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Letter From
The Editor 

Dear Readers, 

We are excited to end this year off with the first issue of Historia! 
We are proud to present the diligent efforts and dedication of our writers and editors, and we 
cannot wait for you to join us on this journey through the annals of history.

This issue of Historia, the HM History Club’s newsletter, is centered around the captivating 
theme of “Revolution, Reaction, Reform.” Historia is dedicated to unraveling the intricate 
tapestry of history and with this issue, we embark on a riveting exploration of historical revo-
lutions and the subsequent waves of reform that reshaped societies. 

Through insightful articles, we aim to shed light on pivotal moments of change, be it social, 
political, or cultural, that have left an indelible mark on the course of history. Through the 
voices of our club members, Historia provides diverse perspectives and interpretations of the 
theme. 

Our mission is to ignite intellectual curiosity and promote critical thinking, inviting our read-
ers to engage in meaningful discussions surrounding each issue’s theme. 

We would like to thank all of the students for their incredible work and the dedication of 
our faculty advisors who support the History Club and Historia: Ms. Morales and Dr. Meyer. 
None of this would be possible without them!  

Happy reading,
The History Club

Erica Jiang 
Vice President of History Publications
Volume 1, Issue 001
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Neoconservative Nostos: The 
Twists and Turns of a Political 
Movement
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	 ing to me, O Muse, of the creed of many devic-
es, driven time and again off course. Having plundered 
the citadels of countless lands, with many seasons passed 
it was ordained to return home.

The creed of which I speak is neoconservatism. Em-
braced by a small cluster of intellectuals united (at least in recent 
decades) by their advocacy for an aggressive American foreign 
policy, this ideology has been a powerful faction in American pol-
itics. While most associate neoconservatism with the presiden-
cies of Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush, its enigmatic story 
reaches far deeper into the past, and its influence well into the 
present. The history of the neocons divides into three parts: their 
origins in the Trotskyist Left, their conversion to and inundation 
of the American Right, and finally their return to the Left, albeit 
its more liberal-democratic version. The neocons’ odyssey from 
Trotsky to Reagan to Biden is long and winding, but without it the 
story of post-war America would be impossible to tell.

Perhaps no man exemplifies the first half of the neoconser-
vative saga better than the political theorist James Burnham, 
a Trotskyite activist throughout the 1930s. For Burnham and 
many other leftists disillusioned with Stalin’s Soviet Union, the 
Ukrainian revolutionary Leon Trotsky—exiled by Stalin in 1929—
offered an alternative interpretation of Marxism.1 Burnham led 
the Trotskyist takeover of the Socialist Party of America in 1936 
and became a leader in Trotsky’s Fourth International.2

The outbreak of World War II was the first of many shocks 
that sent the primordial neocons on their path to the Right. After 
the 1939 Soviet invasion of Eastern Europe, a schism emerged 
within the Fourth International between those outraged at the 
Soviet Union and those who supported Stalin’s territorial gains, 
a faction which ironically included Trotsky himself.3 Burnham’s 
rejection of the Soviet Union and hardline Marxism was manifest 
in his 1941 bestseller, The Managerial Revolution, in which he ar-
gued that capitalism had been defeated—not by socialism, but by 
a large-scale bureaucracy of technocrats. The new regime of man-
agers—whether they be Nazi, Soviet, or American—was destined 
to control and advance the world. Burnham even praised the Nazi 
Gleichschaltung as a superior economic model to capitalism.4

When World War II ended, Burnham stuck with his ideologi-
cal priors. In his 1950 book, The Coming Defeat of Communism, 
Burnham maintained his anti-Soviet streak, and strongly sup-
ported not just containment but “rollback” of communism world-
wide. Another ideological throughline was his contempt for cap-

italism and American 
business: He cen-
sured those “greedy” 
capitalists, whose 
“monstrous incomes 
and profits have an 
antagonizing and 
demoralizing effect 
upon the workers.”5 He blamed businessmen 
for America’s sluggish wage growth: “These income statistics 
are emotional explosives handed gratuitously to the communist 
propaganda machine.”6 What could have been a Trotskyist di-
atribe from a communiqué of the Fourth International was now 
a mainstream element of the anti-communist Right! Burnham’s 
foothold on the Right was cemented in 1955, when Burnham and 
William Buckley founded National Review, the most influential 
publication of the New Right. Buckley himself called Burnham 
“the number one intellectual influence on National Review since 
the day of its founding.”7

Burnham’s conversion to the American Right was by no means 
unique among post-war Trotskyists. Their whose anti-Stalin-
ist messianism—which led them to believe that even American 
capitalism was preferable to the “degenerate” Soviet version of 
communism—made them welcome in the nascent anti-commu-
nist conservative movement. Throughout the 1950s, however, 
the neocons were still leftist activists: Irving Kristol, the so-called 
“godfather of neoconservatism,” founded Encounter, a magazine 
dedicated to advancing the anti-Stalinist left. The CIA covertly 
funded Encounter because its contributors—despite being so-
cialists—strongly supported containment of the Soviet menace. 
Norman Podhoretz led Commentary, a magazine which had also 
originated as a forum for socialists. As Podhoretz himself moved 
to the right, he brought the formerly leftist publication with him.

Perhaps no one’s defection from the Left is more shocking 
than that of Marxist theorist Max Schachtman. After declaring in 
1940 that he would sooner have hairs grow out of the palms of his 
hands than support “American imperialism,” Schachtman in the 
1960s put his full support behind Richard Nixon and the Ameri-
can effort in the Cold War.8 Schachtman justified his about-turn 
by invoking the Trotskyist concept of the “minimum program”: 
the transient reforms taken to improve workers’ lives under cap-
italism before the “maximum program” of the inevitable social-
ist revolution. Many of Schachtman’s followers would become 

by William Bramwell

James Burnham
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the leaders of the neoconservative movement. Among these was 
Jeane Kirkpatrick, Reagan’s future ambassador to the UN, who 
would become known for her staunch advocacy of US alignment 
with anti-communist authoritarian regimes—later to be coined 
the “Kirkpatrick Doctrine.”

Even as they traveled to the Right throughout the 
Cold War, these former Trotskyists had not quite 
shed their ideological skin. While Burnham and 
Schachtman still clearly wrote in the language of 
egalitarianism, Irving Kristol did publish a book 
entitled Two Cheers for Capitalism. Kristol’s 
vision of capitalism, however, was still heavily 
swayed by his socialist heritage. He maintained 
his hatred of America corporations, which, he ex-
plained,  “every day…look more and more like a spe-
cies of dinosaur on its lumbering way to extinction.”9 
He continued to look at the economy through the so-
cialist lens of classes with conflicting interests, and 
polemicized the “stupid party” of conserva-
tives who resisted the welfare state and the 
state guarantee of a basic social minimum. 
Though a supply-sider ex officio, Kristol in 
truth hewed closer to Bismarckian social democracy than Fried-
manite libertarianism.

The neoconservatives triumphed with the ascendancy of Ron-
ald Reagan, himself a former Democrat, who promised to restore 
American strength after the seeming aimlessness of the 1970s. 
The duty of the second generation of neocons would thus be to 
restore “Reaganite” foreign policy to relevance in Washington. 
These new neocons much resembled their forbearers, most es-
pecially because they were their sons: Bill Kristol was the son 
of Irving Kristol and 
conservative histori-
an Gertrude Himmel-
farb, Robert Kagan 
the son of Donald Ka-
gan, John Podhoretz 
the son of Norman 
Podhoretz and Midge Decter, a contributor to Commentary and 
author of the sycophantic biography of Bush 43’s Secretary of 
State, Rumsfeld: A Personal Portrait. It was no surprise then that 
this new wave of neocons rallied around their comrade beneficia-
ry of nepotism: George W. Bush. Following 9/11, Bush promised 
to impose the “benevolent global hegemony” for which Bill Kris-
tol and Robert Kagan had advocated in their 1996 article, “For a 
Neo-Reaganite Foreign Policy.”10 The enemy was no longer the 
Soviet Union but rather radical Islam. The invasions of Afghani-
stan and Iraq, and the ubiquitous deployment of American troops 
throughout the world (known as “Operation Enduring Free-
dom”), was the consummation of the neocons’ dreams.

Merely a decade later, the neocons would once again reverse 
course dramatically. As early as 2014, the neocons began to switch 
their political allegiance. Disconcerted with the rise of populist 

isolationism within the Republican base, the neocons increasing-
ly admired Hillary Clinton for her stint as Obama’s Secretary of 
State. One New York Times op-ed did note one exception to the 

veneration of Clinton: Bill Kristol, who declared that she 
would “be a dutiful chaperone of further American 

decline.”11 Little did the NYT know that merely 
two years later Kristol would become the most 

vocal of the anti-Republican neocons, as the 
nomination of the isolationist (at least in 
rhetoric) Donald Trump and the “America 
First” foreign policy to the presidential 
ticket prompted a mass exodus of neo-
cons from the GOP. It would not take 
long for these derelict neocons to find 
their promised land back on the left side 

of the political aisle.
Just as the defeat of the isolationist Old 
Right had initially welcomed the 

n e o c o n s 
into the 
Repub-

lican Party, so the demise of the anti-war Left as a political force 
makes the neocons feel back at home in the Democratic Party. 
No Democrat, not even the Progressive caucus or the ostensi-
bly anti-establishment members of “the Squad,” opposed the 
preliminary $40 billion package to Ukraine in May 2022. All 68 
votes of dissent in Congress came from the Republican Party: The 
“temptation of Buchananite neoisolationism”—as Bill Kristol and 
Robert Kagan had labeled it back in their 1996 article—is slowly 
gaining traction on the Right. The neocons had forecasted wisely 
in vacating the party that had been the bulwark of their ideas for 

40 years.
Even as they navigated 

the turbulent ideological sea 
from communism to con-
servatism to modern liberal-
ism, the neocons remained 
universally wed to Trotsky’s 

biggest theoretical contribution: the “permanent revolution.” 
In contrast to Stalin’s isolationist “socialism in one country,” 
Trotsky argued that communism would have to be a worldwide 
force.12 To Trotsky, the Soviet Union needed to aggressively 
export communism because its very existence depended on the 
existence of other communist economies. Though communism 
is no longer part of the neoconservative mission—and no neocons 
today would actually self-identify as Trotskyists (with the excep-
tion of Stephen Schwartz)—they are nonetheless heirs to the per-
manent revolution and its eschatological vision of human history. 
Washington D.C. has merely replaced Moscow as the epicenter 
of the revolution. Neoconservatism may have been thought dead 
and buried in the sands of Iraq, but its origin in the frozen tundra 
of Russia and its telos in the committees of the DNC make it a 
potent, if fickle, political force.

The duty of the second generation of neocons 
would thus be to restore “Reaganite” foreign 
policy to relevance in Washington.

Bill Kristol
https://encrypted-tbn0.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:ANd9GcRr4hSsgwsY2rb4FP8yVWH7Dd90gsPrjMxNow&usqp=CAU
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Notes

1. “Trotskyism.” Encyclopedia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Trotskyism.
2. Justin Raimondo, Reclaiming the American Right: The Lost Legacy of the Conservative Movement, 2nd ed. (n.p.: Open Road 
Media, 2019), 5.
3. Raimondo, Reclaiming the American, 6.
4. Raimondo, Reclaiming the American, 12.
5. James Burnham, The Coming Defeat of Communism (New York, NY: John Day Company, 1950).
6.  Burnham, Defeat of Communism.
7. Roger Kimball, “The Power of James Burnham,” The New Criterion, last modified September 2002, accessed March 21, 2023, 
https://newcriterion.com/issues/2002/9/the-power-of-james-burnham.
8. Raimondo, Reclaiming the American, 33.
9. Michael Novak, “Two Cheers for Capitalism, by Irving Kristol,” Commentary, last modified July 1978, accessed April 1, 2023, 
https://www.commentary.org/articles/michael-novak-2/two-cheers-for-capitalism-by-irving-kristol/.
10. William Kristol and Robert Kagan, “For a Neo-Reaganite Foreign Policy,” Carnegie Endowment, last modified July 1, 1996, 
accessed March 21, 2023, https://carnegieendowment.org/1996/07/01/toward-neo-reaganite-foreign-policy-pub-276.
11. Jacob Heilbronn, “The Next Act of the Neocons,” New York Times, last modified July 5, 2014, accessed March 21, 2023, https://
www.nytimes.com/2014/07/06/opinion/sunday/are-neocons-getting-ready-to-ally-with-hillary-clinton.html.
12.  “Trotskyism.” Encyclopedia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Trotskyism.
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THE LEGACY OF 
THE ARAB SPRING

by Asha Tandon

hen a young Tunisian 
fruit vendor named Mo-
hamed Bouazizi set him-
self on fire to protest the 

corrupt government that had confiscat-
ed his produce in December of 2010, he 
did not know that his action would be the 
catalyst for one of the most significant re-
form movements of the 21st century.1 His 
resistance quickly spread through Tuni-
sia, prompting massive waves of protests 
across the nation that overwhelmed gov-
ernment security forces and ultimately 
toppled the regime of President Zine al-
Abidine Ben Ali.2 Ben Ali was known to be 
an extremely cor-
rupt leader and 
was later convict-
ed of embezzling 
public funds as 
well as smuggling 
guns, drugs, and 
historical arti-
facts.3 He was also 
seen as an auto-
cratic leader who 
was ineffective 
on issues like the 
economy and hu-
man rights, con-
tributing further to domestic discontent.4 
In December of 2011, though, a new pres-
ident and prime minister was elected dem-
ocratically and a new Constitution began 
to be drafted. This characterized a trans-
formative moment not only for Tunisia but 
for the entire Middle East.5 

Revolution quickly spread, and soon 
Egypt was embroiled in its own parallel 
uprising. As a mass movement of young 
Egyptians sparked a wave of protests be-
ginning on January 25th, the government 
struggled to control the protesters and 
resorted to violence, in a similar fash-
ion as in Tunisia. Soon after, the military 
denounced the leader, President Hosni 
Mubarak, which led him to cede power and 
replace himself with a council of military 
leaders.6 Considered by many as a “Face-
book revolution” or “Twitter revolution”, 
the Egyptian Revolution relied on social 
media to help organize domestic civilians 

as at the time 84% of 
young Egyptians re-
ceived political news 
from social media. So-
cial media also allowed 
information to spread 
from citizen journalists 
to a larger international audience.

While the revolutions in Tunisia and 
Egypt saw relative success, removing cur-
rent authoritarian leaders and beginning 
the process of democratization, the same 
cannot be said for the other movements 
inspired by their triumph. These upris-
ings also centered on tyrannical leaders 

refusing to step down 
and led to 
m a s s i v e 
violence 
and civil 
conflict, 
and even-
tual inter-
n a t i o n a l 
interven-
tion. In 
L i b y a , 
mass pro-
t e s t 
m o v e -

ments against the leader Muammar 
al-Qaddafi began in February 2011 and 
were immediately met with violence. Rath-
er than quickly step down as other lead-
ers did, Qaddafi mobilized paramilitary 
units against the rebels, who became in-
creasingly armed. As these groups fought 
viciously for control of territory across 
Libya, such as the key cities of Benghazi 
and Tripoli, international concern grew. 
Sanctions from the UN Security Council 
against the Qaddafi regime were put in 
place and NATO forces offered support 
to the rebels, from what is now known as 
the Transitional National Council (TNC). 
With the help of Western allies, the TNC 
was able to seize power, killing Qaddafi 
and achieving international recognition 
by 2011.7 Despite this, a second civil war 
fueled by foreign troops rocked Libya in 
2014 and only ended with a ceasefire in 
2020.8 

S i m i l a r l y , 
pro-democra-
cy protests began in Syria in March 2011, 
pushing back against the authoritarian re-
gime of President Bashar al-Assad.9 When 
the government expectedly responded 
with violence against the protestors and 
began to torture children who painted 
anti-Assad graffiti, public backlash swiftly 
arose. As the revolution continued, inter-
national powers quickly stepped in with 
the US, EU, Arab League, Qatar, Turkey, 
and Syria backing anti-Assad forces and 
Russia and Iran continuing their support 
of the Assad regime. As international ac-
tions and UN-established ceasefires failed, 
rebels allied under the National Coalition 
for Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition 
Forces. Weapons streamed into the group 
from Western sources as well as regional 
allies, while Iran and Lebanon continued 
to back Assad. Some al-Qaeda-affiliat-
ed opposition forces also coalesced and 
seized control of Iraq-Syria border regions 
under the moniker Islamic State in Iraq 
and Syria (ISIS). US forces turned their 
attention to fighting off various Islamic ex-
tremist groups and then eventually pulled 
forces out of Syria during the Trump ad-
ministration. This has left a devastated, 
war-torn Syria with a civil war that contin-
ues to show no signs of stopping.10 

Yemen, another nation subject to a 
similar pattern, saw mass pro-democracy 
protests in January 2011. However, the 
Yemeni revolution failed to establish a 
successful government and instead led 
only to President Ali Abdullah Saleh ced-
ing power to his Vice President, Abd Rab-
buh Mansur Hadi.11 Unsurprisingly, he was 
unable to restore stability, and as Houthi 
insurgents seized control of the presi-
dential palace, this fighting culminated in 
the 2014 Yemen Civil War. The failure of 
the rebels and the internationally recog-

Protesters beneath a poster of Bouazizi

https://www.aljazeera.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/AP_110128121974-e1608200818567.jpg?resize=770%2C513&quality=80
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nized Yemeni government to collaborate 
has led to a protracted conflict, which has 
rendered far more deadly because of  in-
tervention from the Gulf. Additionally, 
US and Russian involvement, such as air-
strikes against al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP), has exacerbated the 
ongoing conflict. 

These parallel rev-
olutions quickly be-
came known as the Arab 
Spring, a reference to 
the “People’s Spring” 
of 1848.12 During that period civilians in 
France, Germany, Italy, and the Austri-
an Empire rebelled against monarchs, 
attempting to establish more democratic 
governments, similar to the aims of those 
involved in the Arab Spring.13 

The Arab Spring was certainly a trans-
formative time of renewal and youth, as the 
name implies, however, questions remain 
over the long-term impacts and  success 
of the movement. By focusing on the five 

aforementioned nations, in which the rev-
olutions had tangible impacts on the gov-
ernmental system, it is clear that the effects 
of the period have differed substantially 
between nations. One key metric with 
which to analyze these revolutions is their 
original aim, the establishment of demo-

cratic governments. While war-torn Lib-
ya, Syria, and Yemen clearly fail this met-
ric, so does Egypt, which quickly reverted 
as Islamic parties gained power. The only 
longstanding democracy birthed from the 
revolution was in Tunisia, which enjoyed 
relative stability and remains successful. 
Other important aspects of quality of life, 
such as standard of living and youth unem-
ployment have plummeted in Libya, Syria, 
and Yemen while remaining stagnant in 

Tunisia and Egypt.14 Most importantly, 
the toll caused by these failed revolutions 
on citizens has been absolutely massive. 
14 million people have become internal or 
international refugees in Syria, with over 
600,000 people killed as of now. On top 
of the thousands who died throughout the 
region in the initial uprisings, many more 
have died or been made refugees due to 
the ongoing conflicts in Libya and Yemen. 

When we analyze the complex legacy 
of the Arab Spring uprisings, it is crucial 
that we not only understand the human 
toll of the conflicts, rooted in Bouazizi’s 
original act of protest, but also how these 
acts of revolution set the stage for modern 
conflict in the Middle East. Finally, we 
must consider and acknowledge the role 
of US and Western foreign intervention in 
exacerbating conflict and whether we truly 
acted in accordance with our supposed na-
tional values. 

These parallel revolutions quickly became 
known as the Arab Spring, a reference to the 
‘People’s Spring’ of 1848.

Notes

1. T. Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Arab Spring,” Encyclopedia Britannica, May 19, 2023, accessed May 11, 2023, https://
www.britannica.com/event/Arab-Spring.
2. T. Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Jasmine Revolution,” Encyclopedia Britannica, December 10, 2022, accessed May 11, 
2023, https://www.britannica.com/event/Jasmine-Revolution.
3. T. Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Islamic fundamentalism,” Encyclopedia Britannica, March 22, 2023, accessed May 11, 
2023, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Islamic-fundamentalism.
4. Pamela Abbott, “Ben Ali: The Tunisian Autocrat Who Laid the Foundations for His Demise,” The Conversation, n.d., https://
theconversation.com/ben-ali-the-tunisian-autocrat-who-laid-the-foundations-for-his-demise-124786.
5. Britannica, “Arab Spring.”
6. Britannica, “Arab Spring.”
7. Britannica, “Arab Spring.”
8. Reuters Staff, “Warring Libya Rivals Sign Truce but Tough Political Talks Ahead,” U.S., October 23, 2020, https://www.
reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-ceasefire/warring-libya-rivals-sign-truce-but-tough-political-talks-ahead-idUSKB-
N2781BD?il=0.
9. T. Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Syrian Civil War,” Encyclopedia Britannica, May 19, 2023, accessed May 11, 2023, 
https://www.britannica.com/event/Syrian-Civil-War.
10. Britannica, “Syrian Civil War.”
11. Britannica, “Arab Spring.”
12. “Arab Spring,” HISTORY, January 10, 2018, https://www.history.com/topics/middle-east/arab-spring#section_3.
13. T. Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Revolutions of 1848,” Encyclopedia Britannica, May 8, 2023, accessed May 11, 2023, 
https://www.britannica.com/event/Revolutions-of-184
14. Kali Robinson, “The Arab Spring at Ten Years: What’s the Legacy of the Uprisings?,” Council on Foreign Relations, December 
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n the opening decades of the 19th century, the Market Rev-
olution was a period of transformation for the American way 
of life. Following the War of 1812, the population gradually 
increased and the US looked to expand West to take ad-

vantage of the new land. The federal government hoped to play 
a larger role in regulating the nation’s trade and infrastructure, 
unifying and growing the country’s economy. The revolution can 
be framed as a transition from self-reliance and local 
economies to the dominance of commer- c i a l 
plantations and global m a r -
kets. To this end, the 
market revolution 
introduced a plethora 
of advanced technology 
to American society that re-
sulted in a drastic change in the 
labor force, but also aggravated tensions 
between classes and facilitated increased ex-
ploitation of enslaved people, ultimately leading 
America to become an international yet internally 
divided market leader. 

Sparked by technological advancements such as 
the steamboat and cotton gin, the market revolution 
propelled the United States into a prominent posi-
tion within the global economy. The first major in-
vention during this period was Eli Whitney’s 1793 
cotton gin. The amount of short-staple cotton that 
could be cleaned in one day increased from one pound 
to fifty pounds with the gin, making cotton a viable cash crop for 
much of the South.1 As the cotton gin became more popular be-
tween 1793 and 1810, American cotton production swelled from 
3,000 to 178,000 bales a year.2 This marked the decline of tobac-
co and rice in America, as cotton could be grown on smaller farms 
with less investment. By 1831, America produced almost half of 
the world’s cotton, dominating the international market.3 Better 
transportation accompanied the rise of an easily-available cash 
crop; Robert Fulton’s invention of the steamboat in 1807 revo-
lutionized transportation by allowing easier and quicker upriver 
travel.4 This knit the North and South together in an integrated 
economic system with raw materials flowing North, and goods 
flowing South. As transportation developed, Francis Cabot 

Lowell created the Waltham labor system in 
1814. He opened the United States’ first fully 
mechanized textile mill in Massachusetts with 
his imitation of the English power loom. This 
system housed the full production process 
and relied on a new organizational plan with 
a managerial role.5 By 1827, the Lowell mills 
produced 1,045,386 pounds of cloth that year 
alone, from Southern raw cotton.6 The high 

rate of cotton production and the faster rate of transportation in 
America enabled the factory system to grow and America to enter 
the international market with the cotton crop. 

Coupled with the rise of factories, American women and girls 
began to join the labor force as opportunities opened up for more 
independence. Women dominated the factories for a few years, 
as it was one of the only jobs they could hold outside of the home. 
At the Lowell mills, nine-tenths of the employees were women.7 
The workers could keep their pay and return home for vacation if 
they pleased, offering them a newfound freedom and happiness.8 

For example, Mary Paul, an employee at the Lowell mills, wrote 
in 1846 that she believed the factory was the best place for 

her, and would encourage other girls to come work as 
well.9 However, their independence did not 
last long. By the end of 1848, the factory 
c o n d i t i o n s had worsened, and the 

w a g e s were being 
r e d u c e d . 
Paul wrote 
to her fa-
ther that she 
thought she 
could not en-
dure her work 

anymore.10 In 
addition to the 

grueling condi-
tions and meager 

wages, factory labor 
was dehumanizing due 

to the monotonous and insignif- icant nature of the tasks 
performed. Moreover, the hiring of immigrant men for these 
jobs, coupled with a minimally regulated market, led to a race to 
the bottom where wages and working conditions were squeezed 
to the utmost extent to maximize profits and maintain competi-
tiveness, overshadowing the initial aspirations of creating a more 
uplifting factory environment.

Although the new labor system appealed to many at first, it 
instituted wage-working, which exacerbated existing tensions 
between the working class and elites. As a result of the new sys-
tem, the US labor force increased from 2,330 in 1810 to 11,110 in 
1860.11 Concurrently, employers began treating their employees 

Threads of  Transformation: 
America Becomes an 
International Market Leader

by Erica Jiang
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mercilessly, exploiting them for profit. This conflict between 
management and labor was rooted in the creation of a new, lower 
class of cheap labor workers, who did not possess many skills be-
sides their work in the assembly line. In an act of defiance, Lowell 
workers took to the Massachusetts House in 1845 to petition for a 
change. One worker, Eliza R. Hemingway, testified that the hours 
were too long and the air quality was dangerous.12 The workers’ 
lives began to revolve around the clock as their hours increased 
and conditions decreased, as Hemingway detailed. As immigrants 
increased the amount of expendable labor, these workers barely 
made a living wage. In 1840, Orestes Brownson declared that the 
system of wage labor was the fundamental issue, creating a depen-
dency on the elites. He advocated for the complete abolishment 
of the system to break the cycle of poverty.13 Many laborers shared 
the same opinion, regarding the market revolution as a loss of 
freedom. The threatened craftsmen created their own Work-
ingmen’s parties, lobbying support for candidates who would 
fight for their rights. Similarly, the first variation of unions and 
strikes were 
i n t r o d u c e d 
to American 
society in 
the 1830s, 
demonstrat-
ing the power of a unified working class. By the end of the 1830s, 
factory conditions worsened, and consequently, tensions arose 
and workers rebelled. Despite the thriving American economy, 
the existence of class divisions and the persistence of slavery po-
sitioned the US as an outlier, aligning it unfavorably with coun-
tries like Brazil and Imperial Russia that still practiced serfdom, 
as Western European nations had already abolished slavery, ulti-
mately impeding its path to becoming a full-fledged international 
leader.

The institution of slavery, which facilitated the economic 
boom, also invited international judgment, on top of worsening 
domestic racial divisions. Although the transatlantic slave trade 
was banned in 1808, America’s internal slave trade continued to 
grow in order to keep up with high manufacturing rates demand-
ed by the new labor system. Southern slave society continued to 
grow as better transportation allowed for westward expansion. 
In 1800, slavery was concentrated in the Chesapeake, but by 
1840, western states such as Louisiana housed more than 50,000 
slaves, and continued to grow.14 This correlated with the cotton 
production from 1800 to 1860, illustrating that the new rise in 
cotton exports further solidified the institution of slavery.15 Fur-
thermore, to keep up with the cotton boom, overseers enforced 
harsh regulations and guidelines; plantation owners believed that 
enslaved people should be kept in their place.16 As the population 
of enslaved people grew, plantation owners needed to be sure 
that they held full control over their “property in man”. Thus, if 
enslaved people did not fall into place, there were brutal punish-
ments, as Frederick Douglass details in 1852. He recorded that 

as a group of enslaved people were being transported, a pregnant 
woman’s speed had slightly faltered, but she was still punished 
with the “slave-whip” and left with a deep gash on her shoulders.17 
This treatment led more and more enslaved people to rebel in 
subtle ways. They feigned illness, created familial and communal 
ties, and fostered religion and traditions. They also used African 
traditions and culture mixed with Christianity to craft their own 
group identity. This identity would be ever changing, and makes 
up a large part of today’s African American culture.

The market revolution, with its transformative technological 
advancements, catapulted the US to the forefront of the interna-
tional economic stage. However, this remarkable progress came 
at a steep price—exacerbated racial and class conflicts that thwart-
ed America’s ascent as a true leader. As other nations looked 
down upon a divided America, its energies were sapped by inter-
nal tensions instead of being harnessed for robust growth. Trag-
ically, the same revolution that accelerated economic prowess 
also nurtured the dark underbelly of slavery, staining the nation’s 

history. Today, the legacy of these 
interconnected phenomena per-
sists, hindering America’s journey 
towards true leadership. The echoes 
of exploitation, inequality, and racial 
division reverberate through time, 

reminding us that until these issues are meaningfully addressed, 
America’s ability to emerge as a genuine leader in the contempo-
rary world will remain incomplete.

This article is adapted from Erica Jiang’s paper, “America Be-
comes an International Market Leader,” written for Dr. Bales’s 
U.S. History course.

Despite the thriving American economy, the 
existence of class divisions and the persistence 
of slavery positioned the US as an outlier.
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“The Most Reprehensible Decision in the History “The Most Reprehensible Decision in the History 
of American Engineering:”of American Engineering:”
How The Ford Pinto Proved People How The Ford Pinto Proved People 
Second to  BusinessSecond to  Business by Allison Markman

ne evening in 1963, Ford 
Motor Company President 
Arjay Miller drove home 
from his office in Michigan, 
a banal and ritualistic en-

deavor to which he paid little mind. As 
he drove down the highway congested 
with its usual rush-hour traffic, anoth-
er car rear-ended Miller’s four-door 
Lincoln. The car burst into flames, 
spinning the car vigorously. Fortu-
nately for Miller, his seat belt helped 
him escape the fiery wreck unscathed. 
The traumatic event struck Miller; 
inspired, he promised to build safe, 
well-constructed vehicles that could 
save lives. On July 15, 1965, Miller tes-
tified before Congress and pledged 
to control fuel-fed fires, dedicating 
Ford to offer solutions. He ensured 
that Ford’s new fabric gas tank would 
not only provide safety from fires but 
would soon become the industry stan-
dard.1 Five years after Miller made this 
promise, Ford released the Pinto, a car 
that killed twenty-seven people and 
injured 900 due to a misplaced fuel 
engine that rendered the car combusti-
ble on impact. Miller failed to fulfill his 
promise, as did the federal government 
when attempting to establish oversight 
on auto safety protocols. The Ford 
Pinto and the revelations about Ford 
Motor Company’s unethical business 
practices revealed the federal govern-
ment’s failure to regulate safety proto-
cols in the auto industry and to protect 
consumers in the 1970s; this failure of 

oversight modified the legal culture of 
the 1970s to not only protect business 
interests but to seek justice protecting 
consumers harmed by industrial negli-
gence. 

The mid-1960s in America proved 
to be a time when the American public 
advocated for justice within society to 
strengthen the regulation of business-
es. Inspired by social activism and the 
Civil Rights Movement, Americans 
had a galvanized interest in safety, jus-
tice, and federal intervention in previ-
ously unregulated territories.2 Lawyer 
and activist Ralph Nader’s 1965 book, 
Unsafe At Any Speed, highlighted the 
need to enforce regulation and detailed 
how car manufacturers were reluctant 
to spend money on safety precautions.3 
The book sparked a rising public in-
terest in auto safety which grew into a 
comprehensive government response 
to auto safety issues which resulted in 
Congress authorizing the federal gov-
ernment to set safety standards for new 
cars in 1966 under The 
National Traffic and 
Motor Safety Vehicle 
Act.4 

Despite an on-
slaught of federal 
regulations affecting 
the auto industry, fed-
eral oversight did not 
promise nor result in 
greater safety. Over-
sight failed due to the 
auto industry’s power 

in defining “safety protocol” for vehi-
cles.5 Car accidents, thanks to industry 
narratives and corporate marketing, 
manifested not as a symptom of poor 
car design but rather as a consequence 
of reckless driving and defective infra-
structure.6 While egregiously untrue, 
Congress authorized money through 
the National Traffic and Motor Safe-
ty Vehicle Act, not to guarantee safer 
car designs, but to fund infrastruc-
ture.7 The decision was the result of 
corporate lobbying which restricted 
government oversight solely to indus-
try-approved targets.8 These indus-
try-approved targets made the primary 
sponsor of automobile safety research 
the auto industry itself. The industry 
blamed drivers rather than the vehicle 
mechanisms themselves, resulting in 
minimal change by the corporation to 
secure safety.9 As sociologist Matthew 
T. Lee writes, “The industry ‘owned’ 
the power to define the problem of 
auto safety and fixed political responsi-

https://www.motherjones.com/wp-content/uploads/1977/09/20221019_fordpinto-master.jpg?resize=1300,731

Patty Ramge looking at her Ford Pinto
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bility to driver behavior and road con-
struction.”10 Further, federal oversight 
failed to provide consistency in indus-
try standards of safety. For example, 
some carmakers and manufactures did 
not feel a duty to protect their con-
sumers against “crash protection,” be-
cause they 
felt 

it did not qualify as a “normal opera-
tion” of the vehicle.11 Indeed, allow-
ing some companies to bypass certain 
safety precautions exemplified how 
federal oversight failed to protect the 
consumer. 

The federal government’s failure 
to secure consistent safety protocols 
transpired because of the legal culture 
of the early 1970s, which often priori-
tized the protection of business inter-
ests over human lives. The legal culture 
of the 1970s created an environment 
in which complete implementation of 
regulatory efforts stalled, as the legal 
standard during the time placed an ex-
tra burden on the government to jus-
tify its oversight of businesses.12 The 
courts became responsible for deter-
mining competing economic visions 
of the federal government’s role in 
the industry. Two cases governed the 
extent of government intervention. In 
1898, the Supreme Court established 
in Smyth v. Ames the “Rule of Rea-
sonableness,” a test required to assess 
the impact of regulations of businesses 
affected by the new standard.13 Auto-
motive Parts and Accessories Associa-
tion v. Boyd, a 1968 case that blocked 
federal oversight, forced the National 
Highway Traffic Safety Administration 

(NHTSA) to hear every objection to 
proposed interventions.14 In requiring 
the NHTSA to hear every objection 
presented, the courts created an en-
vironment in which attempted regula-
tion stalled. Pausing regulation bene-
fitted the auto industry but failed the 

consumer.15 These cases hindered 
NHTSA’s ability to regu-

late the auto industry 
and restricted the gov-
ernment’s regulatory 
scope. Thus, courts 

added to the hegemony 
of the auto industry, allow-

ing corporations to stall regula-
tions and to bypass federal directives, 
championing business interests over 
consumer protection. 

The legal culture’s fixation on busi-
ness interests in the 1970s and the weak 
federal regulation of the auto industry 
led to the popularity of one of the dead-
liest vehicles on the U.S. market. In 
1971, Ford created the Pinto, a stylish, 
affordable subcompact automobile. 
In attempting to make the Pinto both 
stylish and cheap, Ford’s management 
made a questionable decision regard-
ing the 
p o s i -
t i o n i n g 
of the 
car’s fuel 
t a n k . 1 6 
Though Ford admitted that a safer gas 
tank location appeared technologically 
feasible at the time, Ford prioritized 
affordability and style over consumer 
safety.17 The Ford Pinto not only illus-
trated some of the ethical issues relat-
ed to safety at the time, but its fatalities 
catalyzed public discourse on business 
regulations and consumer protection. 
These fatalities included customers 
such as Sandra Gillepsie whose Ford 
Pinto caught fire while driving with 
her thirteen-year-old son, and three 

teenage girls in Indiana who burned to 
death in their Pinto.18 

A publication, Mother Jones, re-
leased an exposé on the casualties 
and Ford’s questionable practices 
surrounding the faulty design. In the 
exposé, Mother Jones revealed that 
Ford engineers had claimed to be 
constrained by design and cost limita-
tions, which portrayed how vital en-
gineering decisions meant to protect 
human lives, championed marketing 
strategies, and failed consumers.19 The 
exposé’s greatest finding revealed that 
the Ford Motor Company knew of its 
vehicles’ lethal deficiencies, and the 
car’s combustible potential in a crash, 
but kept the car on the market to save 
costs examined in Ford’s cost-benefit 
analysis.20 The company prioritized 
money, exemplified by Ford execu-
tive Lee Iacocca’s statement “safety 
doesn’t sell.”21 The Pinto’s fiery crash-
es captured the imagination of the 
American public; the lethal vehicle fu-
eled an existing cultural phenomenon 
of consumers’ “general expectation 
of justice” and their “entitlement to a 
higher degree of safety.”22 

Seeking jus-
tice, victims of 
the Pinto went 
to the courts, 
an arena that 
had previously 

failed them with relaxed federal regu-
lations. Despite judges’ complicitness 
in regulatory failure, juries existed as 
the primary means by which victims 
of the Ford Pinto sought justice in the 
form of compensation. A civil jury in 
California awarded a plaintiff who had 
suffered severe burns in a Pinto a re-
cord $126 million a few months before 
the car’s recall.23 The award marked 
the largest U.S. product liability and 
personal injury case compensation, 
solidifying the trial courts as some-

The legal culture of the early 1970s often 
prioritized the protection of 
business interests over human lives.

The Pinto
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where consumers could seek justice 
for business misconduct. These large 
awards for victims solidified the courts 
as a place for consumer justice. The 
jury stated, “we came up with this high 
amount so that Ford wouldn’t design 
cars this way again.” Foreman Quinn 
described the Pinto as “a lousy and 
unsafe product” and said that the jury 
wanted a punishment severe enough 
to sting the big automaker.24 Between 
1971 and 1978, litigants filed nearly fif-
ty lawsuits against Ford for rear-end 
accidents in Pintos.25 Through these 
civil trials, the public took back their 
power, asserted their discontent, and 
achieved a small step towards the ex-
pectation of justice that Americans 
in the 1970s demanded. While appel-
late courts aided the auto industry in 

reducing federal oversight, the trial 
courts became forums in which victims 
sought and received justice in the form 
of compensation. 

The Ford Pinto and its careless 
design exists almost as an allegory for 
American life in the 1970s; the Vietnam 
War, the Iranian Hostage Crisis, and 
Watergate all accumulated in a confla-
gration of a decade riddled by public 
distrust in the government. Perhaps 
Americans’ distrust in government was 
exacerbated by witnessing its failure to 
regulate the auto industry, seeing neg-
ligence and greed as a symbol of how 
the government felt about its citizens. 
Studying the Pinto as an artifact of the 
1970s expands our understanding of 
the Supreme Court as an institution 
that protected business interests, and 

how a shift in the legal culture cham-
pioned trial courts to deliver justice to 
victims of industry negligence. A car 
marketed to the American middle class 
as affordable and safe soon became a 
consumer’s worst nightmare and death 
for twenty-seven Americans. Ford 
knowingly placed business interests 
before human lives, a terrifying notion 
that fostered a larger ethical conun-
drum in 1970s America.  

This article is adapted from Allison 
Markman’s year-long paper, “‘The 
Most Reprehensible Decision in the 
History of American Engineering:’ 
How The Ford Pinto Proved People 
Second to Business,” written for Dr. 
Strauss’s Contemporary U.S. History 
course.
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23. On appeal, Ford contested the trial court judgment on the basis of errors, and contested the punitive damages award on the 
grounds of an absence of malice and that the punitive damages award was not authorized by statute and was unconstitutional. The 
appellate court affirmed the trial court. Grimshaw v. Ford Motor Co. 119 Cal. App. 3d 757, 174 Cal. Rptr. 348 (1981). The award was 
later reduced from $126 million to $6.6 million, though the judge stated that Ford’s institutional mentality was shown to be one of 
callous indifference to public safety and that there was substantial evidence that Ford’s conduct constituted conscious disregard of 
the consuming public. Danley, “Polishing up the Pinto.”
24. Roy J. Harris, “Jury in Pinto Crash Case: ‘We Wanted Ford to Take Notice,’” The Washington Post, February 15, 1978, ac-
cessed December 11, 2022, https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1978/02/15/jury-in-pinto-crash-case-we-wanted-
ford-to-take-notice/996a9aa5-8f48-4541-8553-19c63f666830/. 
25. Dowie, “Pinto Madness.”
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Wh e n 
former police photog-
rapher, carnival artist, 

and self-proclaimed satanic expert Anton 
Szandor LaVey formed the Church of Sa-
tan in 1966, his main reasoning had been 
to receive tax benefits on his satanic con-
sultation business. However, what initially 
began as a tax loophole quickly became a 
movement that established contemporary 
Satanism in the United States. Hoping 
to capitalize on further popularity and fi-
nancial success, LaVey published The Sa-
tanic Bible in 1969, a book that served as 
the church’s primary scripture. In the Bi-
ble, LaVey critiqued traditional Christian 
values, such as disapproval of pride and 
greed, and instead promoted their oppo-
sites, encouraging Satanists to engage in 
“all of the so-called sins, as they all lead to 
physical, mental, or emotional gratifica-
tion!”1 Despite plagiarizing a wide variety 
of sources, from pulp fiction novels to phi-
losopher Frederich Nietzsche, LaVey’s 
Satanic Bible became an international hit 
and inspired Satanists and other satanic 
sects for decades to come.2

LaVey’s Satanic Bible came at a period 
of great social turmoil; large-scale activist 
movements like the Civil Rights Movement 
and anti-Vietnam War protests headlined 

the news, making many Americans 
begin to question dominant reli-

gious values, drawing them away 
from Christianity and towards 

alternative, less-established reli-
gions like the Church of Satan.3 
Despite never having more than 
a few thousand active members 

at any given time, the Church of 
Satan faced fierce opposition from 
conservative religious Americans 

due to their perception of The Satanic Bi-
ble as a departure from moral values.4 By 
challenging traditional Christian values 
and mocking the Christian Church, The 
Satanic Bible contributed to both the rise 
of a new religious counterculture genera-
tion during the end of the 1960s and the 
inflammatory response of anti-cult conser-
vative Christians during the 1970s.

Changing political and social dynamics 
during the 1960s pushed many Americans 
who were becoming more affluent and ed-
ucated to seek alternative religions or New 
Religious Movements (NRMs).5 While the 
Civil Rights movement and the feminist 
movement challenged American social 
norms, the anti-Vietnam War movement 
caused many Americans to become polit-
ically disillusioned with the strength and 
competency of the federal government. 
As Americans reexamined their views on 
the patriarchy, white supremacy, and the 
U.S.’s foreign policy, the counterculture 
movement also led to a collapse of Amer-
ican religious beliefs. Specifically, many 
members of the counterculture movement 
began to challenge the traditional Ju-
deo-Christian model of religion, turning 
to other religious movements for spiritu-
al guidance.6 The 1965 Immigration Act, 

which removed racial quotas for immi-
grants entering the United States, brought 
Asian and African-derived religious sects 
into the country, but NRMs also took a 
more provocative form, directly oppos-
ing established Judeo-Christian religions. 
Such domestically-based NRMs included 
the Church of Satan.7

The contents and the ideology of The 
Satanic Bible, particularly LaVey’s mock-
ery of the Christian Church, reflected the 
sentiments of the 1960s counterculture 
movement. Firstly, the name “Church of 
Satan” itself directly challenges Christi-
anity, asserting its status as a church while 
also worshiping Satan, the embodiment 
of evil and the antithesis of anti-Christian 
belief. Additionally, LaVey saw Christian-
ity as a hypocritical religion and conveyed 
this repeatedly in The Satanic Bible; for 
example, he denounced how traditional 
Christians would pray constantly for per-
sonal enrichment, but denounced chasing 
pleasure as satanic at the same time.8 Simi-
larly, in LaVey’s Nine Satanic Statements, 
intended to replace the Judeo-Christian 
Bible’s Ten Commandments, he points 
out Christianity’s fixation on Satan, say-
ing, “Satan has been the best friend the 
[Christian Church] has ever had, as he has 
kept it in business all these years!”9 As the 
United States became increasingly secu-
lar during the 1960s, with over a third of 
all Americans leaving the denomination in 
which their parents had raised them, par-
ticipants in counterculture became drawn 
to the Church of Satan, a community that 
embraced guilt-free personal gratification 
and opposed the socially restrictive rules 
of Christianity.10 In this way, frustration 
with Christianity pushed counterculture 
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youth towards anti-Christian groups like 
the Church of Satan as a means of reject-
ing the religion’s social repression and 
traditionalist values.

Support for The Satanic Bible char-
acterized an American departure from 
devout Christianity during the 1960s and 
the turn towards NRMs during the 1960s; 
however, even more so, the Church of 
Satan provided a crucial lens into the con-
servative religious resurgence of the 1970s 
and the Religious Right’s opposition to 
sexual freedom. As the United States be-
came more progressive due to the 1960s 
social activist groups, the Supreme Court 
lifted censorship of obscene books and 
films, ended prohibitions on birth control, 
and legalized abortion, leaving conser-
vative Christians increasingly exasper-
ated, feeling that the nation had moved 
away from public decency.11 The arrival 
of NRMs created to criticize Christianity 
only exacerbated religious conservatives’ 
interest in returning to so-called tradi-
tional values. Efforts to curb Christiani-
ty-related NRMs began in the early 1970s 
when concerned parents of youth involved 

in the Children of God cult created the 
first organized anti-cult initiative, Free 
Our Children from the Children of God 
(FREECOG).12 Despite holding funda-
mental Christian values, the Children of 
God, later renamed The Family, also pro-
moted unconventional views about sexual 
activity, including using sex as a means 

of recruitment and encouraging consen-
sual extramarital sex as a means of shar-
ing “God’s Love.”13 Such beliefs directly 
counteracted more traditional Christian 
values, which opposed sex education and 
all nonmarital sex, much less extramarital 
sex.14 Conservative Christians would not 
grow into a major social and political force 
until the beginning of the 1980s; none-
theless, NRMs promoting sexual freedom 
made religious conservatives feel under 
threat during the 1970s as well.

Similarly to the Children of God, 
The Satanic Bible also supported free-
dom from Christian sexual repression, 
and intentionally flaunted this aspect of 
the Church of Satan in order to spark an 
inflammatory Christian conservative re-
sponse. Although The Satanic Bible did 
not condone extramarital sex like the Chil-
dren of God, the book’s section on Satanic 
sex preached incredibly unfamiliar sexual 
freedoms for the 1960s, validating and 
encouraging homosexuality, bisexuality, 
and even asexuality among its members, as 
well as any sexual act between consenting 
parties, so long as it caused harm to no one 

else.15 As conser-
vative Christians 
continued to 
oppose homo-
sexuality and any 
other form of 
sexual deviation, 
such a scripture 
contributed to 
their feeling that 
the United States 
“was spiraling 
downward to-
ward Hell.”16 Ad-
ditionally, LaVey 

aimed to gain both personal attention and 
support for the Church of Satan by garner-
ing Christian opposition, inviting news 
channels and journalists to public satanic 
rituals to exaggerate the popularity of the 
Church of Satan. These rituals included 
the satanic wedding between John Ray-
mond and Judith Case, the satanic baptism 
of LaVey’s daughter, and other satanic 

events, one even displaying a nude wom-
an as the altar.17 Combined with LaVey’s 
self-given title as the “Black Pope,” his 
shaven head, and his pet Nubian lion, the 
scenes of satanic activity on the news gal-
vanized fundamental Christians to bring 
America back to conservative, traditional 
beliefs once again.

The Satanic Bible provided an import-
ant view into the nationwide disillusion-
ment of dominant social and religious 
systems during the 1960s and 1970s, 
while also laying the foundations of the 
Religious Right and initiatives against 
New Religious Movements through its 
anti-Christian attention-grabbing rituals. 
After fundamentalist Christians began to 
publicly oppose NRMs in the 1970s, an-
ti-Satanist initiatives soared to popularity 
the next decade in a movement called the 
Satanic Panic. Exacerbating anti-Satanist 
sentiments seen during the 1970s, accusa-
tions against the Church of Satan became 
increasingly severe, including allegations 
of satanic rituals sacrificing children to 
harvest their life energy; during the 1980s, 
some estimated that Satanists sacrificed 
fifty to sixty thousand babies every year.18 
Although statistics regarding satanic-driv-
en violence have varied in reliability, little 
evidence confirmed any violent activity 
among satanic churches, and investiga-
tions regarding the relationship between 
Satanism and unexplained animal deaths, 
sociopathic murderers, and heavy metal 
music found no connection.19 Still, the 
exaggerated and disproportionate anti-Sa-
tanist response to the Church of Satan 
signaled an end to nationwide support for 
the 1960s progressivism. In the following 
decade, support for sexual liberation and 
personal indulgence in organizations like 
the Church of Satan would become buried 
underneath conservative religious groups.

This article is adapted from Sophia 
Liu’s year-long paper, “The Satanic Bible: 
A Window Into 1960s American Religious 
Dissatisfaction,” written for Dr. Straus’s 
Contemporary U.S History course.

Anton Szandor LaVey
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Book Review of Book Review of MunichMunich By: Robert Harris By: Robert Harris
by Alexandre Saint-Sauveur

The atrocities of war following the Mu-
nich Agreement in 1938 tell us the out-
come of this final plea for peace, yet, in his 
historical fiction novel, Munich, Robert 
Harris tells us what could have been. Mu-
nich provides a thrilling retelling of the 
Munich Agreement and the days leading 
up to it through the perspective of Oxford 
graduates Hugh Legat, the private sec-
retary to British Prime Minister Neville 
Chamberlain, and Paul von Hartmann, a 
diplomat at the German foreign ministry 
and a member of an anti-Hitler group. Har-
ris describes pre-war Britain and Germany 
through their eyes in excruciating detail, 
outlining soldiers installing anti-aircraft 
guns “as if they feared the Luftwaffe might 
appear at any moment.” Harris also pro-
vides an overview of the hectic and ex-
hausted state of 10 Downing Street, where 
“the pale green Ministry of Works lino-
leum” and unassuming furnishing housed 
overworked British government employ-
ees, including Legat, who was awake un-
til three in the morning collecting docu-
ments for the Prime Minister. In contrast, 
B e r l i n is aptly characterized by 

“ t h e dome of the Haus 
Vaterland, with 
its UFA-cin-
ema and its 
giant cafe…lit 
by traceries 
of four thou-
sand elec-
tric bulbs.” 
More im-
portant ly, 
t h o u g h , 
was the 
crowded, 
pro-Hitler 

gatherings in Berlin that drew hun-
dreds seeking to demonstrate their patri-
otism to the Third Reich.1

Harris be-
gins his ex-
pert crafting of 
Legat and Hart-
mann’s collision 
course three 
days before the 
Agreement, on 
Tuesday, Sep-
tember 27, 1938. 
When Hart-
mann receives 
a classified doc-
ument about 
Hitler’s clear 
intent to invade 
Czechoslovakia, he 
anonymously relays 
the information to Legat, who, after pre-
senting the message to the British Secret 
Intelligence Service, is sent to the Munich 
Accord as a part of Prime Minister Nev-
ille Chamberlain’s party. On that same 
night, Hartmann attends a meeting to plot 
against the regime, presenting the same 
information: “‘if Hitler issues the order 
for mobilisation tomorrow, there is a good 
chance the Army will disobey it and move 
against the regime instead.’” In reaction 
to this dire situation, the resistance devis-
es a plan to arrest Hitler the following day 
with the help of the army. However, when 
Hitler delays his plans for war, this revo-
lution is canceled. Hartmann and the rest 
of the German resistance decide that it is 
unreasonable to kill Hitler, and instead 
a new strategy for reform is devised. The 
resistance will combat the Third Reich by 
relaying additional inside information to 
the Allies; to do so, Hartmann is to go to 
the Munich Accord to provide further clas-
sified information to Legat.2

Although Legat and Hartmann’s revo-
lution against Hitler may seem abstract, 
Harris grounds the plot through the pro-

tagonists’ roles, albeit minor, once they 
arrive in Munich. Largely relegated to the 
sideline, Legat is ordered to stay at the 
hotel to establish an open line to London. 
At the same time, Hartmann describes 
himself as “only the messenger” for for-
eign dignitaries at the conference. All the 
while, Hitler, Chamberlain, Mussolini, 
and their advisors continue their negotia-
tions, edging closer and closer to signing 
a resolution.

 Perhaps the novel’s most enticing as-
pect is Harris’s ability to write from facts 
while simultaneously keeping readers 
immersed in a thrilling plot of Legat and 
Hartmann’s efforts to inspire reform and 
prevent the Munich Accord from going 
into effect. Harris performs this style of 
writing by detailing the actual events of the 
Munich Accord, while at the same time, 
pushing Legat and Hartmann to the fore-
front of the story line. While the European 
leaders continue to deliberate inside the 
Fürherbau, Legat and Hartmann escape 
to a nearby beer garden. Though “in the 
undergrowth [in the beer garden] around 
them any number of eyes could be watch-
ing,” Hartmann hands Legat classified ev-
idence of Hitler’s imminent intentions for 
war, pleading  Legat to arrange a meeting 

Robert Harris

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/robert-harris-i-thought-i-was-a-roundhead-but-im-a-cavalier-brz99wgq7

Munich

https://defrostingcoldcases.com/munich-by-robert-harris/



22 Historia Issue 001

with the British Prime minister. Through 
this meeting, Hartmann is seeking to 
personally relay classified information to 
Prime Minister Chamberlain, and in doing 
so, convince him to not sign the Munich 
Agreement.3 

The climax of the book occurs that same 
night when Hartmann is granted a meet-
ing with the Prime Minister, who, to his 
dismay, refuses to reconsider proceeding 
with the peace treaty. All hope of reform 
is lost at this point, and Harris makes it 
clear the pair of Oxford graduates cannot 
change the course of history.

Robert Harris’ Munich is a brilliant nov-

el that transforms the Munich Accord from 
one of history’s greatest blunders into 
a thrilling tale of revolution and dissent 
against the German regime. Instead of 
focusing on the significant historical fig-
ures, Harris’ historical fiction plot brings 
the event to life through the lens of Hugh 
Legat and Paul von Hartmann. The story is 
exhilarating, yet it is certainly not devoid of 
historical fact: Harris’ thorough research 
is underscored in his vivid descriptions of 
wartime London and Berlin, as well as Hit-
ler and Chamberlain’s personas leading 
up to and during the Munich accord. 

	 That being said, perhaps Harris 

could have made more of an effort to flesh 
out the plot of Legat and Hartmann’s re-
lationship. Instead of having the entire 
action-filled novel take place over four 
days, Harris might have told the story 
over a more extended period of time, even 
exploring Legat and Hartmann’s friend-
ship back when they were still at Oxford. 
I originally picked up Munich after it was 
recommended to me, and I hope this rec-
ommendation does the same, making the 
book appealing to read. Munich reflects 
Harris’ uncanny ability to write compel-
ling, accurate historical fiction, making 
the novel a must-read.

Notes

1. Robert Harris, Munich (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2018), 9; 81; 68.
2. Harris, Munich, 71.
3. Harris, Munich, 205; 212.
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Judaism's history can be traced back 
almost four thousand years. It is one 
of the oldest monotheistic religions 

based on a covenant made between G-d, 
Abraham, and his people — later known as 
the Jews. For the purposes of this paper, 
the term “Judaism” encompasses the Jew-
ish people's laws, practices, traditions, 
and culture. Because the history is long, 
Judaism is often studied through the lens 
of different eras. The First Temple peri-
od was defined by the construction of the 
Temple of Solomon in the capital of Je-
rusalem during the Babylonian captivity 
of the Jews. Under the First Temple, the 
priesthood had been submissive to the 
monarchs, until King Nebuchadnezzar of 
Babylon ordered the temple be destroyed. 
The Jews eventually rebuilt their temple 
and, free from monarchs, formed semi-au-
tonomous communities governed by their 
own laws and customs.1 This marked the 
Second Temple Period beginning in 520 
BCE, a time of prosperity in which the 
sects of the Pharisees, Sadducees, Es-
senes, Zealots and eventually early Chris-
tians formed. The Temple was the central 
hub of the religion and  rituals and sacrific-
es revolved around it.

Eventually the Romans destroyed the 
Second Temple in 70 CE and radically al-
tered the trajectory of the religion. In this 
paper, I will explore the shifts that took 
place in Judaism by analyzing the follow-
ing metrics before and after the destruc-
tion of the Second Temple: practices and 
rituals, religious authority, and the evolu-
tion of Jewish theodicy. After the hub of 
rituals and sacrifices was destroyed, Jews 
turned towards prayer, Torah study, and 
adapted rituals aimed at commemorating a 
shared past. In order to distinguish them-
selves from the rising sect of Christianity 
and ensure the survival of their religion, 

the Jews remained unified through com-
memorating a shared past as they were 
geographically spread around the world. 
Furthermore, G-d’s judgment was ulti-
mately viewed as beneficial for the reli-
gion, allowing Jews to understand “evil” 
from a new lense.  

After the destruction of the Second 
Temple, practices and rituals shifted to-
ward the home, and prayer was emphasized 
over sacrifice. This flexibility made it easi-
er for dispersed families to continue their 
worship and adjust to a new reality. The 
Jewish people were committed to ensur-
ing their religion would not only survive, 
but spread throughout the world during 
the diaspora. It was clear that something 
had to be done, or else Judaism would be 
gone too soon. One scholar claims Jews 
faced three potential solutions: cleave to 
tradition and reject the new, adopt the new 
and reject tradition, or reconcile the two.2 
This shows that Judaism was committed 
to both tradition and adaptation. So how 
did this manifest specifically? Before the 
destruction of the Second Temple, in or-
der to identify as a Jew, “three things were 
required…as an indication that they had 
accepted the Torah (Law): circumcision, 
the offering of a sacrifice, and complete 
immersion in a miqveh.”3 But the miqveh 
no longer existed; it was destroyed. After 
the destruction of the Second Temple, in-
stead of the requirement of full immersion 
in the ritual pool, it was declared sufficient 
to rinse "the head and most of the body" 
with "drawn water."4 This meant that Jews 
could perform rituals within their home 
as they were no longer dependent on the 
temple. Being able to do such an import-
ant ritual in the home made Judaism a do-
mestic-friendly religion: it was for families 
that could be anywhere in the world. 

Another important ritualistic shift fol-

lowing the destruction of the second tem-
ple was the replacement of sacrificial rites 
with temple prayer. The “Amidah prayer” 
is the “central prayer in the Jewish liturgy” 
that ensures individuals are able to repent 
for their sins.5 Prayer enabled followers to 
engage in religious activities anywhere, 
including in their own homes. This con-
tributed to the expansion of Judaism. 
The prayer now accomplishes the goal of 
repenting for sin. It was recognized that 
“prayer evolved as it became more struc-
tured, and came to serve as “a novelty, a 
legitimate and adequate substitute for the 
sacrificial rite.”6 This formed a monumen-
tal shift for Jews as they were still able to 
feel like they were substantially connected 
with their faith and repenting, even if it 
was in a new form they had to adjust to.

How do we see the effects of this shift 
today in Jewish rituals? We see it in certain 
prayers, like the quote the groom has to 
recite at his wedding. He states, “if I forget 
you, Jerusalem, may my right hand forget 
its skill. May my tongue cling to the roof of 
my mouth if I do not remember you, if I do 
not consider Jerusalem my highest joy.” 
This clearly exemplifies the Jewish idea of 
the past being part of the present, which 
we will explore later on. The destruction 
of the temple is to be remembered and is 
therefore implemented into rituals that 
persist today.7

But who made these decisions? Who 
held authority within the religion during 
and after the destruction? During the 
Second Temple period, each sect of Jews 
had different ideas that conflicted with one 
another. As time went on, Messianic Jews 
started to splinter off and follow a charis-
matic leader, and the other sects realized 
that division would only have their reli-

The Destruction of the Second Temple: The Destruction of the Second Temple: 
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gion further disappear. It became evident 
that unifying was the only way the religion 
would sustain itself, and so the Pharisees 
gave birth to Rabbinic Judaism, which 
emphasized a new, blessed Torah as the 
shared text that would unite Jews and en-
sure their survival.

During this 
period, there was 
no longer a na-
tive king ruling in 
Judah. Judah was 
now considered a 
part of the Persian 
empire. Due to the 
absence of the monarchy, the high priest-
hood gained more prominence in the Sec-
ond Temple era than it had previously, and 
the Temple was even more vital to the life 
of the people than before. Judah was now 
a temple-state, a territory based on and 
dominated by its temple-establishment, 
which consisted of four different sects: 
the Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes, and 
Zealots. Pharisees believed in the unifying 
power of the oral tradition (“the unwritten 
Torah”), which remains a foundation of 
Jewish theology. Laying the foundation for 
Rabbinic Judaism, “the Pharisees removed 
various religious rituals from the Temple 
precincts, expanding them to involve the 
general populace outside of the Temple.”8 
By making decisions to ensure the survival 
of the faith, the Pharisees emerged as the 
leading authority within the religion. They 
not only made the rituals more accessi-
ble to families across the globe, but they 
made important claims about authority in 
general, like claiming that knowledge is 
a collective effort. In their teachings on 
authority, they state: “this authority may 
be human (the father and the wise in the 
wisdom tradition), or it may be divine (G-d 
or the Torah of G-d), but it is a recognition 
of the fact that the coordination of desire 
and knowledge is not conceived of as an 
individual project but is always placed in 
a collective or social context.”9 Authority 
can come from fathers, the Torah, or from 
the collective. Unlike the early Christians 
who splintered off, the Pharisees empha-
sized a collective, communal religion that 

didn’t center on an otherworldly figure 
or prophet, or even a central location. It 
was found that, “[D]espite the yearnings 
for Zion and Jerusalem, Jews developed 
a sense of identification and belonging to 
the places where they lived.”10 The Jewish 
religion, which depended on ritual gath-

erings with the clergy, oral traditions and 
sacrificial rituals, was now reconstructed 
around written scripture and communal 
authority. This united the sects as one and 
laid the foundation for Judaism being an 
itinerant and communal religion, a reli-
gion that didn’t need a geographic center. 

The final metric I will explore is theo-
dicy. How did the Jews, who were consid-

ered to be the chosen people destined for 
greatness, philosophically understand the 
temple getting destroyed? How can a per-
fectly good all mighty G-d permit evil? In 
this final section, I will argue that the de-
struction of the temple showed a just G-d 
capable of punishment, resilience, and a 
unique relationship with the past. 

One of the major sources for how the-
odicy evolved in Judaism through conflict 
is the Hebrew Bible. Second Maccabees 
states that the Temple was desecrated by 
Antiochus Epiphanes because of the sins 
of Israel. Additionally, the book provides 
substantial information as “it goes beyond 
the simple correlation of destruction and 
Israel’s sin. In this punishment, justly ad-
ministered by G-d, he saw a loud proclama-
tion of G-d’s justice. Such ideas are found 
throughout the period and continue alive 
in later jewish literature.”11 In other words, 
evil is fundamental to any human, and the 
evils that G-d inflicts on humans are com-
pletely deserved. It is likewise one of the 

 The Jewish religion, which depended on ritual 
gatherings with the clergy, oral traditions and 
sacrificial rituals, was now reconstructed around 
written scripture and communal authority. 

The Second Temple of Judaism
https://mosaicmagazine.com/observation/arts-culture/2020/07/the-once-and-future-temple-part-ii/
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fundamental principles of the Law of Mo-
ses that “it is in no way possible that He, 
may He be exalted, should be unjust.”12 
Evil is an essential construct that states 
that individuals who deserve it shall re-
ceive it. In response to the Christians, the 
Pharisees devoted themselves to Torah, 
since they felt the disciples of Jesus were 
a threat to Judaism. The disciples of Jesus 
felt the same way as they “were strongly 
opposed to the Pharisees and considered 
them adversaries, and in the heat of argu-
ments they accused their former teachers, 
the Pharisees, of being hypocrites for not 
accepting Jesus as the Messiah.”13 Perhaps 
as a reaction to being considered evil for 
not accepting Jesus as the Messiah, the 
Pharisees devoted themselves to the Torah 
as a fundamentalist response to the Chris-
tians splintering off and as a way to form 
their own identity, paving the way for the 
future of Rabbinic Judaism. 

In order to understand the present, 
events of the past have to be understood. 
Michael Stone writes that “in the attempt 
to comprehend the destruction, the idea 
arose that by recounting, examining and 
evaluating the events of the past, a ba-
sis could be found for understanding the 
present.”14 The Temple getting destroyed 

was a momentous act of justice that Jews 
commemorate often in order to remember 
to follow the Torah and trust in their com-
munal identity. Although I have framed 
the Christians’ splintering off as an “evil 
action” that triggered G-d’s judgment, 
one could say that it might have benefited 
Jews, since it helped the religion identity 
itself in opposition to something else, and 
helped splintered sects come together to 
form a stronger whole. In this sense, one 
might perceive it otherwise. 

Before the destruction of the Second 
Temple, Jews perceived G-d as all pow-
erful and good, but they realized that if 
they disobeyed him, there would be judg-
ment in the form of suffering. “Evil” was 
inflicted by a just G-d. However, after the 
destruction, the shift in theodicy was that 
punishment was still inflicted by a just 
G-d, except it now carried concrete ben-
efits, like a clearly unified identity, a more 
communal interpretation of the Torah, 
and a Jewish sense of resilience. Maybe it 
was not “evil” after all.

Overall, the destruction of the Second 
Temple caused a restructuring of Jewish 
culture in order for survival. After being 
“punished,” or united, by G-d, depend-
ing on how one sees it, the Jews called 

on their strength, resilience, and perse-
verance to adapt to their circumstanc-
es. They replaced certain temple rituals 
such as handwashing with prayer and oral 
practices. Torah study and other customs 
shifted so that they could still be done at 
home in order to commemorate critical 
events, such as the destruction. The Jews 
united under the umbrella of what would 
come to be Rabbinic Judaism, emphasiz-
ing Torah study and communal authority. 
They re-evaluated what was “evil,” or the-
odicy as we may now know as an almighty 
G-d permitting evil. As previously stated, 
by “recounting, exawmining and evaluat-
ing the events of the past, a basis could be 
found for understanding the present.”15 
The destruction of the Second Temple was 
a pivotal moment that Jews remember to 
this day in order to understand their place 
in the current world.

This article is adapted from Coco Tren-
talancia’s semester-long paper, “The De-
struction of the Second Temple: A Pivotal 
Shift for the Future of Judaism,” written for 
Mr. Reed’s Religion in History course.
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The Greco-Persian war was a series 
of kinetic conflicts between the 
uber-powerful Persian Empire and 

the formidable amalgamation of city-states 
under the jurisdiction of the Greek Em-
pire. Commencing in 499 BCE, the war 
lasted nearly five decades until the two 
empires signed a peace treaty in 449 BCE.

In 547 BCE, at the preliminary zenith 
of the enormous Persian Empire, Cyrus 
the Great - the father of the Achaemenid 
Empire - invaded Greek Ionia (present day 
Turkey). Subsequently, Cyrus endowed 
the Ionian colonies to numerous tyrants 
who served as puppets to the looming Per-
sian empire. However, this proved to be 
a fatal mistake as the occupation served 
to be the catalyst of the fifty year war that 
followed.

In 499 BCE, several Ionian states re-
belled against their occupying power, the 
Persian Empire. Expressing their discon-
tent, the Greeks felt that death was pref-
erable to living at the whims of capricious, 
puppet despots. Therefore, four formerly 
Greek city states in the Asian minor re-
belled with the Ionians in a conflict known 
as the Ionian revolt. This revolt served as 
the first major conflict in the Greco-Per-
sian war. 

Initially, these Ionian sovereignties 
found success as they triumphed over the 
discombobulated Persian Empire and 
thereafter regained much of their territo-
ry. Still, under the new Persian Emperor 
Darius, the Persian Army (One of the larg-
est in human history), led a three-pronged 
attack against the Ionians and, once again, 
defeated much of the Greek army. How-
ever, the Athenians who proved to be 

the most powerful city-state at the time, 
pledged nearly two-dozen warships to 
support the ionian effort against the Per-
isan. Therefore, small battles continued 
until 494 BCE. Then, the Persian Army 
and Navy had regrouped and decisively 
quelled the nearly successful rebellion.

Though the revolt had ended, Darius 
was irate as the Athenians supported the 
anti-Persian naval effort. Therefore, seek-

ing revenge, Darius organized and pre-
pared for an all-out invasion of mainland 
Greece. In 492, Darius and his son-in-law 
Mardonius commenced the re-integration 
of semi-autonomous Thrace. The next 
year, Darius ordered the invasion of Eu-
boea and Eretria. After nearly a week of 
combat, the city was surrendered to the 
Persians.

In the following months, the Persian 
fleet and army sailed to Marathon, where 
they met the well trained and equipped 
Athenian army. For the first five days, the 
battle remained a stalemate. Then, Darius 

ordered the retreat of the Persians to allow 
them to sail to Athens and take advantage 
of the preoccupied Greek army. Howev-
er, unexpectedly, nearly 10,000 Greek 
warriors surrendered the high ground and 
began to attack the Persian infantry. The 
risk paid off; 6,400 Persian bodies were 
counted while the Athenians lost only 192. 
Immediately after, the Athenians raced to 
Athens and arrived before the Persians. 
Knowing the Athenians had returned be-
fore the Persians could attack, the fleet 
retreated back to Asia.

In the wake of the naval retreat, a post 
war period of informal conflict lasted for 
the next decade. However, the newer em-
peror Xerxes (the son of Darius) planned 
another invasion, leading to the clash of 
empires at the legendary battle of Thermo-
pylae. Despite losing the territory, Leoni-
das, the King of Athens, played a crucial 
role in securing a decisive Greek victory.  
In a hail mary, a few hundred Greek war-
riors were able to kill thousands of Per-
sians, despite a 100% casualty level. 

Months later, the empires met at Sala-
mis. Ending in a Greek victory, the Greek 
navy was able to flank the Persians and 
sink over 200 Persian vessels. In turn, the 
Greeks seized naval superiority and es-
sentially made any Persian invasion effort 
improbable.  

For the next three decades, small, in-
decisive battles occurred with no decisive 
victor. Greek counterattacks and invasion 
efforts ensued, but they only ended in 
stalemate with little territorial gain. The 
war finally concluded in 449 BCE with a 
peace treaty between the two emperors.  

Summary of the Greco-Persian WarSummary of the Greco-Persian War by Zack Pelosky
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Revolutionary and Reactionary Change in the Revolutionary and Reactionary Change in the 
Post-War Civil Rights MovementPost-War Civil Rights Movement by Lawson Wright

After World War II, civil rights had 
become an issue of international 
importance. As civil rights activ-

ists, drawing on their experiences in the 
second World War, began to understand 
and connect their own struggles with an-
ti-colonial movements abroad, they saw 
how internationalizing the issue of civil 
rights could provide them leverage to de-
mand domestic change. However, when 
these internationalist views came in con-
flict with rising anti-communist hysteria, 
civil rights leaders had to foreclose their 
most radical claims. As the Cold War came 
into focus, organizations like the NAACP 
would be forced to adapt for their own sur-
vival and to create compelling Cold War 
justifications for civil rights.

Many African Americans, having risked 
their lives while defending other minority 
groups’ rights around the globe during the 
second World War, returned home hun-
gry for social change. Many were no lon-
ger willing to submit to the status quo of 
racial discrimination (and worse). During 
the war, Black Americans championed 
the Double-V campaign, arguing that in 
order to conquer facism abroad, racism 
and Jim Crow at home must be defeated 
first.1 An active Black press published the 
message, as membership in the National 
Association for the Advancement of Col-
ored People (NAACP) skyrocketed, bal-
looning from 50,000 in 1940 to at least 
400,000 by 1946, though some historians 
pin the number even higher at half a mil-
lion.2 One Black American, Bayard Rustin, 
who would go on to become a prominent 
civil rights leader, stated: “we are not go-
ing to put up with this anymore.”3 He was 
not alone. A WWII veteran who served as 
a fighter pilot wrote that he and his fellow 
soldiers were ready “to help defeat the 
domestic enemies back home: Jim Crow 
attitudes and practices in government, 

schools, jobs, churches—everywhere!”4 
And a corporal from Alabama explained 
that “I spent four years in the army to free 
a bunch of Dutchmen and Frenchmen, and 
I’m hanged if I’m going to let the Alabama 
version of the Germans kick me around 
when I get home. No sirreee-bob!”5 

Beyond expecting to be treated fairly 
in return for their service during the war, 
many Black Americans linked their own 
struggles against domestic racism with 
contemporary struggles against imperi-
alism and colonization around the globe. 
For example, during the conflict African 
Americans began paying attention to and 
connecting their own experiences with 
the mounting independence movement 
in India. In a 1942 poll of 10,000 Black 
Americans conducted by the Pittsburgh 
Courier, 87.8 percent answered “yes” to 
the question “Do you believe that India 
should continue to contend for her rights 
and liberty now?”6 Four thousand people 
attended the September 1942 Rally for the 
Cause of Free India in New York, at which 
Paul Robeson, a civil rights activist, stated 
“we have much in common.”7 What they 
had in common, Robeson explained, was 
a shared conviction that colonialism and 
racism around the world must end. Robe-
son laid bare his philosophy at the rally: 

World War II was “a war for the liberation 
of all peoples, all races, and all colores op-
pressed anywhere in the world.”8 Racism 
and colonialism undermined the sancti-
ty of the Allied struggle against fascism, 
Robeson argued.9 

As African Americans forged connec-
tions with international movements across 
the globe, the conclusion of World War II 
ushered in a period of hope — activists be-
lieved the time was ripe for social change. 
Walter White, the executive secretary of 
the NAACP, traveled throughout Europe 
in 1945. When he returned to the United 
States, he declared: “A wind is rising — a 
wind of determination by the have-nots of 
the world to share in the benefits of free-
dom and prosperity which the haves of the 
earth have tried to keep exclusively for 
themselves. That wind blows all over the 
world.”10 As a new world order began to 
form from the embers of WWII, White and 
other African Americans were convinced it 
was time to end the twin evils of domestic 
segregation and global colonization.

The immediate aftermath of the war 
presented an opportunity for these hope-
fuls to pursue change: in May, 1945 the 
U.S. Department of State appointed 
White, W. E. B. Du Bois, director of spe-
cial research at the NAACP, and Mary Mc-
Leod Bethune, from the National Council 
of Negro Women, to serve as official con-
sultant-observers for the American dele-
gation at the founding conference of the 
United Nations in San Francisco later that 
year.11 As the conference opened, Metz 

T. P. Lechard, the 
editor-in-chief of the 
Chicago Defender, an 
influential African 
American newspaper, 
proclaimed that “the 
World Security Con-
ference in San Fran-

cisco has but one meaning to the Negro 
people — that is, how far the democratic 
principles shall be stretched to embrace 
the rights of our brothers in colonies and 
to what extent the American Negro’s own 
security at home shall be guaranteed.”12 

Robeson laid bare his philosophy at the rally: 
World War II was “a war for the liberation of 
all peoples, all races, and all colores oppressed 
anywhere in the world.”
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Du Bois, who had a long history of involve-
ment in Pan-African conferences, was 
clear about his and the NAACP’s objec-
tive at the conference: to “impress upon 
the American delegation and others [at 
the conference] that human rights among 
the great nations and especially among the 
colonies must be respected. Their flagrant 
disregard … toward colonial peoples has 
caused two wars in our day and will cause 
wars in the future.”13

However, emerging Cold War con-
siderations would hamstring the United 
States delegation and undermine activists’ 
optimism surrounding the conference. As 
the gulf between the United States and the 
Soviet Union widened, American leaders 
were unwilling to raise issues about colo-
nialism, as the topic conflicted with the in-
terests of the nation’s increasingly import-
ant European allies who were important 
bastions against communist domination 
of the European continent.14 The Truman 
administration was also receptive to its al-

lies’ claims that colonial possessions were 
essential in order to rebuild their damaged 
post-war economies. The United States, 
therefore, supported — or at least did not 
publicly denounce — its allies continued 
colonial activity, such as France’s control 
over Indochina.15 The United States itself 
was also continuing a form of quasi-colo-
nialism with its control of the South Pacif-
ic in a supposed effort to preserve global 

peace and stability.16 Thus, Black Ameri-
cans who had come to the conference hop-
ing to challenge the global colonial order 
found little support or success within the 
U.S. government.

The American delegation, neverthe-
less, advanced an amendment to the Unit-
ed Nations charter that would forbid dis-
crimination “on account of race, language, 
religion, or sex.”17 However, this prohibi-
tion was limited; the United Nations was 
not permitted to intervene “within the 
domestic jurisdictions of the state con-
cerned.” This caveat is symptomatic of the 
United Nations’ broader inability to affect 
meaningful change. The United Nations 
charter would come to include numerous 
provisions on human rights, equal rights, 
and self-determination. But, so long as 
countries could refuse to yield their sover-
eignty over issues of human rights, these 
clauses were hollow — nothing more than 
words on paper. 

While the conference did not deliver 
everything that African American activists 
desired, the conference served to further 

reinforce their under-
standing that racism 
in America was now 
an international issue. 
As the sociologist and 
journalist Horace R. 
Cayton had argued 
in 1943, “through an 
identification with 
the exploited peoples 
of the world… the 
Negro had placed his 
problems in a new and 
larger frame of refer-
ence and related them 
to world forces.”18 

Indeed, Paul Robeson declared “that an 
essential part of the solution of the Negro 
problem in this country will be the pres-
sure of other countries on American from 
the outside.”19 Black Americans recog-
nized the immense power that they could 
wield through cultivating and employ-
ing international criticism of American 
practices in an effort to compel domestic 
change.

Black Americans quickly leveraged 
international institutions in order to call 
out the United States on the world stage 
for the discriminatory conditions in which 
they lived. In 1947, the NAACP sent a pe-
tition to the United Nations titled An Ap-
peal to the World: A Statement on the De-
nial of Human Rights to Minorities in the 
Case of Citizens of Negro Descent in the 
United States of America and an Appeal 
to the United Nations for Redress. Princi-
pally authored by Du Bois on behalf of the 
NAACP, the book-length petition provid-
ed a stark and unflinching account of the 
history of racial discrimination in the Unit-
ed States.20 The petition asked the United 
Nations to intervene in the domestic af-
fairs of the United States to protect oth-
erwise unprotected Black Americans. The 
NAACP’s appeal declared: “Peoples of 
the World, we American Negroes appeal 
to you; our treatment in America is not 
merely an internal question of the United 
States. It is a basic problem of humanity; 
of democracy; of discrimination because 
of race and color; and as such it demands 
your attention and action. No nation is so 
great that the world can afford to let it con-
tinue to be deliberately unjust, cruel and 
unfair toward its own citizens.”21

The notion that the United Nations 
could intervene in the domestic affairs of 
a sovereign nation, let alone one which 
possessed veto power in the organization, 
was ludicrous — the NAACP knew that. 
Rather, the organization wanted to publi-
cize ongoing injustices with the hope that 
they would create enough international 
pressure such that the American federal 
government could no longer ignore their 
plight. Thus, the NAACP took great ef-
forts to ensure wide circulation of its pe-
tition by sending the document to news-
papers and magazines around the country. 
Extensive press coverage ensued, with the 
media remarking upon the damage that 
the petition would cause to the nation’s 
international credibility — particularly on 
global perceptions of the veracity of Amer-
ica’s claims of democratic equality.22 

This mounting pressure was palpable 
within the American government. U.S. At-
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torney General Tom 
Clark admitted that he 
was “humiliated” by 
the petition, to which 
he responded by bol-
stering the size and 
strength of the civil 
rights branch of the 
Department of Jus-
tice.23 Moreover, for-
mer first lady Elanor 
Roosevelt, who was 
serving as the United 
States’ Delegate to the 
United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly, refused 
to introduce the peti-
tion to the assembly. 
She and others in the federal government 
feared that doing so would only invite fur-
ther attacks from the Soviet Union.24

To the displeasure of Du Bois, the 
NAACP’s senior leadership, believing that 
the utility of the petition had been fully re-
alized, agreed with Mrs. Roosevelt. White 
saw no benefit in partnering with the Sovi-
et Union to introduce the petition and hu-
miliate the United States.25 After all, it was 
the American federal government, rather 
than the United Nations, who had the pow-
er to create meaningful domestic change. 
Moreover, the NAACP’s growing unwill-
ingness to fight the Truman administra-
tion on issues of foreign policy, including 
issues of colonialism, was symptomatic of 
a larger phenomenon seizing the Ameri-
can psyche: anti-communist hysteria.

The social environment in which the 
NAACP and other Black activists were op-
erating had changed radically in the short 
time since the end of the second World 
War. The fire and fury of anti-communism 
had ratcheted up as Americans’ fear of 
communist subversion fueled a second red 
scare.26 Civil rights activists and organiza-
tions became easy targets for anti-com-
munists, especially since many Americans 
increasingly saw civil liberties as a “pink” 
issue.27 Southern Dixiecrats, in particular, 
were quick to seize upon these fears in or-
der to undermine civil rights reforms and 

legitimize their support for segregation. 
Though anti-communist ideology was 
simply a tool for many racists to argue for 
the status quo, their rhetoric was unques-
tionably potent.28 If they could successful-
ly paint civil rights reform as an elaborate 
communist conspiracy, they could retard 
its progress. 

Simultaneously, fears of communist 
infiltration prompted the federal govern-
ment, largely through the FBI, to begin 
extensively surveilling and repressing the 
most divisive Black activists. The Bureau’s 
goal was not to produce prosecutions, but 
rather to gather information it could use 
to discredit Black Americans who had be-
come too influential or radical. The Coun-
cil on African Affairs, which was chaired by 
Robeson, was labeled as “Communist” as 
early as May 1945. The federal government 
used passport restrictions against promi-
nent civil rights leaders whom it thought 
might be affiliated with communism. Du 
Bois and Robeson, among many others, 
fell victim to these federal machinations. 
So long as Robeson, for example, refused 
to produce an affidavit stating his relation-
ship with the Communist Party — a rela-
tionship which he fervently denied — the 
State Department refused to grant his 
passport application. He found himself 
under near constant FBI surveillance.29

In the face of rising anti-communist 

hysteria and increas-
ing government re-
pression, civil rights 
activists and organiza-
tions needed to adapt. 
The NAACP, exempli-
fying the mainstream 
civil rights movement, 
had been repeatedly 
accused of communist 
affiliations since 1946. 
This label worried the 
organization’s lead-
ership. Roy Wilkins, 
the NAACP’s assis-
tant secretary, wrote 
in a 1947 letter that 
“Like many another 

organization [sic] on the liberal front we 
are being sniped at in the current hyste-
ria over Communists.… Perhaps we are 
more jittery than we ought to be, but it is 
natural that we would become alarmed lest 
many projects we have underway should 
be endangered by the old cry of  ‘Commu-
nism.’” 30 

Thus, the NAACP, like many other civ-
il rights activists and organizations seek-
ing cover from anti-communist attacks, 
acquiesced to liberal anti-communism 
and ardently disavowed any communist 
affiliations. After the Soviet Union had 
introduced the An Appeal to the World 
in the United Nations, for example, the 
NAACP’s leaders worried about appear-
ing oppositional to the U.S.’s Cold War 
interests. White tried to dissociate the 
NAACP from the petition and forestall 
its further distribution.31 When a NAACP 
branch president signed the Stockholm 
Peace Appeal, White personally contacted 
the U.S. Attorney General to inform him 
that the branch president had absolutely 
no knowledge of the document’s commu-
nist origins. The organization addition-
ally established robust systems for local 
branches to report to the national office 
any attempted communist infiltrations.32 

Unlike during the immediate post-war 
years when the organization sought to 
combat both domestic racism as well as 
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colonialism, the NAACP abandoned its 
internationalist advocacy. The organiza-
tion now reformulated its civil rights strat-
egy and approach to fit firmly within the 
boundaries of liberal anti-communism. 
The organization accepted America’s 
global ascendancy and, instead of criticiz-
ing the country’s support of colonialism, 
fervently draped its rhetoric in the Amer-
ican flag. Loyalty and patriotism became 
core elements of the NAACP’s messaging. 
The organization now framed its argument 
for civil rights through a Cold War lens, 
arguing that domestic segregation and 
racial violence only served to undermine 
the nation’s position in the Cold War and 
in the eyes of the emerging Third World. 
This argument, reflecting the increased 
international awareness of the civil rights 
movement over the last decade, was com-
pelling. Instead of trying to undermine 
American democracy from within — as 
some Dixiecrats proclaimed — the NAACP 
countered that it was helping America win 
the Cold War.33 Wilkins argued that “the 
Negro wants change in order that he may 
be brought into line with the American 
standard … which must be done not only to 
persevere and strength that standard here 
at home, but to guarantee its potency in 
the world struggle against dictatorship.”34

Critiques of the NAACP’s embrace of 
liberal anti-communism levied by a cadre 
of historians have been largely overstat-
ed. These historians have suggested that 

by abandoning its 
most radical posi-
tions and purging its 
most “principled an-
ti-racist organizers 
and activists,” the 
organization is, at 
least indirectly, re-
sponsible for African 
Americans’ deterio-
rating living condi-
tions in later years.35 
Indeed, reform-
ers who called for 
“broad-based social 
change” and linked 
race and class, such 
as Robeson, were 
largely excised from 
the movement. But 
while it is certainly 
true that by embrac-
ing anticommunism the NAACP ceased 
to advocate for more radical domestic 
social reform or for anti-colonialism, the 
organization had no choice. It was the an-
ti-communist hysteria of the day that limit-
ed the scope of acceptable reform, not the 
NAACP. The organization’s opportunis-
tic alignment with anticommunist values 
was a matter of survival — there was no 
other viable option. During a time when 
other organizations who held further left 
positions were ravaged by McCarthyism 
and faded into oblivion, the NAACP sur-

vived. Moreover, it never ceased, tirelessly 
working to keep civil rights on the national 
agenda.36

This article is adapted from part of a 
section of Lawson Wright’s year-long pa-
per, “The Dynamics of Change: The Cold 
War’s Influence on the American Civil 
Rights Movement and Black Internation-
alism,” written jointly for Mr. Bienstock’s 
Contemporary U.S. History course and Dr. 
Link’s Global Cold War History course.
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