense dictionary from which he draws 
a writing that can know no halt,” Andem’s text 
is backward-looking, while wholly immersed in 
the present due to its concurrent narrative tech-
niques: “[L]ife never does more than imitate the 
book, and the book itself is only a tissue of signs, 
an imitation that is lost, infinitely deferred.”23 
The text inhabits a life of its own in the hands of 
its audience, having materialized from that audi-
ence’s very narrative and cultural history, some 
of which for teens is as recent as only moments 
prior, in the form of the current events and me-
dia trends upon which the characters comment. 
For that reason, Skam exists beyond the present 
moment in a structural mode, an immense dic-
tionary and semiotic tissue, which informs its 
significance, most apparently in its appeals to 
literary and cinematic tradition.

By situating Skam within the legacy of bold 
media that broadened and deepened the interac-
tion between author and reader, content-creator 
and content-consumer, the reader-response in-
terpretation of Skam becomes fundamentally 
structural. It is a new experience of consumption: 
television for the Internet age. For Iser, the act of 
recreation and interpretation by the reader “relies 
on interruptions,” which are inherent to Skam’s 
distributive format, in which viewers’ lives are 
interspersed by the text’s continuation and there-
fore live in a condition of constant suspense: 



Utraque Unum — Fall 2019   |   55

|   Jennifer Kret

“We look forward, we look back, we decide, we 
change our decisions, we form expectations, we 
are shocked by their nonfulfillment, we ques-
tion, we muse, we accept, we reject.”24 In addi-
tion to an individual’s encounter with the text, 
however, the thematic recreation that follows 
interruption is predicated on a community that 
“is steered by two main structural components 
within the text...a repertoire of familiar literary 
patterns and recurrent literary themes, together 
with allusions to unfamiliar social and historical 
contexts...techniques or strategies used to set the 
familiar against the unfamiliar.”25 Skam engages 
immemorial patterns and themes by inserting this 
repertoire in a modern setting, therefore challeng-
ing and reinventing canon. This resembles what 
Baz Luhrmann, Even’s favorite director, does in 
Romeo + Juliet (1996). Luhrmann translates four-
teenth-century Verona into twentieth-century 
Verona Beach, replaces swords with guns, and 
integrates Elizabethan speech with modern hip-
hop.26 Andem engages not just Luhrmann’s film, 
and consequently Shakespeare himself, but bibli-
cal scripture, classical motifs, and more modern 
interpretations of the star-crossed lovers, like 
Garry Marshall’s Pretty Woman (1990), which 
leads the audience to recreate a love story both 
recognizable and wholly novel. 

Andem’s patterns and their structural sig-
nificance convergences in the season’s fourth 
episode, in the final clip, entitled “21:21.” This 
is just one of many examples of angel num-
bers, “sequences of numbers that carry divine 
guidance by referring to specific numerological 
meanings,” being used for clip titles or for the 
time of a clip’s release throughout the season.27  
In this clip, Isak and Even pregame a Hallow-
een party with their respective girlfriends. 
Pressured into a couple’s costume, Isak dons a 
golden laurel and makeshift toga to embody Ju-
lius Caesar, complemented by Emma’s (laugh-
ably appropriative) imitation of Cleopatra. 
Even wears all white and a ludicrous combina-
tion of a white wig and beard, while Sonja is 
decorated in the gold chains and white wings of 
an angel. This attire already situates the teens in 

the realm of performance and simultaneously 
introduces the possibility of troubling and chal-
lenging their very orientations and identities, 
since, much like interruption allows for the rec-
reation of meaning for the responsive reader, 
“the possibilities of gender transformation are 
to be found in the arbitrary relation between 
such acts [that stylize gender identity], in the 
possibility of a different sort of repeating, in 
the breaking or subversive repetition of that 
style.”28 Similarly, by recalling and repeating ca-
nonical motifs like Cleopatra and Caesar, Skam 
defies that which is not very representative, not 
very queer, or not very subversive and provides 
the possibility for subversive queer representa-
tion. Isak eventually confronts his performative 
hypermasculinity and heterosexuality; in a mo-
ment of unprecedented agency, he chooses to 
leave the apartment with Even, literally leaving 
his girlfriend behind. Even, likewise, allows 
himself to embrace instinct and spontaneity, 
renouncing the expectations of his girlfriend, 
whom he considers a controlling, “monitoring” 
force. Their escape is triggered when the girls 
leave the room, and Even asks Isak for the time. 
When Isak answers, “21:21,” Even asks again 
for confirmation. Obviously this number as-
sumes a significance for him, reappearing in the 
episode’s parallel clip, “O Helga Natt.” While 
it is dubious that there is divine blessing for 
their union in the mechanism of Isak’s iPhone 
watch, Even uses these numbers to redetermine 
the course of the night, to become the “director 
of [his] own life,” his greatest desire. He envi-
sions himself as an active participant within a 
structural legacy, though the angel numbers 
and biblical/classical iconography is a product 
of Andem’s writing and her influences.  

In fulfilling his part as the costumed God 
and as the director of his own life, Even seeks 
to imitate one film in particular, Baz Luhrmann's 
Romeo + Juliet, which itself is “psychedelic and...
schizophrenic,” queering and homoerotic.29 
Immediately after meeting Even, a new stu-
dent at his school, Isak discovers that he has 
no social media, something that makes him 
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fundamentally unknowable in an environment 
that, for both the characters and viewers, consis-
tently confuses the real and the virtual/digital. 
Even’s only online presence is an appearance 
in a friend’s school project, in which he de-
scribes his stop motion filmmaking and declares 
Luhrmann as his favorite director. Later, as Isak 
catches sight of the enigmatic Even walking 
across the courtyard, joint behind his ear, “Talk 
Show Host” by Radiohead begins to play and 
the film slows, drawing a distinct parallel to the 
introduction of Leonardo Dicaprio’s Romeo in 
Luhrmann’s 1996 adaptation. Though Isak has 
yet to watch the film, the text draws a structural 
correlation between these two romantic figures, 
entirely for the audience. Though the words of 
the song, “I want to, I want to be someone else 
or I’ll explode” are painfully applicable to Isak’s 
condition, closeted and estranged from his par-
ents, this scene may incorporate Even’s perspec-
tive, as he envisions himself writing love poems 
on Verona Beach. In the subsequent clip (appro-
priately released at angelic 01:01), Isak cries as 
he watches Romeo + Juliet, and, while he does, 
Skam associates four essential images with the 
film: 1) a theatrical poster of Romeo, the knight, 
and Juliet, an angel, in an embrace, 2) the two 
kissing while fully clothed in a pool, 3) the new-
lyweds asleep in each other’s arms, and 4) Juliet, 
surrounded by candles and crosses, presumed 
dead. The clip “21:21” is a recreation of the first 
two images, though neither boy can definitively 
be cast as Romeo or Juliet. Isak wears a soft-
ened, feminized, but triumphant interpretation 
of the great conqueror Caesar, Romeo’s armor 
replaced with the crown of laurels, while Even 
is the masculinized of Juliet’s angel: God. Alter-
natively, Isak’s costume matches Emma, whose 
Cleopatra gear matches that of Juliet’s mother 
and obstacle, and he replaces the angel-winged 
Sonja as the object of Even’s affection, the Juliet. 
This inability to create an enduring allegory is 
consistent with the Luhrmann-esque challenge 
to Elizabethan heteronormativity and the canon 
in which it operates; Isak and Even are undefin-
ably but inextricably tied to perhaps the most 

iconic lovers in the history of literature and its 
adaptations. 

After fleeing Isak’s apartment, Even leads 
Isak to an unknown house, where they break 
into the basement pool. Just as in the Romeo + 
Juliet images, the couple pushes each other into 
the water. The camera is, like them, half sub-
merged, their voices both echoing in the pool 
space and muffled by the lapping of the water, 
as they taunt and challenge each other. It is an 
intimate moment for the camera and for the 
viewers, watching on their phones and laptops, 
to be witnessing. As the boys draw closer, the 
non-diegetic “Kissing You” by Des’ree begins to 
play, the song of Romeo and Juliet’s first meet-
ing and first kiss. Once underwater, immersed 
in and inhabiting the world of Romeo + Juliet, 
they kiss. When they are interrupted, there is lit-
erally a record scratch to signify the shattering 
of the cinematic moment. Within the text, Even 
has directed this moment to a cinematic conclu-
sion, and although Even’s actions through the 
latter half of the season are highly motivated by 
his belief that he is part of one of “Shakespeare's 
tragedies [which] impresses us as a comedy 
gone wrong—Romeo and Juliet has a sugges-
tion of such a structure,”30 these moments that 
resonate beyond the circumstances which the 
characters themselves control are benevolent, 
because Andem is catering to the needs of a vul-
nerable teen audience and responding to their 
most express desires. This underwater kiss is 
also Isak’s baptism, the timing and name of the 
clip recalling Genesis 21, “The Birth of Isaac,” 
and representing his rebirth as a more authentic 
version of himself within the human narrative: 
“Angel number 21 is all about unity, fulfillment, 
and happiness...manifesting your desires on a 
large scale.”31 In this moment he has been resur-
rected in true congruence with his literal desires. 
The motif is substantiated by the revelation in 
episode nine that 21:21 (9:21p.m.) was not only 
this the moment of his rebirth with Even, but his 
actual birth. Having come out to his highly reli-
gious mother, with whom he only engages via 
text, she writes, “To Isak my son: from the first 
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second I saw you June 21st 1999 at 21:21 I have 
loved you and I always will to eternity.” The 
persistence of 21 is a true structural perfection, a 
divinity that oversees Isak’s births and multiple 
rebirths as his true self. 

Later in episode nine, Even, in the midst of a 
manic-depressive episode, sends Isak a message 
at approximately 21:21: “I had forgotten that it's 
not possible to lose someone, that all people are 
alone anyways. In another place in the universe 
we are together for eternity, remember that. 
Love you. Even.” Still fixated on the loneliness 
of infinity and his participation within a “tragic 
process [that] in Shakespeare is natural in the 
sense that it simply happens, whatever its cause, 
explanation, or relationships,” he cannot see that 
there is a divine creator, Andem, using angelic 
numbers and water symbolism to signal this as 
the moment of his rebirth.32 Isak, in a church that 
decoratively resembles that in which Romeo and 
Juliet die, complete with neon-blue crosses, is 
reminded of Even’s loneliness in the face of eter-
nity, death, and loss, as well as his Luhrmann-
inspired belief that “the main character must die, 
otherwise it’s not an epic love story.” Fearing for 
Even’s life, Isak runs to him and they reunite 
in the rain, as Nils Bech sings “O Helga Natt.” 
This functions as a reciprocal baptism for Even, 
made a Christ-figure by the hymn. After this 
moment, he embraces life “minutt for minutt,” 
unaware that there is, in his very experiences, 
a suggestion of fate, longevity—perhaps even 
eternity—in his relationship with Isak as a result 
of their participation in a biblical and literary tra-
dition. During episode eight, he tells Isak, and, 
indirectly, the live audience (who feared these 
frequent parallels would end in tragedy, spe-
cifically a double suicide) that “the whole joke 
is you think it’s a Romeo and Juliet reference.” 
But Even fulfills his desire to change the story, 
to be the director of his own, embracing a Pretty 
Woman reference instead, one centered on reci-
procity and salvation: “And after I’ve climbed 

up to the balcony, I ask you: ‘What happens af-
ter I’ve rescued you?’ And then you answer: ‘I’ll 
rescue you right back.’” Isak, reborn in the pool, 
overcomes his hyper-masculinized internalized 
homophobia, and Even, reborn in the rain, is 
freed from the shame of his mental illness and 
embraces a loving partnership. Having rescued 
each other, they are no longer star-crossed; the 
techniques of structural parallelism and inver-
sion, plus the real-time distribution model, func-
tion to marry and endorse the love of these two 
boys, essentially rewriting the romance genre for 
a twenty-first century audience.

Having anticipated it in real-time, with time 
to reflect on both Isak and Even as part of a 
grander romantic and interpretative tradition 
and the result that wholly endorses queer love, 
Skam and its audience redefine reader-response 
theory. Skam is made for a “particularly ac-
tive subcategory of this type of [cultural] par-
ticipation [which] may...be described as forensic 
fandom, which consists of contributing with dif-
ferent perspectives and material.”33 Much of the 
analysis of this season is predicated on the work 
of this forensic group which situated the story, 
with all its parallelisms and allusions, within 
the dictionary of meaning that the interpretative 
community has constructed. As individuals ex-
perience and react to Skam, they come together 
to produce transformative works that have the 
potential to define the interpretative commu-
nity for posterity, theorizing and carrying out 
a highly structural iteration of reader-response. 
When real-time viewership becomes immersed 
in community, there is a recognition that the 
best way in which meaning can be produced is 
the interaction with other readers and the col-
laborative effort to redefine what stories the 
broader, even global, community constitutes as 
meaningful.

Jennifer Kret is a sophomore in the College studying 
English and Government with a minor in Journalism.
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A few years ago, I was chatting with a 
friend who was going home for the 
holidays. He told me that he would 

be getting with dinner with a relative, whose pol-
itics were significantly different from his own. 
“But I’m prepared,” my friend said, “this time, 
I’m armed with a whole new set of arguments.” 

This implied that he couldn’t adequately de-
fend his ideas in an argument last time around. 
Whether he would admit it or not, something the 
relative said must have struck my friend as true, 
or at least plausible. But this didn’t lead him to 
a revised position. He had just looked for new, 
subtler ways to defend his old view.

I know what this is like. I suspect every human 
being knows what this is like. There are many 
ways to repress something someone else said, 
or that we’ve begun to think. Like my friend, we 
can strain for counterarguments: We can search 
for one weakness in the ‘other side’s’ thinking 
which will discredit everything they say. We can 
tell ourselves we’re overthinking it; we can just 
dismiss the thought as something only worriers 
think about. We might also decide that selfish-
ness, pride, or some other vice is the reason why 
the thought has popped into our head.

All of these strategies avoid the question of 
whether the threatening idea is true. This makes 
perfect sense. We have reason to avoid that ques-
tion if we think the truth would harm us. The 
truth, we worry, might make us look stupid. 
Worse, it could take away a belief that is sacred 
to us, that we can’t imagine life without. 

Kurt Vonnegut asks whether the threaten-
ing idea is true. He tries to answer that question 
as honestly as he can, with as little motivated 

reasoning as possible. As one might expect, this 
process leads him to pretty robust conclusions - 
ones not particularly vulnerable to objections. It 
also leads him to conclusions that are completely 
compatible with what he needs and values, that 
don’t dismiss any of the important truths his 
original ideas reflected. 

Vonnegut does what is so hard to do: He fol-
lows the truth, and trusts that it will not lead him 
to a dead end. 

Kurt Vonnegut was in Dresden when the Allies 
bombed it in 1945. What remained was, in his 
words, a “moonscape.” When Vonnegut became 
a novelist, he decided to write a book about 
Dresden, which eventually became Slaughter-
house-Five.1 While he was working on this project, a 
friend asked him if it would be “anti-war.” 

Slaughterhouse-Five is passionately anti-war. 
Vonnegut fills it with details that show just how 
obscene and inhuman war is. The main charac-
ter has to use “candles made with human flesh.” 
Characters are developed only to die abruptly 
and brutally. Vonnegut’s feelings about war are 
summed up well in a command he gives to his 
sons: Never to “work for companies which make 
massacre machinery, and to express contempt for 
people who think we need machinery like that.” 

So when Vonnegut’s friend asked him 
whether the book is anti-war, he said yes. And 
the friend responded, “You know what I say 
to people when I hear they’re writing anti-war 
books? Why don’t you write anti-glacier books 
instead?”

The point of this tragically dated analogy is 
that wars, like glaciers, are not things we can 

Blessed Are the Meek
Vonnegut on Good Thinking

Gabriel Berger
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prevent. If you want to move the world against 
war, you might as well start pushing up against 
a glacier. 

Vonnegut was being told that the project he 
was investing himself in was silly–as silly as pro-
testing a glacier. That’s a deflating thing to hear, 
and someone in Vonnegut’s position could have 
understandably looked for an easy way out. 

Instead, he peppers Slaughterhouse-Five with 
voices saying that war will come whether we like 
it or not. He includes the conversation with his 
snarky friend in the novel’s first chapter, which 
describes Vonnegut’s writing process. Later, we 
meet a character who explains that the firebomb-
ing of Dresden “had to happen”–it was the in-
evitable conclusion of the hatred that had built 
up over the course of the war. The story’s most 
memorable fatalists, however, are the Tralfama-
dorians. Like every Vonnegut novel, Slaughter-
house-Five has a sci-fi spin, and in this one it’s 
the Tralfamadorians. They are little green aliens 
who have accepted that the course of history is 
set. It is as set, they say, as the Rocky mountains; 
just as we cannot alter a mountain range, we can-
not make low the cold, jagged spires of history. 
We can just “enjoy its good parts.” When some-
one dies, or when many, many people die, the 
Tralfamadorians simply say, “So it goes.” 

The final voice of fatalism is Vonnegut him-
self. After recounting his friend’s glacier line, 
Vonnegut writes: “What he meant, of course, is 
that there would always be wars, and that they 
were as easy to stop as glaciers. I believe that, 
too.” His friend had accused him of protest-
ing something he could not hope to change–of 
screaming into the wind. And Vonnegut decides 
that his friend is correct. 

Vonnegut is right too. There are individual 
novels which have inspired movements (for ex-
ample, Uncle Tom’s Cabin). But this is very, very 
hard to do; it takes skill, and it takes coming in 
at exactly the right moment in the zeitgeist. Even 
highly influential books would have a hard time 
stopping a war. An anti-war movement usu-
ally follows a pro-war movement, and pro-war 
movements have a lot behind them. The First 

World War was the culmination of decades of 
nationalistic fervor, entangling alliances, and in-
dustrialization. The Second grew out of a cancer-
ous wave of fascism, which was itself a reaction 
to global depression and the fallout of World 
War I. Sending a novel like Slaughterhouse-Five 
back in time wouldn’t stop them from happen-
ing, just as publishing it didn’t stop the many 
wars that followed. 

Vonnegut goes on to acknowledge that there 
is a real cost to pushing against glaciers. We 
make no progress, and we lose an opportunity to 
be happy. In his introduction to the novel, Von-
negut mentions the biblical story of Lot’s wife. 
Before God destroys the cities of Sodom and Go-
morrah, he allows Lot and his wife to escape, but 
warns them not to look back as they leave. But 
poor Lot’s wife gives in, and looks at the burning 
cities. She turns into a pillar of salt. 

Slaughterhouse-Five, Vonnegut says, was 
“written by a pillar of salt.” He looked hard at 
war, and it hurt him. Moreover, Vonnegut be-
lieved the same evils would come back, and 
there was nothing he could do to stop them 
when they did. No wonder he turned into a pil-
lar of salt. 

Vonnegut knows that there is an alternative 
to looking back. He knows that we don’t have to 
push up against glaciers. The Tralfamadorians’ 
way of life is that alternative. Having accepted 
the arc of history, the Tralfamadorians are se-
rene. They have, after all, done exactly what the 
serenity prayer commands us to do. They have 
“accepted the things they cannot change.” One 
of the main characters comes to see all this, and 
see the world as the Tralfamadorians do. Sure 
enough, he becomes a much happier person. 

So, to recap: Vonnegut was confronted with 
a claim–that wars are like glaciers–that he had 
reason to reject or avoid. Instead, he validates it. 
Then, he acknowledges that we really might feel 
better if we accepted structural evils as features 
of the world we live in. 

But the problem is that war is fundamentally 
unacceptable. If we’re not appalled, we’re not re-
ally seeing war for what it is. “So it Goes”–the 
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Tralfamadorian’s stoic motto–just isn’t some-
thing you can say about a war unless you lie to 
yourself about the reality of war. To make this 
point, Vonnegut will write a line about “people 
going to the comforts of their own homes to be 
killed with their families” and then add “So it 
Goes.” He’ll tell the story of an old schoolteacher 
who is drafted. He misses his family the whole 
time. He makes it to Dresden, and he survives 
the firebombing. While digging through the 
wreckage, he finds a teapot and pockets it. He 
is caught, tried, and executed. And at the end of 
this story, Vonnegut writes “So it Goes.”  

Here’s what this means: Even if our protest 
does nothing, even if it turns us into pillars of 
salt, at least it’s not a lie. As George Saunders 
says in his review of Slaughterhouse-Five, “there 
is merit in putting ourselves in proper relation to 
the truth.” If for no other reason, this is why we 
should write anti-war books.2 

This position is completely compatible with 
the values that drove Vonnegut to write an anti-
war novel. It also gives Vonnegut a satisfying 
answer to the “anti-glacier” point. It allows him 
to put that objection to rest. 

This is where Vonnegut’s process - follow-
ing the truth - has a huge advantage of its al-
ternatives. Vonnegut could have dismissed his 
friend’s point as problematic and uncaring. He 
could have tried to convince himself that a novel 
like Slaughterhouse-Five, if written just right, 
could stop a war. Both of these strategies will 
help us hold on to a position that brings us com-
fort. But neither are likely to actually bring us 
peace. Taboos just push the threatening thoughts 
back - they don’t extinguish them; The problem 
with self-deceiving arguments is that a little part 
of us might not be deceived. 

There’s more to this process than intellectual 
courage. There are also ways to make risky 
thoughts less risky. When Vonnegut’s friend 

makes the “anti-glacier” comment, he’s doing 
two things. He’s making an observation: Wars 
are very hard to stop–and writing anti-war nov-
els won’t do the trick. He’s also saying what we 
should do, given this observation: Not write 
anti-war books. 

Vonnegut concedes the first part, but not the 
second. He offers his own response: Write anti-
war books for the right reason–not to change 
the world, but to do justice to the truth. This is 
the first way to make scary thoughts less scary: 
Consider the conclusions someone draws from a 
fact, rather than trying to suppress the fact itself. 

The second is to expect cost. Vonnegut 
doesn’t deny that, in mourning things we cannot 
change, we are turning down serenity. He just 
accepts that this is a price worth paying. This is 
another move we can copy. If someone observes 
that a position we care about has cost, we don’t 
have to scramble to deny it. We can just consider 
whether it's worth that cost. 

The third is to make yourself small. Over 
and over, Vonnegut concedes that he had been 
oversimplifying, overcomplicating, or jumping 
to conclusions. He recognizes that the truth was 
much greater than his own thinking.

Vonnegut’s process requires a stance of ut-
ter humility. It means, over and over again, be-
ing willing to say, “I don’t have an answer for 
that,” or “You’re right. That really is a problem.” 
It means recognizing that there is a position that 
is moral and consistent, and it is ahead of where 
you are. 

Very good thinkers do not go through the 
world like very good thinkers. They go through 
the world like people constantly defeated by it, 
always with something they hadn’t quite ac-
counted for. They go to the truth in the clothes 
of ordinary people. 

Gabriel Berger is a junior in the College studying 
Philosophy.
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History of the Philodemic 
Society, Pt. III
“The Glory of Children Are Their 
Fathers” – Catholic Commemorations

Jonathan Marrow

This article is the third of a four-part series on the history of the Philodemic Society at 
Georgetown in the nineteenth century. Pts. I and II can be found in the Fall 2018 issue of 
the journal and the Spring 2019 issue of the journal, respectively, or on our website, utra-

queunum.org. The series is adapted from a Senior Honors Thesis in the History Department, 
submitted in the spring of 2018, entitled: “Let us form a body guard for Liberty–Conceptions 

of Liberty and Nation in Georgetown College’s Philodemic Society, 1830–1875.”

H ave either of you heard of, I don't 
know, the something: Jamestown, 
Mayflower Daughters of the 

American Revolution Society?”

“The Jamestown, Mayflower Daughters?” 
“I may have gotten the name wrong. They're 
inviting the White House to participate in 
some kind of, I don't know, Thanksgiving, 
Revolutionary War reenactment.”

“C.J., let's not torture American history 
completely to death.”

“Who the hell…”

“Jamestown was the sixteenth century. 
The Mayflower landed at Plymouth in the 
seventeenth century. The fathers of the 
daughters of the American Revolution fought 
in: the eighteenth century.”

—“Shibboleth,” Season 2, Episode 8, The West 
Wing, November 22, 20001

In the spring of 1852, a squabble broke out be-
tween the Philodemic Society of Georgetown 
University and the Young Catholic Friends’ 

Society of Baltimore. A series of passive-ag-
gressive letters were tendered back and forth 
between Washington and Baltimore: event invi-
tations withdrawn, declined, and re-tendered, 
with accusations of misleading conduct and 
usurped privilege.2 The subject was the hosting 
of the “Commemoration of the Landing of the 
Pilgrims in Maryland” at St. Mary’s, an event the 
Philodemic Society would observe in May that 
year, its third such celebration since the initial 
event in 1842. The Commemoration of the Land-
ing, which the Philodemic pioneered, functioned 
as a celebration of Maryland and Catholic-Amer-
ican history in its memorialization of what the 
Philodemic termed “Civic & Religious Liberty,” 
referring to the policy of toleration that was fos-
tered in the early years of the colony’s founding 
by Catholic refugees.

The celebrations by the Philodemic walked 
a thin line: as much as they were intended to be 
particularly devoted to the Catholic experience, 
in their celebration of Catholic “Pilgrim Fathers” 
in Maryland, inviting Catholic clergy and public 
dignitaries (indeed, the celebrations in 1849 and 
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1852 were timed to coincide with national Church 
councils held in Baltimore), they were also sup-
posed to transcend Catholicism and serve as 
American events. This tension between the sectar-
ian and universalist nature of the celebration was 
the source of the disagreement between the two 
societies. In contrast to the exclusivist position 
promoted by the Young Catholic Friends’ Society 
of Baltimore, the Philodemic—consistent with its 
ethic of urging an ecumenical alliance between 
republican patriotism and Catholic pride—ad-
vocated a policy of integrationist, open-handed 
Catholic patriotism. Throughout the antebellum 
period, members of the Philodemic Society had to 
balance between proudly asserting their claims to 
Catholic heritage and identity, on the one hand, 
and finding the integrationist and patriotic Amer-
ican identity they so eagerly laid claim to, on the 
other. What had been, on the Society’s founding 
in 1830, an abstract, ideological wish of Ameri-
can-Catholic integration, became, with the rise 
of anti-Catholic nativism in the 1850s, a tangible 
political imperative. This shift was reflected in the 
evolution of Philodemic debates and events like 
the Pilgrim’s Celebrations.

In 1842, at the urging of then-Georgetown 
College President James Ryder, the Philodemic 
began its celebrations of the original Catholic pil-
grims to Maryland, by choosing their initial land-
ing point of St. Mary’s City in southern Maryland. 
No small part of this choice had to do with a feel-
ing of state pride and jealousy—a joint feeling of 
an underrated Catholic history in American ret-
rospective and under-told Maryland history, in 
comparison with proud Northeastern states like 
Massachusetts, or neighboring Virginia. The ora-
tor the Philodemic elected for their first celebra-
tion in 1842, William George Read, a Philodemic 
member and himself the descendant of a Found-
ing Father, said as much when he opened his 
lengthy address at St. Mary’s in 1842 by asking,

But why are we so late in the proud ceremo-
nial of this day? Why are we so far behind 
our brethren of Massachusetts, in testifying 
veneration for the founders of a time-honored 

community? Why is the rock of Plymouth 
classic ground… while Old St. Mary’s and St. 
Inigo’s, the primal seats of civil and religious 
liberty, known but to an occasional wanderer?3

But the Pilgrim’s Celebrations were much more 
than an attempt to have St. Mary’s replace 
Plymouth as the primary tourist site of Ameri-
can colonial history, or even in the highlights 
of school textbooks. It was, rather, in different 
variations over the course of the 1840s and 1850s, 
an attempt to rhetorically claim the birthright of 
Catholics in the new world as well as the unique 
and integral role Catholics and only Catholics 
had played in promoting a key doctrine of the 
American republic: religious liberty. 

Read’s speech is lengthy, epideictic, and 
intensely exhortative. Its primary goal is to re-
shape and re-center American history on a 
course which started from the establishment 
of a sanctuary of persecuted Catholics on the 
shores of the Potomac—a colony which, not un-
like John Winthrop’s “city on a hill,” started off 
consciously and deliberately exceptional in its 
approach to “civil and religious liberty,” as ded-
icated by Maryland’s founding father, George 
Calvert.

More importantly, the gathering assembled 
that day at St. Mary’s constituted the true legacy 
of Calvert and his associates—not just their lit-
eral, genealogical legacy, but also their ideologi-
cal commitment to religious liberty and perhaps 
their continuing communion with the faith of 
their ancestors. Read proclaimed,

These gorgeous banners, this bright array of 
happy faces, this widespread and flourish-
ing community are their monuments!—This 
equal friendly liberty, in which we have met 
without distinction of creed or party, to unite 
as one people to do honor to their memories, 
is their monument, may it be perpetual!4

Indeed, the Philodemic’s journey to the spot 
of the “landing” at St. Mary’s resembled a re-
ligious pilgrimage. Although each celebration 
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differed slightly from the other, they all gen-
erally consisted of a group of several hundred 
from Georgetown College charting a steam-
ship from Washington to make the long journey 
down to St. Mary’s, accompanied by prominent 
local Catholics of Maryland as well as prominent 
politicians and citizens from Washington and the 
region—and whenever the Philodemic could get 
them, a host of significant Catholic prelates from 
across the country.5 Often, Catholic and civic so-
cieties of Baltimore would also charter their own 
steamships to meet Philodemic delegations. The 
delegations would stop at the Jesuit plantations 
at St. Inigoes, where an invited Bishop would 
celebrate Mass at the local church, before travel-
ing on to the grounds of St. Mary’s, where, joined 
by crowds of local citizens, the Philodemic’s se-
lected speaker would give a speech dedicated to 
the history of the Maryland pilgrims and their 
policy of religious liberty. 

In 1849 and 1852, the Pilgrim’s Celebra-
tions were specifically planned to coincide with 
the immediate aftermath of Catholic synods in 
Baltimore, the premier episcopal see and insti-
tutional center of the Catholic hierarchy in the 
United States.6 This probably had a double pur-
pose—one of convenience, that it made travel 
easier for the Bishops and Archbishops from 
across the country, and another symbolic, that 
the Pilgrim’s Celebration was the secular-po-
litical joining together of Catholic America as 
much as the synods and councils were the insti-
tutional religious equivalent. In 1852, the year of 
the first national synod of the American church, 
the Pilgrim’s Celebration was able to secure the 
participation of a wide selection of the American 
hierarchy, including the Bishops or Archbish-
ops of Boston, Natchez, St. Louis, Chicago, New 
York, and Richmond. 

At the inaugural celebration, the Philodemic 
made sure to invite Roger Taney, the first Cath-
olic Chief Justice of the Supreme Court and a 
prominent example of a Catholic-American in 
public life whom the Philodemicians aspired to 
be.7 In 1841, as the Philodemic planned its first 
celebration, the Society’s founder Father James 

Ryder urged them to elect “a Catholic and prom-
inent man” to give the central address.8 The first 
orator selected for the 1842 celebration was Wil-
liam Gaston, Georgetown College’s first student 
and a prominent North Carolinian politician and 
judge. It had been Gaston who, as a congressman 
from North Carolina, had helped secure a federal 
charter for Georgetown in 1815 against the anti-
Catholic biases of some Congressmen.9 Gaston, 
who declined the speaking position on the basis 
of his age and his belief that a Maryland citizen 
should be the one to give the oration, noted that 
“as a Catholic” he was proud “of the heroism of 
that noble band, who, adhering with inflexible 
fidelity to the sacred faith once delivered to the 
Saints” preferred “exile, privation, danger, and 
death to a hypocritical profession of conformity 
to the Church by law established.” But “as an 
American citizen,” he could “never cease to be 
grateful to the glorious precedent” that “an un-
doubting conviction of the truth of one’s own 
Religion is perfectly compatible with tenderness 
for the right of conscience in others.”10 William 
Gaston, the exemplary Georgetown gradu-
ate, uniting Catholic fidelity and participation 
in American public life, found two reasons for 
pride at the Pilgrim’s Celebration—unbowed 
Catholic perseverance, and a positive legacy on 
the American political system.

But it wasn’t just Catholics the Philodemic 
wanted at their celebrations—President John 
Tyler was also invited in 1842, as well as other 
members of the cabinet, paralleling the prac-
tice of Georgetown College’s Commencements, 
which mixed federal politicians with local Cath-
olic clergy.11 As much as Philodemicians wanted 
it to be specifically Catholic pilgrims who were 
celebrated at St. Mary’s, they also desired an ec-
umenical audience there to help them celebrate. 

This is where, in 1852, a disagreement be-
tween the Young Catholic Friends’ Society of 
Baltimore and the Philodemic appeared, despite 
the existence of a number of Philodemic alumni 
who were now members and in the leadership 
of the YCF Society. It seems that despite the 
long-term plans of the Philodemic after 1849 to 
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host the next Pilgrim’s Celebration in 1852, the 
YCF Society wanted to move forward with their 
own plans for a celebration that year, co-hosted 
with the Philodemic. Their proposed celebration 
would have been an exclusively Catholic event 
focused on the religious import of the Landing. 
After some miscommunication that involved the 
President of Georgetown College and a refusal 
to co-host by the Philodemic, which prompted 
a huffy refusal to attend the celebration on the 
part of the YCFers, the Philodemic shot back, 
revealing the principal purpose of their celebra-
tion, a letter whose contents are groundbreaking 
enough to be quoted at length:

[W]e would have supposed [your celebra-
tion] to be a distinct & exclusive affair of [?] 
as it seem to be professedly a religious and 
exclusive [sic] catholic celebration and not in-
tended in the spirit of the Pilgrim Fathers, for 
all the friends of liberty, of whatever creed. 
The Philodemic Society could not become a 
party to such a celebration,12 for a majority of 
its members are not Catholics and courtesy 
to those Protestant gentlemen who have so 
kindly granted the use of their grounds to 
the celebration, would forbid such illiberal-
ity… the decision of the Society [is] that the 
celebration shall not be exclusively Catholic, 
because if the actions of the Pilgrims are are 
[sic] worthy of celebration they are equally 
worthy of imitation.13

What is so remarkable about this letter is the 
Philodemic’s rejection of the legitimacy of an 
exclusively Catholic celebration of the found-
ing. The received “spirit of the Pilgrim Fathers, 
for all the friends of liberty, of whatever creed,” 
showed that members of the Philodemic had re-
ceived the legacy of early Catholic settlement in 
America as distinctly ecumenical, defined more 
by its associations with religious liberty than 
with its own religious character, a remarkable 
statement for its time. Given the shared mem-
bership, geographic location, and inherited cul-
tural history in Maryland, it is worth asking why 

the Philodemic in particular marked itself as so 
signally committed to an interfaith, ecumenical 
celebration at St. Mary’s. 

The answer lies in the Philodemic’s early com-
mitment to a kind of political liberty, inflected 
in their status as publicly-oriented Catholics in 
America. Georgetown, despite some imprecise 
intentions at its founding, was never a serious 
school for the training of priests. If we inspect its 
membership rolls from the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, we see that many more Philodemic alumni 
went into the legal profession, local, state, or 
federal politics than joined the priesthood or 
academia. For such Catholics, committed to a 
public life in the capital or in their home states, 
and many of whom came from more assimilated 
Catholic communities rather than more recent 
immigrant communities like Irish-Americans, a 
more natural sentiment to preach at St. Mary’s 
may have been that of integration, rather than an 
exclusivist pride.

The first celebration of 1842 was predomi-
nantly upbeat and optimistic, focused as much 
on rewriting history from a positive standpoint 
and taking away the unjust laurels of Massachu-
setts and Virginia to colonial pride, as it was in 
combating serious anti-Catholic prejudice. The 
1842 orator, William George Read, spent much 
of his time giving a long biography of George 
Calvert, Maryland’s Catholic founder, and be-
moaning the unfair credit given to the other two 
states for their overestimated civic and political 
policies, and especially their relations with Na-
tive Americans. He spoke continually of the 
“Maryland Pilgrims” without stressing the title 
of “Catholic Pilgrims,” the appellation that later 
Philodemic orators would give to the celebrated 
refugees. The closest Read came to remarking on 
any serious division within his multi-denomina-
tional audience was to ask,

Will my separated brethren blame me, if I 
say, even in the presence of this vast com-
posite assembly,—in which I would not 
willingly offend the feelings of a single in-
dividual—that these just and gentle planters 
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did well to name their virgin settlement from 
the spotless mother of the ‘Prince of Peace?’14

At the conclusion of the celebration, George 
Washington Parke Custis, the famous stepson of 
George Washington and a frequent attendee of 
Philodemic events (though a Protestant himself), 
stepped up to the podium to recite a commem-
orative ode he had composed for the occasion, 
where he was joined with one of the Georgetown 
Jesuits, along with the granddaughter of Charles 
Carroll, the only Catholic signer of the Declara-
tion of Independence. Such a moment of ecu-
menical American unity at a Catholic-inspired 
event, Custis would later note, set the tone for an 
exceptional moment in American political life.15

The same was true of the second celebration 
in 1849, where the first Catholic chaplain to the 
U.S. Senate, C. C. Pise, S.J., gave a prayer, and 
a Protestant speaker, Z. Collins Lee, gave the 
Philodemic oration. Pise’s markedly patriotic 
prayer was the type to rebut the anti-Catholic 
slurs of the age—as he prayed gratitude to God 
“for all the blessing since showered upon our 
beloved country; for having raised up a Wash-
ington in the day of her need” and asked fur-
ther prayers “for the President of the Republic, 
the unconquered Hero of many battles… for the 
Army… for the Navy.”16 Lee’s speech, just like 
Read’s seven years prior, waxed lyrical in its 
emphasis that it was the Catholic pilgrims, not 
those of Massachusetts or Virginia, who were 
“entitled to the honour of having promulgated 
first in America one of the most vital privileges 
embraced in [the Constitution’s] letter and 
spirit—the liberty of the human conscience.”17

This contention represented a shift in Philo-
demic oratory from broadly declaring primacy 
in the history of religious liberty in the country 
to asserting a definite claim that the ideology 
and practice of the Catholic pilgrims was instru-
mental in shaping the constitutional framework 
of the United States. On the cover of the printed 
oration by Joseph R. Chandler, the 1855 speaker, 
are two epigraphic quotes embodying religious 
liberty: one was the original oath of office of the 

colonial governor of Maryland, while the other 
was an excerpt from the Constitution’s prohi-
bition of religious tests for office.18 This small 
detail on the printed oration’s frontispiece indi-
cates the changing winds of public sentiment in 
the country that made the 1855 event so different 
from those prior.

By the fourth celebration in 1855, rising Euro-
pean, especially Irish and German, immigration 
to the U.S. had produced a forceful political reac-
tion across the country of mixed anti-immigrant, 
anti-Catholic, and nativist sentiments, reaching 
their height in the middle of this decade with the 
establishment and success of the “Native Ameri-
can,” or “Know-Nothing,” Party. The impact of 
this political trend was deeply palpable both in 
the 1855 event and the reaction it received from 
the local community. In inviting Chandler to 
serve as orator—an invitation, moreover, they 
tendered weeks after he gave a speech in the 
House of Representatives defending Catholics 
from charges of disloyalty and infidelity—the 
Philodemic made special reference to the fact 
that it had invited him “particularly at this 
eventful period, when folly and religious bigotry 
seem to have usurped the places of reason and 
truth.”19 They asked him to help

To place before the country with renewed 
lustre and force the glorious fact that the 
Catholic founders of that good old state first 
proclaimed on the banks of St. Mary’s the 
testimonial blessing of civil and religious… 
that that sect which is now so vilified and 
calumniated, as opp[os]ed to republican in-
stitutions, an enemy of religious toleration, 
was the first in America to proclaim these 
salutary doctrines.20

The letters that poured into the Philodemic’s 
mailbox in advance of Chandler’s speech make 
it clear that Philodemic alumni and Catholic 
citizens saw now a special need to proclaim 
publicly the alliance of Catholic and American 
values and history. The threat of nativists like 
the Know-Nothings was intimately felt in the 
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accessibility of anti-Catholic orators and poli-
ticians who expressed such sentiments in the 
public arena. One particularly expressive and 
eloquent letter from an invited alumnus named 
John Jackson is in tune with many of the letters 
received by the Society in the lead-up to the 1855 
celebration. Jackson assured the Society that

The announcement of your patriotic pur-
pose will be cordially responded to by every 
Philodemician throughout the Union… At no 
previous period since the American Revolu-
tion did the signs of the times so loudly call 
for a commemoration of the Landing of the 
Maryland Pilgrims, as at this time. As Philo-
demic, let us form a body guard around 
Liberty–political, civil and religious–let us 
maintain the Constitutions, state & federal 
and, whatever whenever & by whomsoever 
the issue is made let us hold that [?] for their 
religious sentiments are accountable to God, 
and to God only.21

Philodemic and its Pilgrim’s Celebrations were 
“body guard[s] around Liberty,” promoting a 
celebration whose purpose was predominantly 
patriotic and political, not religious, historical, or 
communal. 

Many similar sentiments to those of John 
Jackson’s are expressed in the letters the Philo-
demic received at the time, though suggestions 
by friends and alumni of the society offered dif-
ferent solutions. The Philodemic’s founder and a 
two-time President of Georgetown College, Fr. 
James Ryder, S.J., for instance, in a strange echo 
of 1852, wrote in suggesting that the Philodemic 
invite more local Catholic societies, that

in order to render the celebration more thor-
oughly catholic, you ought to address the var-
ious catholic societies throughout the country 
requesting them to send at least a deputation 
to the celebration and thus prove to the anti-
catholic [sic] bigot who effects to doubt our 
American spirit, that as catholics we cher-
ish the memory, admire the virtues, should 

perpetuate the example of the glorious found-
ers of Maryland, the pioneers & champions of 
Civil Religious liberty on our shores.22

The tensions between more and less Catho-
licity (and the consequences of the increased 
or decreased numbers of Catholic participants 
on this Catholicity), we can see, were endemic 
throughout this period, and took special form 
when the Philodemic was responding to the 
threats perceived from Catholic bigotry by 
Philodemicians. 

It is worth remembering, however, that the 
rhetoric surrounding these celebrations was al-
ways flexible. Take as a case study the invitations 
issued by the Philodemic Society to various po-
tential guests, which differed widely based on 
who they were. In an invitation sent to a local 
literary society in Washington, the Jeffersonian 
Lyceum, with whom the Philodemic often col-
laborated, a Philodemic committee asked them 
“to unite with the Philodemic in commemorat-
ing the excellent virtues of the noble and patri-
otic men who pledged their lives & fortunes in 
defence of Civil & Freedom in America.”23 By 
contrast, a letter to the Archbishop of Baltimore, 
Francis Kenrick, inviting him to attend on con-
clusion of the national council that year, reads,

The Chief Pastors of the American Catholic 
Church can not but feel a deep interest in see-
ing commemorated the Christian charities 
and Religion, as well as Civil Toleration of 
the Catholic Pilgrims, who were the Found-
ers of that State which is deservedly called 
the cradle of Catholicity in America.24

The Philodemic’s different framings of their 
celebrations are no surprise, especially in their 
attempts to secure as many notable guests as 
possible. But the extreme flexibility of the mean-
ings of the events—ranging from no emphasis 
on Catholic identity to a central emphasis on 
the religious meaning of the event— is notable, 
especially during such a tumultuous decade for 
the American Catholic community.
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Chandler’s 1855 speech at St. Mary’s was 
more strident than those of previous years. He 
boldly claimed that future generations “would 
commemorate the benefits which they have de-
rived from these [emigrant] ancestors” in the 
same way that Philodemicians were commemo-
rating their Catholic forefathers.25 More assert-
ively Catholic, he denied that “there is aught of 
political intolerance in the creed of the Catholic 
Church,” claiming that the responsibility for in-
tolerance is “the political man, and the religious 
creed.” Yet Chandler then turned around, some-
what hypocritically, and contended that one 
should judge the American colonies’ tradition 
of tolerance by “the effect of the divers[e] creeds 
upon the different colonies” not just elevating 
the Catholic tradition but condemning the Prot-
estant tradition of intolerance in the U.S.26 And, 
by contrast at this celebration, the presence of 
non-Catholics in the celebration came off more 
as a pleasant afterthought, rather than as some-
thing to be deeply proud of:

Eminently appropriate, also, is the presence 
of those of various creeds in this celebration, 
which… is intended as a commemoration of 
social and political which are universal in 
their character, and may be and have been, 
practiced by men of all creeds. God forbid 
that in celebrating the beautiful example of 
Christian virtues of those who are of our own 
faith, we should do injustice to the merits of 
those who profess a different faith.27

Today’s circumstances, Chandler noted, supply 
“the opportunity and the means for a deserved 
and triumphant vindication. Not for the triumph, 
but for the vindication [emphasis original].”28

Ultimately, Chandler would be proved right, 
as the electoral successes of the Know-Nothings 
in the late 1850s gave way to political ineffective-
ness, and the outbreak of the Civil War drew 
attention away from the nativist rush of the pre-
vious decade.29 Despite the focus in the Pilgrim’s 
orations, the Philodemic actually addressed 
intolerance and the larger issues of divisive 

Catholic identity in relatively few debates and 
speeches during the antebellum period. On the 
issues of nativism, anti-Catholicism, or toler-
ance, only nine debates can be found of the over 
1200 debated in the years 1830–1875, eight of 
which were debated in the years 1854–1858. Sev-
eral, like “Is the existence of Secret Societies in 
this country dangerous to its liberties?” (June 25, 
1854, Affirmed 18-3) and “Are the Know Noth-
ings dangerous to the Country?” (October 15, 
1854, Affirmed 8-1), are fairly straightforward 
responses to the nativist crisis and reveal unsur-
prisingly overwhelming anti-Nativist positions. 

But an interesting coda follows in four de-
bates in 1854, 1856, 1858, and 1873, which tackle 
the issue of toleration for the emerging sect of 
Mormonism. In three out of four cases, the Philo-
demic strongly voted to that the United States 
should suppress, or not tolerate, the Mormon 
faith, even in the years in which they were loudly 
trumpeting their proud memorialization of their 
commitment to “civic and religious liberty.” 
What can explain this contradictory, seemingly 
hypocritical position? One of the four debates 
was even phrased with this contradiction, ask-
ing, “The Constitution promises civil and re-
ligious liberty to every citizen of these United 
States; should then Mormonism be tolerated?” 
(October 26, 1855, Negated 3-8). It seems that 
Philodemicians (as other contemporary Ameri-
can college debate societies did) were able to 
treat the Mormons more as a political sect than 
as a religious group, allowing them to condemn 
their departures from traditional American pa-
triotism and observance of law and custom.30

Although the Know-Nothings appeared rela-
tively rarely in Philodemic speeches and debates, 
one of the issues they championed—immigra-
tion and naturalization—was a frequent topic 
for the Philodemic, with 21 debates in the years 
1830–1875. The Society seemed especially torn 
between the benefits and drawbacks of immi-
gration, and whether or not to adjust naturaliza-
tion laws. In seventeen debates with clear sides, 
it rendered nine pro-immigration decisions and 
eight decisions of the contrary opinion. These 
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debates tended to have closer results, and could 
often be re-debated soon after conclusion—the 
question “Should immigration to the U.S. be en-
couraged?” was debated twice in 1845, once on 
March 27, and again on April 27, the first time 
negating 7-8, the second affirming 8-6. But, in-
terestingly, the Philodemic neglected to debate 
one of the primary issues of Catholic-Protestant 
division in the 1840s and 1850s—public educa-
tion policy—or even to address the topic in any 
extant speeches. 

Catholic identity did become an inter-literary 
society issue in a brief episode recorded in the 
letters preserved in the Philodemic archives. A 
proposal was made by students at Pennsylvania 
College (now Gettysburg College) and Shelby 
College (Kentucky), to form an association of 
literary societies, a “Philo Union” for the prefix 
these societies shared in common.31 The Philo-
demic, along with a number of other peers, was 
invited to join. But the only other society from a 
Catholic school invited, the Philomathian Soci-
ety of St. Mary’s College, put off responding to 
such an offer before soliciting the advice of the 
Philodemic Society:

[A]s we, being the only Catholic Societies on 
the list, would, incase of the proposed con-
federation, have a peculiar bond uniting us. 
The principal features of the Association, are, 
in all probability well known to you, and it, 
therefore, only remains for me to state that, 
while we suspect the union of having a radi-
cal tendency, we still deem it advisable to 
unite, even if it were only as drawback in 
case of any dangerous proceedings.32

The Philodemic eventually replied saying that 
they could not make such a decision until their 
next grand annual meeting, and as such were 
declining the offer in the meantime.33 But this 
exchange comes as another distinctive part of 
societal identity whereby even the decision to 
join an inter-state, inter-university association of 
literary societies was tinged with the danger of 
religious intolerance. This perhaps speaks more 

to the heightened religious rhetoric of the 1850s, 
but it is interesting to note that even despite their 
claims to an ecumenical bond uniting Philode-
micians around the cause for “liberty,” a sepa-
rate “peculiar bond” united Catholic debating 
societies against others with the same cause.

A major historian of college literary societ-
ies, Thomas Harding, speaks of the spread, rise, 
and decline of such groups as a form of what 
anthropologists or sociologists would call “cul-
tural diffusion,” as students at different schools 
throughout the country quickly picked up on 
the form of organization and created a common 
form of society, which, despite minor variations 
from institution to institution, were alike in so 
many ways.34 The Philodemic participated in its 
own form of cultural diffusion on a minor scale; 
other literary societies at Catholic schools in the 
area, like Mount St. Mary’s College, picked up 
the tradition of celebrating the Maryland Pil-
grims (even if they did so locally, as opposed to 
at the site of the pilgrims’ landing). 

Catholic identity may not have been the pre-
eminent focus of the Philodemic Society in the 
antebellum period, but it was nonetheless an im-
portant part of its historical ideology and politi-
cal positions as the Pilgrim’s Celebrations of the 
1840s and 1850s make clear. 1855 would prove to 
be the last time the Philodemic Society was able 
to celebrate the pilgrims at St. Mary’s. This oc-
curred for a number of reasons. First, a number of 
local Maryland Catholic societies like the Young 
Catholic Friends’ Society chose to commemo-
rate the event at home in Baltimore rather than 
make the lengthy and expensive trip down to St. 
Mary’s.35 When the Philodemic contemplated cel-
ebrating the pilgrims’ landing in the late 1850s, it 
commissioned a committee to look into the mat-
ter, which recommended that future celebrations 
take place at the College instead of at St. Mary’s. 
The report noted that the celebrations in recent 
years had produced a “moral effect” which had 
been primarily “transitory and local,” as that the 
Philodemic should wait “until the People of the 
State of Maryland as a matter of State Pride un-
dertake to commemorate this great event in her 
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history, without distinction of Sect or Party...”36 
The outbreak of the Civil War put a dampener on 
any further celebration of the pilgrims, whether at 
St. Mary’s or on campus, but even as late as 1869, 
Philodemic minutes still show discussions of pos-
sible future commemorations.37

A letter the Philodemic received in the fall 
of 1855 captured what the Society had hoped to 
achieve in its expressions of religious liberty in 
that decade. A Louisianan, C. E. Greneaux, hav-
ing been elected an honorary member of the So-
ciety, wrote,

I have always admired the efforts of any so-
ciety whose object is the diffusion of useful 
knowledge; for this tends to melt away the 
clouds of ignorance and fanaticism, which 
in every country, envelop the masses, and 
render them liable to be led astray, and, in 
their delusion, attach themselves to every 
new creed—no matter how innocuous may 
be the principles which it advocates. The aim 
of your society is in that direction, and ought, 
therefore, to enlist the warmest sympathies of 
every man who is a true lover of his country. 
Your society is a people-loving association as 
its name denotes, and, true to its professions, 
it has even been found  among the foremost 
of those who advocate equal rights to every 
citizen of every creed and every clime. The 
praiseworthy ambition of the Philodemic So-
ciety to celebrate the important event in our 
national history, when the banner of civil and 

religious liberty was first unfurled upon the 
western continent, shows that there are still 
hearts in the land which keep alive that spirit 
which one actuated the Pilgrim fathers for 
the preservation of the sacred rights granted 
to us by our Constitution.38

Although it only conducted four excursions to 
St. Mary’s, the Philodemic Society carved out 
for itself a distinctive identity as the ideological 
descendants of the Catholic pilgrims of the sev-
enteenth century, establishing a distinctive form 
of historical memory that acted as a “body guard 
for liberty” against the anti-Catholic bigotry of 
the 1850s. But as the Civil War put an end to the 
worst excesses of nativist intolerance, the Philo-
demic moved on to new considerations of liberty 
and freedom, connected with the national divide 
of slavery and union. 

The Philodemic Archives at Georgetown to-
day feature two cloth badges preserved from 
the 1849 celebration. A shield topped by a cross 
and surrounded by the motto of the celebration 
forms the design. The motto, “The Glory Of Chil-
dren Are Their Fathers. Prov. XVII,” captures 
well the ritual of genealogical inheritance that 
the Philodemic pursued at their Pilgrim’s Cel-
ebrations in the 1840s and 1850s.39

Jonathan Marrow graduated from the College in 2018 
with a degree in History with Honors. He currently 
teaches history at the Baylor School in Chattanooga, 
Tennessee.
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