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Introduction
 The 2008 - 2009 editorial board of The Future of History began the 
new academic year with three particular goals in mind for the journal. First, 
we wanted to expand the scope of the journal, reaching out to students in 
other departments who were conducting historical research. Much to our 
delight, three of the six essays in this year’s journal are interdisciplinary. 
Gabe de Roche’s “Of Peanut Stands and Powerhouses: The National Recov-
ery Administration and the Inordinate Influence of Industry” is an econom-
ic history of the events following the stock market crash of 1929; Claudia 
Cappuccitti’s essay, “Venice: An Eastern City in the West” discusses Venice’s 
identity as a city of the East through an analysis of fine art; and Lianne Ber-
nardo’s “The Impact of Revival Strategies on Ukrainian Orthodoxy in the 
Sixteenth and Early Seventeenth Centuries” was written for a joint History-
Political Science course.
 Our second goal for the 2008 - 2009 edition of The Future of History 
was to improve the material quality of the journal. For the first time, The 
Future of History was published by Coach House Press, and the benefits are 
noticeable. We have also modernized the layout, making it a little more so-
phisticated. The paper selection, professional binding services and updated 
layout have enabled us to present to you, our reader, a journal of exceptional 
construction and equally outstanding academic research. 
 Finally, we aimed to maintain the level of excellence that this jour-
nal has showcased to the history community for the past three years. Though 
we made some key changes to 2008 - 2009 edition of the journal, this year’s 
essays, as always, represent some of the finest undergraduate work being 
produced by History students at the University of Toronto. The essays in 
this collection cover a variety of subjects, geographical areas and time peri-
ods. From discussions of nationalism in both Ireland and Germany to intel-
ligence operations in the Vietnam War, this year’s contributors have once 
again reminded us of the breadth of study and creativity of the undergradu-
ate History community.  The editors would like to thank everyone who sub-
mitted to this year’s journal. We encourage all students to submit next year.
 Through the hard work and enthusiasm of History students at the 
University of Toronto, the 2008 - 2009 edition of The Future of History has 
surely matched the success of previous editions.  We hope that this year’s 
publication will generate discussion, critical thought and perhaps encourage 
students to pursue historical inquiry in previously unconsidered fields. 
  

  - The Editors
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Venice
An Eastern City in the West 

CLAUDIA CAPPUCCITTI



 It is not surprising that in the Judeo-Christian West, the con-
troversy over the use of religious images stretched from the emergence 
of Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire under Con-
stantine, to the years of Reformation and Counter-Reformation in the 
sixteenth century. In the East, the climax of this debate was realised 
much earlier than in the West; in fact, the issues concerning iconoclasm 
were resolved in the East more than six hundred years before the first 
serious rumblings began in the West. It would take another century for 
preachers in Italy to begin actively pursuing the reform of images. In 
Italy, the call to re-examine the way in which images could be used for 
religious purposes was made mainly in Milan, as a result of northern in-
fluences, and in Florence, through the teachings of Girolamo Savonarola. 
The northern Italian city of Venice, however, was truly a unique case. 
La Serenissima had a large German population, which by the fifteenth 
century was firmly established in the city. The Germans boasted  their 
own trade guild (La Scuola dei Caleghieri Tedeschi, for German cobblers) 
and palace for expatriates and visitors (Foncaco dei Tedeschi). Despite this 
influence, however, the movement for the reformation of images was not 
introduced to the city with any force - neither from the north nor the 
rest of the peninsula. Instead of looking to Europe for inspiration, Venice 
looked eastward to a culture in which icons had been used for veneration 
without hesitation since the Iconoclasm. The Venetians did not simply 
adopt the aesthetic of Byzantium, but much more profoundly, the Byz-
antine icon and an Eastern approach to (and understanding of) images. 
This approach embraced and celebrated the icon, leading Venetians to ac-
cept its authority while the rest of Western Europe launched into a battle 
with religious art, creating the pre-Reformation climate of iconoclasm.
 Venice had always seen itself as an Eastern city rather than a 
Western city. The art, architecture and religious customs of medieval and 
Renaissance Venice all reflect this self-perception. Venetian merchants 
were involved in trade with the East from as early as the ninth century, 
and it was this commerce with the East that sustained the city despite 
its absence of natural resources.1 Venice imported exotic goods from the 
Near and Far East to Europe (especially to Germany), and returned to the 
East with raw materials,  particularly metals from central Europe.2 It was 
this Eastern commerce that first introduced Venice to the aesthetic of 
Byzantium.
 Political considerations also played a significant role in the “East-
ernization” of Venice. In 828, two Venetian merchants visiting Alexan-
dria stole the body of Saint Mark. When the city decided to erect a large 
basilica to house the relics, Venice purposefully chose to adopt an East-

1 Deborah Howard, “Venice as and Eastern City,” in Venice and the Islamic World: 
828-1797, ed. Stefano Carboni, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 59.

2 Ibid., 60.
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ern aesthetic for the design and construction of the building.3  The first 
crusade in 1099 also established political and economic ties with the Le-
vant (Jerusalem in particular), as well as central Asia.4 The sack of Con-
stantinople in 1204, however, may have been the most significant single 
event leading to the Easterniation of Venice, leading to the arrival of spo-
lie brought in from the East to decorate the city.5 Further, after the sack, 
there was a tremendous increase in Venetian-produced work created in 
the Byzantine style. Spolie from political victories and traded goods were 
not the only Eastern arrivals in Venice - immigration was also significant. 
During the late Middle Ages, the Greek population in Venice was large 
and played an important role in the city in all areas.6 Foreign artists from 
the East living and working in Venice were also significant in developing 
a Venetian aesthetic modelled after the Byzantine style.7 These imports 
- both people and works of art - significantly influenced the paintings of 
the Venetians. The Bellini, for instance, often included exotically-dressed 
foreigners in their street scenes, and many Venetian artists included de-
tails from the East, including rugs, porcelain, and blown glass.
 Of all of the objets d’art that were brought into Venice, none left a 
greater impression than the icon. Perhaps this is because the painted icon 
panel was the most imported type of art object, and defined the Eastern 
aesthetic as it was perceived in Europe.8 The style was copied directly by 
Italian artists of the Duecento, who indeed preferred to be referred to as 
“Byzantine Masters” rather than “Italian Masters.”9 In fact, some of the 
early Venetian paintings follow the Byzantine style so closely that they 
are indistinguishable from their Eastern counterparts.10 Giotto, was per-
haps the first artist to successfully adapt the Byzantine style for Italian 
purposes. He was a Florentine, but travelled extensively, and spent much 
time in the Veneto region. The Eastern influence on his art is particularly 
evident in his work on the Scrovegni Chapel (1303-1310), in the city of 
Padua.11 (See Figures 1 and 2) Comparing Giotto’s Lamentation with the 
Byzantine equivalent, it is clear that the Italian artist borrows many for-
mal qualities from the Eastern example. More importantly, perhaps, the 
Eastern predecessor led Giotto to intensify the emotional register and 
the pathos of his lamenting figures. This individuality of character in ex-

3 Caterina Schmidt Arcangeli, ““Orientalist” Painting in Venice, 15th - 17th Centuries,” 
in Venice and the Islamic World: 828-1797, ed. Stefano Carboni, (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2006), 121.

4 Howard, 60.
5 Otto Demus, Byzantium and the West, (New York: New York University Press, 

1970) 21.
6 Rona Goffen, “Icon and Vision: Giovanni Bellini’s half-length Madonnas,” The Art 

Bulletin 57 no.4 (December 1975): 487.
7 Demus, 207.
8 Ibid., 206.
9 Ibid., 207.
10 Hans Belting,  Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image Before the Era of Art, ed. 

Edmund Jephcott, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994) 23.
11 Demus, 225.
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Figure 1. Giotto. Lamentation. At the Scrovegni Chapel 
in Padua. 1303-1310.

Figure 2. Byzantine Lamentation. 1163.
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pression and gesture was something altogether new for Italy, but typical 
of Eastern art. In this way, Byzantium “gave the medieval West a taste of 
humanism—not the superficial humanism of the intellect, but a deeper 
humanism of the spirit.”12

 The Byzantine influence continued thoughout the Renaissance 
in Venice and is obvious in the works of the Bellini brothers (Gentile and 
Giovanni), Antonello da Messina, Titian and Tintoretto. For the Vene-
tians specifically, the study and imitation of Eastern art led to the devel-
opment of a particularity of Venetian art: intense chiaroscuro. Otto De-
mus argues that the Venetians modeled their use of colour and light after 
the Byzantines. He states that the gold background used for most East-
ern icons requires a greater contrast in the colour and light of the figures 
in the painting, so that they do not appear as dark blotches against the 
brilliant backgrounds. Highlights need to be as bright or brighter than 
the background, therefore gold or white, and shadows need to be deep.13 
Comparing a late Quattrocento Venetian work with that of a Florentine 
the difference in use of light and colour is obvious. In the latter, shadows 
are not nearly as deep and highlights not nearly as strong. (See Figures 3 
and 4) This handling of colour and light, a quality which formed a part of 
the Venetian aesthetic to the end of the Cinquecento, can be attributed 
to the strong Eastern influence on the artists of the city.
 Aesthetically, Venice is clearly an Eastern city, but trade and 
Eastern political engagement alone do not explain the Venetian adoption 
of the Byzantine style. Venice, after all, was perhaps more politically and 
economically linked with Western Europe than with the East. Deborah 
Howard has explored the alternative explanations for Venice’s eastward 
gaze. Howard claims that in adopting the style of the East, Venice associ-
ated itself with the exoticism that it brought to Europe, visually claiming 
itself to be the link between Europe and the East. Howard also notes that 
the Byzantine style served to provide a “more authentic setting for the 
relics of Saint Mark.” Third, she suggests that Venice wanted to be as-
sociated with Solomon, and therefore the Middle East. Finally, Howard 
argues that Venice - as the departure point for pilgrimages to holy sites 
in the East - wanted to be considered a holy site itself, and therefore ad-
opted the aesthetic of other holy cities.14 
   * * *
 Before they adorned the walls of San Marco in Venice, Byzantine 
icons had their roots in pagan antiquity. The first pagan icons did not be-
gin as panel paintings, but were created in the round. Statues in bronze 
and terracotta were used in temples for veneration, and smaller figurines 

12 Demus, 239.
13 Ibid., 232-236.
14 Howard, 2006, 65-66.
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Figure 3.Giovanni Bellini. Portrait of Leonardo Loredan. 
1501-1505. 

Figure 4.  Sandro Botticelli. Mars and Venus. 1485.



were sculpted for private devotion in the home.15 Over time, the sculp-
tures were replaced with relief carvings, which in turn were replaced by 
panel paintings.16 Kurt Weitzmann attributes the form of the icon and 
the way in which it was used to the pagans, but more specifically argues 
that the primary influence on the aesthetic of the icon was Egyptian fu-
nerary portraits, painted with images of the dead.  The Egyptian portraits 
were created in the encaustic technique, and more importantly, adhere to 
the same general aesthetic as Byzantine icons. All of the Egyptian figures 
seem to have the same thin, almond-shaped faces with large dark eyes, 
and early Christian icons look precisely the same. Weitzmann does warn 
that while the Egyptian funerary portraits may not be the only source 
of influence, they are the closest preserved precedents that explain the 
origins of the Byzantine icon.17

 Christians appropriated the pagan icons within the first few cen-
turies of the formation of the Church, and the images became more prev-
alent with the support and encouragement of their use by the Eastern 
Church fathers. In the fourth century, Basil the Great argued that “what 
the word […] transmits through the ear, [...] painting silently shows 
through the image”18- that is, visual images such as icons can hold as 
much authority as the Gospels.19 The use of private devotional images ex-
panded in the late sixth century and was met with upheaval in the eighth 
century, during the Iconoclasm.20

 The enormous surge in the use of icons for private worship led 
many to reconsider the role of images as aids to worship, and in 726 the 
Iconoclastic Controversy began.21 Opponents of the use of images be-
lieved that using icons in worship directly disobeyed God’s law, specifi-
cally, the Second Commandment. Exodus states: 

You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of 
anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, 
or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to 
them or worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, 
punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and the 
fourth generation of those who reject me, but showing steadfast 
love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep 
my commandments.22

15 Kurt Weitzmann, “Introduction: The Origins and Significance of Icons,” in The Icon: 
The Byzantine Tradition in Europe, Russia and the Near East Through Seven Major Epochs, 
ed. Arnoldo Mondadori, (New York: Dorset Press, 1987) 3.

16 Ibid.
17 Kurt Weitzmann, The Icon: Holy Images- Sixth to Fourteenth Century, (New York: 

George Braziller Inc., 1978) 8.
18 Goffen, 508.
19 Weitzmann, “Introduction,” 1987, 7.
20 Ernst Kitzinger,  The Art of Byzantium and the Medieval West, ed. Eugene Kleinbauer, 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1976), 241.
21 Weitzmann, “Introduction,” 1987, 4.
22 Exodus 20:4-6.
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To be used in worship, the icon needed to be clearly separated from the 
idol. Supporters of icons claimed that the physical images being vener-
ated were not themselves being worshipped, but the adulation was rather 
passed to the holy person - whether Christ, the Virgin or a saint.23 The 
Second Council of Nicaea, held in 787, joined with supporters of the use 
of icons in this interpretation.24  
 The use of religious imagery in worship was therefore not consid-
ered idolatrous, and Church leaders went even further in their support 
of images. During his papacy, Pope Gregory the Great (r. 590-604) wrote 
a letter to the bishop of Marseilles after the bishop ordered the removal 
of all images within his diocese. “Images are to be employed in churches,” 
Gregory wrote, “so that those who are illiterate might at least read by see-
ing on the walls what they cannot read in books.”25 The pontiff’s message 
was clear: images could be used to educate. Narrative scenes worked well 
as a tool for teaching those who could not read, and provided the illiter-
ate Christian with an object for prayer or study at home. The argument 
was made, however, that icons did not serve a function beyond describ-
ing the physical appearance of the person depicted.26 The significance of 
the lack of narrative in icons was described by both John of Damascus 
(676-749) and Gregory the Great. John, in his Defence of Images, argued 
that the representation of Christ - even in icon form rather than narra-
tive - upholds two of the most significant doctrines of the Church (the 
doctrine of the Incarnation and the dogma of the two natures of Christ) 
by representing Christ as a man, therefore asserting his human nature.27 
Gregory offered an explanation for the use of icons in private devotion 
that did not necessarily depict Christ. ”Being so accustomed to the daily 
corporeal sight,” Gregory stated, “when you see an image of Him you are 
inflamed in your soul with love for Him whose picture you wish to see.”28 
While Gregory was writing specifically about Christ in this letter, his ar-
gument regarding the love that one feels when using an image in daily 
prayer was valid for the representation of any holy figure. Since the Sec-
ond Council of Nicaea had distinguished between icons and idols, there-
fore allowing the use of the former, Byzantine Empress Irene (r. 797-802) 
reinstated the use of icons in the East.29 The icon did not fully regain the 
popularity that it had lost in the Iconoclasm until the second third of 
the ninth century.30 After this time, however, the use of the icon was so 

23 Weitzmann, 1978, 7-8.
24 Thomas F. Matthews, “Icons and The Religious Experience,” in Byzantium: Faith and 

Power (1261-1557): Perspectives of Late Byzantine Art and Culture, ed. Sarah T. Brooks, 
(New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2006), 2.

25 David Freedberg, The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response, 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 163.

26 Kitzinger, 245.
27 Weitzmann, “Introduction,” 1987, 4.
28 Freedberg, 164.
29 Weitzmann, 1978, 8.
30 Ibid., 4.
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widespread that the type came to define Eastern religious art.
 As the icon spread throughout the East, so did the cult of the Vir-
gin, and with nearly the same fluctuations.  At the time of the foundation 
and early development of the Church, there was little emphasis on Mary. 
The Gospels, written in the first century, reflect this lack of interest in her 
life. She appears in only six stories in the New Testament: the Annuncia-
tion, the Visitation, the Nativity of Christ, the Adoration of the Magi, 
the Flight into Egypt and the Crucifixion.31 It was not until the mid-fifth 
century that the cult of the Virgin began to spread.32 The most significant 
event leading to a greater interest in Mary was the Council of Ephesus, 
held in 431, which officially gave Mary the title of the Mother of God. 
This declaration became much more significant in the East - and later to 
the Orthodox Church - than in the West.33 In the seventh century she 
was also referred to as the defender of Constantinople, further strength-
ening her importance in Eastern lands.34 Until the Iconoclasm however, 
the cult of the Virgin was largely relic-based. Only after the Church de-
clared icons appropriate tools for private devotion did icons of the Virgin 
became prolific in the East.35 In the West, emphasis was placed on Mary’s 
virginity, whereas in the East, her role as the Mother of God was consid-
ered most important. Eastern depictions of Mary therefore emphasized 
this motherly role. T his most holy icon depicting the Mother of God and 
her Son is called the hodgetria, and takes its sacredness from the tradition 
that the original was painted by Luke the Evangelist. The first original 
was said to have been owned by Empress Eudocia in the fifth century.36 
 According to the legend, the hodegetria is a type that was invent-
ed by Saint Luke himself and first executed when he painted Mary and 
her Son from life.37 This story is unlikely for two reasons. First, the dis-
covery of Saint Luke’s original painting by the supporters of icons came 
at a time when the authority given by an Evangelist would have made a 
convincing case in favour of the use of icons. It seems too convenient to 
be mere coincidence. The hodegetria was not just a painting, but an argu-
ment in support of icons. Saint Luke, divinely inspired, wrote the Gos-
pel, and, with the same divine inspiration, painted Mary and the Christ 
Child. Through Saint Luke’s painting, the Image becomes equal to the 

31 Bissera V. Pentcheva, Icons and Power: The mother of God in Byzantium, (University    
Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006) 11.

32 Belting, 34.
33 John Osborne, “Images of the Mother of God in Early Medieval Rome,” in Icon & 

Word: The power of images in Byzantium, ed. Antony Eastmond and Liz James, (Hamp-
shire: Ashgate Publishing, 2003) 135.

34 Osborne, 135.
35 Pentcheva, 2.
36 Kurt Weitzmann, “The Icons of the Period of the Crusades,” in The Icon: The Byzan-

tine Tradition in Europe, Russia and the Near East Through Seven Major Epochs, ed. Arnoldo 
Mondadori, (New York: Dorset P., 1987) 203.

37 Goffen, 505.
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Word.38 The second reason is that Saint Luke and Christ were likely the 
same age (give or take a few years), making it improbable, if not impos-
sible, for Saint Luke to paint Christ as an infant, for he too would have 
been a child.39 Panofsky points out that whether the image ever existed 
or not, it was unlikely that the legend ever stated that Saint Luke painted 
Christ and his mother from life. Rather, the legend probably claimed that 
the image was painted from a vision and was divinely inspired, just as 
Luke’s Gospel was, because during the Middle Ages portraits were rarely 
created from life.40 Maniura concedes that at the time, portraits were not 
typically painted from life, but insists that the legend must have original-
ly stated that Saint Luke painted the Virgin from life because “the truth 
of the image lies in a verisimilitude derived from direct observation.”41 At 
the height of the Iconoclastic Controversy, however, when this type was 
discovered, these issues were not considered. The hodegetria was revered 
both as an icon of the Virgin and Christ and as a relic of Saint Luke. Cop-
ies were created in the East, and later in Venice, with the hopes that they 
too would be imbued with some of the sacredness of the original.42

   * * *
 Despite the fact that Venice borrowed many Byzantine practices, 
it is interesting to note that the icon was used in Venetian and Byzantine 
churches in very different ways. In the East, the altarpiece did not exist. 
The view of the altar from the nave was obstructed by a screen cutting 
across the entire width of the nave. This iconostasis was where icons were 
displayed, often including many images which were too small to stand on 
their own.43 In the West on the other hand, from the Duecento, a single 
massive panel adorned the altar.44 By the time the Renaissance reached 
western Europe, the altar was dedicated to a single saint or holy figure. 
The large lone icon that served as an altarpiece, then, was fitting.
 Rona Goffen argues that the Venetian icon (particularly that of 
the Virgin) took on a specific form: the half-length portrait. She claims 
this type was used across Europe for secular portraits, yet was used only 
by the Venetians for religious portraiture, or icons.45 The half-length por-
trait was also used in antiquity for secular purposes - such as funerary 
panels for rulers and royalty - and was tied to the idea of immortality.46 

38 Robert Maniura, “The Icon is Dead, Long Live the Icon: The holy image in the Re-
naissance,” in Icon & Word: The power of images in Byzantium, ed. Antony Eastmond and 
Liz James, (Hampshire: Ashgate Publishing, 2003) 90.

39 Ibid., 92.
40 Erwin Panofsky, Early Netherlandish Painting: Its Origins and Character, vol. 1, 

(Cambridge: Harvard University P., 1966) 254.
41 Maniura, 91.
42 Goffen, 509.
43 Demus, 209.
44 Henk van Os, Sienese Altarpices 1215-1416: Form, Content, Function, vol. 1, (Gronin-

gen: Bouma’s Boekhuis BV, 1984) 12.
45 Goffen, 495.
46 Ibid.
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For Christians, the significance could not be clearer. In the half-length 
form, the Virgin is the Queen of Heaven and it is in Heaven that she is 
given eternal life.47 For Goffen, the half-length portrait in Christianity 
also stands as a “metaphor for mankind’s partial knowledge of the whole 
of God.”48

 As anti-icon and anti-image sentiments were spreading through 
Europe, especially in Germany (and to a lesser degree but still significant-
ly in Florence and Milan), the artists working in Venice at the end of the 
Quattrocento were adapting the medieval icon for Renaissance audienc-
es. They did so that this Venetian type, borrowed from the East, might 
also enable artists to show their skills in depicting naturalistic features, 
a trend that would later unite all of Renaissance art. David Rosand pro-
poses that the first true examples of the Renaissance icon from Venice 
come from Giovanni Bellini and Antonello da Messina: their SS. Giovanni 
e Paolo (now destroyed) and San Cassiano (now fragmented) altarpieces in 
the last quarter of the Quattrocento, and Bellini’s San Giobbe altarpiece, 
which is the earliest new icon still in its original condition.49 (See Figure 
5) 
 The authority of history is still preserved with Bellini’s altarpiece. 
In his work, the Madonna sits with her Son as in a Byzantine hodegetria, 
calling to mind the authority of Saint Luke. The Eastern gold dome is 
present here above the hodegetria, as it is in all of Bellini’s major altar-
pieces (including those in San Zaccaria and the Frari)50 His Virgins are 
not unlike the Byzantine examples: the faces are ovular with large eyes, 
a straight thin nose and broad cheeks.51 Goffen describes Bellini’s Virgin 
and Child paintings as true icons because they, much like their Byzantine 
counterparts, stand without constraints of time or space, completely free 
of narrative.52 Bellini’s portraits of the Virgin and Child do not simply 
reference the Byzantine devotional image, but celebrate its history and 
create the icon anew for the Renaissance audience. 
 Antonello da Messina (a contemporary of Bellini) used his An-
nunciation to press harder for the new iconic style. (See Figure 6) An-
tonello paints the Virgin in half-length, head raised from her book and 
lips parted as if to commence speech. This painting is described by some 
as a narrative: the moment after Mary receives the news that she is to 
bear Christ, the Son of God, she begins to reply “let it be me according to 

47 Goffen, 509.
48 Ibid., 498.
49 David Rosand, Painting in Cinquecento Venice: Titian, Veronese, Tintoretto, (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1982) 31.
50 Goffen, 488.
51 Ibid., 490.
52 Ibid., 509.
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Figure 5. Giovanni Bellini. San Giobbe altarpiece. 1480.
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your word.”53 Yet although this painting depicts an event, it can hardly 
be considered a narrative. When Gregory the Great spoke of images as 
the Bible for the illiterate, he must have been referring to clear narra-
tive paintings that could serve to teach. In this painting, however, only 
a viewer with foreknowledge of the story would be able to understand 
it as a lesson. Though Gregory may not have spoken precisely about the 
clarity of narrative scenes, Savonarola and other preachers in favour of 
the reform of images did, rendering Antonello’s Virgin inappropriate as 
a narrative. 
 In this Annunciation (as in any Annunciation), the Word becomes 
flesh (“conceptus de Spiritu Sancto”) just as Christ will become flesh (“na-
tus ex Maria virgine”).54 As we saw earlier, the image of Christ alone with-
out a narrative is significant because it can describe both the doctrine 
of the Incarnation and the dogma of the two natures of Christ, as John 
of Damascus suggested. The depiction of an Annunciation also describes 
the fulfilment of the prophesies of the Old Testament.
 Antonello directly borrows from a thirteenth-century Byzantine 
example for his Annunciation.55 (See Figure 7) Hans Belting describes the 
story of this icon in detail, noting that it is a portrait of the Virgin from 
the Fermo Cathedral. Two years before Antonello painted his Annuncia-
tion, the Byzantine example was given to the cathedral by Giacomo della 
Marche (a preacher who often visited the East) who said he acquired the 
icon during his travels. Further, Giacomo claimed that the painting was 
the original Saint Luke icon. It is almost certain that Antonello would 
have heard about the painting, and likely that he would have seen the 
work for himself. He could have either seen it while in Naples - where it 
had been brought by Giacomo, who frequently stayed there - or heard 
about it from pilgrims who would have been eager to see it.56  The paint-
ing is of the Virgin in half-length with her arms crossed over her breast, 
and on the surface of the image in the corner is written: “Annuntiatio.”57

 In studying Antonello’s Annunciation there is a small problem: 
the patron of this work is unknown. In fact, only one painting in An-
tonello’s entire oeuvre has a patron that is known with certainty.58 The 
patron could have asked for an Annunciation scene, taking the decision 
to portray the Incarnation out of Bellini’s hands. It is unlikely, howev-
er, that the patron was responsible for all of the elements that make up 
Antonello’s radically new Annunciation. Antonello must have chosen to 

53 Th omas F. Matthews,  Thomas F. Matthews, The Art of Byzantium: Between Antiquity and the Renaissance, 
(London: George Weidenfeld and Nicholson Ltd., 1998) 160. Passage he quotes here is 
Luke 1:38.

54 Marco Collareta, “Antonello e il tema dell’Annunciazione,” in Antonello da Messina: 
L’Opera Completa, ed. Mauro Luocco, (Milan: Silvana Editoriale, 2006) 65.

55 Matthews, 1998, 162.
56 Belting, 345-346.
57 Ibid.
58 Gioacchino Barbera, Antonello da Messina, (Milan: Electa, 1998) 88.
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Figure 6. Antonello da Messina. Annunciation. 1473-
1474.

 Figure 7. Byzantine Annunciation. Thirteenth century.1 

1 Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image Before 
the Era of Art. Trans. Edmund Jephcott. (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1994), Plate VII. 

The Future of History  -  22



copy a Byzantine model - and at that, a model that was said to have been 
painted by the Evangelist. Further, the scene of the Annunciation is told 
in the Gospel by Saint Luke, and is omitted by the other Evangelists.59 In 
the Annunciation, Antonello clearly and forcefully makes a case in sup-
port of the use of icons, and does so with the authority of Saint Luke and 
the history of Byzantine art behind him.
 It is interesting to note that throughout the Reformation and 
during the Cinquecento, Italians worried that the influence of Luther’s 
ideas would enter Italy through Venice. They were concerned both be-
cause the city was home to so many Germans living away from home 
and due to its openness to trade and new influences. However, no such 
influence was felt. In fact, in 1546, the Cardinal of Venice referred to the 
Reformation as the “Lutheran Plague”.60 Venetians were not interested 
in reforming the way in which they related to religious images; for them, 
the icon was a perfectly acceptable way to represent the divine and other 
religious figures. 
 Artists from Venice and those working in La Serenissima looked 
to the East for inspiration for their paintings. On a more superficial level, 
the Venetians incorporated gold mosaics, domes, exotic objets d’art and 
foreigners in their paintings. More significantly, the manner in which 
Venetians used light and colour, and the way in which they were able to 
portray a deep humanistic understanding of man were learned from the 
East. The adoption of the Byzantine aesthetic was calculated and chosen 
specifically because Venice wanted to insert itself into Eastern history. 
Since Venetians were always looking eastward, they began to relate to im-
ages as did the people of Byzantium. This led not only to the appreciation 
of icons used for religious devotion, but also their celebration and de-
fence by artists such as Antonello.  Images were neither feared nor ques-
tioned in Venice. The influence of the East contributed to the aesthetic of 
Venetian art, and explains why Venice remained above the iconoclastic 
debates that overtook Reformation Europe.

59 Collareta, 65.
60 John Martin, “Salvation and Society in Sixteenth-Century Venice: Popular Evange-

lism in a Renaissance City,” Journal of Modern History 60 no.2 (June 1988): 205.
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Strategies on Ukrainian 
Orthodoxy in the Sixteenth 
and Early Seventeenth
Centuries
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 Ukraine experienced great challenges to the preservation of its 
culture during its subjection to Lithuanian-Polish rule in the early mod-
ern period. One of the main differences between the Ukrainian popula-
tion and their subjugators was religion: the Ukrainians were Orthodox 
Christians, while the Polish and a large portion of the Lithuanian popula-
tion, including the country’s rulers, were Roman Catholic. As a result, the 
Polish majority was able to introduce measures that reduced the status of 
Orthodox Ukrainians in society, and thus diminished the authority of the 
Orthodox Church in favour of the Catholic Church. Faced with mission-
ary zeal, the overwhelming presence of Catholics, and later Protestants, 
and the subsequent discrimination towards the Orthodox, the Kyiv Met-
ropolitanate found itself in danger of dissolution in the sixteenth cen-
tury.1 The Ukrainian population responded to the encompassing Polish 
socio-political culture in three ways: through the growth of the monas-
tic movement, through noble initiatives and through the expansion of 
brotherhoods. These three reactions helped sustain Orthodoxy through a 
period of neglect and isolation, though their impact on Ukrainian society 
varied considerably. The brotherhoods would be the most effective of the 
responses, given their wide-ranging interaction with everyday Ukraini-
ans and their ability to translate more effectively the innovations set by 
the other two responses.
 In order to understand the development and the impact of these 
three approaches on the Orthodox Church, attention must be given to 
sixteenth-century Ukraine and the importance of the church at the time. 
During the early modern period, religion was synonymous with culture; 
a discussion of one, inevitably led to a discussion of the other.2 In fact, 
religion defined “Ukrainian nationality” better than either culture or lan-
guage.3 Thus, when the Ukrainian population rallied around the Ortho-
dox faith and revived its institutions, Ukrainians were protecting their 
culture and way of life. Historian Frank Sysyn reinforces this idea when 
he writes  that the church during this period served a “conserving role for 
local culture”, a symbol of Ukrainian unity.4 Even contemporaries such 
as the Metropolitan Petro Mohyla understood the importance of Ortho-
doxy in Ukrainian culture, particularly, that religious rites were national 
customs that countered the Catholic influence in the region.5 

1 Frank E. Sysyn, “The Formation of Modern Ukrainian Religious Culture: The 
Sixteenth and Seventeeth Centuries”, Church, Nation and State in Russia and Ukraine 
(London: MacMillan, 1991), 6.

2 Frank E. Sysyn, Between Poland and Ukraine: The Dilemma of Adam Kysil, 1600 – 1653 
(Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1985), 26.

3 Ibid. 
4 Frank E. Sysyn, “The Formation of Modern Ukrainian Religious Culture: The Six-

teenth and Seventeeth Centuries”, 9.
5 Vasyl P. Marochkin, The Ukrainian City in the XV to Mid-XVII Centuries: Traditions and 

legal Customs as a Historical Source—A Historical Monograph (Toronto: Basilian Press, 
2004), 81.
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 The fact that there was a movement in the Orthodox Church dur-
ing this period indicates not only the importance of religion and culture to 
the Ukrainian population, but also how dire their situation had become. 
This was especially the case given their geographic location: Ukraine was 
an Orthodox “state” surrounded by Catholic realms.6 Ukraine was in-
creasingly isolated and its culture  could not compete with the modern-
izing developments of the   Western churches7; contemporaries spoke 
of “ ‘the great rudeness and ignorance’ of the common people and the 
local clergy”.8 Cultural and intellectual movements such as the Renais-
sance and the Reformation further challenged the traditions of the Or-
thodox Church by forcing the church to determine strategies that would 
maintain and propagate the faith. Furthermore, the church’s hierarchy 
was unable to contribute substantially to the maintenance of the church 
due to internal political developments; as one contemporary pointed out, 
“instead of theology, [the clergy] pursue the knaveries of men, lawyer’s 
deceptions, and the devil’s twaddle”.9 The clergy was also unprepared and 
reluctant to expand beyond the confines of their traditional rites and 
modes of intellectual study to give the church the revitalization it needed 
to counter Catholic encroachment.10 According to George Florovsky, this 
created a divide between the hierarchy and its lay congregation.11 It ren-
dered the clergy untrustworthy and incapable of adapting the church to 
its contemporary environment. In this state, it could not viably compete 
with Catholicism and Protestantism. As the Orthodox religion had no 
true epicentre of authority - unlike Roman Catholicism which had Rome 
to turn to in times of crisis - and as their fellow Orthodox brethren were  
too distant to offer any support12 (i.e. Moscow, Constantinople), the re-
sponsibility of defending and revamping the church was left to the gen-
eral Orthodox laity.
 The expansion of the monastic movement was the first attempt 
made to counter the decline of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church. This in-
stitution, in which individuals chose to cloister themselves away from the 
material world13 to devote themselves to prayer and contemplation, was 

6 Marko Pavlyshyn, “Christinaity: Some Observations on its Role in Ukrainian 
Culture, Past and Present”, In One Thousand Years of Christianity in Ukraine: Papers from 
a Symposium at the Australian National University, Canberra 15 August 1987 (Victoria: 
Department of Slavic Languages, Monash University, 1988), 58.

7 Sysyn, Between Poland and Ukraine: The Dilemma of Adam Kysil, 1600 – 1653, 29. 
8 George Florovsky, Ways of Russian Theology: Part One (Belmont: Nordland Publishing 

Company, 1979), 36.
9 Ibid. 
10 Willian K. Medlin, “Cultural Crisis in Orthodox Rus’ in the Late Sixteenth and 

Early Seventeenth Century as a Problem of Socio-Cultural Changes”, Religious World of 
Russian Culture – Russia and Orthodoxy: Volume II – Essays in Honour of George Florovsky 
(The Hague: Houton, 1975), 185.

11 Ibid. 
12 Paul Robert Magocsi, A History of Ukraine (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 

1996), 155.
13 Ibid. 
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similar to Catholic practices in the West. The sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries saw an increase in the number of monasteries in Ukraine. For 
example, in Halych there were more than ninety-one monasteries, while 
in Volhynia there were over thirty-two.14 Additionally, monasteries and 
other holy shrines were used as sites for pilgrimages. Pilgrimages served 
as another way to celebrate the Orthodox faith by bringing groups of 
Orthodox people together outside of the religious service.15 The mon-
asteries also served as a hub for icon painting and book production16; 
institutions such as the monasteries in Chernihiv and Poltava and the 
Kyivan Monastery of the Caves, for instance, continued and developed 
the tradition of icon-painting.17 
 Given its rigid lifestyle and its isolation from the rest of Ukrai-
nian society, the overall impact of  monastic life on the revival of Or-
thodoxy is difficult to assess. No doubt the monasteries continued the 
traditions and religious doctrines of the Orthodox Church, especially its 
religious rites and ceremonies, but their isolation could not protect Or-
thodox laymen against the increasing Catholic restrictions and ministry 
throughout the land. Additionally, the difference in the number of Or-
thodox monasteries in comparison to the Catholic monasteries during 
this period was great, disadvantaging Orthodoxy. For example, in Lviv 
there were over fifteen Catholic monasteries and thirty churches, while 
there were only three Orthodox  monasteries and fifteen churches in the 
area.18 The surge in the number of monasteries between the fifteenth and 
seventeenth centuries19, often attached to schools and printing houses, 
was undoubtedly associated with the work of the brotherhoods, which 
came to the forefront of society during this period.
 There were numerous other obstacles to the monastic move-
ment. A major one was that the clergy had to deal with the Catholic 
seizure of church buildings and monasteries despite the renewed inter-
est in the monastic life.20 Also, although pilgrimages served as a way to 
bring Orthodox people together, they also drew them away from their 
everyday duties and were very expensive. Finally, although monasteries 
served as the traditional centres of knowledge, they offered no room for 
the intellectual development of the clergy and lay society. Although the 
monastic movement was more vibrant than it had been in times past, it 
was not strong enough to revitalize the Orthodox faith and culture the 

14 Nahayewsky, History of Ukraine, 148.
15 Magocsi, A History of Ukraine, 156.
16 Nahayewsky, History of Ukraine¸156. 
17 Marochkin, The Ukrainian City in the XV to Mid-XVII Centuries: Traditions and legal 

Customs as a Historical Source—A Historical Monograph, 4.
18 Frank E. Sysyn, “Ukrainian Social Tensions Before the Khmel’nyts’kyi Uprising”, 

Religion and Culture in Early Modern Russia and Ukraine (Dekalb: Northern Illinois Uni-
versity Press, 1997), 63.

19 Ibid., 155.
20 Marochkin, The Ukrainian City in the XV to Mid-XVII Centuries: Traditions and legal 

Customs as a Historical Source—A Historical Monograph, 81.
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way it needed to be at this time. 
 Due to the inability of the monasteries to sustain the Orthodox 
Church, the initiative of  magnates and the Ukrainian nobility served as 
another strategy to revitalize and support the church. Since they viewed 
the church’s hierarchy as ineffective leaders,  the population turned to 
the Ukrainian nobility for guidance and protection against what they saw 
to be Catholic discrimination. Unfortunately, the amount of influence 
that the Ukrainian nobles had in comparison to their Polish-Lithuanian 
counterparts was severely unequal: in order for them to remain equals 
at court, with full noble privileges, they had to convert to Catholicism, a 
common act among many noble families.21 The consequences of conver-
sion were far reaching because many of those who converted were from 
prominent families who owned large tracts of land.  The populations liv-
ing on this land were forced to adopt Catholicism, and the churches and 
monasteries in the area were appropriated.22 Some Orthodox nobles re-
fused to convert and as a result they, along with the clergy, were barred 
from participating in the upper house of government.23 Those nobles who 
refused to convert were from the lower level of their social group24, not 
from the prominent princely families of the Ukrainian nobility. More-
over, the nobles who remained Orthodox, left documents that alluded to 
their personal commitment to the faith.25 
 Some nobles entered the clerical ranks as bishops and priests, 
however, they considered themselves nobles first and clergy second.26 This 
behaviour did not help strengthen or unify the clergy as a social group. 
However, their entry into the clerical ranks in response to the spread of 
Catholicism amongst the nobility allowed the lower-level nobles a chance 
to play a greater role in the sustenance and preservation of the church.27 
This was evident at church councils before the Polish-Lithuanian court 
in the early seventeenth century where a number of noble clergy united 
under the goal of protecting the interests, rights and freedoms of the 
Orthodox Church.28 According to Sysyn, this signified that the Ortho-
dox faith had become a personal conviction of many nobles rather than 

21 Omeljan Pritsak, “Kievan Rus’ and Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Ukraine”, 
Rethinking Ukrainian History (Edmonton: The Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies in 
the University of Alberta, 1981), 16.

22 Marochkin, The Ukrainian City in the XV to Mid-XVII Centuries: Traditions and legal 
Customs as a Historical Source—A Historical Monograph, 81.

23 E. Berschak, Old Ukraine: Its Socio-Economic History Prior to 1781 (Madison: The 
Florham Park Press Inc., 1963), 138.

24 Pritsak, “Kievan Rus’ and Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Ukraine”, 21.
25 Frank E. Sysyn, “The Problem of Nobilities in the Ukrainian Past: The Polish Period, 

1569 – 1648”, Rethinking Ukrainian History (Edmonton: The Canadian Institute of 
Ukrainian Studies in the University of Alberta, 1981), 60.

26 Sysyn, “The Problem of Nobilities in the Ukrainian Past: The Polish Period, 1569 – 
1648”, 54.

27 Ibid., 47.
28 Ibid., 58. 
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a method of attaining political power or prestige.29 Despite the influx of 
conversions from Orthodoxy to Catholicism,  some members of the no-
bility ardently continued to defend and practice Orthodoxy. 
 On the cultural front, the nobility contributed far more towards 
the rejuvenation of the Orthodox religion. They encouraged the vital-
ity of the Orthodox Church by opening printing houses and schools on 
their estates that emphasized and promoted Orthodoxy. The Orthodox 
magnate Ryhor Khadkevich began this trend by inviting refugee printers 
Ivan Fedorov and Petr of Mytsislov from Muscovy to reside on his estate 
where they published two books, The Didactic Gospel in 1569 and Psal-
ter with Horologion in 1570.30 Another example of noble patronage was 
Prince Konstantyn (Vasyl) Ostrozky who, following the example of his 
Lithuanian colleagues, established a centre for learning and culture in the 
town of Ostrih.31 It was in this centre that the first Bible was translated 
into Church Slavonic along with other theology books for mass consump-
tion and access.32 Teachers were sought from Constantinople to teach a 
wide variety of subjects with an emphasis on Eastern Orthodox-related 
material at the newly established schools.33 Ostrozky’s school was the 
first to attempt to compliment “Slavo-Byzantine tradition with Western 
secular and religious cultural trends”.34 Historian Serhii Plokhy suggests 
that all of Ostrozky’s funding and planning were aimed at transferring 
the seat of the patriarch from Ottoman-ruled Constantinople to Ostrih, 
a move that would fully revitalize the Orthodox faith on the same scale as 
the Reformation and Counter Reformation in Western Europe.35 Though 
such a plan never came to fruition, its possibility was a clear indication 
that there were members in the nobility that were aware of the church’s 
need for significant change. But despite making substantial headway in 
the realms of publishing and the founding of schools, a significant num-
ber of noble families were still converting to Roman Catholicism. 
 Because of the diminishing numbers of the nobility able to fully 
protect followers of the Orthodox Church and the inability of the clergy 
to guide the laity through this difficult time, the responsibility of lead-
ership and protection ultimately fell on collective groups known as the 

29 Ibid. 
30 Serhii Plokhy, The Cossacks and Religion in Early Modern Ukraine (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2001), 72.
31 Pritsak, “Kievan Rus’ and Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century Ukraine”, 20.
32 Florovsky, Ways of Russian Theology: Part One, 44.
33 Medlin, “Cultural Crisis in Orthodox Rus’ in the Late Sixteenth and Early Seven-

teenth Century as a Problem of Socio-Cultural Changes”, 180.
34 Iaroslav Isaievych, “Early Modern Belarus, Russia and Ukraine: Culture and Cul-

tural Relations”, Journal of Ukrainian Studies 17 (Summer – Winter 1992), 23.
35 Plokhy, The Cossacks and Religion in Early Modern Ukraine, 74. 
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brotherhoods (bratstva)36. Their development and mobilization com-
prised the third response towards the move to rejuvenate the Orthodox 
faith. According to Sysyn, “the Brotherhoods were a rare form of social 
organization, linking nobles, clergymen, Cossacks and burghers in a 
common cause”.37 According to E. Berschak, their legal position was un-
defined, unlike other social groups such as the black and white Orthodox 
priests.38 Their existence as an organization was unique given how rigid 
the social hierarchy was in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, and in 
Europe as a whole, during the early modern period. 
 These confraternities were developed around the twelfth century 
during the Kievan Rus by merchants and other townspeople looking for 
mutual protection.39 Made up of of lay members, these confraternities 
were often associated with a parish; very few brotherhoods were not at-
tached to a parish community such as the Marian Sodality in the Kyiv 
Mohyla Academy.40 Brotherhoods were established in various towns 
such as L’vov, Vilna, Brest, Ostlog, Peremysl’, Kyiv and so forth41 but the 
foremost of these was the Lviv Brotherhood which was established near 
the Church of Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary in Lviv42. The Lviv 
Brotherhood would ultimately set the standard for all other brother-
hoods. They expanded the activities of printing houses and the respon-
sibilities of the schools that had been introduced by the nobility. These 
establishments further developed and disseminated Ukrainian literature 
and knowledge; between the years of 1585 and 1720, over 160 000 vol-
umes  were published by these printing houses, 35 000 of which were 
grammar books.43 Schools that were established by the brotherhoods 
taught the usual subjects of rhetoric, logic and church theology but also 
taught humanism.44 Greek, Church Slavonic and the “common Ruthe-
nian” language were taught at these schools45 in keeping with Ukrainian 
culture. Latin was also taught46, to equip Ukrainian students with the 
communicative skills necessary to advance through the Polish-Lithua-
nian system. It was in these schools and cultural centres that scholars, 

36 Most of the literature used in this essay used the term bratstva but George Gajecky 
has also referred to them as tserkovnibratstva or church brotherhoods. Medlin, “Cultural 
Crisis in Orthodox Rus’ in the Late Sixteenth and Early Seventeenth Century as a Prob-
lem of Socio-Cultural Changes”, 180.

37 Sysyn, Between Poland and Ukraine: The Dilemma of Adam Kysil, 1600 – 1653, 36.
38 Berschak, Old Ukraine: Its Socio-Economic History Prior to 1781, 144.
39 George Gajecky, “The Stauropegian Assumption Brotherhood of Lviv”, Millennium 

of Christianity in Ukraine (Winnipeg: Ukrainian Academy of Arts and Sciences in Canada, 
1989), 128.

40 Isaievych, “Confraternities of Laymen in Early Modern Ukraine and Belarus”, 181.
41 Medlin, “Cultural Crisis in Orthodox Rus’ in the Late Sixteenth and Early Seven-

teenth Century as a Problem of Socio-Cultural Changes”, 180.
42 Nahayewsky, History of Ukraine, 117.
43 Gajecky, “The Stauropegian Assumption Brotherhood of Lviv”, 131.
44 Isaievych, “Confraternities of Laymen in Early Modern Ukraine and Belarus”, 187.
45 Ibid. 
46 Medlin, “Cultural Crisis in Orthodox Rus’ in the Late Sixteenth and Early Seven-
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writers and teachers sought to reconcile the Eastern and Western cul-
tures.47 
 In the realm of art and architecture, an example of adaptation 
from the West to the Ukraine was maintaining and refurbishing old 
churches and building new ones in the traditional Ukrainian style.48 The 
brotherhoods also commissioned icons and other paintings in celebra-
tion of Orthodoxy.49 By adapting Western developments, the brother-
hoods helped the Ukrainian Orthodox  defend and celebrate their culture 
and religion in the same way as  Catholics and Protestants. 
 The scope of the brotherhoods’ operations can be determined 
through their charters and various activities. Their charters laid out 
the goals of each organization, mentioning items such as attendance at 
liturgies, the adherence to Orthodox virtues and the promise of social 
aid such as care for the widows, the orphans, the poor and the home-
less.50 Aside from printing houses and schools, the brotherhoods also 
owned hospitals and maintained orphanages and other cultural estab-
lishments.51 They also served the community in practical ways. For ex-
ample, they protected Ukrainian craftsmen and other merchants from 
arbitrary treatment by the Catholic authorities.52 Some bylaws allowed 
the brotherhoods the right to dismiss priests and bishops from their par-
ish if they were deemed unable to carry out their duties.53 This bylaw 
was interpreted as a way to clamp down on corruption and other abuses 
in the clerical hierarchy.54 Politically, the brotherhoods raised Ukrainian 
national consciousness by distributing pamphlets to fellow Orthodox 
brothers and sisters, asking them to unite in the defence of their civil 
and religious rights. They also encouraged individuals to send petitions 
to the authorities.55 The brotherhoods also fought for the “restoration of 
their individual rights and the rights of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church 
before the royal, provincial and city courts”.56 In effect, the brotherhoods’ 
mandate expanded beyond the scope of protecting the institution of the 
Orthodox Church and the practice of Ukrainian culture to include the 
care of society through a range of social programs and activities. As well, 
the brotherhoods instilled in the general population, an awareness of a 
shared identity. 

47 Iaroslav Isaievich, “Confraternities of Laymen in Early Modern Ukraine and 
Belarus”, Belarus, Lithuania, Poland, Ukraine: The Foundations of Historical and Cultural 
Traditions in Eastern Central Europe (Lublin: Institute of Eastern Central Europe, 1994), 
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48 Isaievich, “Confraternities of Laymen in Early Modern Ukraine and Belarus”, 186.
49 Ibid. 
50 Gajecky, “The Stauropegian Assumption Brotherhood of Lviv”, 128.
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52 Plokhy, The Cossacks and Religion in Early Modern Ukraine, 69.
53 Isaievich, “Confraternities of Laymen in Early Modern Ukraine and Belarus”, 184.
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  The work of the Lviv Brotherhood ultimately moved beyond that 
city as they developed contacts with brotherhoods from other towns.57 
Their work became so well-recognized that the patriarch himself granted 
the Lviv Brotherhood the privilege of stauropegiia, whereby they were ex-
cluded from the jurisdiction of the bishop presiding over the region.58 
They were also charged with the responsibility of serving as the review 
board of morals for the church hierarchy.59 These privileges, along with 
the successes of the brotherhoods made the clergy resentful of lay in-
terventions in religious affairs.60 They viewed the brotherhoods’ promi-
nence in Ukrainian society as undermining the clergy’s own social posi-
tion.61 This friction caused a number of clashes between the clergy and 
the brotherhoods.62 Nevertheless, the brotherhoods’ work continued to 
expand throughout the sixteenth century and into the early seventeenth 
century with the further development and expansion of education and 
printing houses.
 The brotherhoods were far more successful in reviving Ortho-
doxy in the Polish-ruled lands of Ukraine because of their access to the 
local population. Their membership included people from all levels of so-
ciety. Such inclusiveness made the brotherhoods true representatives of 
the Orthodox population, empathetic to the masses and willing to offer 
assistance in times of need. Unlike the monastic movement and the no-
bility, the outreach of the brotherhoods was not isolated to a particular 
stratum of society. Brotherhoods gave all members an equal standing in 
society; for example, students who attended their schools came from dif-
ferent  backgrounds and were given a common education.63 The brother-
hoods were also able to recruit support for their endeavours from other 
social classes.64 Their social programs were aimed at helping members 
of their community, making their organization even more visible to the 
Ukrainian population and reinforcing the idea of their accessibility and 
reliability. 
 Additionally, the brotherhoods were highly organized, which 
likely contributed to the success of their services and institutions. The 
brotherhoods were divided into two categories: the elders dealt with mat-
ters such as finances, bookkeeping and management, while  the younger 
brothers corresponded with other brotherhoods, organized fundraisers 
(pyry) and maintained order in liturgies, christenings, funerals, etc.65 Al-
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though both the nobility and the brotherhoods were financially well-off , 
and thus able to provide all these services in the name of Orthodoxy and 
the Ukrainian identity, the brotherhoods proved more successful in their 
activities because they  provided training for people to expand these ser-
vices. The individuals they employed to teach at their schools and work 
in their printing presses would, after learning the trade, go off and start 
their own schools and printing enterprises elsewhere in Ukraine.66 Fund-
raising activities such as banquets and book sales not only sustained 
them financially but also helped them become involved in the  every-
day lives of the townspeople and other lay members of the community.67 
Their ability to disseminate information and their inclusivity made the 
brotherhoods  more successful in preserving and promoting Orthodoxy 
amongst the Ukrainian population than either monastic institutions or 
the nobility.
 Orthodoxy survived in the Ukraine despite the presence of the 
Polish-Lithuanian government and the accompanying predominance of 
Roman Catholicism  thanks, in large part, to the ability of the brother-
hoods to effectively utilize activities such as printing presses and educa-
tion to disseminate the Orthodox faith and culture. Although monastic 
institutions and the nobility had attempted to protect and revitalize the 
Orthodox Church using their own methods, they were not successful due 
to their isolation from the general population and their limited num-
bers.. But despite the efforts of monasteries, the nobility and the broth-
erhoods the Orthodox Church was still unable to protect itself against 
the dominance and sheer power of Roman Catholicism and Protestant-
ism. The survival of Orthodoxy was, in fact, secured by the Cossacks, a 
group of people who would ultimately rise up against the ruling authori-
ties; however, even their efforts would be only a temporary solution for 
maintaining the weakened Orthodox religion in Ukraine. 

66 Ibid., 131.
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On Wings of Song
Music & Nationalism in Early Nineteenth 
Century Germany  

IAN BEACOCK



 On a warm Wednesday evening in 1829, more than a thousand 
Germans gathered at the hall of the Berlin Singakademie to listen to a 
concert. A number of prominent figures were in attendance, including 
Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm III, naturalist and explorer Alexander 
von Humboldt, philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and theo-
logian Friedrich Schleiermacher. The throng of concertgoers stood out-
side the building long before the doors opened, and when musical vir-
tuoso and conductor Felix Mendelssohn took to the stage at six o’clock, 
he looked out onto a full house that was packed to the rafters.1  As one 
might gather, this was no ordinary concert. Johann Sebastian Bach’s St. 
Matthew Passion, performed by one hundred fifty eight singers from the 
Singakademie and accompanied by an orchestra was certainly extraordi-
narily affecting for those in the hall.2  Yet the evening’s performance also 
marked a seminal moment in the revival of the works and stature of Bach 
and the development of a German musical canon.
 The early nineteenth century was a tumultuous period for the 
German-speaking lands of central Europe. Borders and sensibilities were 
profoundly altered by Napoleon’s military conquests and the short-lived 
Confederation of the Rhine, only to be reworked again in the wake of the 
Wars of Liberation and the Congress of Vienna. Prussian reformers were 
slowly modernizing the state’s armed forces and bureaucracy, and the 
state of Friedrich Wilhelm III was growing more influential beyond her 
borders. Demographic and social change, as well as the French Revolu-
tion, led to a crisis of legitimacy in European capitals. New ideas about 
power and order began to circulate among landed nobles and members 
of European courts but also among the educated, bourgeois members of 
reading clubs, intellectual salons and other manifestations of an emerg-
ing civil society.3 Germans in increasing numbers turned to the concept 
of the nation as an ordering principle for society, yet German nation-
hood remained a fluid, predominantly cultural concept. For Germans in 
the first half of the century, the German nation was very much, in Bene-
dict Anderson’s classic expression, an “imagined community”.4  Germans 
looking to the world of art, literature and music for national inspiration 
were not disappointed; Celia Applegate has described the period as one 
of cultural flourishing “that has no rival in German history, either before 
or since.”5  It was the age of such prolific (and now legendary) figures 
such as Ludwig van Beethoven, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Cas-

1 Celia Applegate, Bach in Berlin: Nation and Culture in Mendelssohn’s Revival of the St. 
Matthew Passion (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2005), 1; 37-38. 

2 Donald Mintz, “Some Aspects of the Revival of Bach,” Musical Quarterly 40 (1954): 
210. 

3 Hagen Schulze, The Course of German Nationalism: From Frederick the Great to Bis-
marck, 1763-1867, trans. Sarah Hanbury-Tenison (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1991), 40. 

4 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London & New York: Verso, 2006). 
5 Celia Applegate, “Culture and the arts,” in Germany 1800-1870, ed. Jonathan Sper-

ber, 115-36 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 115. 
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par David Friedrich. It gave birth to Romanticism, a multifaceted cultural 
movement that pursued the mystical and sublime and saw art as a fun-
damental insight into the human condition. German musicians found it 
increasingly difficult to rely on the landed nobility for financial support, 
and so the musical marketplace broadened.6  Amateur artistry thrived, 
and educated urban elites in particular joined voluntary cultural asso-
ciations such as orchestras, chamber music groups and choral societies.7  
More and more members of the German-speaking intelligentsia wrote 
and read about music, despite Immanuel Kant’s low appreciation for the 
arts.8  It was also during the early nineteenth century that the formal 
public concert came into its own, reflecting not only an interest in serious 
music and an understanding of it, but a growing historical consciousness 
and “the recognition that an autonomous musical work existed, worthy 
of preservation and repeated performance”.9 Overall, the growing bour-
geois interest in music and its compatibility with Bildung was matched by 
an emerging belief that aesthetics and culture had a central role to play in 
the construction of national identity.10  Particularly German culture was 
coming into its own. 
 It was amidst these developments that Mendelssohn led a per-
formance of the St. Matthew Passion and Germans became reacquainted 
with the works of Johann Sebastian Bach. The story of the revival itself is 
a rather straight-forward one to tell. The extent to which this revival and 
the broader canonization of German music contributed to an emerging 
sense of national culture and community, however, is more difficult to 
determine. Scholarship on the relationship between music and national-
ism is sparse, and the questions are difficult to answer. It is impossible to 
know the ways in which certain musical works made listeners feel about 
being German (as tantalizing a subject as this may be), but the Bach re-
vival provides a way of considering how the establishment of a German 
cultural canon may have encouraged feelings of national identity. This 
paper will tell the story of the Bach revival, to suggest that historians can 
still discover new facets of a potential relationship between music and 
nationalism in nineteenth century Germany.
  *  *  *
 Over the course of the nineteenth century, the German music 
world changed dramatically. For the first time, composers and musicians 
began to pursue their arts not in the isolation of their own time but be-
neath the growing shadow of past genius. Bourgeois society began to 
assemble a collection of particularly German masterworks—a classical 

6 Applegate, Bach in Berlin, 66-67. 
7 Applegate, “Culture and the arts,” 124-25. 
8 Celia Applegate, “How German Is It? Nationalism and the Idea of Serious Music in 

the Early Nineteenth Century,” 19th-Century Music 21 (1998): 286. 
9 Applegate, “Culture and the arts,” 121. 
10 Ibid., 115.
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repertoire to be remembered and experienced for years to come, with 
no expiration date. Music historian Carl Dahlhaus has offered a pithy 
summary of the figures Germans placed in their national musical canon: 
“Palestrina for Catholic church music and Bach for its Protestant coun-
terpart, Handel for the oratorio and Gluck for musical tragedy, Mozart 
for opera buffa and Haydn for the string quartet, Beethoven for the sym-
phony and Schubert for the lied.”11  The process of developing a classical 
repertoire involved composers and bureaucrats, journalists and organiz-
ers, members of amateur choral societies, and professional musicians. 
It happened in the pages of journals and broadsheets, in private salons 
and in concert halls. For all of its diversity, however, the emergence of a 
German musical canon was nonetheless a predominantly bourgeois phe-
nomenon.12

 In his work Two Centuries of Bach, scholar Friedrich Blume ar-
gued that the revival of the music of Johann Sebastian Bach in particular 
was “an event without parallel in the whole of history” and that it “trans-
formed the musical world from the very depths.”13  Other scholars have 
since picked up on Blume’s enthusiasm, rendering the Bach revival the 
most studied component of the broader canonization of German music. 
At the dawn of the nineteenth century, Bach was seen to be little more 
than a talented harmonist; his work was inaccessible, difficult, and nei-
ther performed nor studied beyond a diminutive circle of church music 
connoisseurs and enthusiasts.14  Half a century later, publishing houses 
were churning out copies of Bach’s compositions— for instance, in 1851, 
the newly-founded Bach Gesellschaft launched a project to produce a com-
plete edition of Bach’s works15 —and there had been a dramatic increase 
in the public performances of his music.16  Bach was being celebrated as 
a musical genius, but also, as will become clear, as a distinctively German 
musician.
 In light of the fact that the Bach revival was fundamentally about 
music, it is perhaps surprising that the written word played a crucial role 
in the emergence of Bach as a national musical figure. At the close of the 
eighteenth century, music was not particularly valued as a serious art 
among the movers and shakers of German society. Literature was consid-
ered the most perfect of the arts and the ideal expression of Bildung and 
cultivation. Yet in a variety of newly-founded journals, German writers 

11 Carl Dahlhaus, Nineteenth-Century Music, trans. J. Bradford Robinson (Berkeley & 
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1989), 22. 

12 Celia Applegate and Pamela Potter, “Germans as the ‘People of Music’: Genealogy 
of An Identity,” in Music and German National Identity, eds. Celia Applegate and Pamela 
Potter, 1-35 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 12. 

13 Friedrich Blume, Two Centuries of Bach: An Account of Changing Taste, trans. Stanley 
Godman (London: Oxford University Press, 1950), 61. 

14 Mintz, “Some Aspects of the Revival of Bach,” 202. 
15 Applegate and Potter, “Germans as the ‘People of Music’,” 14. 
16 Friedrich Blume, “Bach in the Romantic Era,” Musical Quarterly 50 (1964): 301. 
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argued that music held a place of national honor and distinction, and that 
it too could serve as the mark of an educated, creative person.17  In the 
1790s, Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder, one such journalist, contended 
that music was the “language of angels” and rebutted Kant’s critique of 
judgment, arguing that the profound feeling expressed by music allowed 
man to better know himself and transcend his everyday experience. For 
Wackenroder, music was more than light entertainment.18  Others em-
phasized the seriousness of music by casting it in a national light. For 
Friedrich Rochlitz, who founded his Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung in 
1798, music, and serious art in general, was unintelligible outside of a 
national context.19  His journal reported musical news from two hun-
dred twenty-four German communities, lending German music not only 
seriousness but also geographic and national space.20  A German pub-
lic interested in serious music was certainly formed through intellectual 
journals and learned scholarship, but also by entertainment broadsheets. 
Such feuilletons included Leipzig’s Zeitung für die elegante Welt, which 
provided just enough information about musical goings-on to allow one 
to carry on a conversation.21 
 More than simply providing fertile ground for a revival, German 
journalists and scholars were actively involved in promoting Bach as a 
national figure. In 1802, Johann Nikolaus Forkel wrote a biography of 
J. S. Bach that was steeped in patriotic language. Forkel argued that a 
figure such as Bach was worth remembering for two reasons; one of mu-
sical ability—music was, after all, an increasingly important art —and 
national identity. “This is not a concern of art alone,” Forkel wrote. “This 
is a national concern.”22 Berlin journalist Adolf Bernhard Marx founded 
his Berliner Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung in 1824, and apart from ad-
vocating the significance of music and the importance of good judgment 
in a musical public, he provided unprecedented advertising for one of the 
most important concerts in German history: the aforementioned 1829 
performance of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion.23  Several weeks before the 
concert, Marx announced to his readers that “the greatest and holiest 
work of the greatest composer will come to life after nearly a century 
of obscurity, in a high festival of religion and of art.”24  The concert re-
mained on his newspaper’s front page for six weeks in a row.25  Before 
the event took place, Marx published an article to help prepare the Ger-

17 Applegate, Bach in Berlin, 69. 
18 Ibid., 58. 
19 Ibid., 88; 99.
20 Ibid., 92. 
21 Ibid., 102. 
22 J. N. Forkel, Über Johann Sebastian Bachs Leben, Kunst und Kunstwerke, ed. Claudia 

Maria Knispel (1802; repr., Berlin: 2000), 21-22, cited in Applegate, Bach in Berlin, 78.
23 Applegate, Bach in Berlin, 104; 106.
24 A. B. Marx, ”Bekanntmachung,” Berliner Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung 6, no. 8 (21 

February 1829): 57, cited in Applegate, Bach in Berlin, 121. 
25 Applegate, Bach in Berlin, 121. 
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man musical public by summarizing the musical and religious setting of 
Bach’s work.26  Thus, German writers helped music emerge in the early 
nineteenth century as a serious art and created a national public to sup-
port it and proselytized in Bach’s name. The revival of Bach’s works, and 
the emergence of an entire canon of German music, is unthinkable with-
out the atmosphere and assistance provided by the written word.
 Of course, Bach could not have become a household name if he 
and his compositions had only existed in the written world. More Ger-
mans were reading about the composer, to be sure, but a growing number 
of people were also performing his music or hearing it as performed by 
others. With the rise of musical amateurism, the works of Bach began to 
percolate outwards from exclusive circles of church music enthusiasts in 
Berlin or Leipzig to enter the mainstream. As music grew to be seen as 
both a serious art and a critical component of Bildung, a growing number 
of middle-class Germans sought to make music themselves. They did so 
in myriad ways, including private salons, amateur choruses and chamber 
music groups.27  One of the most important figures in this flowering of 
amateur music was Carl Friedrich Zelter. Zelter took over as the director 
of the Berlin Singakademie at the end of the eighteenth century; his ef-
forts lent musical amateurism gravity and substance.28  As many as two 
hundred members of the city’s bourgeois society gathered on a regular 
basis (in the organization’s own concert hall after 1827) to sing a variety 
of choral works under Zelter’s direction.29  The members of the Singakad-
emie were, for the most part, not professional singers or musicians but 
simply middle-class Germans interested in music, either for its own sake 
or as a component of Bildung. Under Zelter’s leadership, the amateur 
chorus began singing a greater number of works by German composers, 
many of them by Johann Sebastian Bach. 
 On 11 March 1829, the Singakademie played a central role in the 
critical event that was addressed at the beginning of this paper: the re-
markable performance of J. S. Bach’s St. Matthew Passion conducted from 
the piano by Felix Mendelssohn.30  The concert has been recognized as a 
decisive moment in the revival of Bach’s works, and the emergence of a 
German musical canon, by nearly all scholars who have touched upon it. 
Friedrich Blume has described it as “an event of incalculable significance”, 
while Celia Applegate has been equally effusive, writing that “Mendels-
sohn’s revival, more than any other single event, laid the foundation 
stone for the ‘imaginary museum’ of musical works of the past and made 
music, Bach’s music, German music, as essential to what it meant to be 

26 Mintz, “Some Aspects of the Revival of Bach,” 215. 
27 Applegate, Bach in Berlin, 125; Dahlhaus, Nineteenth-Century Music, 47. 
28 Applegate, Bach in Berlin, 134. 
29 Ibid., 167. 
30 Mintz, “Some Aspects of the Revival of Bach,” 211. 
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German as the language itself.”31  Contemporaries that March evening 
lacked this historical perspective, but they were nonetheless profoundly 
moved by the music and the significance of the concert. Eduard Devrient, 
one of the few professional artists involved in the production and one of 
the leading lights of Berlin’s music scene, recalled that during the perfor-
mance he was “singing and feeling with [my] entire soul, such that the 
shivers of devotion that ran through me in the most moving moments 
of the work, were surely felt by the absolutely silent listeners as well.”32 
Felix Mendelssohn’s sister Fanny wrote that the chorus “was possessed 
by a fire, a pulsating force and at the same time a heartrending tender-
ness” and that the performance was guided by “an extraordinary spirit, a 
universal, transcendent interest.”33  Johann Wilhelm Loebell, a man with 
no connection to the main figures of the event nor any record of interest 
in Bach, was equally impressed. “I count the hearing of it to be among 
those pleasures of which you once spoke in reference to Lear,” he wrote 
to a friend about the concert, “That it should be granted to humanity to 
experience such a work of art, that is something great and ennobling.”34  
The concert awakened such an interest in the music of Bach, particularly 
his choral works, that it was repeated twice more in Berlin and followed 
by a series of similar Passion performances across northern Germany.35  
The performance, which was primarily intended to rekindle an interest 
in Johann Sebastian Bach, achieved its purpose in spectacular fashion. 
Supported by a growing public interest in music as a serious art as well 
as its amateur performances, these concerts dragged Bach and his music 
out from the shadows of the unknown. This revival transformed the mu-
sician into a celebrated figure at the centre of an emerging classical canon 
of German musical masterworks.
  *  *  *
 Did the existence of a national musical repertoire make those 
who were aware of it feel any more German? Arguably, the emergence of 
a classical repertoire contributed to a feeling of German national identity 
in several ways. As the nineteenth century progressed, bourgeois Ger-
mans heard more frequently about the purported existence of a “Ger-
man nation”. Initially, the concept must have seemed terribly abstract 
and divorced from daily experience. Yet, listening to the works of Bach, 
Beethoven and Handel as representatives of particularly German music 

31 Blume, Two Centuries of Bach, 49; Applegate, Bach in Berlin, 2. 
32 Eduard Devrient, Dramatische und Dramaturgische Schriften, Vol. 10, Meine Erin-
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surely helped concertgoers warm to and associate with the idea of nation-
hood. A recognized German musical repertoire would have provided clear 
evidence to bourgeois Germans that their nation existed and possessed 
the cultural trappings to prove it. Furthermore, an increasing number 
of Germans who were aware of the canon and familiar with the music it 
represented contributed to a sense of cultural homogeneity.
 This notion of shared experience is central to the works of two of 
the most prominent theorists of nationalism, Ernest Gellner and Bene-
dict Anderson. For Gellner, the advent of nationalism in an industrial 
society requires a universal educational and cultural understanding, so 
that all members of a mobile, specialized society might communicate 
with one another. This unavoidable sense of cultural community soon 
gives rise to an embryonic nation.36  Anderson also points to the neces-
sity of common experience, but he sees the emergence of nationalism 
as far from inevitable.37  Anderson contends that nations are a form of 
“imagined community” made possible by the spread of print-capitalism. 
New markets were established by consolidating regional dialects into 
print vernaculars, and a newspaper reader was able to conceive a popula-
tion made up of anonymous individuals still united by common experi-
ence and language.38 By the mid-nineteenth century, a rising number of 
Germans were familiar with the works of Bach and other representatives 
of a national musical tradition, either through concerts, private music-
making or music journalism. These shared cultural experiences allowed 
Germans to imagine a community of others who had a comparable un-
derstanding of what it meant to be German—who had heard similar mu-
sic, attended similar concerts or read similar journals. The canonization 
of German music created new, tangible bonds between members of the 
German nation while also persuading them that it was a real commu-
nity, not merely an intellectual exercise. Alternative conclusions can be 
drawn, of course. For instance, Bach’s work may not have been as cultur-
ally and nationally unifying as initially suggested. It is difficult, for ex-
ample, to imagine Catholics of southern Germany relating to it as well as 
their northern Protestant counterparts. It is clear that the confessional 
dimensions of the Bach revival deserve further study. Additionally, the 
emergence of a national musical repertoire was a primarily bourgeois 
phenomenon. Understanding the ways in which this stratum of society 

36 This is, of course, a vast oversimplification, but it captures the core features of 
Gellner’s model. For the complete thesis, see Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, 
2nd ed. (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006). 
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may have shaped the national feelings of the population at large, through 
music or otherwise, would be an important but challenging project. In-
deed, there remain many questions regarding the relationship between 
music and nationalism in nineteenth century Germany.
 Music is not the only thing that makes us human, but its central 
role in our lives and societies is undeniable. How surprising it is then, 
that melody and harmony are so often forgotten in the stories that we 
tell about our past. The history of music has long been relegated to the 
sidelines of historical analysis, often seen by scholars as a largely incon-
sequential field that lends itself more to hagiographic studies of famous 
composers than any kind of proper analytical scholarship. Yet put most 
simply: music matters. Throughout the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, a growing number of Germans listened to, wrote about and per-
formed the works of Johann Sebastian Bach. In 1829, Berliners were 
treated to a remarkable concert of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion organized 
by Felix Mendelssohn. But there is more to these events than meets the 
eye. The Bach revival also sheds light on the world of the nineteenth 
century bourgeoisie, the emergence of civil society and also the ways in 
which Germans began to define themselves as a people. If this much can 
be gleaned by investigating the building of a classical musical repertoire 
in the early 1800s, one can only imagine the multitude of ways in which 
music history might enrich our understanding of other historical peri-
ods.
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From Rabble Rousers
to Revolutionaries
Tracing the Growth of Militant Republican 
Nationalism in Ireland, 1900-1919 

CLIVE EWAN



 “He remains an Irishman still and never quite assimilates with 
those who he has had to cast his lot,” wrote Justin McCarthy, an Irish 
chronicler of the fin de siècle period.1 The same can be said for the Irish 
nation as whole. This opinion, at the turn of the century, was impor-
tant because it was the rhetoric of national self-determination before its 
time.  A feature of much of the early twentieth century was the resolve of 
small states to claim their autonomy from the often domineering social, 
economic and political influence of the great powers, with whom they 
had been forced to “cast their lot.”  This was evident with Irish national-
ists’ rejection of British rule in the early twentieth century, culminating 
with their victory in The Irish War of Independence of 1921.  With his 
statement, McCarthy  captured the broad sentiment of Irish national-
ism: the unwillingness of the Irish people to become Englishmen. This 
rebellious nature of the Irish nation explains the inevitability of their 
secession from Britain. In this period of study there were two distinct 
Irish identities along a sectarian divide: the British Protestant influence 
and settlement concentrated predominantly in the northern province 
of Ulster (now Northern Ireland), and the southern Irish majority who 
refused to abandon Catholicism. This paper will focus on the mass poli-
tics of the latter group from 1900 - 1919. Specifically, it centers on  the 
reasons for the turning points of Irish nationalism in the early twentieth 
century which transformed Irish Catholics from an unruly lot to uncom-
promising radical republicans poised on the doorstep of organized zeal-
ous warfare.
     First, a combination of economic, political, and social tensions 
is often used to explain Irish revolution. Age-old anti-Protestant senti-
ments at all three levels of historical analysis provided the foundation of 
Irish nationalism.  This paper will examine long standing issues like the 
Protestant near-monopoly on land, British restriction of Irish political 
autonomy, and the general degradation of traditional Irish culture which 
poised all breeds of nationalists against Britain as a common enemy.  
Second, there were very special circumstances at the turn of the century 
that created new tensions which popularized and radicalized the nation-
alist movement in opposition to England.  These included the Home Rule 
debate, militarization along the sectarian divide, and events during the 
First World War. A more extreme republican ideology emerged and was 
organized militarily and politically, bridging the old and the new.  In sum, 
militant republicanism was conceived both against a historical backdrop 
of British oppression and forged into a popular movement by the explo-
sive political situation before and during the Great War.  Preceding these 
events, Irish nationalist rebellion flickered throughout the nineteenth 
century. For example, there was agrarian unrest from 1800 - 1850, the 

1 Justin McCarthy. Ireland and Her Story. (London: Horace Marshall and Son Temple 
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Rebellion of 1848 and the Fenian Rising of 1867. However, none of these 
events constituted a highly coordinated or popular movement. Although 
nationalism took new shape after the turn of the century, the problems 
which previous nationalist uprisings had attempted to address remained 
constant. The availability of land, poverty, British political hegemony, 
and cultural degradation were the most serious grievances.    
 The land issue was a largely divisive factor ever since the English 
and the Scots had colonized Ireland. It perhaps caused the most hardship 
for the majority of Catholic Irishmen and was a staple of Protestant so-
cial and economic control and status in Ireland. McCarthy points out that 
ever since English conquest, “Irish farmers had been dependant upon... 
the will of the landlord[s],” who were overwhelmingly Protestant.2 Fur-
thermore, the British deliberately discouraged Irish manufactures,3 leav-
ing poor Irish tenants tied to their landlords.  Not surprisingly, very few 
Catholic Irish owned land.  Leon Uris’ work of historical fiction, Trinity, 
gives a very vivid image of this soil disparity.  The main character, Seamus 
O’Neal, describes the marginalization of Irish Catholics, symbolized by 
land ownership in the town of Ballyutogue, situated in Protestant domi-
nated Ulster.  He says, “Some of [our] plots were hardly bigger than our 
best room... Each plot was walled off, making a spider web of stone over 
the mountainside.”4 He goes on to describe the sprawling luscious green 
fields of the Protestants on the other side of town.  Here is the crippling 
reality of not being able to bear the fruits of one’s labour, leaving only 
the hope for a meager subsistence (if that) as a sharecropper.  According 
to British and Irish Historian James S. Donnelly Jr., “the prevalence of 
intense agrarian grievances provided opportunities for mass mobiliza-
tion behind nationalist goals.”5  In the face of such clear subordination, 
nationalist sentiment grew. Seamus’s transition from a young man living 
under this landscape into a republican soldier at the turn of the century 
fostered by hatred for the Protestants is a telling example. Seamus O’Neal 
is a fictitious yet all too real example of how the land issue remained divi-
sive and central to nationalist leaders and followers alike throughout the 
1900s.6 
 In the early 1900s Protestant land tenure left the survival of the 
Irish Catholic population largely up to the fluctuations of fortune: mea-
ger harvests, the availability of work, and staggering land prices. In other 
words, the Irish peasant was subject to factors he or she could not con-
trol. The resulting economic disparity seemed all the more inescapable 
compounded by the political reality that all of Ireland was administered 
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from Great Britain. The Irish were governed by the British Westmin-
ster Parliament and regionally by the Protestant-dominated Parliament 
at ‘Dublin Castle’, a bastion of English power in Ireland.7  It is no small 
wonder that Dublin Castle, an enduring symbol of English domination, 
was targeted during one of the first manifestations of overt militant re-
publicanism: this culminated with The Easter Rising of 1916.8  Yet at the 
mercy of Dublin Castle, the Irish of the early twentieth century were very 
much trapped within the colonial system that their forefathers had en-
dured.  The result of this system was fluctuating human misery.  This 
can be broadly typified by Ireland’s population figures. In 1800 Ireland’s 
population was 5.2 million but by 1921 it had fallen to 4.4 million due in 
large part to mass emigration and hunger.9  The relative inaction of Eng-
land, which possessed the resources but not the will to intervene during 
the famines, indicates the extent of English political indifference towards 
poverty and hardships in Ireland.10  Indeed, the formal British opinion 
seemed that the Irish should eat dirt, and be grateful for it.  In a decade 
where Britain had more than doubled her total population, it is clear that 
Ireland had not shared in the progress of the industrial age.  
 As expressed above, from 1900 to independence the economic 
and political talons of empire struck deep. But a marked element of so-
cial degradation existed too. The deliberated policy of Anglicizing Ireland 
began with the Statutes of Kilkenny in 1366. It was legislation aimed at 
destroying Gaelic-Irish language and culture. The tradition of Kilkenny 
remained long after its time and the diluting of traditional Irish culture 
was a common denominator under British rule.  This was a source of social 
barriers for some who clung to their native culture, as schools, courts and 
indeed all institutions run by colonial officials were administered only in 
English.11  In effect, Gaelic speakers, the most “Irish” ethno-linguistically 
Irishmen, were the most alienated.  The resurgence of traditional Irish 
culture is interesting because it seems to coincide with the growth of 
Irish republicanism.  The Gaelic League was founded in 1893 to promote 
Gaelic language and culture. The organization was not formally political 
but it demonstrates how culture bled into the politics of nationalism.  
Throughout the early twentieth century its influence grew rapidly; in 
fact many future republican leaders were members of the League. These 
men include the leaders of the Easter Rising, and prospective leaders of 
Sinn Fein, the party which tipped the general electorate towards repub-

7 Richard Killen. A Short History of the Irish Revolution 1912 to 1927. (Dublin: Gill and 
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licanism in 1918.12  Eoin Macneil, the co-founder of the Gaelic League, 
founded  the Irish Volunteers in 1913, an organization which became 
the Irish Republican Army (IRA), the guerilla foot soldiers of the War of 
Independence.13  As these Irishmen danced traditional Irish dances and 
spoke in their ancestral tongue, they broke down the stigma which the 
English had created around traditional Irish culture, taking ownership of 
their own unique identity.  
      As mentioned above, the Gaelicizing effort met with mainstream 
nationalist politics as Sinn Fein, the party of the militant republicans, 
stepped into power in 1918.  Part of Sinn Fein’s doctrine called for the 
end of the social barriers presented by an Anglicized worldview, on the 
basis that “[i]n culture, civilization, religion, language, moral and ethical 
codes, there was no ties between Irish and English.”14  Notwithstanding 
the possible inaccuracy of this statement, this was an important step to 
re-forging a national identity and a cultural break with England preced-
ing the political split. The symbolic influence of the Gaelic revival on re-
publican thought reached its peak with the naming of the institutions 
after the Revolution, the House of Deputies (Dáil Éireann), the Senate 
(Seanad Éireann) and the Republic itself (Poblacht na hÉireann, or Saorstát 
Éireann). 
 Evidently, intense economic, political and social grievances—the 
symptoms of a society on the verge of revolution—were deeply present 
in Ireland from the ‘bonne époque’ to independence .  But would the 
French Revolution have come to pass without Louis XVI’s disastrous 
wars? Or the American Revolution without the Intolerable Acts of 1774? 
Certainly not. The second necessary ingredient for revolution is a vola-
tile political climate in which certain issues incite radicalism.  In Ireland 
this was postponed by nationalists’ preoccupation with reform.  The Irish 
Parliamentary Party (IPP) dominated politics from 1900-1918 under the 
leadership of John Redmond.15  The agenda of the party was to secure 
Ireland’s legislative, but not formal, independence from England.16  This 
was aptly named the Home Rule Movement. These reformist nationalists 
demanded the formation of an independent Irish Parliament. The radi-
calization of Irish nationalism from 1900 to the First World War can be 
understood in the events which facilitated the rise of radical republicans 
and the decline of the Home Rulers.  It was the abandonment of reform-
ism, in favour of secession.  

12 Benjamin Grob-Fitzgibbon. Turning Points in Irish Nationalism. (New York: Palgrave  
Macmillan,  2007), 75. 

13 Lawrence J. McCaffrey. Perspectives on Irish Nationalism. Thomas E. Hachey & Law-
rence J.  McCaffrey. (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1989), 14.

14 Francis P. Jones. History of the Sinn Fein Movement and the Irish Rebellion of 1916. 
(New York: P.J.Kenedy and Sons, 1917), 140-141, 106.

15 McCarthy, 170-185. 
16 Ibid. 
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 The Home Rule Movement made considerable headway, receiv-
ing the support of an important ally in Britain. English Prime Minister 
William Ewart Gladstone passed the Third Home Rule Act in 1914.  How-
ever, its implementation was postponed by the war. Many Irish became 
disillusioned with the Home Rule movement, feelings which facilitated 
the rise of nationalist fringe movements. Sinn Fein could be regarded 
as such after its humblke beginnings in 1905.  Sinn Fein questioned the 
level of political autonomy the Home Rule Bill would afford to Ireland.  It 
was supposed by the party that under the bill “No act of the British Par-
liament passed after the establishment of the Irish Parliament, could be 
altered or repealed by the Irish Parliament.”17  Republicans thus became 
vexed over questions of the Home Rule movement’s ability to remedy 
Ireland’s political problems, let alone the more elusive deep social and 
economic problems previously discussed. These minority nationalists 
were the voices of secessionism, they galvanized and popularized their 
movement around an increasingly tumultous political situation. The 
Home Rule question had divided Catholic nationalists, but it had enraged 
their Protestant counterparts. Sectarian allegiance, in some cases, be-
came blurred by a feeling of common Irish identy on both sides, but more 
generally Ireland became split across faith into two increasingly armed 
camps.  In Protestant dominated Ulster, the Ulster Unionist Party (UPP) 
intended to retain the Union between Great Britain and Ireland. Fear-
ing that Home Rule would bring an end to Protestant minority rule, the 
Unionists mobilized 100 000 men to the Ulster Voluteer Force (1912).18  
Eoin Macneil published a response in the republican nationalist newspa-
per An Claidheamh Soluis declaring “there is nothing to prevent the other 
twenty eight counties [outside Ulster] from calling into existence citizen 
forces to hold Ireland.”19  The Irish Catholics were galvanized to action, 
mobilized by the creation of Macneil’s Irish Volunteer Force (IVF), which 
rapidly enlisted about 200 000 men. The IVF was a rallying banner for 
the nationalist sentiment which had been widely felt, but had remained 
widely institutionalized.  It was a popular front against the Protestant 
landlord, politicians, and their culture of oppression. The militarization 
of Ireland along sectarian lines seemed to put north and south on a col-
lision course.  This should be perceived as a major contributing factor to 
the disillusionment with peaceful means for nationalist aims. It was a 
micro-militarism which shared all the hyper-nationalist paranoia of the 
simultaneous militarization of Europe.  Irish nationalists gained a new 
militant worldview and with a wide base of support in the IVF. In the face 
of mutually hostile militarism, Irish nationalists could now rationalize 
militarism as the defense of the few liberties they had. The Irish Catho-
lics were now poised against Unionists and the Protestant police, both 

17 Jones, 53. 
18 Eamonn Phoenix. Nationalism and Unionism Conflict in Ireland, 1885-1921. Peter 

Collins. (Belfast: The Queen’s University of Belfast, 1994), 112 -113. 
19 Grob-Fitzgibbon, 43. 
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of whom seemed to be the enemies of nationalists, the agents of British 
oppression, and thus perpetuators of the economic, political and social 
problems which had bedeviled Ireland.
      Then came the Great War, and with it the dying days of modera-
tion.  Historians agree that England’s call to arms initially elicited a mea-
sure of loyalty to the empire among those Irish who chose to fight. How-
ever, the majority party (IPP) under Redmond committed their support 
to the front, banking upon the British promise of Home Rule taking ef-
fect after the war. The war which many Europeans believed would be over 
within a year lingered on.  Of the 140 000 Irish volunteers—both Catho-
lic and Protestant—35 000 died. This means twenty-five percent of Irish 
volunteers died in the war, a rate which doubles the overall military death 
rate of the war.20  The disillusionment of Irish nationalist movement at 
home mounted alongside the Irish who died at the Somme. A large mi-
nority of the Irish Volunteers militia did not enlist in the war. Through 
the leadership Patrick Pearse and James Conolly, the group became in-
fluenced by republican ideology which demanded immediate secession.21  
Pearse and Conolly carried out an insurrection known as the Dublin Eas-
ter Rising in 1916. The Rising was more symbolic than successful.  The 
rebels were routed, but they had declared a republic. They temporarily 
captured Dublin Castle, which, in the words of one chronicler of the Sinn 
Fein movement “had the same effect as the fall of the Bastille.”22  By ex-
tension, they had captured the imagination of Irish Catholics. 
 The punishment of the rebels cannot be over emphasized with 
regards to the shift in popular opinion towards the republican cause.  Ac-
cording to historians Conor Kostic and Lorkin Collins, “the letters and 
final statements of the [fifteen] executed, along with the resolve with 
which they met their deaths” introduced the rebellion’s leaders to a wide 
audience.23  Their deaths had not been in vain because the public nature 
of their executions had delivered their cause from national obscurity. 
Connolly and Pearse, who had sung A Nation Once Again behind barrel 
barricades in the streets of Dublin, provided much needed heroes for 
the common Irishmen who had seen the nationalist cause subordinated 
to the British War effort. Redmond’s IPP had thrown their support be-
hind the war, but it was the ‘heroes’ of 1916 who were remembered. To 
a certain extent the Irish soldier who had braved the battlefields of the 
Somme, Paschandelle and Gallipoli left as a hero and returned a pariah.24  

20 Laura Dooney. Ireland and the First World War. David Fitzpatrick. (Gigginstown, 
Ireland: Lilliput Press and Trinity History Workshop, 1988), 45.

21 Keith Jeffery,”Ireland and World War One,” British Broadcasting Company, March 
1st, 2003. http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/britain_wwone/ireland_wwone_01.
shtml  

22 Jones, 218. 
23  Conor Kostick, Lorcan Collins. The Easter Rising: A Guide to Dublin in 1916. (Dublin: 

The O’Brien Press, 2000), 128-131. 
24 Keith Jeffery, “Ireland and World War One,” BBC, March 1st, 2003.  
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Moderate nationalists, who had been seen as somewhat radical in the 
antebellum nineteenth century, were now perceived as preserving the 
oppressive status-quo of empire. The Easter Rising and its legacy wiped 
Irish nationalism clean of the reformist thought characterized by the 
Home Rule movement.  Therefore, it is not surprising that Sinn Fein un-
der Éamon  De Valera, a veteran of the rising, was swept overwhelmingly 
into power on the platform of immediate succession; the ideological and 
political legacy of the Easter Rising.  
      The final uniting element of Irish republicanism was the Con-
scription Crisis of 1918. In April 1918 British Prime Minister Lloyd 
George proposed to extend the Military Enabling Act to Ireland. The 
vast majority of Irish had already repudiated the war and conscription 
seemed an incomparable symbol of British tyranny. Notwithstanding 
Ulster Unionists, feelings of loyalty to empire had been decimated.  Na-
tionalists were now thinking only in terms of Eire, without the fetters 
of fealty to Britannia. The hatred resulting from the more subtle socio-
economic hegemony Britain had exercised upon Ireland from the turn of 
the century until the war became concentrated in the conscription issue. 
According to Richard Killen, the Conscription Crisis “united different 
shades of nationalism…and ensured the final triumph of Sinn Fein” in 
the 1918 election.25  Indeed the conscription issue marked the final turn-
ing point where nationalism became overtly militant, radical and repub-
lican. Culminating of course with the election of Sinn Fein, now both the 
people and politicians shared an uncompromisingly secessionist national 
outlook. The party created an independent Parliament, the Dáil Éireann, 
and declared the Irish Republic without the Queen’s blessing, conse-
quently pitting Ireland against England in its War of Independence. The 
metamorphosis of the Irish population from downtrodden anti-British 
nationalists to republican revolutionaries was complete. 
 General disdain for empire found intensification and outlet in 
the political climate of the period before and during World War One 
(1900 - 1919), setting the stage for revolution.  As the focus of this paper 
is only the rise of militant republican nationalism, this discussion must 
end where the bullets of IRA soldiers met with two policemen on 19 Jan-
uary 1919 and the Irish War of Independence began. An important note 
which should not be excluded, however, is the extension of popular sup-
port for the new nationalist movement throughout an extremely bloody 
guerilla war rife, with atrocities committed on both sides.  The popular 
support and resolve surrounding Irish ultra-nationalism can be blamed 
for the success of the revolution. As Napolean had learned in Spain, and 
as Johnson learned in Vietnam, popular support was the greatest weapon 
of the guerilla.  The human misery and untold suffering under the Brit-
ish cemented this resolve. The political climate and notable republicans 

25 Killen, 84-89. 
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in turn provided the right formula to organize and direct those feelings.  
The Irish, who had little to lose, were taught by the events and notable 
men of the early twentieth century that a complete break with the past, 
violent if necessary, was the only way forward.  Thus for the Irish after 
the rise of republicanism and outbreak of the War of Independence, it 
was out of the frying pan and into the fire. The legacy of the rising tide 
republicanism from 1900 to 1919 was the complete redirection of the 
enduring struggle that is Irish history, from rumbles of protest, to revo-
lution.
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Of Peanut Stands
and Powerhouses
The National Recovery Administration
and the Inordinate Influence of Industry

GABRIEL DE ROCHE



Join the good old N.R.A., Boys, and we will end this awful strife. 
Join it with the spirit that will give the Eagle life. 
Join it, folks, then push and pull, many millions strong, 
While we go marching to Prosperity.
How the Nation shouted when they heard the joyful news! 
We’re going back to work again, and that means bread and shoes. 
Folks begin to smile again.  They are happy and at ease, 
While we go marching to Prosperity.
— The NRA Prosperity March1

Introduction
 When Franklin Delano Roosevelt took office as President of the 
United States in 1932, he did so promising a “new deal” for all Ameri-
cans.  His goal was to work with Congress to implement a programme 
for recovery that would improve upon the ineffective approach of the 
Hoover administration—a programme that would reach every sector 
of the US economy to increase employment and raise the standard of 
living for all Americans.  Roosevelt’s New Deal fundamentally changed 
the United States.  Politically, it brought about a realignment of partisan 
politics in the United States, and it gave voice to a new Progressive move-
ment in America.  Economically, it dispensed with the traditional laissez-
faire model of economics that had served as the core doctrine of both 
the American economy and, it can be argued, American national identity.  
The role of government was expanded to such a degree that the dominant 
forces in Washington became those that favoured strong, directed, and 
active government intervention into not only the process of recovery, 
but in the economy as a whole.2   The ultimate goal of the New Deal was to 
emphasise economic security as a fundamental right for all Americans.3

 The Great Depression had been devastating.  Unemployment was 
endemic: between 1929 and 1933, unemployment grew over 727% from 
1.5-million to over 12.8-million people. The US GDP dropped 46%.  The 
Consumer Price Index fell nearly 25%.4  Clearly the American economy 
demanded reform leading to recovery, and Roosevelt’s New Deal prom-
ised just that.  In the first one hundred days of his Administration, Roos-

1 Quoted in Ellis W. Hawley, The New Deal and the Problem of Monopoly: A Study in 
Economic Ambivalence, 1995 ed. (New York: Fordham University Press, 1995), 54.

2 Jonathan Hughes, “Roots of Regulation: The New Deal,” in The New Deal and Cor-
porate Power: Antitrust and Regulatory Policies During the Thirties and World War II, ed. 
Robert F. Himmelberg (New York: Garland Publishing, 1994), 32.

3 Ronald Edsforth, The New Deal: America’s Response to the Great Depression (Malden, 
MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), 2. 

4 All statistics from Frederick E. Hosen, The Great Depression and the New Deal: 
Legislative Acts in Their Entirety (1932-1933) and Statistical Economic Data (1926-1946) 
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 1992).
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evelt worked with Congress to pass many important pieces of recovery 
legislation.  He started with the proclamation of a “bank holiday” and 
the passage of the Emergency Banking Act.  To help relieve farmers, Con-
gress passed the Agricultural Adjustment Act.  New government agencies 
were created to relieve unemployment by offering millions of jobs in pub-
lic works.  Of all steps taken, however, contemporaries felt that the most 
important was the National Industrial Recovery Act.5  Upon signing the 
Act on 16 June 1933, Roosevelt issued the following statement:

History probably will record the National Industrial Recovery Act 
as the most important and far-reaching legislation ever enacted by 
the American Congress.  It represents a supreme effort to stabilize 
for all time the many factors which make for the prosperity of the 
nation and the preservation of American standards.  Its goal is the 
assurance of a reasonable profit to industry and living wages for 
labour, with the elimination of the piratical methods and practices 
which have not only harassed honest business but also contributed 
to the ills of labor.6

Such was the near universal enthusiasm that accompanied the passage 
of the Act.  
 However, the Act was ultimately a “dismal failure” at facilitat-
ing recovery.7  Roosevelt’s aim was to bring about recovery by increas-
ing the purchasing power of average Americans, which meant that mini-
mum wages would need to be implemented, and consumer confidence 
restored.8  However, the drafting of the industrial codes under the Na-
tional Recovery Administration was dominated by big business and its 
industrial associations which pushed for cartelisation and price-fixing.  
Ultimately, the story of the NRA is one of real wealth: while minimum 
wages were accepted by industry, the industrial codes of the NRA off-
set those increases by negotiating the ability to set prices—ostensibly to 
fight harmful competition.9 Higher wages were met with higher prices 
and reduced output (because of code limitations), and so recovery could 
not ultimately occur.10

5 See Leonard P. Ayres, The Economics of Recovery (New York: The MacMillan Company, 
1933).   

6 Quoted in Albert U. Romasco, The Politics of Recovery: Roosevelt’s New Deal (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1983), 186-87.

7 Elliot A. Rosen, Roosevelt, the Great Depression, and the Economics of Recovery (Char-
lottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2005), 233. For more information on this 
argument, see Leverett S. Lyon et al., The National Recovery Administration: An Analysis 
and Appraisal (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 1935), Bernard Bellush, The 
Failure of the NRA (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1975) and Hawley, The New 
Deal and the Problem of Monopoly.  For a rebuttal, see Donald R. Brand, Corporatism and 
the Rule of Law: A Study of the National Recovery Administration (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1988).

8 Robinson Newcomb, How the NRA Worked (New York: American Council and Insti-
tute of Pacific Relations, 1936), 15.

9 Lyon et al., 756-75, 871. 
10 Bellush, 166; Lyon et al., 873.
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Conflicting Approaches to Recovery
 In his influential book, The New Deal and the Problem of Monopoly, 
Ellis Hawley outlines three separate approaches to the problem of how to 
reverse the US economy’s downward spiral—especially with regards to 
the role of government in this process.11  The first is the idea of the “busi-
ness commonwealth,” which Hawley describes as a “rational, cartelized 
business order in which the industrialists would plan and direct the econ-
omy, profits would be insured, and the government would take care of 
recalcitrant ‘chiselers.’”12  This school of thought was propagated mainly 
by industry itself in such plans for recovery as the Swope Plan, presented 
by the Chairman of GE and endorsed by the US Chamber of Commerce.13  
The plan “proposed the cartelization of the American economy through 
formation of a network of trade associations to set prices and apportion 
production under loose governmental supervision.”14  Even the conserva-
tive President Herbert Hoover decried the plan as “plainly fascistic, mo-
nopolistic and anti-capitalist in tendency,”15 as well as “the most gigantic 
proposal of monopoly ever made in history.”16  The plan was rooted in a 
belief that “chiselers” were driving down prices through excessive, de-
structive competition.  One business leader went so far as to declare that 
business was “being crucified on the cross of competition.”17  The solution 
was industrial self-government through the highly organised trade as-
sociations already present in many industries.  This particular school of 
thought, in part due to the presence of these pre-existing trade associa-
tions (around since WWI and the War Industries Board), would prove to 
have an inordinate amount of power in the drafting of industrial codes 
under the NRA, which ultimately served to set its programme for recov-
ery firmly in the interest of industry.
 The second group consisted of those economic planners who saw 
the ideal as being a cooperative system of national planning leading to 
recovery through planned production.18  This group advocated a politi-
cal and economic decision-making model based on a “cooperative, col-
lectivist democracy, a system under which organized economic groups 

11 Hawley, 35-52.35-52.
12 Ibid., 35.
13 Kim McQuaid, “Competition, Cartellization, and the Corporate Ethic: General Elec-

tric’s Leadership During the New Deal Era, 1933-1940,” in The New Deal and Corporate 
Power: Antitrust and Regulatory Policies During the Thirties and World War II, ed. Robert F. 
Himmelberg (New York: Garland Publishing, 1994).

14 Ibid., 417-18.
15 Ibid., 418.
16 Jim Powell, FDR’s Folly: How Roosevelt and His New Deal Prolonged the Great Depres-

sion (New York: Crown Forum, 2003), 114.
17 Quoted in Hawley, 40.  This quote is a clear and quite ironic perversion of a turn of 

phrase made famous by the populist William Jennings Bryan.  Arguing for bimetallism 
at the 1896 Democratic National Convention, Bryan declared that “You shall not press 
down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind upon 
a cross of gold.”  It is fair to say that Bryan would have been rolling in his grave.

18 Ibid., 43.
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[specifically: government, industry, labour, and consumers] would join 
to plan their activities, rationalize their behaviour, and achieve the good 
life for all.”19  Though the plan offered an ideal of cooperation, it would 
later become clear that under the NRA, the economic planners inside the 
government often ignored these groups of advocates and chose, for the 
purpose of expediting the code-writing process, to work more intensive-
ly with the best organised advocacy group: the trade associations.  Ulti-
mately, administrative realities would turn this idealised programme for 
recovery into one that was nearly indistinguishable from the first sce-
nario mentioned above.
 The third school of thought was one grounded firmly in the be-
lief in classical economic competition.  Hawley writes that this particular 
prescription for recovery had been “reinforced by the frontier process, 
[and] eventually became deeply embedded in American folklore.”20  The 
economic justification for the programme was an antitrust one that was 
institutionalised formally in the 1890 Sherman Act.  The Act was based 
on the belief that “[i]f individual firms were allowed to combine or to 
eliminate rivals, they would create power concentrates directly opposed 
to the public interest, combinations that would gouge the consumer, ex-
ploit the worker, corrupt the political process, discourage technological 
innovation, and preserve inefficient concerns.”21  The NIRA contained per-
haps contradictory22 provisions which sought to satisfy all three groups: 
the first group (that is, the advocates of a business commonwealth) were 
satisfied by a suspension of antitrust laws; the antitrusters, on the other 
hand, were satisfied by the inclusion of the provision that no code may 
“permit monopolies or monopolistic practices, or eliminate, oppress, or 
discriminate against small enterprise”23; finally, the second group—the 
collectivist democracy idealists—were satisfied by the creation in the 
NRA of three boards which were be to consulted in the writing of the 
codes (there was one board each for industry, labour, and consumers—
though they each by no means had the same level of power or influence 
over the contents of the codes).
The NIRA and the Creation of the NRA
 The impetus for a formal programme of industrial recovery came 
with the enthusiastic passage in the Senate of an independent bill by 
Senator Hugo Black of Alabama which sought to establish a thirty hour 
work-week.  Black’s contention was that this programme would create 
six million new jobs, and spread purchasing power (essentially effecting a 
redistribution of income to labour).24  Without Roosevelt’s support, how-

19 Ibid., 35.
20 Ibid., 47.
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid., 50.
23 National Industrial Recovery Act (Title I, Section 3a), in Hosen, 195. 
24 Rosen, 101-102.

The Future of History  -  56



ever, the bill failed to pass in the House of Representatives.  Immediately, 
three separate groups formed with the intention of writing a bill for in-
dustrial recovery.  
 The first and most influential of these groups included Raymond 
Moley, Donald Richberg (future counsel for the NRA), and General Hugh 
Johnson (the man who would be appointed as the head of the NRA).25  
This group was, for the most part, sympathetic to business interests—a 
view which Johnson derived from his time on the corporatist War Indus-
tries Board directed by Bernard Baruch26—and favoured the suspension 
of anti-trust laws in order to allow industry to raise prices.  The second 
group consisted of Roosevelt-administration New Dealers such as Rex-
ford Tugwell and Frances Perkins who favoured “industrial boards that 
would implement flexible plans to raise real wages and reduce the work 
week while allowing firms to stabilize prices.”27  The third group, which 
would eventually merge with the second, was led by Senator Robert Wag-
ner from New York.  Wagner was intent on limiting the cartelisation of 
industry, counter-balancing its power by recognising labour unions, and 
reducing unemployment through a massive public works project.28  No-
table was the lack of input from anti-trust liberals.
 When Roosevelt found himself presented with opposing pro-
grammes for recovery, he sought (forced) conciliation, and insisted that 
the groups lock themselves in a room until they could come up with a 
comprehensive plan.  Roosevelt’s insistence on compromise is obvious 
in the Act itself—specifically in the contradictory nature of the anti-mo-
nopoly clauses, on the one hand, and the suspension of anti-trust laws 
on the other.
 The result was the National Industrial Recovery Act.  The Act 
was divided into three titles, the first two being the most important.  
Title I contained 10 sections which made, among other things, the fol-
lowing provisions: Section 1 declared a national emergency; Section 2 in 
effect created the National Recovery Administration (the agency which 
would administer industrial recovery) and gave it an expiration date of 
two years; Section 3 provided for the creation of industrial “codes of fair 
competition” (a euphemism for cartelisation) and delegated power to the 
President to accept, reject, create and alter codes as he saw fit (this is 
also the section which included the prohibition of monopolies); Section 
4 allowed the President to licence businesses as a means of enforcing the 
codes mentioned in Section 3, as well as imposing a fine of $500 and 
six-months imprisonment for code violations; Section 5 suspended anti-
trust laws; and the famous Section 7(a) included the following stipula-

25 Edsforth, 182.
26 Milton Katz, “From Hoover to Roosevelt,” in The Making of the New Deal: The Insid-

ers Speak, ed. Katie Louchheim (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983), 122.
27 Edsforth, 183.
28 Ibid.
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tion regarding organised labour:
(1) That employees shall have the right to organize and bargain col-
lectively through representatives of their own choosing, and shall 
be free from the interference, restraint, or coercion of employers 
of labor . . . (2) that no employee and no one seeking employment 
shall be required as a condition of employment to join any com-
pany union or to refrain from joining, organizing, or assisting a la-
bor organization of his own choosing; and (3) that employers shall 
comply with the maximum hours of labor, minimum rates of pay, 
and other conditions of employment, approved or prescribed by 
the President. 29

Title II called for the creation of an ambitious programme of public works 
with an appropriation of $3.3 billion.30  Harold Ickes was named the di-
rector of the Public Works Administration, while General Hugh S. John-
son was named administrator of the NRA.31

The Blue Eagle Gets Its Wings: The General, the Codes, and the 
President’s Reemployment Agreement
 Over the course of its two-year life, the NRA approved 557 basic 
codes, and 189 supplementary ones, which brought “some 95 percent of 
all industrial workers under the provisions of section 7(a),” 32 and which 
Louisiana Senator Huey Long said covered “everything from a peanut 
stand to a powerhouse.”  Johnson’s goal was speedy recovery, and he was 
happy to forego the complicated process of granting licenses to business, 
allowing instead the voluntary submission of industrial codes by trade 
associations.33  Since the only specifications made by the NIRA for what 
to include in the codes were those relating to labour in 7(a), industry was 
given free reign to write in provisions for price-fixing and the limitation 
of production.  Johnson delegated much of his negotiating authority to 
his deputy administrators who, because of the speed with which the NRA 
was cobbled together, and the small size of the pool from which to draw 
staff, were mainly businessmen themselves.34  In effect, the code-writing 
process became a “bargain between business leaders on the one hand and 

29 National Industrial Recovery Act, in Hosen, 198-99. 
30 Leon H. Keyserling, “The Minimum Wage and the Wagner Act,” in The Making of the 

New Deal: The Insiders Speak, ed. Katie Louchheim, 196-97.
31 On page 31 of The Failure of the NRA, Bernard Bellush argues that Ickes and John-

son would have been better off had they switched roles.  While Ickes was more inclined 
to be cautious, Johnson acted quickly and decisively.  Had Ickes been in charge of the 
NRA, Bellush argues, we would have seen a more limited number of codes which were 
carefully considered, cautiously approved, and subsequently appraised; had Johnson 
been in charge of the PWA, we would not have seen the “interminable delay in the 
vitally needed public works” that had been the result of Ickes’s cautiousness. 

32 Marc Allen Eisner, Regulatory Politics in Transition (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1993), 86.  

33 Bellush, 25.
34 Hawley, 56.
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businessmen in the guise of government officials on the other.”35  Hall 
and Ferguson describe the process of allowing businessmen to write the 
codes as “tantamount to handing an alcoholic the key to the liquor cabi-
net.  They cannot resist the temptation to abuse the situation.”36  “Un-
der the circumstances,” writes Ellis Hawley, “business domination of the 
code process was virtually inevitable.”37

 Not content with the speed at which codes were being produced, 
Johnson initiated the President’s Reemployment Agreement to kick-start 
the code-writing process.  The PRA was a kind of blanket code with which 
businesses were encouraged to voluntarily comply.  It contained the fol-
lowing provisions: the elimination of child labour; a thirty-five hour work 
week for industrial workers and a forty-hour work week for white-collar 
workers; a twelve- to fifteen-dollar minimum weekly wage; and agree-
ment to Section 7(a) labour provisions.38  To promote the PRA, Johnson 
enlisted an old friend: Charles S. Horner—a master propagandist—who 
had directed the Liberty Loan drives during the First World War.  The 
nation was flooded with speeches promoting the Blue Eagle (the Navajo 
thunderbird which Johnson had appropriated as the symbol of compli-
ance with the PRA, accompanied by the words “We Do Our Part”) and the 
largest parade in the history of New York City was organized, drawing a 
quarter of a million marchers and millions more spectators.39 Johnson 
had roused American patriotic fervour40 as “the emotional rhetoric and 
hysterical appeals of the First World War were taken from the shelves, 
dusted off, and brought up to date.”41  “Unfortunately,” Bernard Bellush 
writes, “attention to the rest of the New Deal’s recovery program was 
all but shunted aside as increasing numbers of Americans looked to the 
flamboyant General to save the nation.”42  The drive worked; according 
to Bellush, “[t]he overall result was an acceleration of the codification of 
American industry, to the general detriment of the consumer.”43

 Away from what Ellis Hawley calls the “ballyhoo” of the PRA 
campaign, the code-writing process continued full-steam ahead.44  The 
codes, for the most part, contained a standard set of provisions.  The 
first was to set minimum prices—while some codes allowed for outright 

35 Quoted in Ibid., 57.
36 Thomas E. Hall and J. David Ferguson, The Great Depression: And International Di-

saster of Perverse Economic Policies (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1998), 
124.

37 Hawley, 56.
38 Hall and Ferguson, 123.
39 Bellush, 51.
40 Not all were as enthralled with the Blue Eagle as Johnson might have us believe.  

Jim Powell quotes Henry Ford as saying, on page 120: “Hell, that Roosevelt Buzzard!  I 
wouldn’t put that on my car!”

41 Bellush, 50.
42 Ibid., 51.
43 Ibid., 51-52.
44 Hawley, 53.
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price-fixing, more often the codes simply proscribed the selling of goods 
below cost, which sought ostensibly to eliminate the practice of “unfair 
competition” through price chiselling.45  The second provision was for 
an open-price system whereby companies would have to file their prices 
with the central code authority; although industry could claim that they 
were improving competition by providing consumers with information, 
in actual fact they were using the public filing system as a way to identify 
price chisellers.  Many of these open-price systems, Hawley points out, 
“went far beyond the previous legal limits.”46  Third, there were provi-
sions in many codes for production controls—such as limitations on the 
number of hours that machines and plants could be in operation, pro-
duction quotas, inventory controls, and even limitations on production 
capacity “either by limiting the construction of new capacity, preventing 
the opening of closed plants, or controlling the transfer of existing fa-
cilities to other types of production or other localities.”47  Additionally, 
many codes set up their own code authorities to enforce the codes’ provi-
sions.  These authorities were dominated by businessmen and especially 
by representatives of the trade associations—essentially, the authorities 
amounted to industrial self-government.
Section 7(a): Labour’s Magna Carta?
 It is telling that in his round-up of the positive assessments of 
the NRA, Michael Weinstein begins with the following quote from Arthur 
Schlesinger: “The more enduring achievements of NRA lay not in the eco-
nomic but in the social field. . . .  It established the principle of maximum 
hours and minimum wages on a national basis.  It abolished child labor.  
It dealt a fatal blow to sweatshops.  It made collective bargaining a na-
tional policy and thereby transformed the position of organized labor.”48  
Indeed, despite the industry domination of the NRA, labour was able to 
make significant gains—sometimes despite the best efforts of NRA ad-
ministrators.  In fact, early on in the code-writing process, Johnson had 
decided to allow company unions—arguably contrary to the Act—which 
enraged the American Federation of Labor.49  Nonetheless, the AFL saw 
their membership grow by over 600,000 under the NRA in accordance 
with the Section 7(a) provisions.50 
 The discussion of labour and the NRA has a far more insidious 
dimension, however, when it comes to the treatment of African-Amer-
icans.  The right to collective bargaining and majority rule essentially 
meant that with a 50 percent plus-one majority vote, all workers in a 

45 Hawley, 57-58.
46 Ibid., 59.
47 Ibid., 60-61.
48 Quoted in Michael M. Weinstein, Recovery and Redistribution under the NIRA (Am-

sterdam: North-Holland Publishing Company, 1980), 22. 
49 Hawley, 67; Bellush, 85-86, 87.
50 Weinstein, 25.
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plant would be represented by a single union.  However, few unions al-
lowed blacks to be members, especially in the Southern United States.  
The NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored Peo-
ple) summarised the process like this:

Seeking to avail itself of the powers granted under section 7A of 
the NRA, union labor strategy seems to be to form a union in a 
given plant, strike to obtain the right to bargain with the employ-
ees as the sole representative of labor, and then to close the union 
to black workers, effectively cutting them off from employment.51

In fact, only 3 percent of the 1.5 million African-American industrial 
workers were members of the AFL.52  
 Moreover, minimum wage provisions caused an estimated 
500,000 black, predominately unskilled workers to lose their jobs in the 
South.53  As the minimum wage for unskilled workers rose dramatically, 
employers invested in machines and dismissed their unskilled workers 
(a category into which many black labourers in the South fell).54  Michael 
Weinstein argues that “[t]he codes significantly reduced the differential 
in average hourly earnings between: (a) the relatively skilled and the 
unskilled workers; (b) workers in low-pay and high-pay industries; and 
(c) male and female workers,” and that “[e]mployment of the low-paid 
workers suffered after the imposition of the minimum wages.”55  In the 
end, “[o]ver 80 percent of all individuals in coded industries were sub-
ject to minimum wage regulation which allowed for differentials . . . be-
tween sexes, races, geographical regions, and other divisions in the labor 
force.”56

Searching for Signs of Recovery: The NRA Unravels
 The promise of recovery that had been repeatedly extolled by 
Roosevelt when he signed the NIRA, was taking quite a bit longer than 
he had expected—if it was ever to occur at all—and criticism of the NRA 
was mounting, seemingly from all sides.  Labour decried Johnson’s al-
lowance of company unions.  African-American leaders cited Section 7(a) 
as discriminatory against blacks.57  Industry remained sceptical of the 
NRA, fearing a hindrance of industrial self-government.  The most vocal 
opposition to the Administration came from two groups: advocates for 
small business, and the anti-trust consumer advocates who had been left 
out of the process from the beginning.  Both groups found a voice in two 
progressive Republican senators: William Borah of Idaho and Gerald P. 
Nye of North Dakota.  Nye called the codes “swindles upon the consum-

51 Quoted in Powell, 119.
52 Bellush, 77.
53 Powell, 118.
54 Ibid.
55 Weinstein, 30.
56 Ibid., 17.
57 Bellush, 75-81.
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er,” and accused the NRA of seeking to eliminate small business.58  Bo-
rah claimed to have received “over nine thousand complaints from small 
businessmen.”59 
 Under intense public pressure (and the threat of a Congressional 
investigation), Johnson agreed to convene an official Field Day of Criti-
cism in which the public was invited to make their arguments for reform 
of the NRA.60  Much of the criticism was focussed on the price-fixing 
and open-price provisions of NRA codes which, it was argued, reversed 
any progress that the NRA had made in improving purchasing power (its 
original plan for recovery) by offsetting the increases in wages and the 
shorter work week.61  A significant amount of criticism was levelled at 
Johnson himself, and much was made of his comments only weeks ear-
lier in which he had begged retailers to “Keep prices down.  For God’s 
sake, keep prices down.”62 
 Established small businesses were not the only members of the 
business community to complain about the detrimental effects of the 
NRA codes.  Rather, as Michael A. Bernstein writes, “The evidence sug-
gests that the problem with the NRA apparatus was not so much one of 
favoring large monopolistic firms over smaller enterprises, but rather of 
failing to pinpoint the new industries that could lead recovery and to im-
plement policies to aid them.”63  Code restrictions on expanding capacity 
and price competition prevented “improvements in management, pro-
cesses, and equipment”64 as well as the recovery and development of new, 
more dynamic industries such as aircraft production and chemicals.65

 Under mounting public pressure, Johnson agreed to the creation 
of the National Recovery Review Board, which Roosevelt established on 
7 March 1934.  In what Johnson later called a “moment of total aberra-
tion,” he nominated the famous Chicago criminal defence attorney, Clar-
ence Darrow, to serve as the director.  Though he had defended famed 
Socialist Eugene Debs and associated socially and professionally with so-
cialists, Darrow was a staunch liberal who “believed in economic compe-
tition rather than government economic planning.”66  Always the icono-

58 Ibid., 67.
59 Hawley, 81.
60 Bellush, 70-81.
61 Ibid., 72-73.
62 Quoted in Ibid., 72.
63 Michael A. Bernstein, The Great Depression: Delayed Recovery and Economic Change in 

America, 1929-1939 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 197.
64 R.E. Flanders, quoted in Ibid., 202. 
65 Bernstein, 202.
66 Stephen J. Sniegoski, “The Darrow Board and the Downfall of the NRA,” in The New 

Deal and Corporate Power: Antitrust and Regulatory Policies During the Thirties and World 
War II, ed. Robert F. Himmelberg (New York: Garland Publishing, 1994), 355.

The Future of History  -  62



clast, he was a strong advocate of the “underdog”67 and favoured small 
business against larger business concerns.  The rest of the Darrow Board 
was made up of three small businessmen and two socialist colleagues of 
Darrow’s.   
 In the space of only a few months, the Darrow Board “held 57 
hearings on 34 of the 600 codes and examined 3,000 complaints.”68  The 
Board’s first report was released to the Press on 21 May 1934, and was 
met with sensational media coverage.  While the Board made no statisti-
cal analysis in its determinations,69 it nevertheless produced an authori-
tative repudiation of the NRA and advocated that “a return to the anti-
trust laws for the purpose of restoring competition . . . [is] one of the great 
needs of our times”70 as it had been a horrible mistake “to deliver indus-
try into the hands of its most ruthless units.”71  The release of the main 
report was marred, however, by the concurrent release of a Special and 
Supplementary Report, written by William O. Thompson (Darrow’s for-
mer law partner and member of the Board) and signed by Darrow out of 
personal loyalty.72  In this report, Thompson advocated the “planned use 
of America’s resources following [the dictates of] socialism.”  Thompson 
continued that economic salvation could be achieved only when “indus-
try produces for use and not profit.”73  While the Supplementary Report 
provided an unnecessary distraction from which Darrow immediately 
distanced himself, the Darrow Report itself enjoyed broad public sup-
port, and media reports included such statements as “the report marks 
the beginning of the molting season for the Blue Eagle.”74  Interestingly, 
organised labour did not respond well to the report, though they had 
close personal and professional ties to several members of the Darrow 
Board.  Stephen Sniegoski explains the labour response in this way: “The 
unions’ response was due to their support of the principle of collective 
bargaining embodied in the codes, even though business frequently vio-
lated that principle.”75  It would appear that even though Section 7(a) was 
not always enforced, labour was not willing to give up its “Magna Carta.”  
 Johnson was incensed at the findings in the report, and decried 
it in a series of public letters to Darrow.  Administratively, Johnson’s in-

67 For evidence of this, one need only look at his former clients.  Eugene Debs is a fine 
example, of course.  As is John Scopes, the Tennessee science teacher who was a defen-
dant in the infamous “Scopes Monkey Trial” of 1925, charged with the crime of teaching 
evolution to school children.  Darrow defended him, unsuccessfully (though on appeal, 
Scopes was acquitted because of technical mistake in the setting of his fine), against the 
famous populist, William Jennings Bryan.   

68 Sniegoski, 358.
69 Ibid., 361.
70 Ibid., 360.  
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72 Sniegoski, 363.
73 Quoted in Ibid.
74 Quoted in Ibid., 364.
75 Ibid., 366.
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comprehensible response to the criticism of the Darrow Board and oth-
ers was to request the transfer of some of the President’s executive power 
(granted by the NIRA) in code-making and code-enforcement—a request 
which Roosevelt immediately denied.  Johnson had even lost his sup-
port in big industry: the US Chamber of Commerce no longer supported 
the NRA, favouring instead full industrial self-government without the 
interference of the government in the code-writing process.76  Finally, 
“[a]fter directing [Johnson’s second-in-command] Richberg to draw up a 
draft letter praising Johnson for his hard work and loyalty, and granting 
him a leave of absence through mid-October, [Roosevelt] accepted John-
son’s resignation as administrator of the NRA.”77

 In Johnson’s place, Roosevelt appointed a council, headed by 
Richberg, to lead the NRA.   After the mid-term elections of 1934, the 
Democrats secured a huge majority in both the Senate and the House of 
Representatives.  Roosevelt was encouraged by this mandate, and “Con-
gress henceforth afforded the Chief Executive and his policies greater 
support, except for the NRA.”78  It was clear that the NRA had failed to 
fulfil its promise of economic recovery, and it was agreed that “the NIRA 
had best be allowed to expire the following June with its good features 
[such as Section 7(a) and its public works programme] being preserved 
through separate enactments.”79  As it turns out, such an allowance would 
not be required.  
 In October 1934, the owners of a small provider of kosher poul-
try in Brooklyn was investigated and charged with nineteen counts of 
violating the NRA code that governed the poultry concern’s industry.  In 
April 1935, the circuit court found the A.L.A. Schechter Poultry Compa-
ny and the affiliated Schechter Live Poultry Market guilty on seventeen 
counts, including “the disregarding of wage and hour regulations, filing 
false reports, and selling unfit and uninspected poultry.”80  The case of 
Schechter Poultry Corp. v. United States would become the NIRA’s test case, 
and by unanimous verdict, the Supreme Court rejected the ruling of the 
lower court, finding the NIRA unconstitutional and thus rendering all 
of the NRA codes unenforceable.  The Court’s opinion, written by Chief 
Justice Charles Evans Hughes included the following:

Extraordinary conditions do not create or enlarge constitutional 
power. . . .  Section 3 of the Recovery Act [allowing the NRA to 
write codes to govern industry] is without precedent.  It supplies no 
standards for any trade, industry, or activity. . . .  We think that the 
code-making authority thus conferred is an unconstitutional del-

76 Bellush, 156.
77 Ibid., 157.
78 Ibid., 163. Emphasis added.
79 Ibid.
80 Hawley, 127.
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egation of legislative power [to the President and his appointees].81

 Conclusion
 Roosevelt’s New Deal had been ambitious in its scope and in its 
aims.  “The New Dealers,” argues John A. Wettergreen, “were confronted 
with a conflict that might erupt into a violent struggle between what 
they called labor and what they called capital, between business inter-
ests—people who owned some means of production and people who had 
nothing (or so the theory goes) but their labor to sell.”  Taken in such a 
light, “the New Dealers generally saw [the problem of recovery] as a prob-
lem of the preservation of free government in the face of grave internal 
and external threats.”82  Thus, it becomes much easier to understand both 
the excitement with which the NIRA was signed and Johnson’s enthusi-
asm and speed in creating industrial codes.  It was arguably this speed 
which allowed for the inordinate influence of industry—the trade asso-
ciations, with their origins in the War Industries Board, were the most 
established and best-organised force in the writing of the acts.  
 Those who advocated the  three different approaches to recovery 
that Ellis Hawley names (and which are outlined earlier in this essay) 
all learned important lessons from the failure of the NRA.  Those who 
advocated a business commonwealth saw the failure of cooperation in 
the NRA, and pushed harder for more autonomy in industrial self-gov-
ernment couched in the rhetoric of laissez-faire economics.83  The eco-
nomic planners had become more aware of the complexity of recovery, 
and more wary of allowing “businessmen to dominate the administrative 
agencies and operate them in the interest of scarcity profits.”84  And final-
ly, the antitrusters were re-invigorated in their convictions that “‘plan-
ning’ or ‘regulation’ would not work.”85 Hawley argues that ultimately, 
none of them had much to offer in the way of industrial recovery, writing 
that “recovery, when it did come, was largely a product of large-scale gov-
ernment spending, and not of any major reorganization of the business 
system.”86

 More likely, the NIRA had served to slow recovery.  In his study 
of the macroeconomic effects of the NIRA, Michael Weinstein concludes 
“that the NIRA’s macroeconomic impact was considerable and deleteri-
ous to recovery from the Great Depression.  By reducing the real money 
supply, diminishing real wealth, and increasing the relative wage rate, 
the codes induced considerably more unemployment than would have 
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occurred in their absence.”87

 Ultimately, by excluding antitrusters from the process of plan-
ning for recovery, Roosevelt and the New Dealers did a great disservice 
to that process.  They relied almost solely on business (which is in turn, 
reliant only on economic indicators for their success) to implement a 
wide variety of both economic and social reforms.  Such a reliance was 
most certainly misplaced, which is made all the more tragic when one 
takes into account, as the economists of the influential Brookings Insti-
tution’s 1935 study of the NIRA did, the “renewed hope” and “psycho-
logical lift” which the Act ushered in.88  Unfortunately, that hope was 
misplaced.  The process of recovery was dominated by a single interest 
group, which, in the end created a National Recovery Administration 
that “allocate[d] to private groups important powers which may be used 
to the disadvantage of the public.”89

87 Weinstein, 28.
88 Lyon et al., 882.
89 Ibid., 883.
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 On 29 April 1975, a few moments before eleven o’clock in the 
morning, the American radio station in Saigon started broadcasting Ir-
ving Berlin’s ‘White Christmas’, the signal for American personnel to 
proceed to their evacuation points. Over the next 24 hours, Operation 
Frequent Wind extracted close to 8 000 American, South Vietnamese and 
third-country nationals from the crumbling South Vietnamese capital. 
North Vietnamese tanks and infantry, uninterested in an orderly trans-
fer of power, crashed through the city, unopposed by the defeated and 
beleaguered South Vietnamese forces. By eleven-thirty A.M., the Viet 
Cong flag flew from Saigon’s Independence Palace, and at three-thirty 
in the afternoon, the South Vietnamese President, General Duong Van 
Minh, ended his three-day tenure in office by declaring on the radio that 
“the Saigon government… [is hereby] completely dissolved at all levels.” 
After nearly sixteen years of violent conflict and millions dead, the Sec-
ond Indochina War came to a dramatic end.
 Watching these events from their televisions sets halfway across 
the world, the American reaction varied. Many opponents of the war 
breathed a sigh of relief now that the conflict was finally over. Mean-
while, supporters of the war felt the bitterness that  with the recognition 
that more than a decade of American efforts in Vietnam had been all 
for naught. However one realization was shared by all. For the first time 
in  its two hundred year history, the United States had been unequivo-
cally and irrevocably defeated in war, by a country the majority of whose 
population lived without running water or modern sanitation, no less. 
In the years following the Vietnam War, a plethora of literature emerged 
attempting to explain how the world’s greatest power failed to achieve 
victory, with accusations against many groups ranging from US defence 
planners, antiwar protesters, journalists, the American military, right to 
the South Vietnamese themselves.
 This paper analyzes and evaluates American pacification efforts 
in Vietnam, and traces the evolution of American counterinsurgency 
doctrine from 1965 - 1973.1 Through an analysis of pacification initia-
tives and operations, this paper argues that despite an initial overall in-
adequacy in counterinsurgency doctrine, the American war effort was 
able to produce a number of institutions and organizations that provided 
the basis for a successful counterinsurgency campaign. Initiatives such as 
the Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS) 
program and the Phoenix program took innovative approaches to civil-
military cooperation, intelligence gathering and dissemination, as well as 
counterinsurgency doctrine. While admittedly flawed in many respects, 
they nonetheless demonstrated ingenuity and institutional adaptation 

1 This paper does not, nor intends to, discuss the political or moral justification for 
U.S. intervention in Vietnam. The analysis that follows accepts the war as fact, and 
seeks to examine the execution of counterinsurgency doctrine entirely divorced from 
external considerations.
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to counter the threat posed by Viet Cong insurgents.2 
 This paper contends that the overall failure of U.S. counterinsur-
gency in Vietnam, meanwhile, can be attributed to four major factors. 
First, the United States Army demonstrated an utter lack of interest 
in counterinsurgency, and its organizational components were poorly 
suited towards a war of pacification. The Army tried using conventional 
military tactics to root out the insurgents, which proved to be an inef-
fective method of pacification, effectively wasting several years; more ef-
fective initiatives were implemented too late and with too few resources 
to reverse the course of the conflict. Second, though the U.S. war effort 
was eventually able to create American institutions to mount a successful 
counterinsurgency, the U.S. advisory effort had failed to properly equip 
and train the South Vietnamese military and government for the threats 
that they were facing. As such, they could not make optimal contribu-
tions to American-directed counterinsurgency programs such as CORDS 
and Phoenix, particularly given the existing distrust and bureaucratic 
infighting among South Vietnamese institutions. Third, the inability of 
South Vietnamese institutions to fill the political void left by neutralized 
National Liberation Front (NLF, or Viet Cong) cadres, through the provi-
sion of services and establishing rule of law, prevented successes from 
being consolidated in the long-term. This presented the opportunity for 
the Viet Cong political infrastructure to rebuild and re-proliferate in the 
countryside, thus inhibiting South Vietnamese influence, and negating 
the gains made through counterinsurgency. Fourth, over the course of 
the war, the South Vietnamese military become reliant on the United 
States, and could not operate without heavy American technological 
and logistical support, as evidenced by the collapse of South Vietnam 
in 1975. Any successes in counterinsurgency were rendered moot by the 
inability of the South Vietnamese military, the Army of the Republic of 
Vietnam (ARVN), to defend against the North Vietnamese armed forces, 
the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN), without substantial support from 
the U.S.   High levels of corruption and profiteering by highly placed Gov-
ernment of South Vietnam (GVN) officials resulted in a case of self-sabo-
tage, and it is worth questioning whether any level of American commit-
ment could have overcome this obstacle .
 It is first important to note that the situation encountered by 
the United States in Vietnam was truly exceptional. While the Viet Cong 
insurgency is often compared to the situation faced by the British in 

2 The term ‘Viet Cong’ is in fact a derogatory term, used mostly by Americans, to 
refer to the National Liberation Front, an indigenous resistance movement in South 
Vietnam. The term, however, is familiar to most analysts, and for this reason, its use will 
be retained in this paper.
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Malaya,3 there are a number of factors present in Vietnam and absent 
from other similar conflicts that serve to demonstrate the complexities 
faced by the United States. In the Malayan Emergency of 1948 - 1960, 
for example, the British faced an insurgency, the Malayan National Lib-
eration Army (MNLA), composed almost entirely of ethnic Chinese who 
were a minority of the population, and who were viewed with contempt 
and fear by the native Malayans. The United States, meanwhile, faced 
insurgents that were ethnically indistinguishable from the Americans’ 
South Vietnamese allies, and the majority of South Vietnamese peasants 
were largely indifferent to political issues. The Chinese insurgents in Ma-
laya were geographically clustered into certain regions, largely surround-
ed by sea, and received little external support. The Viet Cong, on the 
other hand, were trained by the North Vietnamese, had access to porous 
borders through which they could be constantly resupplied, and could 
not be starved out like the insurgents in Malaya. Furthermore, the NLF 
had been operating in South Vietnam for five years before the arrival of 
U.S. troops, and had developed an effective organizational structure that 
separated guerrillas, political cadre, and the Viet Cong conventional mili-
tary. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the British in Malaya were 
able to concentrate their efforts solely on the counterinsurgency cam-
paign. In contrast, the Americans were simultaneously fighting a coun-
terinsurgency against the Viet Cong, as well as a large-scale conventional 
war against the PAVN. While the Viet Cong consistently and effectively 
undermined the South Vietnamese government through subversion and 
sabotage, it cannot be forgotten that it was the PAVN, not the NLF, who 
was eventually able to defeat the South Vietnamese in 1975. 
 The strategy pursued by the American high command, Military 
Assistance Command – Vietnam (MACV), has often been criticized for 
its conventional and heavy-handed approach to the conflict. Before the 
first major American troop deployment on 8 March 1965, the head of 
the British Advisory Mission in Vietnam (BRIAM), Sir Robert Thompson, 
argued that an offensive use of American forces in Vietnam would be 
counterproductive. Rather, Thompson argued, the best strategy for the 
Americans would be “to undertake a holding operation of key areas vital 
to the government including the main air bases, and, as it were, challenge 
the Viet Cong to take them.”4 Based on his counterinsurgency experience 
in Malaya, Thompson correctly viewed any attempt at pacification to be 
doomed to failure if it attempted to use military solutions to solve politi-
cal problems that were inherent to any insurgency. Where Thompson’s 
analysis is lacking, however, is in its failure to recognize that the enemy 
was emphasizing conventional warfare from 1965 - 1968. 

3 Richard Clutterbuck, The Long, Long War: Counterinsurgency in Malaya and Vietnam; 
Sam Sarkesian, Unconventional Conflicts in a New Security Era: Lessons from Malaya and 
Vietnam; John A. Nagl, Learning to Eat Soup with a Knife: Counterinsurgency Lessons from 
Malaya and Vietnam (Westport: Praeger, 2002).

4 Nagl, 131. 
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 The American decision to deploy combat troops in Vietnam was 
made with the immediate goal of staving off an inevitable ARVN defeat. 
By early 1965, President Johnson genuinely feared the imminent col-
lapse of South Vietnam if left alone, and rightly so.5 The Communists’ 
combat strength had been steadily increasing, and had reached an esti-
mated strength of 221 000 by early 1965, including 55 PAVN battalions 
and 105 VC battalions.6 
 The Communists were alarmed by the sudden influx of American 
troops, and immediately sought to “expand [the Communist] offensive 
posture and make preparations to crush the U.S. plan...”7 Though the 
North Vietnamese military planners in Hanoi had hoped to avoid U.S. in-
tervention, they wasted little time in bolstering their conventional forces 
even further to counter this new threat. In April 1965, North Vietnam-
ese Communist Chairman Ho Chi Minh decreed a new wartime military 
service law that extended deployments, recalled discharged soldiers, and 
drafted more civilians into the army. Over the course of 1965, nearly 290 
000 men were mobilized into the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong mili-
taries, with their main forces swelling to 350 000 by May 1965, and 400 
000 by the end of the year. Communist forces were clearly poised to take 
South Vietnam before the full might of the American military machine 
was brought to bear.
 General William Westmoreland, the commander of MACV, was 
confronted with the twin threats of Communist conventional forces, and 
the insurgency, but had insufficient troops to address them simultane-
ously. “Probably no military commander in history ever had all the forces 
he wanted…” Westmoreland recalled. “Since the strength at my disposal 
was always limited, economy of force was an overriding consideration 
through the war in Vietnam but at no time more essential than in the 
opening months of the American build-up.”8 Though Westmoreland rec-
ognized the importance of pacification in the long run, he felt that Com-
munist conventional forces were the immediate threat that needed to be 
addressed.9

 Regarding the limited goal of sustaining the Saigon government, 
the conventional strategy adopted by Westmoreland met with success: 

5 Lyndon B. Johnson, The Vantage Point: Perspectives of the Presidency, 1963-1969 (New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971), 233.

6 Thomas C. Thayer, How to Analyze a War Without Fronts: Vietnam, 1965-72 (Washing-
ton, DC: Defense Research Projects Agency, 1975), 33. 

7 Merle L. Pribbanow, trans., Victory in Vietnam: The official History of the People’s Army 
of Vietnam, 1954-1975 (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002), 155.

8 William C. Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports (New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc, 
1976), 162.

9 Dale Andrade and James H. Willbanks, “CORDS/Phoenix: Counterinsurgency Les-
sons from Vietnam for the Future,” Military Review (March/April 2006). In January of 
1966, Westmoreland wrote that “it is abundantly clear that all political, military, eco-
nomic, and security programs must be completely integrated in order to attain any kind 
of success in a country which has been greatly weakened by prolonged conflict.” Ibid.
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the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces had failed to penetrate the 
heart of South Vietnam. Westmoreland, however, was restricted in how 
he could proceed from that point. President Johnson wanted to keep the 
option open of peace negotiations with the North Vietnamese, and he 
also feared a Chinese or even possibly a Soviet intervention as a result of 
expanding the war. Consequently, he limited the MACV mission to solely 
defending South Vietnam. Specifically, Westmoreland could not invade 
the North, nor could he attack North Vietnamese supply routes in Laos 
or Cambodia.10 
 Now that the imminent threat faced by the South Vietnamese 
government had been staved off, it seemed an opportune time to address 
the mounting problem of the NLF insurgency. Though the insurgents did 
not have the ability to strike at the major population centres, they had 
remarkable success in the countryside by employing a carrot-and-stick 
approach. The carrot portion involved the provision of essential services, 
including medical treatment, justice, and education (including propagan-
da). The stick end, meanwhile, was violence, or worse. Viet Cong guerril-
las were not squeamish about the use of terror, and relied on the credible 
threat of force to bring recalcitrant peasants in line.11 Furthermore, the 
Viet Cong pursued an active campaign of assassination and kidnapping 
against local government representatives, which was growing at a rapid 
pace. Between the years 1957 ad 1959, the Communist guerrillas in the 
South assassinated and/or kidnapped 1 013 civilians. This figure grew 
dramatically over the early 1960s, with the year 1965 seeing a total of 14 
673.12 The Communist leadership in Hanoi understood the importance 
of controlling the population, and placed a great emphasis on ensuring a 
broad NLF presence in the countryside. As the South Vietnamese Presi-
dent, General Nguyen Van Thieu, remarked, “Ho Chi Minh values his two 
cadres in every hamlet more highly than ten military divisions.”13 Viet 
Cong cells were integral not only in expanding Communist influence, 
but also in providing valuable intelligence on U.S. and South Vietnamese 
military activity, as well as undermining South Vietnamese government 
outreach.14

 The following years, culminating in 1968 with the Communist 
Tet Offensive, would demonstrate the woeful inadequacy of the U.S. Ar-
my’s ability to confront the Viet Cong threat. This weakness was largely 
due to the fact that while the Army had a long and successful record of 

10 Richard A. Hunt, Pacification: The American Struggle for Vietnam’s Hearts and Minds 
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1995), 31-32.

11 Andrade and Willbanks.
12 Nagl, 136. See Appendix A.
13 Douglas Valentine, The Phoenix Program (New York: William Morrow and Company, 

1990), 74.
14 Viet Cong cells were well organized, composed of a secretary, finance/supply unit, 

information and culture unit, social welfare unit, and proselytizing sections. Andrade 
and Willbanks.
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fighting conventional wars in Europe, it had never before faced an in-
surgency.15 Consequently, the organizational structure of the U.S. Army 
revolved around large-scale formations designed for traditional-style 
battles, such as those fought in the Second World War and the Korean 
War. General Westmoreland, an infantry officer in the Second World 
War, served as a prototypical example of Army thinking, and this was 
reflected in the ‘search-and-destroy’ strategy he employed in the early 
years of the Vietnam War. The basic idea of this strategy was to chase the 
enemy until he decided to fight, and then defeat him on the battlefield 
with overwhelming force. As General Westmoreland stated in a message 
requesting more troops in early 1965: 

I am convinced that US troops with their energy mobility and fire-
power can successfully take the fight to the VC. The main purpose 
of the additional deployments recommended below is to give us a 
substantial and hard hitting [offen]sive capability on the ground to 
convince the VC that they cannot win.16

The ‘search-and-destroy’ strategy would be coupled with a comprehen-
sive and sustained bombing campaign of North Vietnam, codenamed 
Operation Rolling Thunder. With the North Vietnamese transportation 
networks and infrastructure destroyed through bombing, it was believed 
that the VC would no longer be able to be supplied from the North, and 
could be rooted out and destroyed. The junior officers from the Second 
World War, who were now the generals in Vietnam, believed that they 
could dispatch the Communists of Vietnam just as they had pummelled 
the Germans and Japanese into submission during the Second World 
War. “They assumed that they would prevail in Vietnam,” observed jour-
nalist Neil Sheehan, “simply because of who they were.”17

 The conventional war mentality was not limited to the U.S. Army. 
Since it was effectively the creation of American advisors, the ARVN fol-
lowed traditional U.S. army doctrine as well. “… the Pentagon thinking,” 
Westmoreland recalled, “was to create a South Vietnamese army capable 
of resisting an invasion… That led inevitably to the creation of a conven-
tional force organized into divisions and corps.”18 The impetus for this 

15 While the Filipino-American War of 1899-1902 embodied some characteristics of 
an insurgency, the main fighting occurred in large-scale conventional battles, and the 
post-1902 resistance groups were never large enough to form a notable threat.

16 The Pentagon Papers: The Senator Gravel Edition, Volume III (Boston Beacon Press, 
1971), 440. Westmoreland was requesting an additional US Army division. 

17 Neil Sheehan, A Bright Shining Lie: John Paul Vann and America in Vietnam (New 
York: Vintage, 1989), 287.  Many US military officials held preconceived notions of what 
combat ought to entail based on the cultural norms of the American Army. As exempli-
fied in the words of one senior spokesman: “Our fervent hope is that they’ll stick their 
neck out with about six battalions around here some day and try to hold something, 
because, as of that time, they’ve had it. The VC are excellent at ambushes, but that’s the 
coward’s way of fighting the war.” As John Nagl noted, “The ‘cowardly’ technique was 
remarkably effective.” Nagl, 152.

18 Westmoreland, 57
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organizational structure was the “generalized assumption [in the Penta-
gon] that the ability to promote internal security was automatically pro-
vided for in the creation of forces capable to promote external security.”19 
This assumption permeated through the South Vietnamese military 
ranks, and the ARVN perceived militias, non-conventional forces, and 
other instruments of counterinsurgency with condescension and even 
hostility.20 The strategy of conventional warfare, however, demonstrated 
a profound misunderstanding of insurgency tactics as well as Vietnam-
ese history.
 Measuring effectiveness had succumbed to conventional think-
ing. The strategy of ‘search-and-destroy’ had essentially become a num-
bers game, based on the assumption that communist forces could be 
defeated through attrition. This rationale, for both the Army’s counterin-
surgency strategy as well as broader American geostrategic policy, failed 
to recognize the importance of Vietnamese nationalism, and underesti-
mated their will to fight. The Americans did not realize that Vietnamese 
nationalists had been fighting for their independence for the better part 
of five decades, and the Second Indochina War was only one more con-
flict along the line. “If they force us into war,” Ho Chi Minh said of the 
French, “we will fight. The struggle will be atrocious, but the Vietnam-
ese people will suffer anything rather than renounce their freedom.”21 
Indeed, the Vietnamese had demonstrated to the French, as well as to the 
Japanese before them, that conventional tactics could not defeat them. 
Ho Chi Minh had no illusions of a low-cost struggle; rather, he was bank-
ing on the persistence of the Vietnamese Communists to outlast Ameri-
can political will: “You can kill ten of my men for every one I kill of yours,” 
the North Vietnamese leader prognosticated, “but even at those odds, 
you will lose and I will win.”22

 Even from an American point of view, the wisdom of the ‘body 
count’ indicator of success was not met with unanimous approval. Lieu-
tenant General Charles ‘Brute’ Krulak, Commanding General of Marine 
Force Pacific, argued that Westmoreland’s body count indicator was of 
little  value, understanding that it mattered more who and how you killed 
rather than how many. “The raw figure of VC killed…” Krulak contended, 
“can be a dubious index of success since, if their killing is accompanied 
by devastation of friendly areas, we may end up having done more harm 
than good.”23 This thinking reflected the age-old tenet of counterinsur-
gency that the objective of the campaign is to win the hearts and minds 
of the population. It is somewhat telling that Westmoreland’s predeces-

19 Pentagon Papers, Volume II, 433.
20 Nagl, 121.
21 Stanley Karnow, Vietnam: A History (New York: Penguin Books, 1984), 146.
22 Ibid, 184. In fact, Ho Chi Minh overestimated the casualty ratio. The approximate 

ratio of combined NV/NLF to US/SVN combat casualties ended up being approximately 
4 to 1, depending on the source. 

23 Sheehan, 639.

The Future of History  -  74



sor as MACV commander, General Paul Harkins, referred to ‘winning 
the hearts and minds’ by the acronym WHAM during his command. Re-
sponding to a question regarding the political consequences of using na-
palm on villages, Harkins clearly illustrated his attitude: “It really puts 
the fear of God into the Viet Cong. And that is what counts.”24

 The inappropriate strategy pursued by Westmoreland was made 
worse by the fact that he, as well as many of the top American and South 
Vietnamese officers, thought they were winning. The reason for this is 
the type of intelligence produced, and the way it was considered. First, 
there was the reliance on the ‘body count’ indicator, as discussed above. 
The logic was something along the lines of, ‘if they’ve lost that many 
soldiers, they must be losing.’ Second, the vast resources dedicated to-
wards intelligence by the U.S. and GVN were focused on gathering in-
formation on traditional military concerns, such as the enemy’s order of 
battle. “Robert Komer, eventual head of pacification efforts in Vietnam, 
recalled: 

Identifying and locating enemy main force units and movements 
(or targets) was the order of the day, to the neglect of such ele-
ments of a highly unconventional enemy establishment as local 
self-defense groups or the Viet Cong infrastructure. … As a result, 
we tended to underestimate real enemy strength – a tendency re-
inforced by lack of much firm intelligence on VC recruiting in the 
countryside. Many military intelligence officers (with some nota-
ble exceptions) seemed to have closed minds to such other facets 
of the war. … All too little attention was paid… to the fact that 
[the enemy’s] tactics as well as his goals were as much political as 
military.25

Consequently, while enemy main force units were pursued relentlessly, 
the backbone of the insurgency was left relatively untouched, which ac-
counts for the growing strength of the insurgency through the early and 
mid-1960s.
 The emphasis on conventional style operations and actual fight-
ing also translated into the poor preparation and training of advisors, 
and the lack of resources dedicated towards advisory missions. Indeed, 
most American advisors new next to nothing about Vietnamese history 
or culture, much less the language of its people. “I know of no single in-
stance,” a senior ARVN general would later recall, “in which a U.S. ad-
viser effectively discussed professional matters with his counterpart in 
Vietnamese.”26 These problems were compounded by the fact that advi-

24 Nagl, 132. A catch phrase used within the army shows its attitude towards counter-
insurgency: “When you’ve got ‘em by the balls, their hearts and minds will follow.” Ibid, 
147, no. 87.

25 Robert W. Komer, Bureaucracy at War: U.S. Performance in the Vietnam Conflict 
(Boulder: Westview Press, 1986), 61.

26 Nagl, 141-142.
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sory units did not tend to attract the best and brightest of the military, 
largely because it was typically a dead-end for one’s career, and advisors 
were not viewed as ‘real’ soldiers by their peers. As one contemporary 
article noticed, “Americans attuned to this kind of war [counterinsur-
gency] have not been very well treated by the services. These are not the 
sorts who rise to the top, for their specialities… are not recognized or ap-
preciated. In terms of promotion, advising remains a road to nowhere.”27 
With a military ethos built around the idea of overwhelming force and 
technological superiority, the tenets of counterinsurgency doctrine were 
fundamentally unappealing for the Army. After fighting to modernize 
their forces for decades, the Army high command could not accept that 
to effectively confront the Viet Cong, the Army “must become not more 
sophisticated but more primitive.”28 This shortfall was compounded by 
the fact that it was translated onto the ARVN as well, leaving no conven-
tional forces interested in tedious small-unit pacification missions.
 Alternative views of counterinsurgency were available within the 
U.S. Army, but the force’s organizational structure did not encourage ex-
pression, much less adoption, of counterinsurgency tactics. In November 
1965, for example, the U.S. Army’s First Cavalry Division engaged Com-
munist forces in the Ia Drang Valley. Upon the battle’s conclusion, the 
battalion’s commander, Lieutenant Colonel Harold Moore, informed his 
superiors that U.S. tactics and strategy were inappropriate, and request-
ed a study group formed to study alternatives. His request was denied 
shortly thereafter with no explanation.29 A fundamental aspect of the 
problem lay in the Army’s criterion for deciding whether or not an en-
gagement was won, which was based on the enemy’s retreat from a plot 
of land. On 28 January 1966, Moore’s battalion attacked Bong Son, a 
densely populated region on the Vietnamese coast, with the heavy-hand-
ed approach that resulted in civilian collateral damage. The battle was 
considered won by MACV command; however, as Moore noted, “Within 
one week after we pulled out, the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong Main 
Force units had returned.” Moore continued:

[MACV] had not succeeded in coordinating American and South 
Vietnamese military operations with follow-on Vietnamese gov-
ernment programs to reestablish control in the newly cleared re-
gions. If they couldn’t make it work in Bong Son – where the most 
powerful American division available had cleared enemy forces 
from the countryside – how could they possibly hope to reestablish 

27 Ibid., 141.
28 Douglas S. Blaufarb, The Counterinsurgency Era: US Doctrine and Performance (New 

York: The Free Press, 1977), 207.
29 Nagl, 155. Curiously, Westmoreland’s account of the battle describes it as an overt 

success, and bears no mention of Moore’s request for a study group. The army’s attitude 
towards dissent was clearly illustrated by COMUSMACV Paul Harkins as early as 1962: 
“I am optimistic, and I am not going to allow my staff to be pessimistic.” Karnow, 274-
275.
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South Vietnamese control in other regions where the American 
military presence was much weaker?30

This was a common theme in the years 1965 - 1968. As one general not-
ed, “A unit would pacify an area in Vietnam and wouldn’t hold it after a 
large operation and a year later would have to clear it again because the 
VC had reinfiltrated.”31

 Though alternative viewpoints were certainly discouraged for the 
most part, there exist a number of notable exceptions. In mid-1965, for 
example, a high-level study was commissioned under General Creighton 
Abrams, called The Program for the Pacification and Long-Term Develop-
ment of South Vietnam (PROVN). Released in March 1966, the study 
essentially repudiated the current U.S. strategy, stating:

The situation in South Vietnam has seriously deteriorated. 1966 
may well be the last chance to ensure eventual success. ‘Victory’ 
can only be achieved through bringing the individual Vietnamese, 
typically a rural peasant, to support willingly the GVN. The critical 
actions are those that occur at the village, district, and provincial 
levels. This is where the war must be fought; this is where that war 
and the object which lies beyond it must be won.32

Perhaps even more importantly, was the study’s recognition that the war 
could not be won by the United States alone: “[The] elimination [of Com-
munist forces] is contingent on the development of a more effective GVN 
and of a far more vigorous effort by the entire [ARVN], police and para-
military forces. This effort must be in no way secondary, or considered 
secondary, to that of the U.S.-FW forces.”33 
 PROVN’s recommendations, however, were not met enthusias-
tically. Westmoreland, in particular, cautioned against the document’s 
proposals, arguing that “there are substantial difficulties and dangers 
inherent in implementing this or any similar program.”34 Instead, West-
moreland recommended, the PROVN study should be downgraded to a 
“conceptual document, carrying forward the main thrusts and goals of 
the study” to “be presented to [the] National Security Council for use in 
developing concepts, policies, and actions to improve the effectiveness 
of the American effort in Vietnam.” 35 Despite being the most forward-
looking piece of thinking produced by the Army during the Vietnam War, 
PROVN was doomed to obscurity for the rest of the conflict, serving as 

30 Nagl, 155.
31 Ibid., 156.
32 Dept. of the Army, A Program for the Pacification and Long-Term Development of 

South Vietnam (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1966).
33 Ibid. US-FW refers to United States-Free World forces, since some other countries 
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34 Pentagon Papers, Volume II, 579
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the exception that proved the rule.36

 Though the Army would refuse to adopt an effective counter-
insurgency doctrine, other organs of the American war effort were not 
constrained by the same type of restrictive organizational structure. The 
Marine Corps, for example, had a long history of fighting insurgencies in 
Latin America, and was therefore more willing to employ counterinsur-
gency techniques in Vietnam. One particularly innovative strategy was 
the use of Combined Action Platoons (CAPs) in the region under I Corps 
control, the northernmost part of South Vietnam. CAPs were the inte-
gration of marine rifle squads into local Vietnamese militias, focusing on 
pacification and village security. The CAPs would conduct patrols of the 
areas around the villages, but would also engage in civic programs. The 
latter had the effect gaining the trust of the villages’ residents, contribut-
ing greatly to intelligence on local VC activities. As a result of CAP activi-
ties, noted Major General Lew Walt, a marine commander in I Corps, 

the Vietcong network in four villages around Phu Bai has been 
measurably damaged… [Civilian] road traffic in the area has picked 
up noticeably, and hamlet markets now attract buyers and sell-
ers from as far off as two kilometres, which may not sound like 
much but is a lot compared with what the safe-travel radius was six 
months ago.37

However, even though Westmoreland recognized that the “marines 
achieve some noteworthy results” with the “ingenious” CAPs, he was re-
luctant to mandate their use country-wide:

Although I disseminated information on the platoons and their 
success to other commands, which were free to adopt the idea as 
local conditions might dictate, I simply had not enough numbers 
to put a squad of Americans in every village and hamlet; that would 
have been fragmenting resources and exposing them to defeat in 
detail.38 

In other words, the widespread use of the CAP concept would require 
a fundamental shift in strategic planning and a massive reallocation of 
resources, something which the Army was not prepared to do.
 While the marines, through their use of CAPs, demonstrated a 
solid understanding of counterinsurgency principles, the most notewor-
thy innovations in this respect came from civilian organizations, partic-
ularly the Central Intelligence Agency. Unlike the Army, the CIA had a 
relatively short operational history having been created in 1947, and did 

36 As early as 1964, Robert Thompson concluded to his superiors: “I think you can as-
sume that the United States will be stubborn and will go blundering ahead with a strong 
temptation to hit someone.” Nagl, 181 No.15.

37 Ibid., 158. Walt recalled that the marine tactics in Vietnam were reminiscent of 
similar strategies used when the marines waged a counterinsurgency war in Nicaragua 
several decades earlier.

38 Westmoreland, 166.
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not have the same institutional rigidity. Furthermore, much like the ma-
rines, many CIA personnel had experience in counterinsurgency through 
service in the Office of Strategic Services during the Second World War. 
The OSS conducted subversive operations in Europe, and supported vari-
ous insurgent movements elsewhere, including Tito in Yugoslavia, Mao 
in China, and, history being replete with ironies, Ho Chi Minh in Viet-
nam. After the war, the CIA itself, in the words of future CIA director 
William Colby, “had been involved in many operations, both political and 
paramilitary, in support either of insurgents against a hostile govern-
ment (Indonesia, Guatemala) or of a government against such a chal-
lenge (Philippines, Laos).”39 The CIA’s advantages lay not only in its ex-
perience but also its organizational structure and operational doctrine: 
“Uniquely in the American bureaucracy, the CIA understood the neces-
sity to combine political, psychological, and paramilitary tools to carry 
out a strategic concept of pressure on the enemy or to strengthen an 
incumbent.”40 These were not merely words. Throughout the war, the CIA 
would produce a number of programs that effectively confronted the VC 
insurgency. These programs can be assigned to three main categories: vil-
lage security, GVN outreach, and curbing VC influence.
 Perhaps the earliest counterinsurgency initiative directly devel-
oped by the CIA in Vietnam was the Citizens’ Irregular Defense Group 
(CIDG) program of the early 1960s. The program saw its start in 1961 
November, in the village of Buon Enao in Darlac province. Under the 
supervision of U.S. Army Special Forces, the program saw a number of 
villagers armed and organized into self-defence irregulars. Meanwhile, 
the village as a whole was provided with “health services, entertainment, 
and small development projects conducted by the military.”41 In less than 
six months, forty villages in the province had been pacified, and the CIA 
sought to expand the program even further. By the end of 1962, about 
38 000 villagers were converted into irregulars under the CIDG program, 
and the GVN declared Darlac province secure from the VC.42 While the 
program was successful in village defence, the thrust of the program was 
political.  William Colby remarked: 

The fundamental strategy of the CIA’s paramilitary programs in 
South Vietnam was to build strength in the rural communities 
from the bottom up, arming the local inhabitants so they could 
participate in their own defense… The objective was to involve 
the people of the community in a common effort to protect them-
selves, not to kill the enemy.43

39 William Colby, Lost Victory: A Firsthand Account of America’s Sixteen-Year Involve-
ment in Vietnam (Chicago: Contemporary Books, 1989), 85.

40 Ibid., 85.
41 Ibid., 214.
42 Nagl, 127-129.
43 Colby, 165.
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While regular forces would certainly be available to aid villages under 
attack, the program endowed villagers with agency in their own lives. 
Coupled with the program’s development efforts, the GVN was given to 
opportunity to gain legitimacy in rural communities where the VC had 
hitherto reigned supreme. 
 As was  common for successful counterinsurgency programs in 
Vietnam, Army doctrine would reallocate resources away from CIDG, 
rendering it ineffective. An Army general, after inspecting the program 
in April 1962, reported that the Special Forces were being used “improp-
erly”, and should be reassigned to offensive operations. About a year 
later, the program was transferred from CIA to MACV control under Op-
eration Switchback, and the nature of the program shifted from village 
security to offensive operations.44 The associated Special Forces teams 
were reassigned to offensive roles, and the CIDG irregulars themselves 
were integrated into the ARVN as mobile strike teams. As the official U.S. 
Army History of the Special Forces described Operation Switchback, it 
was the “conventionalisation” of CIDG.45 
 While CIDG-style programs proved effective, their primary draw-
back was the fact that they were almost entirely American programs. The 
CIA recognized that long-term success in Vietnam was contingent on 
the Saigon government’s ability to legitimize itself in the countryside, 
and the only way to accomplish this would be for the GVN to establish a 
presence in rural communities. One of the more important programs de-
signed for this purpose was the People’s Action Teams (PATs), function-
ing mostly around Central Vietnam from 1964 - 1965. Each PAT consist-
ed of about 40 Vietnamese who were trained, indoctrinated and armed. 
While they had the capacity for village security, their primary purpose 
was to promote the Government in the countryside. To this end, they 
engaged in a series of tasks, including overseeing local elections, assist-
ing in government-subsidized development projects, providing health 
services, training villagers for self-defence, recruiting for the military, 
and disseminating anti-communist propaganda. The progress made by 
PATs was seen as sufficiently successful that they were eventually sub-
sumed into a comprehensive GVN effort to spread its influence to the 
countryside. The new program, called the Revolutionary Development 
(RD) cadre, fulfilled basically the same function as PATs, only expanded 
to cover as much of the country as possible.
 Despite the innovative and effective nature of several counterin-
surgency programs, the level of Viet Cong terrorism rose steadily through 
the early to mid-1960s. CIA efforts in this period, according to William 
Colby, were to become “essentially marginal in scope and in impact, es-
pecially in comparison with the major thrust of the U.S. programs at the 

44 Nagl, 129
45 Ibid., 129.
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time.”46 This can be in part explained by measures such as Operation 
Switchback that gutted effective programs, transferring them to sub-op-
timal efficiency. The biggest problem, however, was one of coordination. 
As effective as CAPs were in I Corps, or as CIDGs were in various prov-
inces, a comprehensive nationwide strategy for tackling the insurgency 
was lacking. Viet Cong guerrillas could concentrate in areas where GVN 
and MACV opposition was lacklustre, and government outreach efforts 
in these areas would be stunted, since they would be largely defenceless 
against much more powerful and numerous guerrillas. Furthermore, 
even in areas where ARVN and U.S. Army forces were present, guerrillas 
would often have the opportunity to re-infiltrate pacified areas. “In al-
most no contested area designated for pacification in recent years,” noted 
Secretary of Defence Robert McNamara in 1966, “have ARVN forces ac-
tually ‘cleared and stayed’ to a point where [RD] cadre teams, if available, 
could have stayed overnight in hamlets and survived, let alone accom-
plish their mission.”47 In effect, military missions were not responding to 
the needs of civilian agencies and without the civilian agencies able to do 
their work properly, the military could have succeeded in pacification.
 The problem was correctly seen by many as insufficient commu-
nication between civilian agencies, and particularly between civilians 
and the military. Rather than fighting one comprehensive war against 
the Viet Cong, several organizations were launching their own individual 
pacification efforts. As described by an unidentified author in the Penta-
gon Papers, 

Each agency had its own ideas on what had to be done, its own 
communications channels with Washington, its own personnel 
and administrative structure – and starting in 1964-1965, each 
agency began to have its own field personnel operating under sepa-
rate and parallel chains of command. … [It] began to become clear 
to people in Washington and Saigon alike that the Americans in 
the provinces were not always working on the same team, and that 
they were receiving conflicting and overlapping instructions from 
a variety of sources in Saigon and Washington.48

Problems such as these were weighing heavily on President Johnson, 
who was under tremendous pressure - particularly from the Senate For-
eign Relations Committee - to fulfill the commitment he had made to 
improve the lot of the ordinary Vietnamese. This invariably meant pro-
viding security for the countryside, which required an effective counter-
insurgency mechanism. Reorganization was essential to make it work. 
To this end, in February 1966 President Johnson quite suddenly called a 
meeting between himself, key aides, and major figures from the GVN in 
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order to “discuss the political and economic future of [South Vietnam].”49 
As a result of this conference in Honolulu, an agreement was reached to 
put a greater degree of emphasis on the ‘other war’ – the counterinsur-
gency war, as opposed to the conventional war. Notably, the conference 
resulted in the agreement that the ARVN would take the lead in pacifica-
tion efforts, one step towards South Vietnamese self-sufficiency.
 After Honolulu, President Johnson appointed Robert Komer, a 
member of the National Security Council staff, as his Special Assistant 
for pacification. Over the next several months, Komer cultivated a con-
sensus among the President, the Secretary of Defence and the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff that pacification efforts must be united under a single 
command. The heads of civilian agencies, however, were concerned of 
the consequences of being put under military command. Consequently, 
Komer agreed to keep the military and civilian commands separate for 
the time being, giving a chance for the civilians to show what they could 
accomplish. The Office of Civil Operations (OCO) was thus created in De-
cember 1966, and the Deputy Ambassador in Saigon was placed in charge 
of all pacification efforts, and all of the civilian agencies associated with 
such. This, however, was never meant to be permanent; Komer was con-
vinced that a joint military-civilian command structure was necessary, 
but needed to ease into the final product so as to deflect any criticisms 
of over-militarization. By early 1967, it became apparent to all parties 
involved that the civilian agencies alone were not equipped to confront 
the task of pacification, demonstrated by the meagre results achieved by 
the OCO. Thus, in May 1967, OCO was combined with the Revolution-
ary Development Support Directorate of MACV to form Civil Operations 
and Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS).
 CORDS was a particularly innovative institution for several 
reasons. First, though it assigned the civilian pacification effort under 
military command, it also provided a structure in which all counterinsur-
gency and nation building programs could be coordinated. “Paradoxical-
ly,” reflected Komer, the first Deputy in charge of CORDS (DEPCORDS), 
“this resulted in greater U.S. civilian influence over pacification than had 
ever existed before.”50 DEPCORDS was in command of all pacification ef-
forts, and acted directly underneath COMUSMACV, equivalent in stature 
to the deputy in charge of military affairs. This was the first time in U.S. 
history that a civilian would serve directly in the military as an opera-
tional deputy, as opposed to simply a political advisor. Second, civilian 
influence was not limited to the top levels. In an unprecedented manner, 
“soldiers served directly under civilians, and vice versa, at all levels.”51 In-
deed, with CORDS came a unified civil-military advisory team in all 250 
districts and 44 provinces of South Vietnam. Third, since CORDS was 
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a new institution, it was not constrained by an organizational culture 
that dictated doctrine, such as that which existed in the Army. Finally, 
Robert Komer was a particularly effective choice to spearhead the new 
pacification effort. With his no-nonsense abrasive style, he would ensure 
that programs were put into effect in good order and without any time 
wasted.52 “Finally,” recalled William Colby, who would serve as Komer’s 
second-in-command, “I had found someone who understood the need 
for a pacification strategy and who had the clout to push the Washington 
agencies into producing it on the ground in Vietnam.”53 Even General 
Westmoreland, who had his differences with Komer, particularly with re-
gards to the latter’s propensity for subverting the command chain and 
taking issues directly to President Johnson, had kind words for his DEP-
CORDS. “Bob Komer was the man for the job,” Westmoreland recalled. 
“He pushed himself and his people hard. He had imaginative ideas, usu-
ally sound. Striped pants might work later, but at the start, abrasion was 
in order and Bob Komer worked overtime at that.”54

 With Komer newly in charge of the pacification effort, it did not 
take long for him to exercise his powers and have an effect. He under-
stood that local security was the sine qua non to a successful pacification 
effort, and therefore dedicated the early months of CORDS to this task. 
To this end, CORDS was given responsibility for advising the ARVN’s 
paramilitary auxiliaries, the Regional and Popular Forces (RF/PF). The 
entire force, which reached almost half a million by 1970, was eventually 
retrained by small mobile advisory teams and given modern weaponry 
(mostly M-16s) to replace the World War II-era leftovers they had been 
using.55 
 Initiatives pertaining to village security, however, were only half 
the battle; a successful counterinsurgency strategy could not rely exclu-
sively on defence. As British counterinsurgency expert Sir Robert Thomp-
son constantly reminded his American counterparts, a program that did 
not effectively counter the enemy’s political infrastructure was doomed 
to failure in the long term. It was this dedicated communist cadre in 
South Vietnam that gave the enemy the ability to survive in a ‘protracted 
war.’56 The insurgency at its core was a ‘people’s war’ designed to garner 
the allegiance of the population in order to overthrow the government, 
and the Viet Cong Infrastructure (VCI), the political cadre of the com-
munists, were the revolution’s building blocks. VCI was the mechanism 
in which the Communists spread their influence throughout the country, 

52 Partially due to the cigar he continuously smoked, but mostly attributable to his 
acerbic personality, Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge endowed Komer with the nick-
name of ‘Blowtorch Bob’.  Dale Andrade, Ashes to Ashes: The Phoenix Program and the 
Vietnam War (Lexington: Lexington Books, 1990), 55.

53 Colby, 206.
54 Westmoreland, 215.
55 Blaufarb, 244.
56 Ibid., 246.
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and though they did not wear uniforms, they were as vital to the struggle 
as any armed guerrilla.57 While VC guerrillas would undermine the GVN 
regime by murdering officials, or terrorizing the population, it was the 
VCI that provided an alternative to the Saigon government, through the 
provision of services and political indoctrination.58 With the advent of 
CORDS, the realization came that the VCI had to be confronted.59

 It would be incorrect to state that 1966 - 1967 was the beginning 
of anti-infrastructure operations, but it was certainly the first time such 
a strategy was given emphasis and pursued with alacrity. In the years 
prior, the CIA had attempted to eliminate various elements of the Viet 
Cong political cadre, particularly using local paramilitary teams called 
Provincial Reconnaissance Units (PRUs). These anti-infrastructure oper-
ations, however, were far from comprehensive, and were minimally effec-
tive, due in large part to a lack of intelligence. While many of the earlier 
CIA programs did collect intelligence, it was not organized effectively, 
and for the most part, was only analyzed locally. Consequently, informa-
tion that could have been valuable to other districts or provinces was not 
disseminated. The enemy did an excellent job of masking themselves in 
the population, and a method was needed for rooting them out. The new 
emphasis on pacification beginning in 1966/1967 sought to change this 
by providing a doctrinal foundation for the strategy. 
 To this end, in November 1966, CIA analyst Nelson Brickham 
prepared a report aptly entitled “Attack Against the Viet Cong Infrastruc-
ture.” The memorandum precisely defined the meaning of ‘Viet Cong In-
frastructure’, and provided suggestions for how it could, and what parts 
of it should, be neutralized.60 Soon afterwards, Brickham’s memorandum 
was accepted as the definitive statement on the VCI, defining it

as the VC organizational hierarchy, the management structure, as 
opposed to guerrillas, troops, and even in many cases VC terror-
ists. Many if not most of these categories – guerrillas, troops and 
even terrorists – are young people who have been either impressed 
or seduced into the VC and cannot in any way be considered ‘hard 
core’ Communists.61

Brickham’s report is further significant in that it envisioned the ‘attack’ 
to also encompass police-type, as opposed to solely military-type, opera-
tions. Rather than simply bombing suspected VC-infested hamlets and 

57 Andrade and Willbanks.
58 A Viet Cong strategy document in 1969 urges the “conduct of continuous and vio-

lent attacks in cities, weak areas, and areas surrounding the cities,” and in particularly, 
for guerrillas to “kill wicked tyrants and destroy the puppet infrastructure… enemy 
ringleaders in repressive organs, especially those who work in… reactionary political 
organizations.” Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN), Resolution 9. Texas tech 
Virtual Vietnam Archive. < http://www.vietnam.ttu.edu/virtualarchive/>. 

59 Ibid.
60 Andrade, 58.
61 Valentine, 118.
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villages, evidence would be collected in order to arrest and prosecute cap-
tured insurgents. Thus, rooting out the VCI would be fundamentally reli-
ant on the proper collection, analysis and dissemination of intelligence. 
The problem was not that there were insufficient resources dedicated to 
intelligence; indeed, it was quite the contrary. Intelligence programs saw 
abundant funding, but they were limited in their tasks to conventional 
military related matters, and the information produced served little use 
in anti-infrastructure operations. “My point was not to change anything,” 
Brickham reflected, “just do it better. We didn’t need more intelligence; 
we needed better intelligence, properly analyzed and collated. That’s the 
strategy.”62 It is this thinking that culminated in the creation of the Phoe-
nix Program, among the most controversial aspects of the entire conflict.
 Brickham’s ideas were conveyed to the relevant MACV and civil-
ian officials, and after CORDS had been established in May 1967, it ad-
opted the new responsibilities of anti-infrastructure intelligence through 
the apparatus of the Intelligence Coordination and Exploitation (ICEX). It 
bears note that ICEX was not a new organization; rather, it was a parallel 
structure within CORDS that had the primary responsibility for collect-
ing and providing intelligence on the VCI. It is further necessary to avoid 
confusing ICEX (which would later be renamed Phoenix), with the GVN 
program of Phuong Huang. As concluded at the Honolulu conference in 
February 1966, the South Vietnamese would take responsibility for the 
lion’s share of pacification operations, and Phuong Huang the anti-in-
frastructure component of this. Essentially, while ICEX/Phoenix would 
provide the intelligence, the vast majority of anti-infrastructure opera-
tions were conducted by South Vietnamese, and not American, forces. 
It is imperative to note that although they were designed together, and 
were intended to be complementary to one another, ICEX/Phoenix and 
Phuong Huang were not initially the same program. The idea behind the 
two programs was that the United States would gradually shift into a 
supporting role while the ARVN and other South Vietnamese forces took 
control of the field operations.
 ICEX was designed essentially to be a central clearinghouse for 
intelligence, but not an opportunity for micromanagement. While the 
program was run at a national level from Saigon, by a coordinating com-
mittee, the crux of ICEX was intended to be run at the province and dis-
trict levels, where military and civilian advisors would aid their South 
Vietnamese counterparts in identifying and neutralizing (a term encom-
passing kill, capture, or ‘turn’) VCI.63 Just like its CORDS, its parent or-
ganization, ICEX was designed to include input from, and consolidate 
the efforts of all agencies involved in the effort. “That’s why,” Brickham 
explained, “Phoenix wound up as a committee structure at nation, re-

62 Ibid., 128.
63 For the basic structure of ICEX/Phoenix, see Appendix C.
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gion, province, and district levels. A joint staff at every level down to 
district is the essence of Phoenix.”64 By December 1967, ICEX had been 
renamed Phoenix in order to complement its South Vietnamese sister-
operation, Phuong Huang, and the moment seemed ripe to take the ini-
tiative against the VC.65 The North Vietnamese and Viet Cong military 
planners, however, had other plans.
 In January 1968, North Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces 
launched a nationwide offensive against American and South Vietnam-
ese positions on the Vietnamese lunar New Year holiday of Tet.66 Despite 
the fact that the offensive was a catastrophic failure, having been soundly 
repulsed, it proved to the American and South Vietnamese governments 
that despite several years of attempted pacification, the Viet Cong could 
still provide the logistics for major operations.67 Counterinsurgency until 
1968 essentially proved to have been a failure, right when many Ameri-
can policymakers thought the worst of things would be over.68 Paradoxi-
cally, Tet was a major setback for the pacification effort while simulta-
neously offering tremendous opportunity for future counterinsurgency 
operations. 
 Regarding the negatives, it became apparent that repelling the 
Communist forces would be the primary focus for the coming months, 
and pacification operations would have to take a pause in the meanwhile. 
Furthermore, the offensive had been heavily televised, and the Ameri-
can public did not respond well, despite the tactical victory. Indeed, in 
the six weeks following the offensive, President Johnson’s already dwin-
dling support figures dropped from forty eight to thirty six percent.69 
This would lead Johnson not only to refuse further troop increases (U.S. 

64 Valentine, 132.
65 Andrade, 69.
66 Karnow, 536-539. The Tet truce was one that the Communists themselves had 

pledged to observe, and as such, South Vietnamese and American forces were caught 
at a very low level of alertness. The Americans would have been mindful to realize that 
one of the nation’s most famous moments was in 1789, when Emperor Quang Trung 
expelled Chinese invaders through a surprise attack on Tet. Karnow, 556.

67 As General Tran Do, a senior Communist planner of Tet, described: “In all honesty, 
we didn’t achieve our main objective, which was to spur uprisings throughout the south. 
Still, we inflicted heavy casualties on the Americans and their puppets, and that was 
a big gain for us. As for making an impact in the United States, it had not been our 
intention-but it turned out to be a fortunate result.” Karnow, 558. Indeed, a number 
of Communists involved in the Tet offensive would express severe doubts about their 
leadership as a consequence, fomenting the seeds for division between the Viet Cong 
and North Vietnam.

68 Not all American advisors were blind to the realities in the South Vietnamese coun-
tryside. In December 1967, the civilian head of III Corps, John Paul Vann, met with the 
National Security Advisor, Walt Whitman Rostow, in the White House. Rostow asked 
Vann, despite the flaws that existed in the pacification strategy, whether the worst of 
the war would be over in six months. “Oh hell no, Mr. Rostow,” replied Vann. “I’m a born 
optimist. I think we can hold out longer than that.” Sheehan, 700-701. CIA analyst Sam 
Adams went as far as to accuse Westmoreland of deliberately underestimating Commu-
nist strength prior to Tet just so he could report progress. Karnow, 555.

69 Karnow, 559.
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troops level in Vietnam would steadily decrease from mid-1968), but also 
to shock the country by announcing he would not seek re-election.70 U.S. 
participation in Vietnam had reached its zenith, and to avoid defeat, the 
remaining time would have to be used efficiently.71

  Phoenix sought to accomplish exactly this. While Tet had cer-
tainly caught the Americans and South Vietnamese off-guard, it also 
presented fortuitous circumstances for rebuilding and resuming the 
counterinsurgency campaign. First, and most importantly, the Viet Cong 
had participated in the offensive at the cost of decimating itself, and in-
deed, the NLF would never fully recover from Tet.72 Much of the VCI had 
revealed themselves in the midst of the offensive, expecting victory. In 
the aftermath of Tet, identification of VCI became much easier than it 
had been earlier, and many of those who had not been killed or captured 
during the actual fighting could be rounded up afterwards. Second, GVN 
President Thieu finally recognized the necessity of rooting out the VCI, 
having witnessed an astonishing number of officials in his government 
reveal themselves as infiltrators during the offensive. Indeed, the South 
Vietnamese Chief of Police, General Nguyen Ngoc Loan, confessed to 
an American counterintelligence officer that the GVN had been “twenty 
percent infiltrated, at least.”73 In response, Thieu pushed through a new 
mobilization degree that instituted a draft for young men aged 19 - 20, 
which would allow the GVN to provide more troops for pacification relat-
ed endeavours.74 In July 1968, President Thieu, with the help of Komer’s 
deputy, William Colby, pronounced a degree officially acknowledging the 
priority of Phoenix/Phung Huang, and allocating the brunt of GVN ef-
forts at neutralizing the VCI.75

 Seeking to both capitalize upon the gains made during the after-
math of Tet and jumpstart the counterinsurgency effort, American and 
GVN planners launched the Accelerated Pacification Campaign (APC) in 
July 1968. By this time, Phoenix had been largely decentralized, with 
district intelligence and operations coordinating centres (DIOCCs) being 
the focus of attention. As Nelson Brickham reflected, DIOCCs were “the 
essential ingredient in the Phoenix stew.”76 Each DIOCC would be respon-
sible for collecting and collating intelligence on suspected VCI, and coor-
dinating with rapid-response units of the local militia, Special Branch of 

70 Nagl, 167-168.
71 See Appendix B for figures on the declining US combat role.
72 A great many of the non-Communist nationalist members of the NLF, on which 

the movement was found, had been killed or captured during Tet. Consequently, North 
Vietnam  sent an indoctrinated replacement cadre, effectively rendering the Viet Cong a 
mere extension of the Communist Party in Hanoi. Andrade, 82.

73 Valentine, 122. General Loan, notably, was infamously depicted in a photograph 
summarily executing a suspected VC guerrilla during the Tet Offensive. This single pho-
tograph would do more to damage American political will than any guerrilla attack.

74 Andrade, 81-83
75 Ibid., 83.
76 Valentine, 130.
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the National Police, or occasionally military units, to apprehend suspects. 
These suspects were sent to Provincial Interrogation Centres (PICs) for 
questioning, and then funnelled into the South Vietnamese judicial sys-
tem. This basic procedure expanded through 1969 and 1970, with more 
American Phoenix advisors being sent into the field, and more DIOCCs 
becoming operations, eventually covering all of South Vietnam. 
 Since the inception of Phoenix, however, the program has come 
under a great deal of scrutiny. While the program certainly had many 
problems that limited its effectiveness, the majority of arguments 
against it were unfounded. For example, many accuse Phoenix of simply 
being a brutal assassination program that “came to stand in the minds of 
some Americans for all that was wrong and immoral about the Vietnam 
War.”77 This has largely been the product of a few former soldiers who, 
upon return from the war, testified to having been complicit to, or sim-
ply witnessed, atrocities that can be directly linked to Phoenix. Yoshia K. 
Chee, for example, claimed to be a PRU advisor while a member of the 
US.. Army Special Forces. Chee described one of his favourite experiences 
as follows:

One of the favorite things was popping one of their eyeballs out 
with a spoon… You could do anything – like skinning the bottom 
of their feet and beating them with a bamboo rod. … [The South 
Vietnamese would] use K-bars to saw on people till they got down 
to the bone. One side of the K-bar is serrated, so they’d keep sawing 
until they got to the marrow. … Or chopping fingers off, that was 
very Vietnamese.78

However, upon investigation by Vietnam myth debunkers it was revealed 
that the records of Special Forces PRU advisors did not contain Chee’s 
name. He was also conspicuously absent from the list of Silver Star re-
cipients, which he claimed to have won. A great number of other details 
discussed by Chee were also inconsistent with official records, as well as 
the accounts of several other veterans.79 Furthermore, though many of 
the predecessor units to PRUs were complicit in atrocities during the ear-
ly 1960s, their actions were cleaned up when the CIA gained control of 
them from the mid- to late-1960s.
 In one of the more comprehensive condemnations of the pro-
gram, David Valentine’s The Phoenix Program, the author makes many 
assertions based on first-hand accounts by participants. Among them, 
Valentine writes of Elton Manzione, who claimed to have been a U.S. 
Navy SEAL in 1964 and to have participated in a CIA-directed assassi-
nation program (what Manzione referred to as a ‘forerunner’ to Phoe-

77 Zalin Grant, Face the Phoenix (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1991), 26.
78 Mark Moyar, Phoenix and the Birds of Prey: Counterinsurgency and Counterterrorism 

in Vietnam (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), 91.
79 Ibid., 92.
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nix). Valentine acknowledged that there is no official record of Manzione 
ever having been in Vietnam. However, having confirmed that his own 
father’s military records were altered for various reasons, Valentine state 
that he was “predisposed to believe Manzione.”80 Using paradoxical rea-
soning, Valentine suggests that the lack of records regarding many atroc-
ities proves that they happened. At best, this represents dubious scholar-
ship. Scholars, and particularly historians, must overcome a burden of 
proof when making conclusions about the past, and a ‘predisposition’ to 
believe fantastic stories does not constitute evidence. This does not mean 
to imply that official records are always correct; indeed, the literature 
is replete with discussions of government wrongdoing with regards to 
record-keeping and cover-ups.81 This, however, is the point. Records are 
deleted or altered to shroud historical investigation, making it that much 
more difficult to uncover the truth. Consequently, scholars like Valentine 
are forced to confront a tremendous burden of proof, which his work fails 
to overcome.82

 From a logical standpoint, many of the allegations against Phoe-
nix fall through as well. K. Barton Osborn, a former serviceman who 
claimed to have been involved in the Phoenix program, testified to Con-
gress that Phoenix was a “sterile depersonalized murder program.”83 The 
entire point of Phoenix, however, was intelligence. It is not difficult to 
surmise that dead people do not deliver high quality intelligence, and as 
such, the aim was to bring targets back alive for interrogation. Indeed, of 
the 81 740 ‘neutralized’ VCI, less than a third, 26 369 were killed. This 
even is a much higher proportion than was intended. The fact was that 
Phoenix was operating in a war zone, and many VCI targets ended up be-
ing killed in a firefight. While abuses certainly took place, it is necessary 
to note that killings were the exceptions, and not the norm, of Phoenix.
 The question inevitably arises on how effective Phoenix actually 

80 Valentine, 12.
81 It bears note that those who came forward and blew the whistle on My Lai were 

able to conclusively prove what happened, despite the attempted cover-up. United 
States Dept. of the Army, The My Lai Massacre and its Cover-Up: Beyond the Reach of Law?: 
the Peers Commission Report with a Supplement and Introductory Essay on the Limits of Law 
(New York: Free Press, 1976). Valentine, again, tries to tie My Lai to Phoenix, an accusa-
tion for which there was no substantial, much less definitive, evidence. Moyar, 218-220.

82 Valentine does not help his cause by making numerous factual errors. These 
include careless mistakes, such as when he claims that “By the early 1950s American sol-
diers were fighting alongside the French”, that Vietnam was divided at the 16th parallel 
in 1954, and that some US B-52’s operating from aircraft carriers were sent on bombing 
missions to Laos and Cambodia. Some mistakes, however, are more serious, and are 
more sinister in their implications, such as Valentine’s claim that under Phoenix, South 
Vietnamese citizens could be “kidnapped, tortured, detained for two years without 
trial, or even murdered, simply on the word of an anonymous informer.” Even though 
abuses occurred, kidnapping, murder and torture were never officially sanctioned in any 
legislation. Furthermore, an arrest, based on the An Tri laws, required three indepen-
dent sources of evidence. Valentine, 13, 20, 24, 90. Andrade and Willbanks. Andrade, 
216-217.

83 Andrade, xvii. 
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was. Given the outcome, the answer is not effective enough, although the 
situation is obviously more complex than that. While the figure of 81,740 
neutralizations is impressive, it is more important to examine who was 
neutralized, and what effect their absence had on the insurgency. Of to-
tal neutralizations in 1968, 13 percent were classified as district-level or 
higher, which indicates that Phoenix was successful in neutralizing the 
low- and mid-level cadre. This is more important than it appears at first 
glance. This level of cadre was the link between the Communist admin-
istration efforts in Hanoi and the population in South Vietnam, and as 
such, their neutralization would have consequences upon Communist 
proselytizing efforts in the countryside.84 Furthermore, by 1971 the pro-
portion of district-level of higher cadre neutralized reduced to 3 percent, 
suggesting that higher-ranking Communists no longer felt safe operat-
ing in areas where Phoenix was present, further eroding the insurgency.
 The effectiveness of Phoenix can be attested to by the response 
it received from the Communists themselves. In 1970, Communist of-
ficials urged guerrillas to “annihilate” anyone involved with the pacifi-
cation program, placing a quote of 1,400 persons.85 General Tran Do, 
a senior Communist general, described Phoenix as “extremely destruc-
tive.” 86 Truong Nhu Tang, the Viet Cong Minister of justice, wrote in his 
memoirs that “in some locations… Phoenix was dangerously effective,” 
and in Hau Nghia, a province close to the Viet Cong base area, “the Front 
infrastructure was virtually eliminated.”87 Indeed, the evidence suggests 
that the 1972 ‘Easter Offensive’ was launched by the Communists in part 
to relieve the pressure on the Viet Cong.88 That said, there were a number 
of problems with Phoenix, and with the counterinsurgency effort in gen-
eral, that reduced its effectiveness.
 First, and mostly importantly, Phoenix was a decentralized pro-
gram that was reliant on the Phung Hoang Province chiefs to do their 
jobs. Unfortunately, an alarming number of South Vietnamese officials 
were more interested in profiteering than fighting a war and often times 
Phoenix advisors could do little to correct the behaviour of their counter-
parts. PRUs for example, were statistically the most effective South Viet-
namese anti-infrastructure units, and in many provinces, were key in-
struments in rooting out the VCI. However, many province chiefs would 
use PRUs as their own personal enforcers, and would invent statistics 
regarding progress against the VCI to placate their superiors.89 Not only 
did many South Vietnamese institutions fail to contribute to the coun-
terinsurgency effort, but some also severely undermined the effort to 

84 Andrade and Willbanks.
85 Ibid.
86 Karnow, 602.
87 Truong Nhu Tang, A Vietcong Memoir (New York: Vintage Books, 1985), 201.
88 Military History Institute of Vietnam, 283.
89 Truong, 201-202. Andrade, 174-176.
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win hearts and minds through ubiquitous and stunning levels of corrup-
tion and racketeering. When asked about the presence of corruption, one 
American CORDS advisor replied: “It was everywhere.” He continued:

It was accepted. They [the South Vietnamese] felt that skimming 
10 percent off the top was all right. I was told once that the posi-
tion of province chief cost 16,000 U.S. dollars. So if someone want-
ed to be one, he had to pay the Vietnamese corps commander that 
sum to get the job. Then, to get a return on his investment, he had 
to be involved in corruption somehow.90

This does not mean to imply that the Vietnamese people are inherently 
corrupt and without scruples. Instead, it merely illustrates the fact that 
Vietnam was product of its own history, which in the late 1960s, still 
referred to the decades of French colonial rule. Indeed, during the period 
of American involvement, the South Vietnamese retained a mentalité de 
colonisé, which informed the bureaucratic system of patronage that per-
vaded South Vietnamese society.91 American policymakers and advisors 
assumed that the threat posed by communism could overcome decades 
of cultural programming and socials mores. They were wrong.
 Second, Americans for the most part remained ignorant about 
the factors driving the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong to fight, as well 
as the cultural norms that governed conduct in Vietnam. For example, 
American advisors would find themselves aghast, and rightly so, at the 
not uncommon use of torture and summary executions among South 
Vietnamese troops, notably within the framework of Phoenix/Phung 
Huang. It is necessary to note that Phoenix advisors never condoned such 
behaviour, but their objections were often ignored. Only after spending 
years in Vietnam would American advisors begin to understand the te-
merity of their South Vietnamese counterparts; as one American advisor 
reflected:

Most of the Vietnamese that we worked with on a daily basis had 
seen their families brutalized by the Viet Cong. Not that it makes 
their actions any more excusable. Where we [Americans] would 
have reservations, they didn’t, because the war had gone on for so 
long and they had seen their parents or their brothers or their sis-
ters or their children killed by the Viet Cong. It was very personal. 
They were fighting for their lives and for the lives of their children. 
As much as you would hope that they would show some humanity, 
oftentimes they didn’t show any because of their history. Could 
you really blame the South Vietnamese government for their ha-

90 Al Hemingway, “CORDS: Winning Hearts and Minds in Vietnam – Interview with 
BGen. (ret.) Philip Bolté,” Vietnam (February 1994). Stanley Karnow put the figure at 
the reduced sum of 10,000 USD. Karnow, 457.

91 Karnow, 458. “The way we’re squandering money here, we could probably buy 
off the Vietcong at five hundred dollars a head,” Karnow once joked to Robert Komer, 
the civilian in charge of CORDS. “We’ve staffed it,” Komer snapped back. “Twenty-five 
hundred dollars a head.” Ibid., 457.
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tred of the Viet Cong? No.92

As such, the attempts on the part of the United States to have their South 
Vietnamese colleagues adhere to liberal democratic values were miscon-
ceived at their very core. Once again, this does not mean to say that the 
Vietnamese were simply barbaric people who were prone to barbaric acts; 
such a baseless assertion fundamentally misses the point. While Ameri-
can troops had the luxury of returning home after one year in the field, 
the South Vietnamese were not going anywhere. They were not fighting 
to stop the spread of communism or to promote democracy; they were 
fighting for their families, for their homes, for their very survival. Just as 
their adversaries would not shirk at using any means necessary to ensure 
their survival, neither would the South Vietnamese. This would remain 
true until the last U.S. advisors were withdrawn, effectively removing the 
final checks on South Vietnamese actions.
 Third, while Phoenix was successful at arresting and detaining 
VCI, the South Vietnamese legal system left much to be desired. In 1967, 
all of South Vietnam had only one hundred ninety three lawyers, one 
hundred fifty of which were in Saigon. Indeed, only fourteen of the coun-
try’s forty four provinces had even a single lawyer.93 Consequently, the 
judicial process was extremely slow, and many innocent people ended 
up spending weeks and months in jail simply to have their case heard. 
While justice was eventually delivered to many, the innocent that were 
released often became sympathetic to the Viet Cong after their experi-
ence in prison.94 Furthermore, detention facilities were horribly unde-
requipped and underresourced. In 1965, the total capacity for prison-
ers in South Vietnam was 21 400, but in that year alone, there were 18 
788 political prisoners.95 Coupled with the ordinary criminals, there was 
simply not enough space to hold everyone. As a result, amnesties were 
frequently declared for the purpose of relieving pressure on the prison 
system, and convicted VCI would be released to continue the fight. In 
1968 alone, 5 043 prisoners were released in various amnesties.96 This 
was compounded by the fact that there was a lack of communication be-
tween South Vietnamese institutions, and Phung Hoang officials would 
more often than not fail to be told about VCI that had been released.97 
At the end, Phoenix could only be effective as its complementary insti-
tutions in South Vietnam, and insufficiencies in the justice system and 
elsewhere negated many gains made by Phoenix, as well as the counter-
insurgency effort as a whole. Finally, as the number of U.S. advisors to 
Phoenix/Phung Huang declined through the early 1970s, so too did the 
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successes of the program. By 1972, the program was all but inconsequen-
tial.
 As few need be reminded, the United States was defeated in 
Vietnam, and initiatives such as CORDS and Phoenix were insufficient 
to prevent this outcome. As American involvement declined, so too did 
the prospects for survival of the regime in Saigon. The 1972 Communist 
offensive was only blunted through extensive American air support and 
advisory assistance. By 1975, however, with American participation ab-
sent, South Vietnam quickly fell underneath the Communist shroud with 
the Communist Final Offensive. Notably, this occurred despite the fact 
that U.S. forces never lost a single battle. The problem lay in the type of 
strategy pursued by the American military leadership. As Henry Kiss-
inger noted, “We fought a military war; our opponents fought a political 
one… In the process, we lost sight of one of the cardinal maxims of guer-
rilla war: the guerrilla wins if he does not lose; the conventional army 
loses if it does not win.”98 This does not mean that the field was barren of 
ingenuity. From the outset, the CIA and the Marines demonstrated a sol-
id understanding of the conflict, and used appropriate methods. By the 
time overall strategy came in line with the tenets of counterinsurgency 
warfare, American political will had collapsed and the American people 
would no longer accept the mounting costs of war. This does not mean 
that effective instruments of counterinsurgency were not developed; 
CORDS and Phoenix represented watershed innovations in interagency 
cooperation and intelligence, and the fact that they failed does not in any 
way diminish their ingenuity. As Robert Komer reflected, “The greatest 
problem with pacification was that it was not tried seriously until too 
late, or if not too late certainly very late in the day.”99

98 Nagl, 171.
99 Ibid., 166.
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Appendix A: Viet Cong Terrorism Against Civilians, 1957-19651

Assassinated Kidnapped Total

1957-1959 432 580 1,012

1960 1,400 700 2,100

1961 1,000 2,000 3,000

1962 1,719 9,688 11,407

1963 2,073 7,262 9,335

1964 1,795 9,554 11,349

1965 1,895 12,778 14,673

1  Reproduced from Nagl, 136.

Appendix B: Decline of US Combat Role in Vietnam, 1968-19721

US Troop 
Strength

Grounds 
Operations 
(Battalion 
or Larger)

KIA KIA per 
1,000

January 
1968 498,000 N/A 1202 2.4

July 1968 537,000 71 813 1.5

January 
1969 542,000 56 795 1.5

January 
1970 473,000 58 343 0.7

July 1970 404,000 64 332 0.8

January 1971 336,000 64 140 0.4

July 1971 225,000 40 65 0.3

1  Reproduced from Nagl, 173.
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