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Note from the Editorial Staff 

Dear Reader, 
 
     We thank you for picking up our latest issue of Clio’s Scroll, UC Berkeley’s 
undergraduate history journal. For this Spring issue of the journal, we expanded our 
editorial team and as such decided to take on more papers that answer, in different 
ways and with different methodologies, to the question of the individual human 
experience over time. Insofar as this edition of our journal has a theme, it’s that of 
diversity, as in the rejection of easy answers and clean narratives. Our issue, which 
takes as its primary subject the individual, covers a wide range of time and locations.  
     In “Beloved Beardless Boys”, Princeton graduate Travis York uses medieval 
Middle Eastern love poems to historicize understandings of homosexual relations and 
to place them within distinct cultural and social contexts. With abundant quotes 
throughout, this paper is a fresh and interesting read.  
     Our second paper, “I Do Not Want a Husband, but only to be the Bride of my 
God,” by Ithaca College graduate Tristan Berlet, explores the lives of cloistered nuns, 
challenging the concept of patriarchy in the context of seclusion and religion.  
     The third paper, “Spain as Refuge and Residence for the Abraham Lincoln 
Brigade” by Princeton graduate Sam Bisno presents the previously unexamined 
letters of three American soldiers fighting for the Spanish Republic during the 
Spanish Civil War. This remarkable paper shows how these three men created a 
personal understanding of Spain and their relation to it.  
     Vanderbilt graduate Davi Lennon offers a persuasive and nuanced description of 
conservative women’s politics in the final paper of our issue, “Phyllis Schlafly’s 
Performance of Womanhood in the STOP ERA Campaign, 1972–1982”. It’s a timely 
and exciting piece of historical writing.  
     We would like to express our heartfelt appreciation to the dedicated team of new 
and returning associate editors who poured their time and energy into bringing this 
semester's edition to life. We also want to thank our readers, both at Berkeley and 
across the world, for their interest and support. We hope you enjoy this issue of Clio’s 
Scroll.  
 
 

Sincerely,  
The Editor Staff 
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Beloved Beardless Boys: 
Medieval Male Same-Sex Relations in the Middle Eastern and 
North African Regions, Eighth through Thirteenth Centuries 
 
“For when the lover and the beloved come together, having each of 
them a law, and the lover thinks that he is right in doing any service 
that he can to his compliant beloved, and the other that he is right in 
submitting to any service that he can for him who is making him wise 
and good, the one capable of communicating intelligence and virtue, 
the other seeking to acquire them with a view to education and 
wisdom; when the two laws of love are fulfilled and meet in one–then, 
and then only, may the beloved yield with honor to the beloved.”1 
 
 
“Those who are inspired by this Love turn to the male, delighting in the 
more valiant and intelligent nature. Anyone may recognize the pure 
enthusiasts of this Love in the very nature of their pederasty. For they 
love not little boys but intelligent beings whose reason is beginning to 
be developed, about the time at which their beards begin to grow.”2 
– Plato, Symposium 
 
     Love between men has been written about throughout history. Plato 
writes of the love between older men and the beardless youth. It is this 
point, the beardless youth, from which this paper launches itself. From 
Foucault to Butler, the theories of gender and sexuality that appear 
popular today come, for the most part, from modern, Western 
perspectives. Quite often there appears a reappraisal of these modes of 
understanding gender and sexuality within academic circles. Such 
reappraisals seek to alter society’s understanding of how gender and 
sexuality function within and outside of normative societal structures. 
These theorists have penned formulations of gender and sexuality as 
theoretical and practical categories. Placing a heavy focus on identity, 
these categories build social labels which are then applied to 
individuals. These views dominate how society perceives gender and 
sexuality and have created social systems which operate on a global 
scale. There also exists some pushback against these ideas of identity. 
                                                
1 Plato, Benjamin Jowett, and Hayden Pelliccia, Symposium: the Benjamin Jowett Translation, 
New York: Modern Library, 1996, 32-33. 
2 Plato, Symposium, 27. 
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The notion of identity as a socially constructed idea has emerged 
recently as a new approach to issues such as gender and sexuality. 
These social constructions, which are “given form and shape by the 
ways they are put into language,” are most clearly accentuated within 
literature and prose. The conception of identity as inherent in human 
nature often contrasts with the idea that identity is entirely socially 
constructed. This paper does not aim to refute the most prevalent 
interpretations of gender and sexuality as inherent within personal 
identities. Rather, I aim to complicate these notions and question how 
applicable they may be to the lived realities of different individuals and 
societies at different time periods. 
     A reappraisal of the current view of gender and sexuality is needed 
to take an accurate account of the systems of male same-sex desire 
sketched out in this paper. Taking note of societal practices in the heart 
of the Middle East and North Africa in the eighth through thirteenth 
centuries through an analysis of several works of poetry and literature, 
this paper follows the lives of its authors, from 760 to 1253. This paper 
presents a complication of the current view of gender and sexuality in 
society at large. By taking stock of the practices of past societies, one 
can question the practices of current societies. From exploring 
differences in time and region, one can reconcile how society currently 
describes itself and the individuals within it. The past presents a mode 
of navigating the future. Through a look at an often-neglected history 
of sexuality within medieval North Africa and the Middle East, there 
appear new modes of understanding both practices and regulations of 
sexuality as they were at the time and as they are now. 
     In the late eighth and ninth centuries, two figures emerged in the 
field of poetry who would change the course of literature in the Middle 
East. Al Hasan B. Hānī al-Hakamī, commonly known as Abū Nuwās, 
(d. 814) and Abū Tammām Habīb Ibn Aws (d. 845) were not just 
popular figures during their lifetime but became celebrated figures 
within the history of literature and poetry.3 These men followed a 
trajectory common among men of the time in the field of poetry, with 
some distinctions. Their poems were celebrated for various aspects of 
their composition, but the most controversial is their writing on 
religiously condemned activities, abundant in its references to 

                                                
3 Arthur Wormhoudt, Diwan al Gazal: Love Poems by Abu Nuwas and Abu Tammam, trans. 
Arthur Wormhoudt, (Oskaloosa, Iowa: William Penn College, 1980), 1. 
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homosexuality. The complex controversy over homosexual behavior 
comes from a dual image of homosexuality as culturally prevalent and 
religiously immoral.4 Abū Nuwās and Abū Tammām were pioneers in 
the field of erotic poetry. Their writings are still celebrated, and 
sometimes condemned, in today’s society.5 Abū Nuwās would go on to 
inspire an entire field of writers after his death in the mujun style of 
poetry and writing.6 
     In their influence, there came about another figure in literature who, 
while less well recognized in modern society, still carries a legacy of 
writing which is crucial to understanding the culture and society of the 
Middle East and North Africa in the following twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries. Ahmad ibn Yūsuf al-Tīfāshī (d. 1253) explored similar themes 
to that of his predecessors while utilizing a new form: the erotic 
manual.7 The erotic manual became a staple in Arabic literature around 
this time, with several authors publishing pieces on social-sexual 
relationships.  
     Al-Tīfāshī is estimated to have been born in 1184 in Gafsa, in what is 
Tunisia today.8 After an education in Tunis, he moved across the 
Middle East, from Cairo to Damascus, until he settled once again in 
Egypt. A scholar and member of the powerful elite within the Abbasid 
government, al-Tīfāshī was positioned among the same men he wrote 
                                                
4 For further information on the legal consequences of homosexual acts, deemed zina or liwat, 
which often resulted from religious doctrine and interpretation, see Omar, Sara. 2012. "From 
Semantics to Normatice Law: Perceptions of Liwat (Sodomy) and Sihāq (Tribadism) in 
Islamic Jurisprudence (8th - 15th Century CE)." Islamic Law and Society (Brill) 19 (3): 222-
56; Ze'evi, Dror. 2006. Producing Desire: Changing Sexual Discourse in the Ottoman Middle 
East, 1500-1900. Berkeley and Los Angeles, California: University of California Press; and 
Semerdjian, Elyse. 2008. "Off the Straight Path": Illicit Sex, Law, and Community in Ottoman 
Aleppo. Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press. 
5 Views on homosexuality have changed drastically over time in the Middle East and North 
African regions. Today, violence against the LGBTQIA+ community within these regions has 
created controversy over the histories of these geographies, with some refuting and combatting 
the historical evidence of deeply rooted same-sex systems of attraction and sexual relations 
within the Middle East and North Africa. 
6 Thomas Bauer, "Male-Male Love in Classical Arabic Poetry," In The Cambridge History of 
Gay and Lesbian Literature, by E. L. McCallum and Mikko Tuhkanen, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press 2014), 109-110. 
7 Ahmad al-Tifashi, The Delight of Hearts, ed. Winston Leyland, trans. Edward Lacey, (San 
Francisco, California: Gay Sunshine Press, 1988), 38 
8 al-Tifashi, The Delight of Hearts, 39. 
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about.9 North Africa and the Middle East during al-Tīfāshī’s time were 
simultaneously ruled by several groups vying for power throughout 
the regions, including the Almohads, Ayyubids, Hafsids, and 
Mamluks.10 However, the Abbasid Caliphate held influence over the 
entire region throughout his time. The main piece of writing explored 
here by al-Tīfāshī is his Nuzhat al-albāb fīmā lā yūjad fī kitab, or, The 
Delight of Hearts or What you will not find in any book. Al-Tīfāshī’s 
literature builds on the insights given by his predecessors in that his 
discussion of same-sex male desire is more descriptive of a cultural 
system at play within society. In this way, al-Tīfāshī’s writing 
highlights an important aspect of male same-sex relationships: the role 
of the submissive partner, or, the “beloved.” Al-Tīfāshī’s manual is vital 
in understanding further the notions of homosexuality first built out in 
Abū Nuwās’ and Abū Tammām’s poetry. 
     Writing several centuries after Abū Nuwās and Abū Tammām, one 
can still see the influence they had on society in al-Tīfāshī’s writing. The 
common theme of same-sex sexual relations among these three 
accomplished writers and societal figures appears to bring about a 
statement on homosexuality in the medieval Middle East and North 
Africa. More specifically, these authors present differing perceptions of 
a similarly socially constructed notion of homosexuality that emphasize 
the cruciality of autonomous, purposeful actions in identifying 
behaviors within individuals. While specific aspects of homosexuality 
differ among these writers, they all highlight homosexuality as a 
common practice grounded in male ideals of power and autonomy. 
These authors’ works complicate current notions of gender and 
sexuality, yet they are representative of a conception of gender and 
sexuality common to the people of the medieval Middle East and North 
Africa. 
     Within this complication of gender and sexuality, there are multiple 
key questions worth explicating here. The search for queer history 
appears elusive given our current notions of gender and sexuality 
cannot be simply applied to other times and regions. Thus, this study 
does not aim to uncover a hidden homosexual figure, at least not one 

                                                
9 al-Tifashi, 39. 
10 Jean Dangler, “Expanding Our Scope: Nonmodern Love and Sex in Ibn Hazm al-Andalusī's 
Tawq al hamāma and Ahmad ibn Yūsuf al-Tīfāshī's Nuzhat al-albāb fīmā lā yūjad fī kitāb,” 
Africa Today, vol. 61, no. 4, (Indiana University Press, 2015), 20. 
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who holds the same configuration of identities that defines 
homosexuality today. Rather, in looking to the past, I aim to uncover 
that the action of same-sex sociosexual relationships is not a new 
phenomenon. Foremost, I ask how ideas of sexuality appeared within 
lived realities of men within the eighth through thirteenth centuries. 
When looking at the lived experiences of men engaging in same-sex 
sexual relations, what can be told about the way society viewed these 
men? Through an analysis of primary sources, can a society in which 
male same-sex relationships are not thought of outside the normative 
be discovered? What roles do age and perceptions of maturity play in 
agency and identity relating to homosexuality in the middle ages? Most 
vital to this paper, however, is the question of the beloved. How did the 
beloved navigate same-sex relationships? What autonomy did both 
partners — but more specifically the submissive partner — have in 
their same-sex relationships? The final question worthy of note is one 
settled deeper within queer theory: what role did love and emotion 
play in these relationships? 
     This study analyzes themes of agency and power among men 
engaging in same-sex relationships of a sexual nature to uncover a lived 
reality of queer men’s experiences in North Africa and the Middle East 
during the eighth through thirteenth centuries. The emphasis of this 
paper is on the role of beardless youth, colloqiually named “beloveds,” 
within male same-sex relationships. Through an analysis of multiple 
sources of poetry and prose from the eighth through thirteenth 
centuries within the Arab world of the Middle East and North Africa, I 
aim to show how pre-modern ideas of male sexuality complicate the 
current notions of queerness and homosexuality as identities. We may 
see through these sources that homosexuality was not an identity, but 
rather a set of practices people engaged in for various reasons. 
Queerness, as we know it today, did not exist in the time and region of 
this study. While men engaged in same-sex relationships, these were 
not considered queer in that they did not falll outside of the normative 
structures of love and sex in medieval North African and Middle 
Eastern regions. Within medieval discussions of homosexuality, there is 
a differentiation between young and old men and between active and 
passive partners. The older partner, the lover, pursues the younger 
partner, the beloved, in an act of male desire. These contradictions in 
identities create a social dichotomy between men based on physicality 
and social perceptions of maturity and power. The “beloved beardless 
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boy” is the center of this project. As a discursive figure, the beloved boy 
is a figure which has not been given autonomy within studies on this 
period. This study aims to return agency to the beloved as a figure who 
engaged in male same-sex desires for their own personal and 
autonomous reasons. As an autonomous being, the beloved was able to 
engage in male same-sex relationships as an active partner, even if they 
often took the passive position within sexual relations. Furthering this 
distinction is the social differentiation of identity and actions; vital to 
the point of this paper is the distinction made between homosexual 
identity and homosexual acts. This differentiation between identity and 
action is made based upon a perceived notion that homosexual identity 
functioned differently in different times and places. In the following 
exploration of homosexuality within the North African and Middle 
Eastern regions, this distinction between identity and action is 
repeatedly codified. The Westernized perception of homosexuality, and 
queerness as a totality, has been solidified in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries through the work of many scholars, most 
famously within the ideas of Foucault. However, this perception of 
queerness, as with any perception of identity, can be complicated by 
the acknowledgment of other forms of codifying oneself within a 
broader institution. 
     In the Middle East and North Africa there existed a different mode 
of social and cultural differentiation than exists today in the West. 
Within these societies, the identification of different people relies on a 
different set of standards. There is a labeling of different men according 
to social and cultural factors beyond sexual identity. The differentiation 
between the active and passive partner is entrenched in ideas of age 
and maturity. Young, beardless youth are the passive partners while 
older, mature adult men are the active partners. In the distinction of 
active and passive, there are created two terms to describe these 
partners: the beloved and the lover. The beloved is the object of the 
lover’s affection. The balance between lover and beloved is precarious. 
Both entities hold power in their relationship, yet the inherent 
inequality within this power dynamic is apparent.  
     Among the scholarship on Medieval sexuality, the topic of male 
autonomy within same-sex relationships is underrepresented. Looking 
at the role of the passive partner is even rarer. Scholarship on sexuality 
within the Ottoman Empire is expanding at a fast pace in recent years. 
However, the history of sexuality among men before the Ottoman 
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Empire remains vastly understudied. The scholarly discussion on 
sexuality and gender remains focused on the male perspective, 
something that this paper furthers. The work on female sexuality, while 
existent, is brief in comparison to that of male sexuality.11 Thus, the 
mode of finding a unique aspect of research relies on which particular 
aspects of male sexuality are explored. Several scholars who have 
explored male sexuality in the medieval Middle East are worth 
discussing at some length here. 
     One of the most significant studies of sexuality in the medieval 
Middle East is El-Rouayheb’s Before Homosexuality in the Ottoman 
Empire, 1500-1800.12 El-Rouayheb discusses the practice and idea of 
homosexuality in the Middle East as it existed outside of current 
notions of homosexuality. Before Homosexuality adeptly explores the 
social structures at play in the Ottoman Empire which informed views 
on homosexuality. El-Rouahyeb makes several claims about male-male 
sexual relationships which are further explored here. Most importantly, 
makes a distinction in the acceptability of same-sex relationships for 
different types of men.13 The distinctions between active and passive 
partners and older and younger partners reinforce social and cultural 
systems, which were often the result of religious policy and 
jurisprudence handed down from the highest religious scholars of the 
time, at play in late medieval North Africa and the Middle East. His 
research has filled a large gap in scholarly discussion of male-male 
relations during the medieval period. This paper relies heavily on El-
Rouayheb’s description of legal structures at play in the medieval 
period. While the majority of the discussion presented here diverges 
from El-Rouayheb’s work in that it focuses on an earlier time period, 
there is a continued legal structure in society that spans the medieval 
period in North Africa and the Middle East that is explored both here 
and in Before Homosexuality. Many of the cultural and social ideas El-
Rouayheb explores in the Ottoman period are also applicable to the 
                                                
11 For further exploration of the role of women within the medieval Middle East and North 
Africa, see Pernilla Myrne, "Pleasing the Beloved: Sex and True Love in a Medieval Arabic 
Erotic Compendium," In The Beloved in Middle Eastern Literatures: The Culture of Love and 
Languishing, by Alireza Korangy, Hanadi Al-Samman and Michael Beard, (London: I. B. 
Tauris & Company, Limited 2017), 215-236. 
12 Khaled El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World, 1500-1800, 
(Chicago, Illinois: University of Chicago Press, 2005). 
13 El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World, 1500-1800, 15. 
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time directly before the Ottoman conquests. El-Rouayheb’s work stands 
out for its ability to construct a lived reality of men engaging in 
homosexual acts. Also important is his distinction between the identity 
label of homosexuality and the playing out of homosexual acts among 
men. This paper will build upon previous scholars such as El-Rouayheb 
in making this distinction between identity and actions. 
     al-Tīfāshī’s The Delight of Hearts is severely underserved in its 
analysis. Jean Dangler presents a comparative analysis of Delight of 
Hearts and a later text written on sexuality and sexual vice, Tawq al-
hamāma or The Ring of the Dove, by Ibn Hazm al-Andalusi, which serves 
as one basis upon which this paper is built. The analysis offered here is 
insightful in its exploration of how sexuality and gender are 
represented within the erotic manual. While The Ring of the Dove is not 
given significant analysis here, it is nonetheless an important work of 
the time period under study. In fact, there are several similar texts to 
The Delight of Hearts which one could explore in their uses and 
references to homosexuality. However, al-Tīfāshī’s manual, in 
conjunction with the poetry of scholars such as Abū Nuwās and Abū 
Tammām, shows a clear delineation of the social and cultural ideas of 
sexuality and identity present in the eighth through the thirteenth 
century. 
     While many scholars have argued that, “for the Ottomans in early-
modern times, explicit speech about sex was a private matter,” this 
paper claims that, when extrapolated to several centuries earlier, the 
area that would become the Ottoman Empire was much more public in 
their explicit mentions of sex and desire.14 Homosexuality was 
simultaneously clear yet unclear, present yet absent, and open yet 
closed. 
 

Navigating Queer Stories Through Different Lenses 
     In any analysis of queer existences, it is vital to understand from 
whom the source material is coming. Al-Tīfāshī is writing from the 
perspective of a social elite. He held high positions near the rulers of 
Egypt during his time there.15 His position in reference to queer identity 
is one of complexity, as, even if he did engage in same-sex 
relationships, these experiences are not the ones recorded in available 

                                                
14 Walter G. Andrews and Mehmet Kalpakli, The Age of the Beloved, 2005, 130. 
15 al-Tifashi, The Delight of Hearts, 38-40. 
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histories. His writing, therefore, represents a societal view of 
homosexuality and queer identities. Al-Tīfāshī’s intention in writing 
Delight of Hearts may never truly be uncovered. In deciphering the 
potential intent of Delight of Hearts, knowledge of the social vices 
present in the Abbasid Caliphate is vital. Many sources on social vices 
were written satirically for a public audience. The Delight of Hearts has 
been considered by some scholars a work of mujun, works “intended as 
satires and critiques of moralizing social and religious practices and 
values.”16 Much of the literature on homosexuality that has been 
compiled and survived its journey from the Medieval Ages to now is 
written in a satirical tone utilizing irony as a literary tool. Many writers 
discuss male same-sex desire in the context of larger issues, using this 
same-sex desire as a tool to criticize institutions and practices at play in 
the Medieval Ages. This is vital to note as it signifies the need for a 
different approach to the analysis of these sources. What is written 
cannot be taken at face value to signify the lived experiences of men 
engaging in homosexual acts. Works such as The Delight of Hearts 
function as primary retellings of the larger society’s position toward 
homosexuality and queerness. One can gather a representation of how 
the wider social community viewed men engaging in same-sex 
relationships. It is important to have this view to understand the 
widespread notions of homosexuality and to realize what is considered 
homosexual compared to normative behavior. 
     To gather a clearer picture of how queer lived realities functioned 
within this society, it is also important to read the works of writers that 
contemporary scholars assume to have engaged in same-sex 
relationships firsthand. It is not impossible to gather an understanding 
of how queer people saw themselves in relation to the society around 
them. Through a comparison with the poetry of Abū Nuwās and Abū 
Tammām, an idea of lived queer realities is formed. The people writing 
these texts were in positions that would not be endangered by constant 
reference to social taboos, as they held more elite positions in society. 
This gives a sense of reality to the lives of these poets and other men 
such as al-Tīfāshī. Al-Tīfāshī writes, 
 

                                                
16 Jean Dangler, “Expanding Our Scope: Nonmodern Love and Sex in Ibn Hazm al-Andalusī's 
Tawq al hamāma and Ahmad ibn Yūsuf al-Tīfāshī's Nuzhat al-albāb fīmā lā yūjad fī kitāb,” 
(2015), 16. 
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…dear reader, it should be borne in mind that a great many of 
the literati, as well as the majority of the members of the upper 
crust of society, belong to the ranks of homosexuals…quite a few 
of them indulge in these practices only out of a taste for 
elegance, impelled by a love much more intellectual than 
physical, finding in them principally an exercise for the mind, an 
enchantment propitious to the development of the intelligence, a 
method open to all for refining the faculties of understanding 
and discernment, as well as a manner of distancing themselves 
from the simplistic ideas about life held by the common people.17 
 

     Those writing about homosexuality often held relatively high 
positions of social and/or political power. Their positions of power in 
part enabled them to write such material without fear of serious 
repercussions. There exists in writings on homosexuality a 
consideration that homosexual activity is of a higher nature than that 
engaged by the “common people.” In his Delight of Hearts, al-Tīfāshī 
writes of the practice of homosexuality as most popular among the 
societal elites. There is a duality of praise and condemnation in his 
opening comments on homosexuality within his erotic manual. This 
discursive comment positions homosexuality as an activity used by the 
upper classes of society for intellectual and soulful gain. Thus, the 
characters represented in the poems and writings reviewed here most 
often encompassed a specific socioeconomic identity. The writing 
reviewed here carries implications for the men of this specific, elite 
social class. To extrapolate the analysis here to the lay population 
would be a bold assumption. The elite class is interesting to examine, 
for the ways they were able to navigate society vary greatly from the 
middle and lower classes. In examining how elites functioned within 
larger society, the poetry written by and about them is essential. It is 
through these manuals and poetic sources that an accurate picture can 
be drawn of the complex elite class of males from the eighth through 
thirteenth centuries in the Middle East and North Africa. 
 

In Comparison to Other Vices 
     In the discussions of homosexuality, there are constant references to 
other forms of vice among the people in the Middle East and North 

                                                
17 al-Tifashi, The Delight of Hearts, 55. 
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Africa. These references to other vices act to justify homosexuality with 
relation to other, potentially more serious social missteps. Most vividly 
portrayed in these sources is the indulgence in alcohol. Referenced 
concurrently, alcohol and homosexuality can be seen as two vices that 
were, at the least, not rare in elite Arab society and seem to suggest that 
vice encourages vice. In al-Tīfāshī’s guide, he discusses lust for 
beardless youth in the context of other sins in Islamic culture. In one 
selected poem accredited to Abū Nuwās, al-Tīfāshī recounts the 
pleasures of wine and sex, writing: 
 

“I drink the cheering wine 
with generous friends of mine. 

 
If the cock rises, don’t be 
too quick to cry ‘infamy!’ 
When the time arrives to screw. 
They asked me ‘Why did you 
 
jump on him just as soon 
as he stretched out and lay down? 
 
Didn’t you see how small 
he is?’ I said: ‘Forget all 
 
that idle talk of yours. 
In this world of ours 
 
the only coveted pleasure 
is wine, sex and pleasure!’”18 
 

This lament for enjoying oneself in wine, sex, and pleasure symbolizes 
the constant conflation of vices with each other. In order to signify the 
wrongness of one action, there is a reliance on other clearer examples of 
vice being conflated to the subject matter. Alcohol consumption is a 
vice many could place within their lives due to the wide, public 
availability of alcohol. Male-male sexual relations appear, through this 
reliance on reference to alcohol, to be less solidified within the public 

                                                
18 al-Tifashi, The Delight of Hearts, 91. 



 
“Beloved Beardless Boys” │18 

 

 

knowledge and awareness. This is not to say homosexuality was 
hidden within society––in fact, this paper shows the opposite point––
but to show that, in comparison to other vices, homosexual behavior 
was further from the centrality of public awareness. Homosexuality 
teetered on a line of openness and closedness which was intricate in its 
social implications. In looking at another poem, this time written by 
Abū Tammām, one can see this intricacy of openness and closedness. 
He writes, 
 

“I was drunk, who was it greeted? 
I revealed to one I love what I had hid 
 
I seemed to stagger as I stood 
Was I happy in what I had or penitent? 
 
O would I knew when I met him 
If I met As’ad or Sa’id and knew it.”19 
 

This poem presents a conflict of acceptability. The main subject of the 
poem is irresolute in his thoughts about his own feelings towards a 
beloved. The questioning of this poem represents the social conflict 
over homosexuality. While considered a social vice in legal 
circumstances, where acts of zina and liwat could be punished through 
physical pain and social ostracization, homosexuality was a common 
social and cultural practice.20 The social conflict is also a personal 
conflict; it is pivotal to reconcile the conflict present within the larger 
society and within the individual person. Society, which is formed 
through the actions of individuals, exists in a state of ordeal over 
homosexuality. 

Sexual Differentiation Across Social Definitions 
     The constant distinction made in the literature between active and 
passive partners gives rise to power dynamics within these sexual 
                                                
19 Abu Tammam, “Poem 90,” in Diwan al Gazal: Love Poems by Abu Nuwas and Abu 
Tammam, trans. Arthur Wormhoudt, (Oskaloosa, Iowa: William Penn College, 1980). 
20 In North Africa and the Middle East during the eighth through thirteenth centuries, common 
law was often based on the Mālikī school of jurisprudence. These school of law was notable 
for its severe rulings on male same-sex sexual relations. For further information, see Khaled 
El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World, 1500-1800, (2005), 118-128, 
especially 121. 
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relationships. This power dynamic comes with a sense of humiliation 
and pride bound within specific sexual roles.21 Noting this power 
dynamic, El-Rouayheb writes, “it is as if the aggressive, polarizing 
significance of phallic penetration, and therefore the humiliation of 
being the passive partner, is toned down in a situation in which the 
penetrated is already clearly a social inferior, whereas it is emphasized 
when the status of the partners is roughly equal, or when the 
penetrated is socially superior to the penetrator.”22 There appears a 
repeated theme of sexual roles within male-male sexual encounters that 
implicates a broader conversation surrounding the distinction of socio-
sexual roles in which the difference between active versus passive plays 
a formulating role in generating ideas of gender and sexuality with 
relation to certain structures of societal power. Group dynamics within 
male-male sexual liaisons play off of larger societal views of manhood 
which are worth exploring in their intricacies. There is a humiliation in 
being the passive partner under specific sexual and social 
circumstances. The social distinction between the active and passive 
partner in male-male sexual relations stems from a societal view that 
“true” men cannot be penetrated, an idea rooted in the hegemonic 
strength of the male figure. In this way, sexual roles are entrenched in 
ideas of class and power. Class cannot be separated from sexual 
dominance and submission in the centuries under study here. 
     The passive sexual role was often equated to the position of 
womanhood and its attributes defined as feminine. Physically, this 
distinction came in the form of hair. Definitions of maturity were based 
upon facial and bodily hair. Lacking facial hair signified to the outer 
society that a boy was not yet a man. There are various poems between 
both Abū Nuwās and Abū Tammām which refer to the cheeks of 
beardless youth as “rosy” and compared to “pomegranates.” These 
references to a rosy cheek bare of hair aimed to feminize the object of 
beauty, in this case the beardless youth himself.23 This physical 
difference created between older men, who had facial hair, and 
youthful boys, who did not have facial hair, served to demarcate those 
                                                
21 For an exploration of sex dynamics revolving around physical actions and the body, see 
Judith Butler, Undoing Gender, (London: Taylor and Francis, 2004). 
22 Khaled El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World, (2005), 24. 
23 Christina Thérèse Rooijakkers, "The Luscious Locks of Lust: Hair and the Construction of 
Gender in Egypt from Clement to the Fātimids." Journal of the Medieval Mediterranean, 30 
(1): 2018, 43. 
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in power from those deemed powerless. In this distinction, a socially 
upheld power dynamic between men of different ages––and between 
men and women in general––is created. 
     Society views active partners, often the older men in these 
relationships, as socially deviant. Their actions go against the 
normative structure of physical expression at play within the society at 
large. This distinction between active and passive partners is further 
complicated by al-Tīfāshī’s labeling of only certain individuals as 
homosexual. Throughout his Delight of Hearts, al-Tīfāshī labels older 
men engaging in male-male sexual relations or seeking out younger 
men as homosexual.24 In doing so, al-Tīfāshī actively proclaims the 
identity of these older men. He categorizes them within a social identity 
that is known and widely understood. In writing about the older male’s 
attraction to youthful boys, he quotes a poem by Abu-Nuwas, where 
Abu-Nuwas writes: 
 

“A woman criticized me 
because of the love I feel 
for a boy who struts around 
like a wild young bull. 
 
But why should I sail the sea, when I 
can live so well on land? 
Why look for fish, when I can find 
gazelles, free, on every hand? 
 
Let me be, and don’t blame me 
because I chose a path 
in life that you’ve rejected 
– and I’ll follow it to my death! 
 
Don’t you know the Holy Book 
speaks the decisive word: 
‘Before the daughters 
the sons shall be preferred’?”25 

                                                
24 For examples of this labeling of older men (active sexual partners) as homosexual, see 
Ahmad al-Tifashi, The Delight of Hearts, Chapter 2, especially 118. 
25 Ahmad al-Tifashi, The Delight of Hearts, 61. 



 
“Beloved Beardless Boys” │21 

 

 

 
     However, his labeling of homosexuality is not universal. This 
identity label does not extend to the young, beardless youth who are 
the objects of older men’s affection. The young men, who are almost 
always the passive partners in sexual relationships, are not labeled as 
homosexuals. Beardless youth are strictly referred to as youthful men 
and boys.26 The lack of an identity label applied to the beardless youth is 
striking for its specificity. Rather than labeling both partners based on 
their seemingly conscious choice to engage in male-male relationships, 
al-Tifashi only labels men who have already matured physically and 
socially as homosexual. Personal identity is complicated by the social 
identification of a subsect of men as homosexual. As has been shown in 
The Delight of Hearts, the labeling of only older men who take an active 
sexual role as homosexual is an intricate revelation of how non-
normative sexuality is viewed as a socially constructed action within 
the society of the Abbasid Caliphate. 
     Entrenched in notions of social maturity, sexual identity becomes a 
factor by which society can distinguish people from each other. The 
system of distinction present in the medieval Middle East and North 
Africa rests upon a larger system of patriarchal power which was 
maintained at almost any cost. The patriarchal system at play in 
Medieval societies relied on various presuppositions. Firstly, the 
importance of heterosexuality, and especially heterosexual sex, to the 
continued survival of a male-dominated society. Secondly, the ultimate 
domination of men over women. This second point is crucial to the 
notions of homosexuality that emerged in contradiction to the first 
point of the patriarchal system.27 In pursuit of the survival of men’s 
domination over women, there existed a necessary contradiction of the 
first claim of patriarchy. It can be seen that even in male same-sex 
relationships there existed a transfer of power and capital among men 
that explicitly excluded women.28 al-Tifashi writes of this equal 

                                                
26 For examples of this labeling of younger men as simply, “young men,” see Ahmad al-
Tifashi, The Delight of Hearts, Chapter 3, especially 128, 131, and 132. 
27 Mervat Hatem, “The Politics of Sexuality and Gender in Segregated Patriarchal Systems: 
The Case of Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century Egypt,” Feminist Studies, vol. 12, no. 2, 
(Summer 1986), 253. 
28 Stephen O. Murray, "Male homosexuality, Inheritance Rules, and the Status of Women in 
Medieval Egypt: The Case of the Mamlūks." In Islamic Homosexualities: Culture, History, 
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exchange among older and younger men engaging in sexual 
relationships, quoting a poem that states 
 

“I inserted my cock expertly 
into his secret place; 
then his tongue penetrated my mouth 
in a long French kiss. 
 
Fair exchange, no robbery; 
Neither winner nor loser there: 
the powerful and noble-hearted 
are always fair.”29 
 

This exclusion was purposeful both to ensure women did not gain 
capital in the ways men did and as a result of the homosexual 
tendencies of any population.30 It is in this social domination of men 
over women that ideas of active and passive sexual roles are further 
entrenched in the social customs of the societies in question. 
     The passive sexual role was often equated to the position of 
womanhood and its attributes defined as feminine. Physically, this 
distinction came in the form of hair. Definitions of maturity were based 
on facial and bodily hair. Lacking facial hair signified to the outer 
society that a boy was not yet a man. There are various poems between 
both Abū Nuwās and Abū Tammām which refer to the cheeks of 
beardless youth as “rosy” and compared to “pomegranates.” These 
references to a rosy cheek bare of hair aimed to feminize the object of 
beauty, in this case the beardless youth himself.31 This physical 
difference created between older men, who had facial hair, and 
youthful boys, who did not have facial hair, served to demarcate those 
in power from those deemed powerless. In this distinction, a socially 

                                                
and Literature, by Stephen O. Murray and Will Roscoe, (New York: New York University 
Press, 1997), 161. 
29 Ahmad al-Tifashi, The Delight of Hearts, 92. 
30 Mervat Hatem, “The Politics of Sexuality and Gender in Segregated Patriarchal Systems: 
The Case of Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century Egypt,” (Summer 1986), 255. 
31 Christina Thérèse Rooijakkers, "The Luscious Locks of Lust: Hair and the Construction of 
Gender in Egypt from Clement to the Fātimids." Journal of the Medieval Mediterranean, 30 
(1): 2018, 43. 
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upheld power dynamic between men of different ages––and between 
men and women in general––is created. 
     The systematic insistence on men’s domination led to a fear of 
transgression against such a powerful and sustained system, and to 
transgress against this system was a common obligation for passive 
sexual partners. In assuming the apparent feminine role in a sexual 
relationship, the passive partner was diverging from both principles of 
the patriarchy in that he was actively engaging in sexual relationships 
outside the heteronormative scope and in that he was assuming a role 
other than that traditionally held by the male. In taking up the passive 
role, a man was positioning himself in submission to other men, 
simultaneously uplifting the systems of power for their sexual partner 
and denigrating these same systems for himself. This simultaneity of 
transgression and obedience caused conflict in the role of the passive 
partner. It can be explained, thus, why men, especially those in 
positions of power such as the wealthy, older man, were determined to 
receive acknowledgment as the active rather than passive partner. This 
is shown in al-Tīfāshī’s account when he recollects that, for the older 
male, “It was as though his greatest fear was that people would think 
him capable of playing the role of passive partner with this handsome 
young man.”32 The older man’s fear of being mistaken for a passive 
partner comes from a structure of patriarchy in which older men felt 
the need to maintain their higher status in relation to not only women 
but younger men as well. This domination was oftentimes expressed 
socially through sexual acts. This further highlights the importance of 
physical actions performed by the body in creating social and cultural 
contexts. The system of patriarchy was thus not just about the 
domination of men over women but about the domination of some men 
over other men as well. 
 

Youthful Agency 
 

“…referred to in the texts as amrad (beardless boy); ghulām or sabī 
(boy); or fatā, shābb, or hadith (male youth)––though biologically 
male, was not completely a ‘man’ in the social and cultural 
sense…”33 

                                                
32 al-Tifashi, The Delight of Hearts, 80. 
33 Khaled El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World, (2005), 26. 
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     Visibly marked by their lack of facial hair, beardless youth traversed 
a unique social position in relation to other men. In this presentation of 
sexual differentiation, it may appear that the power dynamics within 
this relationship are clearly defined. The conclusion can be drawn that 
older men held power over the beloved due to the former’s social and 
biological maturity. This conclusion, however, would forego the 
beardless youth’s agency within this relationship. The beloved male 
often used their sexual relationships with men for gaining personal 
capital. Whether it be social, economic, political, or any other type of 
capital, the beloved was able to gain something from their relationships 
with older men, and these modes of personal gain represent a youthful 
agency on the part of the beloved which is often undercounted in 
scholarship. 
     There is a consistent reference to the ways in which older men are 
able to secure sexual relations with young men within al-Tīfāshī’s 
Delight of Hearts. In almost every instance retold by al-Tīfāshī, there is 
money involved in intercourse with young, beardless youths. There 
exist several reasons — including economic — for the beloved to 
embrace the social practice of same-sex desire. This mode of mutual 
gain is exemplified often by al-Tīfāshī. Specifically in relation to 
establishing one’s future, al-Tīfāshī writes that, “If a boy’s legal 
guardian doesn’t have the financial means to buy him a wife of a 
concubine at this juncture, he will inevitably fall into the sin of 
adultery, however little he may be temperamentally inclined toward 
women.”34 While al-Tīfāshī notes that this reasoning for the “fall” into 
adultery is mainly aimed at establishing one’s self within the society as 
an active member upholding the social norms, there is at work here a 
mode of economic gain through homosexual activity. This has been 
expanded on by scholars who note that a beardless youth entering into 
sexual relations with an older man was at times a familial act, in that 
parents knew and encouraged their children to engage in these acts so 
as to bring about well fortune to the family as a whole.35 Through both 
primary and secondary source analysis, it can be concluded that 

                                                
34 al-Tifashi, The Delight of Hearts, 104. 
35 Stephen O. Murray, "Homosexuality among Slave Elites in Ottoman Turkey," In Islamic 
Homosexualities: Culture, History, and Literature, by Stephen O. Murray and Will Roscoe, 
(New York: New York University Press, 1997), 176. 



 
“Beloved Beardless Boys” │25 

 

 

passive partners were encouraged to partake in same-sex relationships 
with older men in order to profit personally and to provide for their 
larger families. This conclusion draws on an idea of economic strain on 
the part of the beloved and their family. It seems to place the beloved in 
a lower class than the elite, older male, which would correlate with 
other findings from these sources that the active partner was often of a 
higher socioeconomic background than the passive partner. 
     The beloved’s recognition of their worth to older, oftentimes 
wealthier men stipulates a recognition of their social position vis-à-vis 
these older men. An expansive part of al-Tifashi’s manual deals with 
the position of beardless youth in comparison to their lovers. 
Understanding the complexity of this social position is vital to 
gathering an image of the social and cultural landscape of the time. 
Beloveds were able to garner the attention of older men in ways that 
brought male-male competition among the older men trying to seek the 
acquittance of the beloved. When being courted by several men, a 
beloved was able to utilize their situation to amass the most 
competitive offer from their potential lover. Engaging in such an 
exchange placed the beloved at the center of a showcase of capital by 
their suitors. An older man’s ability to exhibit their abundance of 
offerings made him fair better in the pursuit of a beloved. El-Rouayheb 
comments on this exchange, noting, “rather than desiring and having 
intercourse with each other, pederasts competed and sometimes fought 
amongst themselves for boys.”36 El-Rouayheb makes a point here that 
rather than engaging in homosexual sex with other older men, with 
whom they would potentially have nothing to gain or give other than 
pleasure, older men pursue younger men whom they have to woo and 
win over in order to engage in sex with. This calls back to the ideas set 
out in Plato’s Symposium, in which the older man pursues a younger 
man in an effort to teach and mentor the young beloved boy.37 This 
discursive comment on the lengths to which men will go to have sex 
with a beloved calls attention to the idea of pleasure within the pursuit. 
In navigating a social world of tribulation and failed attempts, men 
engage in the pursuit of a beloved to once again demonstrate their 
power in comparison to both other men and women. 

                                                
36 Khaled El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality in the Arab-Islamic World, (2005), 33. 
37 Plato, Symposium, 32-33. 
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     Traversing this unique position of objectification for beauty while 
coming to understand the social impetus of being labeled beautiful 
created a complex social situation for the beloved. Their beauty 
benefited the beloved in gaining access to the best older male suitors, 
but, to some extent, this beauty prevented them from entering the male-
dominant society as an adult. The connection between perceived 
beauty and physical, visible hair is apparent in al-Tīfāshī’s account and 
poems by Abū Nuwās and Abū Tammām. Beauty is inversely related 
to facial hair in that as boys grow new facial hair, their social value as a 
beautiful beloved boy diminishes. This is not an immediate change, 
however. There are several poems within The Delight of Hearts and 
among Abū Nuwās’ works that explore the lovers longing for their 
growing beloved. Even after the emergence of facial hair, it appears 
some lovers longed for the beloved they had grown an intimate 
relationship with. What was clear was that this relationship was 
temporary, ever-fleeting from the grasp of the seemingly all-powerful 
wealthy, older man. The temporality of relationships was a social 
construction of the limitations placed on sexuality, especially explicit 
sexuality. 
 

True Love or True Ambition? 
     It has become clear that relationships between lovers and beloveds 
were useful tools for maintaining a patriarchal system of power and 
establishing new power on the part of the beloved. It is also crucial, 
however, to reconcile with the idea of queer love within the societies of 
medieval Middle Eastern and North African men in the eighth to 
thirteenth centuries. Queer romance is not, and has not been, solely a 
tool of social and cultural advancement. The love between men is just 
as important for its social implications as it is for its personal 
implications. The poems analyzed throughout this paper show deep 
emotions, often on the part of the lover towards the beloved. It is vital 
that these poems are understood both in their showing of an exchange 
of power and dominance between men and in their showing of true 
emotion and bonding between men. The ideas of love and longing 
between men becomes clear in Abū Tammām’s poem where he writes,  
 

“A fawn proud of his roses on cheeks 
Cheeks on which were roses as mail coats 
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I did not think I would enjoy for long 
His nearness until I tried his distance 
 
Nothing is finer than our night of 
Embrace as I make a pillow of his cheek 
 
My mouth on his mouth talks with his saliva 
My hand diverts itself in his skin’s garden”38 
 

There is a sense of longing clear in the poetry of this time period that 
shows a different side of elite male society in that the poetry clearly 
accentuates the fervent emotions of the lover and exemplifies an often-
overlooked semblance of love between the lover and beloved. Men 
engaging in these same-sex relations are often represented in historical 
scholarship as being driven solely by power within patriarchal systems, 
and, while this reading is not invalid, it misses something crucial in the 
human experience: emotion. North African and Middle Eastern men of 
elite status held a love for their beloveds that becomes apparent in a 
queer reading of the poetry from the eighth through thirteenth 
centuries. 
     While the position of the beloved in this love relationship is more 
unclear, it would be a mistake to broadly assume these relationships 
were purely exchanges of resources and lust. Some lovers may have 
held love for some of their beloveds. This love may have been one-
sided most often, but it represents a raw insight into the emotions of 
powerful men within this society. While beloveds used these 
relationships to gain power and conform to societal standards, 
especially in relation to beauty, lovers viewed these relationships as 
potential love. It is much harder to come to a conclusion on the behalf 
of the beloved as the writings by beloveds are often unkept in literary 
histories. The beloved's outlook on the same-sex relationships they 
engaged in, while often unclear, cannot be discounted for its power in 
emotion. 
 
 
 

                                                
38 Abu Tammam, “Poem 128,” in Diwan al Gazal: Love Poems by Abu Nuwas and Abu 
Tammam, trans. Arthur Wormhoudt, (Oskaloosa, Iowa: William Penn College, 1980). 
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Conclusion 
     This paper has examined several works that discuss homosexuality 
during the eighth through thirteenth centuries in the Middle East and 
North Africa. Through an analysis of al-Tifashi’s The Delight of Hearts, 
along with the various works of poetry by Abū Nuwās and Abū 
Tammām, the ways in which homosexual actions arise within a larger 
social and cultural setting have been explored. The practice of 
homosexuality is shown to be a practice most acceptable along class 
and power lines. Thus, the conclusions presented here are limited in 
their application to the people described in the writings studied. The 
various identities held by individuals influenced new conceptions of 
homosexual identities, actions, and roles. Identity has been explored as 
a construct constantly under change. Rather than focusing solely on the 
creation of a homosexual identity, the people of the medieval period 
relied on a loose construction of homosexuality based on physical 
actions. These actions dictated social and cultural systems at play in the 
Middle East and North Africa. The notion of homosexuality in writing 
and prose is often compared to other social vices such as drinking to 
place homosexuality amidst a series of social vices on the periphery of 
social acceptability. While perceived identity appears to play a liminal 
role in the social and cultural distinctions of power, it is encountered in 
several of the texts under study in interesting ways. Al-Tīfāshī’s 
suggestion that older men engaging in the active role of homosexual 
sex can justly be labeled as homosexuals presumes an ability to 
differentiate men based on dual categories of socioeconomic status and 
sexual role. Socioeconomic status plays an important role in 
distinguishing between men––an essential feature of the patriarchal 
system––and between men and women.  
     The sexual role acts to create a strict border between young and old, 
provider and provided for, and, most importantly, between powerful 
and powerless. It has been shown, however, that the beloved is far from 
powerless; the beloved carries an allure that allows them to engage in 
an exchange of capital for the physical body. Throughout this paper, it 
is highlighted that, as opposed to the conclusions of many analyses of 
medieval homosexuality, passive sexual partners were able to utilize 
their position vis-à-vis other men to gain capital and power. Sexual 
relationships between men were not one-sided. They were dynamic for 
all partners involved. The negotiations of the body highlight a system 
of capital growth that prospered in the Middle East and North Africa. 
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The physical body was traversed through unique modes of thinking. 
The beloved’s body, through love and sex with older men, was one 
mode of accumulating capital. 
     There are various methods of approaching queer histories. The 
current approach emphasizes the systems in place which dominated 
homosexual life in the eighth through thirteenth centuries. However, it 
is also focused on the individual in that the actions of individual people 
at the time mattered significantly to social and cultural performance. 
There is an emphasis on individual actions rather than cohesive societal 
frameworks for identity, which represents a different approach to 
identity politics than the one propagated by Western ideals. The stories 
of men engaging in same-sex relationships in the Middle East and 
North Africa between the eighth and thirteenth centuries represent a 
broader critique of modern, Western thinking around gender and 
sexuality. Namely, these stories reject an inherent identity argument. 
Rather than focusing on a constructed identity, which is temporally and 
geographically manipulative, this paper explores an alternative idea of 
an identity based on actions completed within a social context. The 
subjects covered in this paper cannot neatly be labeled as homosexual 
or queer, despite a current wave of queer historians aiming to uncover 
a explicitly queer past. It is vital to understand gender and sexuality as 
ever-changing and -evolving social and cultural notions.  
     The story of homosexuality during the eighth through thirteenth 
centuries is not one story but rather a convolution of multiple stories 
which rely on each other while also presenting contradictions within 
themselves. These stories of social homosexual identity represent a case 
study in which the current, Westernized notions of gender and 
sexuality are complicated. How can one apply the current views of 
gender and sexuality to men of the Middle East and North Africa? 
While these men’s methods of navigating the society around them do 
not negate the current field view of gender and sexuality, they do 
complicate how much a theory of gender and sexuality rests on ideas of 
personal identification and representation. One must ask what current 
notions of gender and sexuality can do for society and what they 
cannot do. While theory dictates what academics may consider queer or 
homosexual, the lived realities of queer people remain underexplored 
by scholarship. Yet, it is only through an exploration of these lived 
realities that one can truly craft a theory of gender and sexuality that 
uplifts the voices of marginalized communities. 
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I Do Not Want a Husband, but Only to be 
the Bride of my God: 
Agency and the Genevan Poor Clares 
 
     At five o’clock on the morning of August 29, 1535, the Poor Clares of 
Geneva solemnly marched out of their convent.39 They barely had 
enough clothing to keep out what Jeanne de Jussie later described as a 
bitter cold, and their feet ached in the shoes they were not used to 
wearing. Several of them were so sick they were barely able to stand, 
much less walk through the city. And yet, filled with steely 
determination, they strode in pairs, holding each other up when 
necessary, their veils the last remaining separation between them and 
the outside world. They were surrounded by three hundred archers 
from the city garrison; orders had been given that any citizen who so 
much as talked to the nuns would be summarily beheaded.40 This was 
the last resort of a community whose world had been systematically 
destroyed by the new Protestant order. The Genevan Poor Clares 
resisted the Reformation and the Genevan government, not to change 
their circumstances, but to preserve them. They were happy with the 
place they occupied in their community, a valued institution protected 
from the outside world. They feared more than anything else being 
dragged into Protestant marriage against the will of God.  
     This can be seen by the methods of resistance used by the nuns. They 
began by petitioning and otherwise appealing to the government of 

                                                
39 This article was first written as the final paper for Dr. Karin Breuer's senior seminar, 
Gender, Place, and Belonging in Modern Europe. The author cannot thank Prof. Breuer 
enough for the encouragement, mentorship, and support she provided over the course of this 
paper and throughout his entire college career. He would also like to thank the Clio’s Scroll 
editorial staff for their insightful comments throughout the process of reediting this article for 
publication. 
40 Jeanne de Jussie, The Short Chronicle: A Poor Clare’s Account of the Reformation of 
Geneva, trans. Carrie F. Klaus, The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe (Chicago, Illinois: 
University of Chicago Press, 2006), 166–74, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ithaca-
ebooks/detail.action?docID=408586. 
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Geneva, reminding them of the special relationship they had enjoyed 
before the Reformation. Simultaneously they repeatedly insisted on 
maintaining the strict policy of enclosure and chastity that formed the 
backbone of the Rule of their community. And finally, when both of 
these protections were laid waste before them, they chose to leave the 
city and face an uncertain future together as a community in the open 
world rather than submit to the new circumstances offered them by the 
Genevan Protestants. After they had settled in their new location of 
Annecy, about twenty-five miles to the South, the nuns left one of their 
own to write down their struggles to teach future nuns how to defend 
their status as they did. This document, written by Sister Jeanne de 
Jussie, has become known as The Short Chronicle. By closely analyzing 
the events and language of that chronicle, this article will demonstrate 
how the Genevan Poor Clares can serve to refine a broad and overused 
notion in Gender Studies. 
     In a recent article, Martha Howell outlined the problems she saw 
with research into the “agency” of women in early modern European 
history. Looking at an extensive collection of studies on the topic, she 
identifies that almost all of them credit specifically women who 
challenged the patriarchal norms that surrounded them, by implication 
separating them from women who acted within those norms. Many of 
these studies also attempt to identify moments in which the 
“expectations surrounding gender roles and gender identities were 
challenged or changed.”41 Howell urges, however, that we need to place 
more “rigorous attention to just what powers we are claiming for 
women when we assign them ‘agency…’ [and] how any woman 
acquired what we are calling agency.”42 She concludes that, while major 
shifts in patriarchal hierarchies can occur, “such progressive outcomes 

                                                
41 Martha Howell, “The Problem of Women’s Agency in Late Medieval and Early Modern 
Europe,” in Women and Gender in the Early Modern Low Countries, 1500-1750, ed. Sarah 
Joan Moran and Amanda Pipkin, vol. 217, Studies in Medieval and Reformation Traditions 
(Boston, MA: Brill, 2019), 22. 
42 Howell, 22. 
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are not givens.”43 This article builds on this argument by illustrating that 
the resistance of the Genevan Poor Clares to the Protestant Reformation 
was not an attempt to change the patriarchal hierarchy under which 
they operated. Instead, they displayed agency by struggling to 
maintain their place within that hierarchy from the threat posed to it by 
the Reformation. 
 

The Poor Clares in Geneva, 1478-1535 
     The Genevan convent of Saint Clare existed within a strict 
patriarchal hierarchy, both within the Catholic church and within the 
city. However, they fulfilled a crucial function within that hierarchy 
given the demands of the time: praying for the souls of various 
departed and for the well-being of the city as a whole. In return for this, 
the city and private citizens within it would donate small sums of 
money to the convent, and generally otherwise leave them alone. This 
all changed when the Reformation swept through Geneva, and the 
nuns were forced to fight to prevent the patriarchy under which they 
operated from being replaced by a new patriarchy which directly 
jeopardized their status. As Elisabeth Wengler put it, “The sisters of 
Saint Clare were revered as brides of Christ in late medieval Geneva. 
But they left the city when the Protestants threatened to make them 
brides of men.”44 
     The Order of Saint Clare was founded by Clare of Offreduzzi around 
1215 CE, under the close supervision of Saint Francis of Assisi.45 This 
was the first monastic order founded by a woman, and its nuns 
operated under a life of extreme austerity.46 This stringent observance 
“seems to have provided a model for the papal bull Periculoso (1298) 
                                                
43 Howell, 31. 
44 Elisabeth Wengler, “Women, Religion, and Reform in Sixteenth-Century Geneva” (PhD 
diss., Boston, MA, Boston College, 1999), 79-80, 
https://www.proquest.com/docview/304494892?accountid=11644&parentSessionId=KOi2fYy
l19vkNyynY1w7Dgz0rGC8eV0y0%2BPaYjJdokw%3D&pq-origsite=primo. 
45 Irena Backus, “The Poor Clares of the Rue Verdaine,” in Forgotten Women of Geneva, ed. 
Anne-Marie Kappeli, trans. Rebecca Zorach (Geneva: Metropolis, 1993), 20. 
46 Backus, 20. 
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that made the strict enclosure of all nuns church law.”47 This is also why 
the nuns of the order came to be known as the Poor Clares.48 However, 
over the following centuries, the order began to drift away from the 
more exacting portions of the original Rule, notably the demands of 
absolute poverty and separation from the outside world.49 In response 
to this, Saint Collette de Corbie began a reform of the order to bring it 
back to the strict policies of enclosure and asceticism in the fifteenth 
century.50 She had the backing of Pope Benedict XIII, who “personally 
received Colette’s profession of faith and declared her mother and 
abbess of the reformed sisters.”51 The sisters of Geneva were part of this 
reformed sect of the order. 
     The Poor Clares had a connection to the city of Geneva since their 
very founding, as one of their earliest patrons was Duchess Marguerite 
of Savoy (c. 1179-1257), the daughter of the Count of Geneva.52 Duchess 
Yolanda of Savoy (c. 1434-1478) founded the Genevan convent of Poor 
Clares in 1473.53 She chose to place the convent in the very center of the 
city, steps away from both the Cathedral and foremost marketplace, as 
Carrie Klaus put it, because of  “its visibility to the Genevans on whose 

                                                
47 Elisabeth Wengler, “‘That in Future Times They Will Know Our Suffering for the Love of 
God’: Jeanne de Jussie’s Petite Chronique and the Creation of Convent Identity,” in The 
Cloister and the World: Early Modern Convent Voices, ed. Thomas M Carr, Jr., vol. 11, 
Studies in Early Modern France (Charlottesville, Virginia: Rookwood Press, 2007), 30. 
48 For a history of the founding of the Order of Saint Clare, see Joan Mueller, The Privilege of 
Poverty: Clare of Assisi, Agnes of Prague, and the Struggle for a Franciscan Rule for Women 
(University Park, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006). 
49 Elizabeth Lopez and Waller, Joanna, Colette of Corbie: Learning and Holiness (Akron, 
Ohio: Franciscan Institute Publications, 2010), esp. Ch. 2 of part 3. 
50 Backus, “The Poor Clares of the Rue Verdaine,” 22. 
51 Backus, 22. 
52 Richard P. Kinkade, “Beatrice ‘Contesson’ of Savoy (c. 1250-1290): The Mother of Juan 
Manuel,” La Coronica: A Journal of Medieval Hispanic Languages, Literatures, and Cultures 
32, no. 3 (Summer 2004): 164.; There appears to be some disagreement as to the name of this 
patron. Kinkade names her as “Marguerite of Geneva,” while Irena Backus, in her article cited 
above, calls her “Beatrice of Geneva'' (20). As Kinkade’s is the more recent of the two articles 
and is specifically focused on genealogy, I follow his lead. 
53 Wengler, “‘That in Future Times They Will Know Our Suffering for the Love of God,’” 29.; 
The connection between Geneva and the House of Savoy is discussed below. 
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generosity the Poor Clares depended.”54 The nuns who were chosen to 
fill this convent were generally from various echelons of the Savoyard 
nobility, as were the majority of the nuns who went through their 
profession ceremony there.55 At first, the City Council of Geneva was 
openly hostile to the move, seeing it as having been forced upon them 
by the pope on behalf of the Savoyards, against whom they had been 
attempting to assert their independence for centuries.56 After the 
convent’s contentious founding, however, the order appears to have 
quickly become an integral part of the city. The Council regularly gave 
alms to the convent, and the nuns were also exempt from a tax on wine, 
“a privilege they guarded jealously.”57 The records even indicate that 
the Council stepped in to defend the nuns against accusations that they 
were “loose women,” protecting the women’s “honor.”58 In return, the 
nuns were expected to pray for the safety and prosperity of the city, 
even against the House of Savoy, the nuns’ patrons.59  
     As with other Early Modern convents, the nuns operated within a 
strict patriarchal hierarchy.60 Within the Catholic hierarchy, the convent 
was closely related to the Franciscan monastery nearby.61 Above both 
were the Bishop of Geneva and the pope.62 They could not administer 
their own sacraments and had to rely on their male Franciscan 

                                                
54 Carrie F. Klaus, “Architecture and Sexual Identity: Jeanne de Jussie’s Narrative of the 
Reformation of Geneva,” Feminist Studies 29, no. 2 (Summer 2003): 281. 
55 Wengler, “‘That in Future Times They Will Know Our Suffering for the Love of God,’” 31. 
56 Backus, “The Poor Clares of the Rue Verdaine,” 22; Philip Benedict, Christ’s Churches 
Purely Reformed: A Social History of Calvinism (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2002), 19.; See the discussion of Genevan Politics below 
57 Backus, “The Poor Clares of the Rue Verdaine,” 26. 
58 Backus, 26–28. 
59 Wengler, “‘That in Future Times They Will Know Our Suffering for the Love of God,’” 29. 
60 Charlotte Woodford, Nuns as Historians in Early Modern Germany (Oxford, England: 
Clarendon Press, 2002), 2. 
61 Woodford, 3; Klaus, “Architecture and Sexual Identity,” 287. 
62 Wengler, “Women, Religion, and Reform in Sixteenth-Century Geneva” 10. 
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confessors to give them their spiritual rites.63 Politically, they were 
officially subordinate to their patrons, the dukes of Savoy.64 However, as 
mentioned above, it was the City Council that made sure the convent 
had the resources to operate from day to day, sometimes even forcing 
Genevan citizens to make donations, and the nuns were not afraid to 
favor them in return.65 This is borne out explicitly at one point in The 
Short Chronicle when the nuns sent a petition to the Council begging for 
their protection, in which they referred to themselves as “your 
convent.”66 Thus was their position in the Genevan hierarchy. However, 
this was a turbulent period in the political history of the city, and by 
holding loyalty to both the House of Savoy and the civic government of 
Geneva the nuns walked a fine line. 
     Ostensibly, Geneva had been ruled by a prince-bishop, who claimed 
his powers directly from the Holy Roman Emperor and the pope, for 
centuries.67 However, the House of Savoy, also a vassal of the Empire, 
began to buy up lands and strongholds around the city and to exert 
influence over it in the late thirteenth century, sparking fears of a 
potential takeover of Geneva itself.68 In response, the prince-bishops 
attempted to solidify their relationships with the citizenry by issuing a 
charter of liberties in 1387 and creating a General Council.69 Among 
other duties, this council appointed four men known as syndics, whose 
original responsibilities were limited to representing the citizen’s before 

                                                
63 Carrie F. Klaus, “Introduction,” in The Short Chronicle: A Poor Clare’s Account of the 
Reformation of Geneva, The Other Voice in Early Modern Europe (Chicago, Illinois: 
University of Chicago Press, 2006), 14, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ithaca-
ebooks/detail.action?docID=408586. 
64 Backus, “The Poor Clares of the Rue Verdaine,” 22. 
65 Wengler, “Women, Religion, and Reform in Sixteenth-Century Geneva,” 90–91. 
66 Jussie, The Short Chronicle, 46–47.; Emphasis added 
67 Wengler, “Women, Religion, and Reform in Sixteenth-Century Geneva,” 11. 
68 E. William Monter, Calvin’s Geneva, Reprint (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock, 2012), 31–
32.; Although this was originally published in 1967, it to date contains the most thorough 
analysis of Pre-Calvinist Genevan politics. 
69 Monter, 32; Wengler, “Women, Religion, and Reform in Sixteenth-Century Geneva,” 12. 
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the prince-bishop.70 None of these measures could prevent the 
ascendency of the House of Savoy, however, as in 1439 Duke Amadeus 
VIII was elected Pope Felix V by the Council of Basel.71 He appointed 
his family as “administrator[s] of the See of Geneva,” and from then on 
virtually every prince-bishop was Savoyard.72 Shortly after this, Geneva 
began to decline economically.  
     The city’s main source of income for well over a century had been 
four annual fairs which attracted merchants from the entirety of 
Christendom.73 However, the king of neighboring France created major 
fairs in Lyons, purposefully on the same dates as the Genevan fairs, and 
with subsidies given to French merchants.74 The Genevan merchants 
could not compete and were forced to find new trading partners. 
Eventually, they formed strong connections with the nearby Swiss 
cantons of Fribourg and Bern.75 In 1519, these three cities formed a 
combourgeoisie, or political alliance, to protect themselves from outside 
encroachment.76 This incensed Duke Charles III of Savoy (1504-1553), 
who began encouraging the nobles who lived around Geneva to attack 
the city and planning several military invasions himself.77 The 
combourgeoisie responded with attacks of their own against Savoyard 
lands, and finally sent a force of 12,000 men from Fribourg and Bern to 
occupy Geneva for two weeks in October 1530.78 This army forced the 
duke to sign a treaty acknowledging the alliance’s control of the city.79 

                                                
70 Wengler, “Women, Religion, and Reform in Sixteenth-Century Geneva,” 12. 
71 For more information of Felix V’s short but eventful papacy, see Ursula Giessmann, “Felix 
V, the Last Antipope,” in A Companion to the Council of Basel, ed. Michiel Decaluwe, 
Thomas M. Izbicki, and Gerald Christianson (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ithaca-ebooks/detail.action?docID=4731129. 
72 Monter, Calvin’s Geneva, 32. 
73 Monter, 30. 
74 Monter, 30. 
75 Wengler, “Women, Religion, and Reform in Sixteenth-Century Geneva,” 13. 
76 Wengler, 13. 
77 Wengler, 13–15. 
78 Monter, Calvin’s Geneva, 46. 
79 Wengler, “Women, Religion, and Reform in Sixteenth-Century Geneva,” 15–16. 
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More importantly for the Poor Clares, however, it also brought 
Reformed preachers to Geneva. 
     The Reformation started by Martin Luther arrived in Switzerland in 
1518 in the form of theologian Ulrich Zwingli.80 Over the next decade in 
Zurich, he crafted a version of reformation that would, according to 
Philip Benedict, form the basis of all reformations across Europe that 
wished to go farther in their rejection of Catholic doctrine than Luther 
had.81 The city of Bern officially accepted this reformation in January 
1528.82 Almost immediately, the Bernese began sending preachers under 
diplomatic protection to try and convert their ally, Geneva.83 While the 
first couple attempts ended with the preachers fleeing for their lives, by 
1533 enough of the population were converted to the Reformation to 
begin acting openly.84 Rioting and iconoclasm became rampant in the 
city, and the Reformers forced their way into the cathedral, where 
Guillaume Farel, one of the leading preachers sent by Bern, illegally 
gave a sermon.85 The prince-bishop, whose hapless attempts to placate 
both the House of Savoy and the citizens of Geneva resulted in 
complete inaction during the religious revolution, fled the city in 1533.86 
The final blow to Genevan Catholicism came in 1535 when elections to 
the City Council yielded Reform-minded councilors.87  From this body 
were elected a new set of Syndics, who from here on ruled the city as its 

                                                
80 Benedict, Christ’s Churches Purely Reformed, 24. 
81 Benedict, 29–32.; For more information on Zwingli and the Reformation as a whole in 
Switzerland, see chapters 1-3 of Benedict 
82 Monter, Calvin’s Geneva, 47. 
83 Wengler, “Women, Religion, and Reform in Sixteenth-Century Geneva,” 16. 
84 Benedict, Christ’s Churches Purely Reformed, 80–81. 
85 Carlos M. N. Eire, War Against the Idols: The Reformation of Worship from Erasmus to 
Calvin (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 129–51. 
86 Wengler, “Women, Religion, and Reform in Sixteenth-Century Geneva,” 19. 
87 Wengler, 22; For more information on the make-up of the Reformation Genevan 
government, see Robert M. Kingdon, “The Calvinist Reformation of Geneva,” in The 
Cambridge History of Christianity: Reform and Expansion 1500-1660, ed. R. Po-Chia Hsia, 
vol. 6, 9 vols. (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
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de facto executives.88 These were the origins of the threats that the Poor 
Clares faced.  
     In her brief study of German convents during the Reformation, 
Merry Wiesner-Hanks found that more convents than monasteries 
survived partly because “religious and political authorities did not 
think the women’s institutions were as great a threat as the men’s.”89 
However, the central location of the Poor Clares’ convent in the city as 
well as the noble background of most of the nuns did make them both a 
threat to the Reformer’s goals and a last remaining symbol of the old 
order.90 In April 1535, Farel preached a sermon next door to the convent 
in the Franciscan monastery. According to Jeanne de Jussie, he said of 
the Poor Clares, “they were poor blind women who had strayed in their 
religion and that for their salvation they should be set free from 
prison…they want people to think they maintain their virginity, which 
God has not commanded because it is not possible to maintain it,” and 
that the Council “should not allow it but should put them out of the 
convent and make them all marry according to God’s commandment.”91 
This was an explicit threat to drag the nuns into the new patriarchy the 
Reformers were enacting in Geneva, whether or not they wished to be a 
part of it. They did not, and so were forced to enact a defense of the 
patriarchy they were already a part of. This resistance was laid out in 
the chronicle left behind by Sister Jeanne de Jussie for future nuns to 
study. 
 

Leaving a Legacy of Resistance 
     While The Short Chronicle describes itself on multiple occasions as a 
simple retelling of the sufferings of the Poor Clares during the Genevan 
                                                
88 Kingdon, “The Calvinist Reformation of Geneva,” 94.; Although John Calvin and 
Calvinism are often mentioned in relation to the Protestant movement in Geneva, the Poor 
Clares left the city a year before John Calvin arrived, and so he is not a part of their story.  
89 Merry Wiesner-Hanks, Convents Confront the Reformation: Catholic and Protestant Nuns 
in Germany (Milwaukee, Wisconsin: Marquette University Press, 1996), 17, 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ithaca-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3017038. 
90 Wengler, “‘That in Future Times They Will Know Our Suffering for the Love of God,’” 31. 
91 Jussie, The Short Chronicle, 118–19. 
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Reformation, a close analysis of its language reveals many more layers 
underneath the surface. In its depictions of both the Reformers and 
Catholics in Geneva, as well as the nuns themselves, it is itself a piece of 
resistance. The chronicle also seeks to prove that God was on the side of 
the nuns as they fought to maintain their position within Geneva. It is a 
testament left by the Poor Clares to give strength to their successors in 
their own times of hardship, and to show them how to resist those who 
wished to deprive the convent of its place within the Catholic 
hierarchy, should it come under threat once again. 
     The chronicle’s author, Jeanne de Jussie, was born in 1503 in a village 
near Geneva.92 Like many of her sisters in the convent, her family was a 
part of the Savoyard nobility.93 Her family fell on hard times when they 
lost their castle in a court case, and they decided to send her to the 
convent at a very young age.94 She professed in 1521 and by 1526 was 
the scribe of the convent.95 The Short Chronicle is believed to have been 
written sometime between 1535 and 1547, and was almost certainly 
never intended to be published.96 It appeared in print for the first time 
in 1611, long after Jussie’s death (though this edition contains several 
omissions and errors).97 The first critical editions were published in 1853 
and 1865, though these do not ascribe Jussie any “intentionality” to her 
work, one of the editor’s observing that “‘She creates…simply by the 
naiveté of her narrative, picturesque effects that she in no way 
intended.’”98 It was not until 1996 that a critical edition of the original 
French manuscript to the standards of modern scholarship was 
published by Helmut Feld, which Carrie F. Klaus based her English 
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translation on ten years later.99 It is this translation on which this paper 
is based. 
     As a piece of convent historiography, The Short Chronicle stands as 
part of a rich tradition. Charlotte Woodford has analyzed the role of 
nuns as historians in German-speaking territories during the Early 
Modern period. One reason she finds that many nuns wrote down the 
history of their convents was to inspire future nuns with the works of 
their predecessors, and to make them “conscious of what [they owe] to 
earlier generations and hence increase [their] gratitude to them.”100 This 
was often tied in with a desire to strengthen the identity of a convent, 
especially by highlighting unity during times of crisis.101 For instance, a 
chronicle of a convent in Memmingen describes an angelic visitation by 
St. Francis of Assisi during a plague in 1522.102 However, the abbess 
withheld the identity of this visitor from the other nuns until she was 
on her deathbed twenty years later, and saw a dire need to boost 
morale after the Reformation had taken five more of her nuns.103 
Woodford concludes that “this short Counter-Reformation text seems 
intended to increase the reader’s commitment to the community, by 
reminding her of how her predecessors fought…for the right to live 
and worship in [their] town.”104 Caritas Pirckheimer, who wrote of her 
Nuremberg convent’s ultimately unsuccessful resistance to the 
Reformation, took great pains to emphasize the convent’s unity, despite 
the fact that hints abound both in the chronicle and elsewhere that the 
nuns were not necessarily so unified.105 This did not matter to her, 
however, as her clearly polemical treatment of both Lutheranism and 
the collective action of the convent were not an attempt to “tell the 
story ‘as it really was,’” but to set “an example for others in a similar 
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situation.”106 Jeanne de Jussie shared the same goals when she wrote The 
Short Chronicle. 
     Jussie explains that her purpose in writing is so that “in the future 
those who suffer for the love of God in this world will know that our 
ancestors suffered as much as we do, and as people after us will, and 
always, to varying degrees, in the example of Our Lord and Redeemer, 
who suffered the first and the most.”107 While it is almost certain that 
Jussie never intended to publish her text, the future nuns she wrote to 
would not necessarily have only resided in her convent. Charlotte 
Woodford has found that it was a common practice among reformed 
convents to exchange manuscripts with each other.108 The existing 
manuscript that is believed to be in Jussie’s hand bears an inscription in 
another hand, stating “‘We must be very careful not to take this book 
out of the convent, but to take very special care of it and preserve it 
carefully for always.’”109 This inscription, plus the existence of another 
manuscript written years later, also from the convent in Annecy, shows 
how much value The Short Chronicle had to Jussie’s convent, but also 
hints at a possible wider interest.110 For this readership, Jussie created 
what she insists is a purely a work of narrative history, repeatedly 
stating explicitly that she did not write anything she did not “know to 
be true.”111 However, similar to Pirckheimer’s text, the point was not to 
represent the events exactly as they occurred, but to warn future nuns 
about the dangers of Lutheranism. This can be seen most explicitly in 
her depictions of the Reformers. 
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     In her chronicle Jussie almost never refers to the “Lutherans,” the 
title under which she amalgamates all parts of reformation theology, as 
humans.112 The kindest term she seems to have for them are “poor 
infidels;” mostly they are “dogs,” “goats,” “beasts,” and “enemies of 
God.”113 She also calls them “Jews,” “Mammelukes,” or 
“Mohammedists,” terms which, by the way she uses them, seem to be 
even worse insults than the animalistic ones cited above.114  The 
Protestants are also attributed with demonic powers a certain points, 
such as when the plague struck Geneva in 1530, supposedly because 
several “heretics had plotted to kill all the leaders of the town so that 
they would then be lords over the whole town, and they took the 
infection and rubbed it on the locks of doors and threw it in the 
street.”115 This disassociation of Protestantism with any part of 
Christianity comes to a head in an episode that supposedly took place 
on Holy Thursday 1533, the veracity of which is doubtful, in which a 
“homicidal and murderous criminal pretending to be Jesus Christ 
washed [eighty Protestants’] feet” before they all ate “bread and 
cheese” in mockery of the Last Supper.116 As Irena Backus points out, 
this is an act that would have been extremely blasphemous to all 
Christians, both Catholic and Protestant.117 However, it functions as an 
explicit illustration of what the various terms Jussie uses for the 
reformers suggest: the Reformation was utterly depraved. As this was, 
despite repeated insistence to the contrary, an underlying goal of the 
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chronicle, in Backus’s words, “satire supersedes history.”118 In addition 
to her portrayals of the reformers, Jussie also attempted to prove that 
God was against them. 
     Jussie records several occasions on which Protestants were, in her 
eyes, punished by God for their actions. For instance, she reports the 
death of several reformers whom she held responsible for the plague of 
the 1530s, stating that one “priest who had agreed to that evil plot was 
drawn and quartered and met his rightful end.”119 When a Catholic 
canon from Fribourg was killed by a Protestant mob for tearing down 
their placards, she made sure to mark the execution of his killers. 
Indeed, she notes that “Even though he [one of the murderers] was a 
Lutheran, they preached to him until he returned and died in the faith. 
Praise be to God the Creator.”120 In another case, a Protestant who was 
“mocking the holy church” was stabbed on the spot by a “true 
Christian.”121 While this murderer was executed for his crime, it is 
framed as a martyrdom, complete with assurances from a jailed 
Dominican friar that the man should “‘fear nothing because the 
kingdom of heaven is open and the angels await you.’”122 These stories 
support Jussie’s argument that God was on the Catholics’ side. She 
makes this even more explicit, however, by depicting several miracles 
that supposedly showed God’s favor of the Catholics. 
     The most common of these miracles are holy items and places 
surviving the attacks of Reformed iconoclasts.123 Swiss plunderers could 
not burn the Cistercian Abbey in Bellerive despite several attempts.124 
One Reformer tried to feed the sacred host to his horse, but it, “by 
God’s will, blew on it with its nostrils and drew back as if it were 
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afraid. That wretched man ran to where he had seen it fall to pick it up. 
But it floated above the ground as if to show that there was no worthy 
place for it to land.”125 This survival also applied to those who had, in 
Jussie’s eyes, martyred themselves for the Catholic cause. When the 
body of the executed “True Christian” mentioned above was placed on 
a gibbet, Jussie says that a white dove was “often seen on his head,” 
and that after three days it still looked “spotless and fresh…as if he 
were alive.”126 Later on, a Lutheran was executed for theft and his body 
put up on a gibbet next to the body of a Catholic woman, the latter 
supposedly “turned…opened her mouth wide, and bit him on the 
chin…The Lutherans tried to separate them…but she kept turning 
back.”127 All these examples serve to prove to future nuns that they were 
never alone in their resistance, because God would always take their 
side. He is not the only one on their side, however, as Jussie also shows 
that nuns have allies in the mortal world, as well. 
     The Short Chronicle, while focusing on the Poor Clares of Geneva, 
highlights the actions of resistance of nuns elsewhere, as well. One 
convent Jussie focused on in particular was the Poor Clares in Orbe. 
When their Father Confessor was replaced by a Reformed preacher, 
they supposedly “seized that wicked man by his hair and dragged him 
out of the church in contempt.”128 The Confessor was subsequently 
imprisoned and then banished, which made the nuns “very sorry and 
upset.”129 The city of Orbe then forced them to listen to Reformed 
sermons repeatedly, but according to Jussie it was in vain, for virtually 
none of the nuns converted. As Jussie put it, “the women bore it 
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heroically.”130 The Genevan Poor Clares showed their solidarity by 
sending their own Father Confessor to comfort the nuns in Orbe.131 She 
then relates how a large number of the Orbe nuns escaped to the 
countryside until the city overcame the Reformers, at which point they 
returned in triumph.132 By highlighting the struggles of another convent 
and especially their triumph over the Reformation, Jussie shows not 
only that her convent’s resistance to the Reformation was not unique, 
but that some other convents were even more successful at resisting. 
This success would give hope to her readership as well as another 
example to follow in how to resist Reformers. She also shows that nuns 
who fight to keep their place in their community are not alone. This 
episode demonstrates that convents can support each other, while other 
parts of the chronicle emphasize that the nuns also had allies within 
their own city. 
     In particular, Jussie is keen to highlight the resistance of secular 
women in the city, and to show how resolute they were in defending 
both their religion and the nuns themselves.133 Indeed, she explicitly says 
that “women were always found to be much more steadfast and 
constant in the religion than men.”134 During one of the many riots that 
took place in the early years of the Genevan Reformation, Jussie 
describes Catholic wives who rush to support their husbands, carrying 
rocks to “‘wage war on and kill the heretical wives [of Reformers], so 
that the whole race will be exterminated’”135 When a Christian merchant 
was attacked by a Protestant apothecary, the women chased after the 
latter’s wife, shouting “‘let’s throw this bitch into the Rhone.’”136 When 

                                                
130 Jussie, 64. 
131 Jussie, 64. 
132 Jussie, 64. 
133 Note that the term “secular” here refers to lay members of the Catholic church, i.e. 
believers who are not clergy or members of a holy order.  
134 Jussie, 116. 
135 Jussie, 78.; Notice the use of the term “race.” 
136 Jussie, 79. 



 
“I Do Not Want a Husband, but Only to be the Bride of my God” │49 

 

 

they cannot do this, they ransack the apothecary’s shop, instead.137 
Resistance is not limited to violence. When a father took his newborn 
child to be baptized by the Reformed preacher Guillaume Farel, his 
Catholic wife sprung from her childbed and ran after her husband.138 
The husband relented, and the child was baptized in the Catholic 
faith.139 Another young woman was beaten repeatedly by her father 
because she would not renounce her faith, and was eventually banished 
into servitude.140 The most direct depiction of secular Catholic women 
standing firm for their faith came when Reformers stormed the convent 
itself in August 1535.141 Two women, one of them heavily pregnant, ran 
into the convent to comfort the nuns as they stood in the ruins of the 
chapel of their convent.142 When the Reformers turned on the nuns 
themselves, hoping to drag them out of the convent, one of the women 
hid one of the youngest nuns under her dress, while the other argued 
with the Reformers on the nuns’ behalf.143 Jussie states that “Our Lord 
had done well to send them, for if it had not been for their good sense, 
there would have been much injury and death.”144 By commemorating 
the women of the city who fought for the Catholic faith and to protect 
the nuns, Jussie showed that the convent had friends on the outside 
who revered them and the status they held, and were willing to resist 
alongside them. She also wished to highlight the solidarity of the nuns 
as a community. This can be seen in the very structure of the writing 
itself when it came to depicting the nuns themselves. 
     Unless a specific nun is responding to someone, often the mother 
vicaress of the convent, the nuns always talk in unison. In his study of a 
twelfth century chronicle from a monastery in Flanders, Jeff Rider 
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described the construction of corporate speeches by the author, Galbert 
of Bruges, to further his rhetorical aims.145 At several points in Galbert’s 
chronicle, groups such as the “paupers of Bruges” have lengthy 
speeches in perfect unison in extremely eloquent language, begging for 
a “pity and mercy inspired by the saints.”146 As Rider points out, these 
speeches are more than likely to have been fabrications on behalf of 
Galbert in order to evoke for the reader a mental image of the paupers 
as a single unit, helpless to the decisions of those in control of the town, 
and therefore deserving of pity.147 Galbert’s work was crafted far away 
from Jeanne de Jussie’s convent and was not published until centuries 
after her death, so a suggestion of direct influence is not intended, but 
Rider’s analysis can be applied to The Short Chronicle nonetheless. It is 
highly unlikely, even for the learned nuns in the convent, that, as Jussie 
writes, they all said in exact unison to the Syndics: “‘We want nothing 
but to be away from here so that we can serve God in peace, and we 
beg you to put us safely out of the city, for we will follow [our abbess] 
as our mother wherever she goes, and we think everything she does is 
perfect.’”148 This is almost certainly a fabrication on Jussie’s behalf to 
evoke pity on behalf of the nuns, depicting them as a single unit, 
helpless to the decisions of the city government. This is also 
emphasized by the multiple points in the chronicle where the nuns “in 
a single, clear, loud voice, cried out for mercy without ceasing.”149 While 
instances such as those are much more plausible, the way they are 
written creates the same effect as the passages of unison speech. These 
unified cries also emphasize one of the motives identified by Charlotte 
Woodford in her study, to highlight the convent’s unity in times of 
crisis.150 Caritas Pirckhiemer specifically used this language when she 
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wrote in her chronicle that “The sisters agreed unanimously that we 
should not wait for the Council to deprive us of the priests by 
force…We should submit a petition now.”151 Indeed, Woodford points 
out that Pirckheimer was so concerned with portraying the absolute 
unity of her convent that it appears she tried to suppress parts of the 
history that contradicted this, including the story of the one nun who 
converted openly to the Reformation.152 Just like Pirckheimer, Jeanne de 
Jussie wished to highlight the unity of her convent in the face of the 
Reformation.  
     With The Short Chronicle, Jussie created a document of resistance that 
could serve as a template for future struggles. As Charlotte Woodford 
pointed out about her German nuns, Jussie was in a position to do so 
because she had hours of time that she could devote to carefully 
collecting her sources and crafting her piece.153 This was due to an aspect 
of the nuns’ lives that protected them from many of the dangers of life 
in early modern Europe, and which the nuns fought relentlessly to 
protect. 
 

From Enclosure to Escape 
     One of the main guarantors of the nuns' status, as well as their 
physical safety, was their practice of separation from the outside world. 
By preventing the entrance of anyone who was not a nun into the 
cloistered portion of the convent without their explicit permission and 
supervision, the sisters were able to retain a certain degree of 
autonomy, even within the hierarchy in which they operated. It is this 
aspect of their status that the nuns fought hardest to keep, and it is the 
violation of this aspect that finally led the nuns to leave Geneva. 
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     In 1983, Steven Ozment published a monograph entitled When 
Father’s Ruled: Family Life in Reformation Europe. In it he argues that the 
suppression of convents was a “liberation of women from cloisters.”154 
He portrays convents as harsh, unforgiving places where young 
children worked themselves to the bone for superiors who regularly 
beat them and convinced them they would be sexually assaulted if they 
left.155 He goes on to depict the writings of men who either were closely 
linked to convents or helped nuns escape them, which support, 
implicitly or explicitly, these notions of cloistered life.156 However, as 
several reviewers have pointed out, most of his sources are 
“Reformation propaganda” openly hostile to convent life, virtually all 
written by men.157 Ozment does provide at least one example of the 
writing of a former nun about her experiences, but this was published 
by Martin Luther himself, limiting the credibility of its depictions.158 
Furthermore, as Marjorie Plummer has shown in a recent article, many 
former nuns changed their stories years afterwards when it was 
advantageous or necessary to their situation.159 The Poor Clares of 
Geneva provide a particularly strong argument against Ozment’s views 
of cloistered life in the Early Modern period. 
     One aspect of this life that has especially led authors like Ozment to 
conclude that the Reformation was a liberating force for women is 
enclosure. When a novice took her solemn vows of chastity during her 
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profession to become a nun, she acknowledged that she was becoming 
a Bride of Christ. As Elizabeth Lehfeldt has shown by comparing 
profession ceremonies to marriage ceremonies, as well as analyzing 
texts used in profession ceremonies, this was almost always taken 
literally. As such, if a nun violated this vow in any way, she was not 
merely committing the sin of fornication, but perpetrating a “‘direct 
offense against her Spouse, the King of Heaven.’”160 In order to protect 
the nuns from the outside world, convents were supposed to observe a 
strict policy of clausura, or enclosure.161 The women had to be cut off 
entirely from the outside world in order to protect them from its 
physical dangers as well as temptations that might lead them to break 
their vows. This went as far as requiring all contact to be conducted 
through a turning window that could not be seen through and meant 
that everything the nuns needed to sustain their communities had to be 
grown or made within.162 As followers of the reformed Rule of Colette 
de Corbie, the Poor Clares of Geneva were especially stringent about 
this.163 This can be seen in the nuns’ vigorous defense of their space 
against threats from the outside world. 
     When the Swiss army came in 1530 to defend Geneva from Savoyard 
forces, the convent was asked to house a number of them.164 Despite the 
fact that they were Catholics from Fribourg, Jussie still describes in 
detail the fear the nuns felt at the threat to their situation.165 The soldiers 
were “good plunderers, and they injured the poor people just like the 
others,” and they supposedly tried multiple times to break into the 
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convent because they “could not believe that the sisters were so poor.”166 
These soldiers left after less than two weeks without doing much 
physical harm to the convent and none to the women, but an even 
larger threat to the convent came four years later. The government of 
the city wished to break into the cloister’s garden, which bordered the 
city walls, in order to better fortify them.167 When the Bernese captain 
sent to make plans for the breakthrough arrived at the convent, the 
abbess began by describing their life to him, that they “were prisoners 
secluded for the love of God.”168 This did not stop the captain from 
entering into the cloister, but Jussie describes that as soon as he came in 
and saw the nuns, “God allowed his heart to be wholly transformed by 
pity,” and he promised to make sure the Council did not break the 
nuns’ cloister.169 This story highlights not only how important enclosure 
was to the Poor Clares, but how important Jussie believed it was to 
God. For in the end it was God, in a miracle similar to the others 
described above, that allowed the nuns to keep their enclosure. The 
importance of enclosure is also demonstrated by Jussie’s description of 
the physical dangers the nuns’ faced as their enclosure was broken.  
     Every time there is a threat to the nuns’ cloister, Jussie links it to a 
danger of sexual assault against the nuns. In a letter the nuns sent to the 
City Council at the first signs of the Reformation in the city, they 
begged the Council to “keep us in your safeguard and protection so 
that those enemies of God do not violate or disturb us.”170 When the 
Reformers convince one of the nuns to leave the convent and marry, the 
vicaress cries out to the syndics that “you have violently ravished one 
of our sisters.”171 And even the Catholic soldiers from Fribourg 
mentioned above were supposedly driven by urges to “come in with 
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the women and harm and violate them.”172 As Carrie Klaus put it, “Men 
from both sides of the Reformation, Jussie suggested, saw this time of 
religious and social upheaval as an opportunity to take advantage of 
the cloistered virgins.”173 This danger was twofold, as not only would a 
breaking of their virginity constitute a sexual assault against their 
bodies, but adultery against their husband, Jesus Christ. 
     This, above all else, was the reason why the nuns saw the Protestant 
ideal of married life, which Steven Ozment described as a “Liberation” 
from a “inhumane and antisocial” life, as such a major menace to both 
their physical and spiritual selves.174 When Guillaume Farel accused the 
nuns of fornicating with the Franciscan friars who gave them the holy 
rites, in their eyes he was also accusing them of betraying Jesus himself 
as their literal husband.175 And when he preached that they should be 
dragged out of the convent and married, they saw it as a threat to both 
them and their savior.176 This belief was also borne out when men who 
listened to Farel decided to throw stones at the nuns in their garden, 
punishing them for their supposed fornication as Jesus instructed in the 
Bible.177 These assaults no doubt conjured up images as to what Jesus 
would do to them if they betrayed him by taking a mortal husband. 
Jussie used this herself as a defense of her claustration, when 
questioned individually, saying “I have renounced everything for God 
of my own accord, and I would not do it again because I do not want a 
husband, but only to be the bride of my God.”178 When Farel and 

                                                
172 Jussie, 49. 
173 Klaus, “Architecture and Sexual Identity,” 285. 
174 Ozment, When Fathers Ruled, 9, 25. 
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177 Wengler, “‘That in Future Times They Will Know Our Suffering for the Love of God,’” 
36.; John 8:4-5, 7: “They say unto [Jesus], Master, this woman was taken in adultery, in the 
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themselves to be without sin. 
178 Jussie, The Short Chronicle, 153–54. 
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another Reformed preacher, Pierre Viret, attempted to convert the nuns 
personally, the two were eventually forced to flee the convent, Jussie 
writes, because “the devils that guided him could not endure the 
company of the true brides of Jesus.”179 However, with the Reformation 
as strongly planted in Geneva as it was, nothing could save the nuns’ 
claustration forever. 
     On August 24th, 1535, a crowd of almost two hundred Genevans 
overwhelmed the nun’s lay brother at the door and ransacked the 
convent.180 They hunted down and destroyed every saintly image and 
holy relic they could find, even forcing one of the lay brothers to show 
them hidden stores within the convent.181 When they had finished with 
the outer portions of the convent, they turned on the cloister. Jussie 
writes: 
 

Those evil Satanists…went right to the sisters’ turning window, 
and…struck it with a great iron bar that they carried to break all 
locks and with a great axe that they used to break through doors, 
and they knocked down the turning window…When the 
portress saw the turning window collapse and break into pieces, 
she barred the door to them and braced it with her back to keep 
them from opening it. But one of them hit it so hard with his axe 
that the axe sank in and nearly went into the portress’s back. But 
God the Creator miraculously moved her away, and she left the 
room with the turning window and closed the door, which was 
double and strong, and another door that was after the first 
door…she ran to the church.182 
 

Thus, all the barriers that had protected the nuns from the outside 
world were destroyed, and the nuns were totally exposed. Carrie Klaus 
put it most succinctly when she wrote that the attack was a “rape of 
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sacred space.”183 From this point, the nuns’ position in Geneva was 
untenable. 
     Jussie reports that the syndics were surprised when the nuns asked 
them for permission to leave. They could not imagine where the nuns 
could possibly go. The vicaress replied simply “‘Wherever God leads 
us.’”184 The House of Savoy had sent word previously that they could 
have the use of an abandoned monastery in Annecy, but there was no 
guarantee they would be able to get there.185 In return for safe passage 
out of Geneva, the nuns promised to leave the convent and everything 
inside it to the Council.186 As Jussie no doubt hoped future nuns would 
do for them, they said one final prayer to their “holy departed 
mothers,” and prepared to leave.187 They tried their best to keep what 
few remaining aspects of enclosure still remained, wearing their veils 
and vowing to not speak to anyone from the outside world.188 When 
someone tried to remove one of the nuns from the procession, the 
vicaress screamed at the syndics, who immediately ordered that 
anyone who violated the nuns wishes to be separate would be 
beheaded on the spot.189 And so the Genevan Poor Clares marched out 
of their city, never to return. Though they had been forced out of their 
convent, they had maintained their unity, and even to a small extent 
their claustration, and as such resisted the encroachments of the 
Reformation.  
 

Conclusion and Epilogue 
     Ozment argued that Catholic parents “tend[ed] to view [convents] as 
a place for the weak, or in some way failed, child who needed special 
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protection.”190 This may very well have been the view of parents, and 
often children were placed in convents at an extremely early age. 
Jeanne de Jussie was placed in hers as a young teenager after her family 
lost a substantial amount of property.191 But regardless of whatever the 
parents or their children thought at the time of entering the cloister, as 
adults the Poor Clares of Geneva dearly valued their position in the 
Catholic hierarchy, and they chose to stay within it, no matter what 
suffering they had to go through to do so. Martha Howell asks us to 
“consider how any woman acquired what we are calling agency.”192 For 
the Genevan Poor Clares, it was this Catholic patriarchal hierarchy that 
gave them theirs. And they used it to resist any change to the structures 
within which they lived. By illustrating their resistance to change as 
agency, this article shines light on new paths of analysis for gender 
historians who wish to better understand how women in positions of 
some power or autonomy maintained those positions in rapidly 
changing societies. 
     As for the Genevan Poor Clares, they arrived in Annecy on 
September 5, 1535, a week after leaving Geneva, to a massive crowd of 
jubilant Catholics.193 While they were grateful to these people, they 
wanted nothing more than to once again be cloistered.194 However, there 
were several flaws with the Monastery they were given that prevented 
true enclosure. There were multiple doors that did not lock, and three 
which provided direct access to the outside.195 There was no grille to 
divide the choir and the church, and no turning window.196 The church 
itself had no glass in its windows, so that the wind blew out any 
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candles they tried to light inside.197 However, it was still a space that 
they controlled, albeit within the Catholic patriarchal structure. Any 
problems with the physical structure could be remedied eventually. 
After completing The Short Chronicle, Jeanne de Jussie became abbess of 
the convent in 1548.198 She would retain the post until her death in 1561.199 
The convent would survive for 258 years in Annecy, before being 
forcefully dissolved during the French Revolution in 1793.200 Despite 
residing in Annecy for five times as many years as they did in Geneva, 
the nuns always referred to themselves as the “Sisters of Saint Clare of 
Geneva in Refuge in Annecy.”201 
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Olive Trees and Peasant Comrades: 
Spain as Refuge and Residence for the Abraham Lincoln Brigade 
 
     “The men in that fortress, the mere presence of them, was one of the 
greatest experiences of my life.” These were among the first words Paul 
Wendorf wrote home to his wife, Leona Grossman, upon arriving in 
Spain.202 It was February 19, 1937, and the Spanish Civil War had been 
raging for more than half a year.203 The couple had just married when 
Wendorf packed his bags and set sail across the Atlantic to fight on 
behalf of Spain’s democratically elected Popular Front government. 
Wendorf was one of roughly 3,000 volunteers from the United States to 
do so, a group remembered as the Abraham Lincoln Brigade. The men 
whose presence constituted one of the “greatest experiences” of 
Wendorf’s life were fellow volunteers from countries across the globe, 
collectively known as the International Brigades (IB).204 And yet 
Wendorf’s note did not stop there. For him, “an even greater 
experience” was the sense of camaraderie he felt with the children who 
“ran up to the train when we got in and walked along shaking hands,” 
with “every peasant working in the fields” who saluted as the men 
                                                
202 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, February 19, 1937, box 1, folder 1, Paul 
Wendorf Papers, Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives, Tamiment Library and Robert F. 
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Paul Wendorf marriage certificate, February 3, 1937, in New York City Department of 
Records, Index to New York City Marriages, 1866–1937 (Provo, Utah: Ancestry, 2014), 
certificate no. 445. 
203 Stanley G. Payne, The Spanish Civil War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 
73. 
204 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, February 6, 1937, box 1, folder 1, Paul 
Wendorf Papers; Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, December 24, 1937, box 1, 
folder 6, Paul Wendorf Papers; Daniel Pastor García and Antonio R. Celada, “The Victors 
Write History, the Vanquished Literature: Myth, Distortion and Truth in the XV Brigade,” 
Bulletin of Spanish Studies 89, no. 7–8 (November 1, 2012): 311–312, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14753820.2012.731576; Payne, The Spanish Civil War, 66. The exact 
number of volunteers from America is uncertain. I have opted for Pastor García and Celada’s 
figure because of their explicit attention to such questions, but as those authors have 
acknowledged, estimates range from 2,600 to 3,300. 
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passed, and with the “old, wrinkled peasant women” who “would 
walk down to the train when we stopped and raise their fists in 
greeting.”205 From his very first moments in Spain, then, Wendorf took 
note of his Spanish surroundings and his new “countrymen.” 
     Histories of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade have done little to develop 
the relationship between the “Lincolns” and the country they served in. 
This is perhaps unsurprising given the geopolitical significance of the 
Spanish Civil War, especially when considered retrospectively, as well 
as the heroic place in the story of anti-fascism that the volunteers came 
to occupy. When Nationalist general Francisco Franco helped launch a 
coup against the Second Spanish Republic in July 1936, Adolf Hitler 
and Benito Mussolini, hoping to install an ally in western Europe, 
independently decided to support the insurrection. German and Italian 
planes airlifted Franco’s army from its base in colonial Morocco onto 
the mainland, and the fascist leaders supplied tens of thousands of 
troops in addition to hundreds of planes, thousands of machine guns, 
and many more tons of materiel throughout the war.206 Thus from its 
earliest days, the Spanish Civil War had far-reaching implications. 
When Wendorf described his foe, as he did in his second letter from 
Spain, he wrote not of the Nationalists, but of “the fascists” more 
broadly.207 Meanwhile, the European democracies and the U.S. adopted 
a policy of non-intervention, disinclined to support the Popular Front 
coalition of Spanish communists, socialists, and other progressives who 
had campaigned on a platform of land reform and amnesty for 
persecuted leftist radicals.208 It was in response to the lack of aid the 
Republican Army received from the rest of the world that in September 
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1936 the Soviet-led Communist International (Comintern) organized 
the IB, which would grow to include 35,000 volunteers from more than 
fifty countries.209 Despite their efforts, the Republic fell to Franco and his 
fascist backers in April 1939, contributing to the outbreak of World War 
II and ushering in a thirty-six-year dictatorship under the 
Generalissimo.210 
     Against the backdrop of these “titanic ideological conflicts,” 
historians have treated the Lincolns teleologically as both “premature 
anti-fascists” and, because they defied the wishes of the U.S. 
government to join a Soviet organization, early Cold Warriors.211 Peter 
N. Carroll, whose The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade is regarded 
by many as the best work on the subject, has helpfully identified three 
“generations” of scholarship. First-generation accounts were 
autobiographical, written by veterans immediately after their return; 
the second generation, emerging roughly in the 1960s, was academic 
but suffered from a limited source base and was inextricably entangled 
with the politics of the Cold War. Drawing on sources only available 
after the fall of the Soviet Union and assessing more fully the post-war 
lives of the Lincolns, the third generation, which Carroll inaugurated 
with The Odyssey in 1994, brought nuance to central questions in the 
scholarly debate on the Brigade, notably the extent to which volunteers, 
most of them communists, were ciphers of the Comintern and the 
Communist Party USA (CPUSA).212 Still, Carroll continued to view the 
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Brigade in the context of a grand “ideological struggle,” maintaining 
that “the Lincoln volunteers . . . had no doubts about their ideological 
motivations” and crediting “political persuasion” as their impetus not 
just for deciding to go but for staying in the fight.213 
     Certainly, the Lincolns understood the stakes of their struggle. In 
one of his first letters from Spain, volunteer Harry Malofsky, whose 
experiences are considered in detail below, wrote that the country 
“deserves all the support it can get from us, in order to defeat the curse 
of bloody International Fascism.”214 Ernest Hemingway, who covered 
the Brigade closely, famously predicted in February 1937 that “this is 
the dress rehearsal for the inevitable European war.”215 And yet 
Wendorf’s assertion that interactions with Spaniards were an “even 
greater experience” than those among his IB comrades suggests that, in 
addition to their commitment to halting the spread of global fascism, 
the particularities of Spain influenced the volunteers.  
     Indeed, the country was not just an empty stage for the 
confrontation between democracy, communist anti-fascism, and 
fascism. Though Carroll and his interlocutors, interested in the Brigade 
as an expression of those broader dynamics, focused their narratives of 
the war on major battles and the political inner workings of the 
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the latter, see Adam Hochschild, Spain in Our Hearts: Americans in the Spanish Civil War, 
1936-1939 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2016). While each of these new historical 
approaches is illuminating in its own right, neither addresses head-on the role of Spain in the 
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Brigade, the words of the soldiers point to something else.216 As Michael 
Seidman observed in his Republic of Egos: A Social History of the Spanish 
Civil War, “historians of the conflict—most of whom maintain a 
political perspective which searches for the ‘decisive,’ heroic, 
committed, and the militant—have ignored what constituted most of a 
soldier’s existence during wartime.”217 Politics, heroism, and militarism 
featured relatively infrequently in Wendorf’s letters between February 
1937 and August 1938, written primarily to his wife Grossman. Rather, 
if his Spanish surroundings began as an unexpected but meaningful 
aspect of his experience, they became a defining characteristic as he was 
exposed to the reality that war, beyond being a clash of ideologies, is 
characterized by brutal violence and attrition. A careful reading of 
Wendorf’s correspondence alongside that of Malofsky illuminates the 
turbulent emotional waters the Lincolns navigated. The war meant 
horror and frustration, loneliness and boredom, longing and desire. In 
light of this, Seidman has contended that “experience and outcome are, 
of course, related. The harshness of everyday life of the common soldier 
in the Popular Army, during a war that few expected to last nearly 
three years, had an immensely negative effect on its performance.”218 
     The people, environment, and culture of Spain provided Wendorf 
and Malofsky a necessary contrast to the harsh battlefield. In the first 
half of this article, I argue that Spain was a source of imaginative refuge 
for the Lincolns, helping to sustain the volunteers’ commitment to the 
war effort when their ideologies were tested by prolonged distress. 
Wendorf's story also transcends the battlefield: in his extended time 
away from the front, Spain and the Spanish became an even greater 
focus in his writing. Thus in the second half, I set his letters in 
conversation with those of a third volunteer, Paul Sigel, to show how 
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the Lincolns became genuine residents of their host nation. I argue that 
contacts with civilian life provided a sense of belonging, and, crucially, 
a reason to invest in the preservation of the Spanish Republic and its 
inhabitants beyond the defeat of international fascism. If the war meant 
suffering and despair, the country around the war came to mean hope, 
relief, joy, inspiration, and deep attachment. Spain, as refuge and 
residence, gave the Lincolns a reason to keep up the fight. 
     In its intense focus on the human, the emotional, and the local as 
opposed to the political or military, this study builds on Seidman’s 
approach, which began “from the foundation block of the individual” 
and sought to “de-emphasize the great collectivities of party, class, and 
gender that historians have favored to examine the more intimate social 
groups of family, friends, and village.”219 While Seidman’s subjects were 
the Spaniards, mine are the foreigners, people whose defining moments 
lay an ocean away from the setting they had known their whole lives. 
Throughout this article I choose to refer to Wendorf, Malofsky, and 
Sigel as people “from America” rather than “Americans,” rejecting a 
static notion of identity in favor of a dynamic one able to accommodate 
the unexpected and transformative nature of their experiences in Spain. 
In doing so, I draw too on the recent work of historian Fraser Raeburn. 
Raeburn, himself influenced by the innovative scholar of anti-fascism 
Hugo García, has observed that “relations between the foreign 
volunteers and their Spanish hosts have received little attention, even 
though these relationships were fundamental to the everyday 
experience of volunteering” and has advocated a “transnational turn” 
in thinking about the Lincoln Brigade.220 For Raeburn, such a turn 
consisted of focusing on the relationships between soldiers from 
America and their Spanish counterparts. I broaden the lens to include 
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relationships with civilians as well as the environment, culture, and 
language of Spain. 
 

A Brief Note on Method 
     Letters have their shortcomings. They are highly personal, reflecting 
intimate relationships between senders and recipients. In the context of 
war, there is no doubt that letters offer selective accounts. One measure 
of this is the overwhelmingly positive tone that Wendorf, Malofsky, 
and Sigel maintained regarding the Republican Army’s prospects and 
their own safety. In July 1937, following major casualties during the 
disappointing Battle of Brunete, Sigel downplayed the Nationalist 
threat while acknowledging that the conflict had already dragged on 
for longer than most had expected. “Salud, Mus,” he wrote, using his 
nickname for his mother Hannah, “exactly one year ago today, the 
fascist [sic] started their little game here in Spain. . . . In spite of the 
fascist coalition, in spite of their maneuvers, they will soon be 
defeated.”221 Furthermore, the volunteers’ correspondence was 
monitored by agents of the IB to safeguard intelligence.222 Sometimes, 
this meant that passages were redacted; more often, it meant that 
soldiers withheld details that could help to situate them historically, 
such as their precise location.223 
     The biases inherent in epistolary sources limit their usefulness in 
constructing generalizations. Still, the men whose letters guide this 
article are, at least in a demographic sense, representative of the 
Brigade as a whole. Wendorf, twenty-six years old when he left for 
Spain, was a recent graduate from Columbia University in New York 
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City.224 Malofsky, twenty-one, was involved in a theater troupe affiliated 
with the International Workers Order in the city and was a former 
member of the Youth Communist League.225 Sigel, also twenty-one and a 
friend of Malofsky, hailed from Pittsburgh and was a CPUSA member 
and student at New York University.226 Thus they fit the description of 
historian Robert A. Rosenstone’s “average volunteer”: “a man between 
the ages of twenty-one and twenty-seven who lived in an industrial, 
urban center where labor unions and radical political parties were most 
active. . . . He might very well be a seaman, struggling to organize a 
union, or a college student.”227 
     These three volunteers captured one other common feature of the 
Brigade experience: each died in action.228 Used primarily as shock 
troops, somewhere between 22.5 and 30 percent of the soldiers from 
America perished on the battlefield, significantly higher than the 
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average rates for both Republican and Nationalist combatants.229 Most 
histories written in the second half of the twentieth century, The 
Odyssey chief among them, drew heavily on oral testimony from 
veterans, which was inevitably colored by hindsight and thus tended to 
magnify the military and political meanings of the war.230 As Seidman 
noted, “memory emphasizes dramatic moments of conflict instead of 
the commonly boring everyday existence in the trenches.”231 
Contemporaneous sources better reflect the quotidian priorities of the 
soldiers. This article operates on the assumption that it is historically 
meaningful—indeed, quite telling—if, for example, a soldier chose not 
to write about battle and instead spun rich depictions of the Spanish 
countryside. Finally, a happy consequence of the epistolary approach is 
the recovery of Wendorf’s, Malofsky’s, and Sigel’s stories from the ash 
heap of history: none of the three men has yet received more than a 
passing mention in any major scholarly work.232 
 

Spain as Refuge 
     “The boys already are singing of Franco’s doom,” wrote Harry 
Malofsky in his first letter from Spain. “We know damn well that not a 
single bullet will be wasted, only death can put a stop to it. And that’s 
not even thought of.”233 He could not have known that his own death 
would come less than halfway through a war lasting nearly three years. 
But any quixotic visions of quickly obliterating fascism that the 
Lincolns carried with them across the Atlantic soon vanished. As Paul 
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Wendorf would write after months in the trenches, the war was 
anything but an “interesting game with a certainty of odds in our favor. 
For many of the Americans here there was a rude awakening. I count 
myself among that number, even though I had thought I knew what to 
expect.”234 The letters of Wendorf and Malofsky illuminate the range of 
emotions soldiers experienced at the front, including horror and shock 
and, with time, ennui and disillusionment. In response, the men latched 
onto aspects of their host country that appeared to exist outside of 
combat and even the confrontation with fascism. Paradoxically, 
Wendorf and Malofsky needed to take mental refuge in their Spanish 
surroundings if they were to continue their mortal project. 
 

Paul Wendorf, Jarama, February–June 1937 
     Paul Wendorf was thrown into action practically as soon as he 
reached Spain on February 14, 1937. The Battle of Jarama had just 
begun outside of Madrid, and the earliest arrivals from America rushed 
to stave off the Nationalist onslaught.235 “Last night, I got my 
introduction to the enemy,” Wendorf wrote in his first letter as a 
member of the newly formed Lincoln Battalion, the outfit after which 
the collective identity of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade would later be 
named.236 “A number of bombers came over at night.”237 Unlike other IB 
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members who had fought in World War I, most of the soldiers from the 
U.S., Wendorf included, had no prior military knowledge.238 In a 
disastrous showing, the green, poorly organized battalion sustained 
massive casualties: over the course of 120 days in the trenches, 
hundreds died or were injured.239 Wendorf, a machine gunner, survived 
unscathed, but the episode was nonetheless traumatic for him.240 He 
wrote to Grossman in April, after nearly two months in combat, that “I 
have found out that an army, among other things, is the loneliest place 
in the world. One does not wish to form close friendships here, because 
the loss of one who is a friend as well as comrade is more depressing.”241 
During this period, when Wendorf mentioned other volunteers, he did 
so only in general terms, writing of “some new Americans,” or, as 
commonly, the “untrained workers and peasants” who made up the 
Spanish units. He did not dwell on specific relationships.242  
     In the absence of substantive connections with his trench-mates, 
Wendorf found life increasingly tedious. In late February, the Madrid 
front shifted into a more static war of attrition, or what Michael 
Seidman has termed a “quiet front,” where “tranquility usually 
dominated.”243 On April 4, Wendorf described his daily routine: “I’m 
still in the same place as I have been since February 25th. Life has 
become rather routine. 4 hours watch in the trench, 8 hours off, 4 on, 8 
off. . . . The steady daily grind is a bit wearing on the nerves.”244 In early 
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June, he recounted to Grossman a letter he had received from friends in 
New York calling him a “hero” and joked, “I wonder if I should let 
them in on the secret that I fire my gun only to find out if it’s still 
working.”245 The violent episodes of the war, the focus of many histories 
of the Brigade, certainly received their due in Wendorf’s telling. But his 
first combat assignment was as stultifying as it was sensational. 
     Lonely and bored, Wendorf sought refuge in Spain’s natural beauty. 
The Iberian countryside presented a dramatic contrast with the urban 
cityscapes he had known for most of his life, and nearly every letter 
featured lengthy commentaries on the landscapes that provided the 
setting for Wendorf’s deployment. “Back of us is a beautiful valley,” he 
wrote in one of his first dispatches from the front. “And behind that 
rise endless miles of rolling mountains, with olive groves on the slopes. 
The country is at the same time wild and carefully cultivated.”246 For 
Wendorf, the environment of Spain provided indispensable relief from 
the anxieties and tedium of battle. More than once he expressed his 
wish that his wife would join him in Spain. “Mug, dear,” he scribbled 
on May 12, using his favorite pet name for Grossman, “right now I wish 
you could be with me on top of this 1500 foot hill, to enjoy the view.” 
Remarkably, Wendorf penned this line directly after one of his most 
detailed accounts of combat at Jarama. The previous night the two 
armies had traded fire, and even as he wrote, shots rang out overhead.247 
Notwithstanding the danger, Wendorf entertained the thought of his 
wife being there with him to take in the scenery. Of course, he 
understood that for Grossman to join him would be ludicrous. Months 
later, even though he was then safely away from the front, he would 
scold her for proposing such a visit.248 Yet the idea remained appealing, 
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perhaps because “Mug” and the bucolic scenery of Spain alike 
represented departures—or refuge—from his simultaneously dreary 
and distressing reality. Wendorf’s association of Grossman and the 
countryside as refuge even became tactile when he began pressing 
roses into his letters before sending them to her.249 Without veering into 
psychoanalysis, it seems safe to suggest that Wendorf relied on his 
Spanish environs to soften the harshness of the front, and that he was 
capable of viewing them as removed from the war taking place within 
them. They helped mitigate his isolation and increasing detachment by 
supplying him with emotional grounding and even a sense of purpose 
during lulls in combat, when the fascists he had made it his mission to 
vanquish were nowhere to be seen. 
     Of course, the distinction between Spain as battlefield and Spain as 
arcadia was largely contrived. As historian Dorothee Brantz 
highlighted in her essay on the trenches of World War I, “the first 
characteristic of an environment of war is that it has ceased to be 
merely a landscape through which soldiers move but has turned into a 
space where soldiers engage in combat.”250 Wendorf often indicated his 
dismay at the destruction the fighting wrought on the Jarama Valley. 
For example, in March, he wrote to a correspondent named Harold, 
likely a friend in the CPUSA, while “sitting in an olive grove, which 
would be a beautiful place if there were not trenches dug through it in 
various directions.”251 Similarly, in the letter in which he fantasized 
about sharing the view with Grossman, Wendorf lamented that “the 
olive trees in No-man’s Land are scarred and distorted by machine-gun 
fire.”252 Observations such as these indicate a limit to the escape Spain 
offered to the volunteers. If the Spanish landscapes were Wendorf’s 
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chosen refuge, he was consistently reminded that those landscapes 
were as war-weathered as he was. Nonetheless, the dismay Wendorf 
felt at the ruin of the countryside underscores his attachment to his 
surroundings, which he perceived as novel and pristine, and the 
tension he felt between them and the unwelcome omnipresence of the 
war. His letters bemoaning the destruction of the olive groves, just as 
much as those inviting his wife to share in the views, point to an 
emotional need to find something in Spain beyond—and despite—
deadly struggle. The natural scenes of Jarama, then, were more than 
just an attractive but insignificant backdrop for the battle that took 
place there. They empowered Wendorf to endure the fight. 
 

Harry Malofsky, March–August 1937 
     Harry Malofsky, whose first letters were written amid Spanish 
civilian life as opposed to the slog of battle, recorded a vastly different 
set of first impressions than did Wendorf. Malofsky arrived in “Sunny 
Spain” in March 1937, roughly a month after Wendorf, and was 
assigned to a second outfit of volunteers from America, later named the 
George Washington Battalion.253 Following its poor showing at Jarama, 
the IB ensured that the Washingtons received adequate training: as 
Malofsky himself wrote, “the first comrades that came here didn’t even 
have a day’s drilling or uniforms. They went to the front in plain 
overalls. Now, of course, things are different.”254 Thus he spent the first 
two and a half months of his time in Spain in a number of unidentified 
towns—probably including Tarazona, located outside of the IB 
headquarters in Albacete—where he studied military maneuvers and 
weapon handling, conditioned his body, and attended lectures.255 For 
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him, then, there was no war yet to escape. Still, his time in training 
would shape his notions of what Spain was and, more importantly, 
what it could be—notions that would eventually provide their own sort 
of refuge. 
     Robert Rosenstone, unique in his extensive attention to the training 
of the Brigade, characterized Tarazona, the main training site for IB 
recruits, as “far from an exciting town in which to be stationed.” 
According to him, volunteers were eager to leave for the front: “The 
ones who went usually considered themselves lucky. They had come to 
fight a war and now they were going to do so.”256 Malofsky’s sentiments, 
reflected in letters addressed primarily to Miriam Sigel (the sister of 
Paul Sigel, discussed later), were more complicated than this. He found 
much to enjoy in the “little Spanish town,” spending his “plenty of 
money and plenty of free time” buying food, attempting to learn 
Spanish, putting on theatrical performances for the IB’s hosts, and even 
developing a friendship with a village goat whom he affectionately 
dubbed Esmeralda, or “Esmy.”257 Such interactions, made possible by 
Malofsky’s proximity to Spanish civilians, were pleasant enough for 
him to remark, “What a war! So far it has been more like a vacation at 
Kinderland!”258 Eventually, however, he grew anxious to put his training 
to use. Beginning in late April, his letters frequently conveyed his 
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expectation that he would depart soon.259 By early June, he was 
impatient. After receiving word that an acquaintance had died in a 
bombing, he wrote to Sigel, “It’s like almighty hell, when things like 
that pop up. You swear, and stomp your feet, and shout ‘When the hell 
are we gonna get outa here? Did we come here to eat and drink, or to 
fight?’”260 For Malofsky, the front remained the goal; the town could 
keep him only so long. 
     One reason for Malofsky's dissatisfaction with town life was a lack of 
opportunities for sex. Whereas Wendorf, writing to his wife, avoided 
the topic of Spanish women except to assure Grossman that he was 
uninterested, the “beautiful señoritas” were a constant subject of 
Malofsky’s letters.261 But the señoritas did not reciprocate. Within three 
weeks of arriving in Spain, Malofsky commented on their disinclination 
to enter into sexual relations with the foreigners, explaining that there 
were “many women, but we’re too disciplined—no, that’s wrong. Their 
slogan is ‘Hands off,’ and that’s that.”262 Malofsky’s restraint perhaps 
indicates a desire among the Lincolns to project a respectable image to 
their Spanish hosts. By May 6, however, he had grown frustrated. He 
spent several paragraphs protesting the fact that in “small town 
‘backward’ Spain . . . approaching a girl is like going near dynamite. 
Marriage is the only solution.”263 On May 26, punning on the anti-fascist 
mantra “No pasarán” (“They will not pass”), he suggested the slogan 
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“No Fuckaron.”264 Malofsky’s consistent complaints about his inability 
to “get the wrinkles out” evince genuine disappointment. Any 
expectation of sex he brought with him from home was thwarted in the 
cultural context of rural, Catholic Spain. He held out hope, however, 
that things might change “in a big city like Valencia or Barcelona,” 
where the volunteers could “find out if we still are men or not.”265 When 
Malofsky was finally deployed during the Battle of Brunete in July, the 
promise of the city would stick with him, ultimately providing him an 
imaginative alternative to war as the landscapes of Jarama had 
Wendorf. 
     The Brunete offensive, intended to divert Nationalist forces from 
their unrelenting siege of Madrid and stop their inroads in the north, 
proved even more of a failure for the IB than Jarama. Gone were the 
static trenches: Brunete was open warfare. The Washingtons, tasked 
with taking Villanueva de la Canada twenty miles outside of the capital 
city, “found themselves pinned down by machine-gun fire in stifling 
hundred-degree heat.”266 By the end of the three-week ordeal, 300 
members of the Lincoln and Washington Battalions were dead, forcing 
the merger of the two contingents.267 Malofsky wrote just once while in 
action; as he put it, “you just can’t sit down in the face of a hail of 
machine gun bullets to answer mail.”268 His July 16 letter to Sigel 
represented a dramatic shift in his thinking about the war. The abstract 
and somewhat idealistic tone of his earlier correspondence—“It’s great! 
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I’ve suddenly become greater than I had ever hoped to be”—melted 
away.269 Now Malofsky knew the concrete horror of war: 
 

[Brunete] seems like nothing but a continuous nightmare. Only 
the fact that many of the familiar faces of the comrades, whom 
we loved, are not with us any more makes me realize the reality. 
. . . Remember those many war books we used to read, and how 
it used to turn our stomachs, due to the hand of a skilled 
craftsman? Well, multiply their descriptions a hundred fold, and 
you still can’t capture it. Who can describe that feeling, when 
you’re lying flat on your belly and black fascist planes drop eggs 
all around you; when artillery shells explode so close, that dirt 
and rocks fall all over your clothes, and you run but 10 yards 
before the next bomb explodes, because the gunner has an exact 
range on you. Oh, those shells! One would gladly run into a 
storm of explosive bullets any time, rather than face the fear of 
being blown to bits.270 
 

Malofsky’s juxtaposition of narrative depictions of war with its still 
more horrific reality suggests a certain disillusionment. This was not, as 
he had indicated previously (albeit somewhat disingenuously), a 
simple matter of saying, “Bye, Bye, Franco!”271 Though he remained 
committed to the project of the Brigade, insisting that “our victory 
means too much,” his appetite for the front had vanished, and he was 
eager to be done: “Nothing but dead muscles can get me out of this 
fight now.”272 Nor was this dejection purely the product of the heat of 
battle. Two weeks later, finally resting, he would double down, writing 
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to his friends Julius and Rose Blickstein, “comrades, don’t for a minute 
think that this war is ‘glorious.’ Every inch of the way is blood and 
sweat.”273 This was Malofsky sobered, asserting even, despite the 
insouciant tone of much of his earlier correspondence, that “I never 
tried to be silly romantic about the heroic fight we were going into and 
I’m glad of that.” Indeed, the trials of combat altered his memory of his 
first months in Spain. For example, the “Sunny Spain” of his first 
correspondence became unwelcome, “the goddamn gosh awful 
Spanish sun that burns and burns for hours and hours, that pours the 
sweat into your eyes and burns them so that you can’t see but five feet 
in front of you.”274 No longer was life as a recruit in training akin to a 
“vacation at Kinderland”; in Malofsky’s mind it transformed into “four 
months of training under strict military obedience.”275 This shift in 
perspective substantiates Seidman’s claim that “soldiers’ experiences of 
hunger, cold, and disease on tranquil fronts undermined their desire to 
continue the war, and protecting their own bodies came to have the 
highest priority.”276 While it would be an exaggeration to suggest that 
Malofsky no longer wished to fight or lost sight of his reasons for 
joining the IB, it is clear that his confidence and dedication faltered as a 
result of ongoing bodily insecurity and dampened spirits. 
     As Malofsky’s first taste of battle exposed to him the terror of the 
war and recast his military experiences in an unfavorable light, he, like 
Wendorf, began to seek refuge. Malofsky ended his letter from Brunete 
with the hope that he would soon be granted leave to Madrid: “Boy, 
have I been waiting for that.”277 He reiterated this sentiment in each of 
his subsequent notes, once even detailing a dream he had of a Madrid 
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hotel.278 For him, Madrid offered material pleasures, a chance to spend 
his stipend and “to do it in royal fashion.”279 But more than that, it 
represented an emotional and psychological respite, a means to “put us 
again in the perfect frame of mind to go back to the lines.”280 Finally, in 
mid-August, Malofsky got his wish, a forty-eight-hour leave in the 
capital. “While I’m out of the lines, I’m not going to write about the 
lines,” he had promised Sigel a few days earlier. “Let’s get back into the 
swing of the old time jocular Meloffian letters and see if we can bring 
back the smiles again.”281 He made good on his word. His letter to her 
on August 16 detailing the brief but eventful excursion was ecstatic. He 
was “pie eyed and dizzy with the sense of bawdiness, with the feeling 
of freedom, richness, relaxation and forgetfulness.”282 This latter 
descriptor especially reveals the extent to which Malofsky used the city 
as a refuge. Madrid, though always under threat, remained well-
defended and thus offered a physical and mental alternative, however 
fleeting, to the war. It was a piece of Spain that “Franco could never 
take.”283 
     While in the capital Malofsky took advantage of his renewed 
proximity to Spanish civilian life to do what he could not at the front. 
“Street cars, subways, theatres, Broadway, cafés, bars, whores, shops, 
life, gaiety,” he wrote. “Millions of people of all shapes and sizes; men, 
women, kids, soldiers and officers—too many officers.” Malofsky’s 
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agitation at seeing officers underscores his perception of Madrid as an 
escape: their presence punctured the illusion. His reference to 
Broadway, too, is noteworthy for the linkage it drew between Spain 
and New York. Elsewhere Malofsky made this connection explicit: “I 
was in my Madrid. It was New York once more.” This comparison 
exemplifies how Malofsky assigned meaning to the city beyond that 
which was obvious. After just two days, he claimed ownership over 
“my Madrid”; as a lifelong New Yorker, he was comfortable in its 
urban craze. Madrid also delivered on his enduring expectation that “a 
big city” would mean sexual indulgence, and Malofsky was not shy 
about his “whoring around.” In fact, sex was seemingly his priority 
while on leave: according to the schedule he outlined for Sigel, he 
mostly occupied the daytime hours with shopping and drinking, 
“waiting for Dolores to complete her heavy morning’s business.” He 
spent his nights at a hotel separate from the rest of his company, for it 
was “the only place Dolores would consent to go.”284 Malofsky later 
confirmed that Dolores was a prostitute, and that one night he “got 
drunk and vicious, and beat up the whore. She deserved it, the bitch; 
charging me 150 pasetas!”285 The misogyny and violence of this outburst 
are startling, suggesting that even as Malofsky reveled in Madrid, he 
held a reductive view of its inhabitants. Certainly, for some volunteers 
more than others, relationships with Spaniards remained shallow and 
transactional; unlike the men explored later in this study, Malofsky was 
no “resident.” Nonetheless, it is notable that he committed, albeit 
begrudgingly, over a quarter of his 500-peseta budget to Dolores’s 
services.286 This fact reinforces the centrality of sexual relief to 
Malofsky’s conception of Madrid as the antithesis of military life. 
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     The excitement for action that Malofsky had expressed less than two 
months prior was nowhere to be found when he was called back to 
duty from leave. Rather, he wanted only “to get the next battle over 
with” and was increasingly anxious to return home.287 He was deployed 
to the Aragon front in late August, helping the Republican Army to 
capture Quinto before dying during the unsuccessful Battle of Belchite 
in September.288 In his final letter, he presented himself as a seasoned, 
desensitized soldier. “What a difference this is from the first time under 
fire,” he wrote. “The planes no longer bother me, I don’t mind the sun 
so much . . . I’m a veteran.” Nonetheless, he clung to his impressions of 
Madrid. Even if Aragon was easier psychologically than Brunete, it was 
still a “difference from my two days in Madrid.” The end of the letter 
was yet another extended reflection on the city; Malofsky’s last 
sentence before signing off informed the Blicksteins that he was 
sending them a picture he took there.289 To highlight the profound 
imprint Madrid left on Malofsky is not to downplay the importance of 
his bravery on the battlefield or the strength of his ideology. On the 
contrary, he stressed that the anti-fascist spirit of the capital, “despite 
my drunkedness [sic], left its lasting impression on my heart.”290 But 
urban Spain, both in anticipation and actuality, was a fundamental part 
of Malofsky’s broader experience precisely because it stood in contrast 
to the front lines. His idealized notion of the city was first a tantalizing 
prospect and then a nostalgic anchor that enabled him to weather the 
war. 
 

Paul Wendorf, Ebro River, July–August 1938 
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     As Malofsky fired his last rounds at Belchite, Wendorf was 
recuperating from the front. His correspondence over the next six 
months, during which the war was a distant reality, is explored in the 
second half of this article for the light it sheds on how some Lincolns 
came to understand Spain as something beyond a source of refuge. But 
in the spring of 1938, the Nationalists reignited their campaign in 
Aragon. By mid-April, they had captured territory stretching westward 
all the way to the Mediterranean Sea, isolating the Republican positions 
in Catalonia from those to the south.291 The situation increasingly dire, 
Wendorf reported to an unidentified artillery training base to receive, 
for the first time, proper military instruction.292 Then, in May, he 
officially rejoined the Lincoln Battalion and was redeployed.293 One of 
the longest-tenured volunteers remaining in Spain, he commented on 
how circumstances had changed since his arrival over a year earlier. 
Most obviously, so many Lincolns had died, defected, or been sent 
home after their initial service that the battalion was now 
predominantly Spanish. Wendorf was not alarmed by this 
development; in fact, he was excited because “I read Spanish pretty 
well now, but am not yet accustomed to speaking it, so I now have an 
opportunity for really learning it.”294 Moreover, in his observations of 
Spain’s natural elements, Wendorf was now able to draw multi-year 
comparisons, writing on July 16 that “the sun is hot, but there is just 
enough breeze from off the Pyrenees to keep the weather bearable—it’s 
not the overwhelming furnace heat of last summer near Madrid.”295 
Wendorf’s letters from this period recall Malofsky’s description of 
himself as a “veteran.” The front was nothing new to him. Yet Wendorf 
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could not have anticipated just what the coming weeks had in store, an 
ambitious military effort against which not “any of the previous 
campaigns of this war, or of any other, could compete.”296 
     Between July 24 and 25, the Lincolns, along with nearly 80,000 other 
Republican soldiers, crossed the Ebro River in Catalonia via rowboats 
and pontoon bridges.297 The Battle of the Ebro would spell the end of the 
Republic: by November, 7,150 Republican soldiers would die, 60,000 
would suffer injury, and 20,000 would be taken prisoner, sealing the 
outcome of the war.298 Historians generally hold, however, that the 
crossing itself accomplished its objective of temporarily drawing 
Nationalist forces away from Valencia.299 Still, for the soldiers paddling 
and marching for their lives across the open water without artillery 
cover, effectively bait for Franco, the success of the maneuver seemed 
far from a guarantee.300 By now, Wendorf longed to return to his wife; he 
consented to risk dying in a river more than 3,000 miles away purely 
because “the critical situation at present overrules all individual 
problems.”301 For him, the Ebro was the culmination of 18 months of 
service, the “strange combination of the epic and idiotic, the base and 
sublime, this exalting and horrible thing. . . . It cannot be characterized 
by any word, or phrase, or sentence, because it is a thing that has in it 
everything that has ever happened or can happen.”302 Lacking an 
adequate word, phrase, or sentence, he authored a dozen pages. His 
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August 8 letter to Grossman, his longest—and last—stands as the single 
strongest testament to Spain’s role as refuge to be found in his 
correspondence. 
     At the Ebro, Wendorf felt the violence of the war more directly than 
he ever had before. The letter, written in rapid, present-tense 
fragments, made palpable the immense stress of the crossing: 
 

We still had about a kilometer to travel to the river. Fascist 
artillery from across the river pounded at us on the way—march, 
everybody drops at the swish of a shell, march and drop, march 
and drop. . . . Near the river, a huge, swift fascist bomber comes 
down low, drops its load, misses us, machine guns us, misses. 
More fascist bombers. In between bombers we move. Suddenly 
on the shore, bedlam. . . . A couple of rowboats were hit by 
machine gun bullets from the airplanes, full of water. We get in a 
boat; I grab the oars which are tied to the gunwales by rope. A 
rope comes untied and we drift in the river for a quarter of a 
minute while it is being retied, and we wonder if the next 
bomber will find us in the center of the river. A 100 yards of 
river [sic], and we are on the other bank.303 
 

 
Wendorf continued by describing the days after the crossing, during 
which the army drove beyond the river in an attempt to take the 
provincial capital of Gandesa: “We ate canned food, had diarrhea; the 
smell of the dead was everywhere; no sleep for a week.”304 So arresting 
was this account that partial versions of it were published in The 
Manchester Guardian and The Volunteer for Liberty, the publication of the 
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IB.305 But after eight pages, Wendorf cut his narration short. “I can’t go 
on forever,” he wrote. “Just a couple of more things.” In the closing 
passages of his letter, he turned his attention away from the battle and 
toward the “Miracle of the Grape”: 
 

Up to 2 or 3 days ago the grapes were green and sour—I would 
chew them when I had no water, or was sleepy, the acid was a 
temporary stimulant. But now the grapes are beginning to 
ripen—the “Miracle of the Grape”—I think I’ve heard the phrase 
before, but I thought it referred to wine. Now, I know what the 
miracle is. You see, grapes dont [sic] ripen little by little. They 
ripen suddenly; overnight the acid turns into sugar. . . . You pick 
one blue, sweet grape out of the bunch; a few hours later there 
will be more ripe ones on the same bunch, the next day still 
more. . . . The “Miracle” is achieved—we swallow hundreds of 
the beautiful fruit, grateful for the sugar, which our worn-out 
bodies cry for, the new fresh life which has suddenly come to 
us.306 
 

Amid the most dramatic episode of the war, Wendorf documented 
grapes. Initially surprising, this choice becomes understandable in the 
context of Spain as a refuge. During the Ebro offensive, Wendorf relied 
more than ever on small outlets for escape. The grapes provided 
obvious energy, hydration, and a change of pace from packaged food. 
But they also brought psychological relief. Indeed, he had written in 
anticipation of the ripening less than a week prior; when the “miracle” 
finally occurred, it was all the more remarkable in that it contrasted 
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starkly with the brutality and futility of a losing fight.307 As tensions 
mounted, so did the need for their release. The August 8 letter fits into 
a larger pattern of paying closest attention to Spain’s natural elements 
at moments of intensity or trauma, evident from Wendorf’s earliest 
correspondence. Spain could deliver joy at what would appear to be the 
unlikeliest of junctures. 
     Wendorf died shortly after sending his August 8 letter, likely while 
defending the so-called “Hill 666” in the Serra de Pàndols from Italian 
and German aerial bombardment.308 This was the final military action of 
the Brigade; as it took place, Spanish Prime Minister Juan Negrín, in an 
attempt to win favor from the non-interventionist governments, 
announced that the IB would be disbanded.309 Like that of Malofsky, 
Wendorf’s final correspondence illustrates the extent to which Spain 
provided vital mental shelter from its own civil war. Both men came to 
Spain expecting to rout the fascists; instead, they encountered a 
protracted, profoundly violent, and emotionally crushing war of 
attrition. Historians have noted the turmoil this turn of events caused 
the Lincolns. Carroll, for example, observed the puzzling “complexity 
of human responses to the hazards and opportunities of war. Heroes of 
one day might appear irresolute the next, in a curious cycle of 
emotional intensity.”310 While he highlighted the desertion of many 
volunteers after each battle, he was at a loss to explain why some chose 
to stay even if their ideological resolve was thoroughly shaken.311 
Attachments to Spanish landscapes and cities, of course, were not 
solely responsible for Wendorf’s and Malofsky’s decisions to keep up 
the fight as many of their comrades fled. But their letters, by 
documenting Spain’s role as a source of refuge, help clarify the 
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“curious” nature of the soldiers’ psychological states while at the front, 
their ideological fuel dwindling. Though they were drawn to different 
elements of their host country, both men used Spain to alleviate their 
discomfort, boredom, and trauma. In this sense, Spain was more than 
just a battlefield; it was also a way to move beyond the battle. It is 
difficult to imagine the Lincolns retaining the necessary morale 
otherwise. 
 

Spain as Residence 
     If historians have overlooked important dimensions of the Lincolns’ 
experiences at the front, they have largely forgotten that the Lincolns 
did more than just fight. As Seidman put it, “Spaniards often tell stories 
and anecdotes about nonaggressive situations during the civil war, but 
the subject has never acquired the dignity or weight to stimulate a 
scholarly written history.”312 The trenches did not define the foreign 
volunteers. As new international soldiers and Spanish conscripts filled 
out the ranks of the Republican Army, some of the original members of 
the Lincoln Battalion were granted leave.313 Moreover, few IB soldiers 
participated in the pivotal Battle of Teruel between December 1937 and 
February 1938, which resulted in a decisive blow to the Republican 
Army.314 During this period, many volunteers worked outside of 
military service.315 Wendorf became a historian of the Brigade. He spent 
the autumn and winter of 1937–38 in Spanish towns, including in 
Albacete, where the IB was based. In these months, when the front was 
not his immediate reality, Wendorf could appreciate the richness of 
Spanish civilian life, even coming to view Spain as something of a 
second home. Meanwhile, not all of the volunteers who arrived to 
reinforce the Lincoln Battalion were as impatient for action as 
Malofsky. Paul Sigel, Malofsky’s friend, valued his time in training for 
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the connections it allowed him to build with the people of Tarazona. 
These connections ultimately upended the reductive preconceptions he 
held about Spaniards. For Wendorf and Sigel, Spain was a community, 
a legitimate residence. Consequently, the men developed a deep 
appreciation of the society, culture, and above all, human beings for 
which they fought—an appreciation that bolstered their ideological 
motives. 
 

Paul Wendorf, Albares and Albacete, August 1937–March 1938 
     Paul Wendorf’s long-awaited relief in August 1937 brought a 
dramatic shift in his surroundings. Between then and March 1938, he 
traveled to several towns, some of which he named in his letters.316 The 
bulk of his time was split between the village Albares outside of 
Madrid, where he rested for his first month away from battle, and 
Albacete.317 Upon settling in the latter in September, he took a job with 
the newly founded IB Historical Commission interviewing returning 
soldiers, writing pamphlets on topics such as the “Life of the 
Americans in Spain,” and producing a radio show.318 His knowledge of 
the fortunes of the Republican Army was no longer firsthand but 
instead was filtered through word of mouth and newspaper reports. 
His general impressions of the war stuck with him: he complained 
about the “childish” accounts of foreign correspondents covering the 
conflict, “as if it were a great big picnic with the fascists running as 
soon as we showed our noses” rather than “the hell and the dirt I’ve 
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lived through.”319 This rebuke echoed an earlier letter in which Wendorf 
criticized Ernest Hemingway for drawing “too freely on his 
imagination” in his coverage of the front, hypothesizing that the author 
was “either cockeyed-drunk or deliberately gypping the ‘Times’ out of 
a fat salary.”320 Nonetheless, life as an inactive volunteer, as Wendorf 
assured Grossman, was mostly safe.321 “I have been loafing around all 
this time taking life easy and eating the best food I’ve had so far in 
Spain,” he wrote on August 28 from a hospital in Albares where he was 
recovering from jaundice. “I have also become pretty soft from the 
month of inactivity . . . after those strenuous 3 weeks in July, when we 
could never get more than a few hours sleep at a time.”322 Of course, the 
war engulfed the entire country, but neither Albares nor Albacete was 
the site of active hostilities. The front became distant both physically 
and psychologically. 
     As he began to enjoy relative peace, Wendorf in turn viewed Spain 
as more than a mere escape from war. He continued to write about 
nature, as when he traveled along a coastal highway and “saw really 
beautiful scenery—mountainous country, with the most fertile valleys 
of Spain in between.”323 But such observations were fewer and further 
between now that he was immersed in civilian life. It is unsurprising 
that Wendorf previously sought refuge primarily in the rich visuals of 
the environment: the trenches were characterized by periods of intense 
quiet and, especially as supply lines deteriorated late in the war, bland 
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food.324 The towns, meanwhile, offered no shortage of sounds and tastes. 
Wendorf found flamenco music, for example, to be “a lot of fun.” While 
in Albacete, he frequented performances, reveling particularly in the 
“pauses every now and then for the audience to yell ‘Ola! Olé!’”325 
Spanish cuisine, too, was the subject of many letters. On August 15, he 
described his encounter with the food of Albares: “Muggie, try this—an 
omelet containing fried onions and boiled potatoes cut into small 
pieces, the onions and potatoes being prepared beforehand. . . . It’s a 
TORTILLA, and I have one every few days in a private home in this 
little town, for a few pesetas.”326  
     In addition to the enthusiasm Wendorf acquired for Spanish dance 
and cuisine, these passages evince a sense of stability. At Jarama, 
Wendorf’s location was always subject to change. Resting in Albares, 
however, he expressed no urgency to leave, and when he agreed to the 
job as Brigade historian in September, he knew that it would mean 
staying in Albacete for a term of four months.327 For the first time, he felt 
rooted to his place. The flamenco shows and village meals were 
regular, dependable parts of Wendorf’s existence rather than 
momentary escapes from the brutality of war. And they were real 
rather than imaginative. Unlike the olive trees of no man’s land, the 
tortillas actually existed outside of the context of combat; they were not 
“scarred and distorted by machine-gun fire.” This return to the 
freedom of civilian life after harrowing months in action led Wendorf 
to remark that “I’ve learned that there’s a hell of a lot of fun in just 
being alive—the experiences out of which I’ve learned that of course 

                                                
324 Paul Wendorf to Sherry, June 8, 1937, box 1, folder 3, Paul Wendorf Papers; Paul Wendorf 
to Leona Grossman Wendorf, June 24, 1938, box 1, folder 11, Paul Wendorf Papers. 
325 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, November 25, 1937, box 1, folder 5, Paul 
Wendorf Papers. 
326 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, August 15, 1937, box 1, folder 4, Paul 
Wendorf Papers. 
327 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, August 28, 1937, box 1, folder 4, Paul 
Wendorf Papers; Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, September 29, 1937, box 1, 
folder 4, Paul Wendorf Papers. 
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weren’t amazing while they lasted.”328 Moreover, his exhortation that 
Grossman—“Muggie”—make a tortilla suggests that he to some extent 
had adopted Spanish culture as his own: he enjoyed the dish so much 
that he wanted his wife to learn it. The day after he mentioned the 
tortilla, he wrote excitedly that a woman in the village was going to 
cook him a Spanish “chicken dinner. It will be the first chicken since 
leaving New York.”329 In September, some particularly good ice cream 
caused him to liken the seaside city of Alicante, where he was for a 
brief vacation, to “a refined Coney Island.”330 Wendorf, then, viewed his 
new setting through the lens of home. Though Spain was not a perfect 
replacement for New York, it offered familiarity, permanency, and 
emotional fulfillment that the trenches could not. 
     Wendorf did not go so far as to disown his true home: as the months 
passed, Grossman increasingly agitated for him to return to the U.S., 
and he expressed his regret that he could not.331 At the same time, he 
was invested in his project at Albacete, writing in December that “of 
course I’ve been here a long time now, but there must also be judged 
what I am doing here, and the availability of people to take my place. I 
have learned a great deal. . . . To step out before I have finished certain 
things would mean that what I have done in the last few months would 
have to be duplicated in large part.”332 Wendorf was clearly motivated 
by a sense of duty to the IB, but equally important were the 
relationships he had built with Spanish townspeople. Even if they were 
occasioned, for instance, by a craving for a home-cooked tortilla, such 
relationships were more than transactional. In his August 16 letter from 

                                                
328 Paul Wendorf to Sherry, December 13, 1937, box 1, folder 6, Paul Wendorf Papers. 
329 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, August 16, 1937, box 1, folder 4, Paul 
Wendorf Papers. Wendorf underlined “chicken dinner,” rendered here in italics. 
330 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, September 11, 1937, box 1, folder 4, Paul 
Wendorf Papers. 
331 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, November 25, 1937, box 1, folder 5, Paul 
Wendorf Papers; Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, February 7, 1938, box 1, folder 
8, Paul Wendorf Papers. 
332 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, December 5, 1937, box 1, folder 6, Paul 
Wendorf Papers. 
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Albares, Wendorf marveled at how “the whole village turned out to 
watch” a boxing match put on by the foreign volunteers and to donate 
to the Socorro Rojo, a communist aid agency that, incidentally, helped 
coordinate the IB’s mail system. He also described a parade consisting 
of “small boys and old men (most of the young men here are in the 
army) who carried olive branches and yelled ‘Viva La Republica.’”333 In 
January, he recounted giving a bar of soap Grossman had mailed him 
to a 15-year-old named Felix Navarro. “His father was killed on the 
front a year ago and his brother is an officer in the army,” Wendorf 
noted.334 These quotidian interactions with Spanish civilians impressed 
upon him the active role the Spanish populace played in the 
preservation of the Republic. Thus although they may have had no 
direct bearing on his ultimate aim of defeating fascism or even his 
shorter-term historical work, they shaped his understanding of the 
conflict. Whereas his letters from the front centered on the ever-present 
enemy, those from Albares and Albacete focused on the people 
resisting that enemy by every means short of picking up a gun. 
     More than a mere shift in emphasis, this growing appreciation for 
the contributions and struggles of the Spanish people engendered in 
Wendorf a sense that they were his equals. This was not immediate. On 
November 7, still early in his time in Albacete, he published a report for 
the Historical Commission, a copy of which he sent to Grossman. The 
purpose of the document, produced in commemoration of the 
twentieth anniversary of the Russian Revolution and the first 
anniversary of the Nationalist siege of Madrid, was to highlight the 
importance of Comintern organizing to the Republican cause and to 
situate Spain within a global context of proletarian struggle. It painted a 
picture of a backward, helpless country “with its 50% illiteracy, its one-
handled wooden plows, its mid-nineteenth century railroad equipment, 
the isolation from the civilized world in which the monarchy kept it.” 

                                                
333 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, August 16, 1937, box 1, folder 4, Paul 
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Wendorf Papers. 
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That Spain had become “proud and confident of its power” since the 
beginning of the war was due to “the help given by the Soviet Union.” 
The savior narrative betrayed a lack of consideration for the sacrifices 
of the Spanish citizenry; Wendorf even included an anecdote about a 
man he met on the train thanking him profusely for his help.335 This 
patronizing outlook was not confined to Wendorf’s public-facing 
writing. In one of the last letters he penned from the front, Wendorf 
described a Spanish woman as “simple” for asking after her husband, 
who was a member of a different brigade.336 Rather than empathize with 
her longing or her precarity, Wendorf picked out her lack of knowledge 
of military organization. His words conveyed a marked feeling of 
superiority. But over the course of the winter, as he talked, worked, and 
ate tortillas with Spaniards, his tone changed. From a training site on 
the cusp of redeployment in March 1938, he would articulate 
admiration rather than condescension. “In the face of a great 
demonstration of the power of the fascists, the people here are 
responding in a great surging wave,” he wrote. “The kind of thing that 
is arising is something that I thought almost crushed by the burdens of 
hardship the war has brought. . . . I would feel terrible if I were 
anywhere else but Spain at the time that these things were 
happening.”337  
     Embedded in the everyday life of Spaniards, then, Wendorf dropped 
his assumptions of them as a backward and listless people 
disconnected from their own civil war. He came to enjoy living in 
Spain, seeing himself as an ally and a member of a community, a 
resident among neighbors. And he discovered there a second 
inspiration to fight—one far more immediate than that which had 
wrested him from home over a year prior. His writings reflected a 

                                                
335 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, November 7, 1937, box 1, folder 5, Paul 
Wendorf Papers. 
336 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, July 16, 1937, box 1, folder 3, Paul Wendorf 
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337 Paul Wendorf to Leona Grossman Wendorf, March 28, 1938, box 1, folder 9, Paul 
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subtle shift in his thinking: if when he left the U.S. he intended to 
participate in a war against international fascism that just so happened 
to take place in Spain, now he understood himself to be fighting a war 
for and alongside the people of Spain that had obvious implications for 
the broader anti-fascist agenda. 
 

Paul Sigel, June–October 1937 
     Paul Sigel reached Spain in late June 1937. He was deployed during 
the Aragon offensive in September and served in the signal corps with 
the predominantly Canadian Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion.338 His 
extant letters, however, mostly document his time in training. 
Superficially, Sigel’s story was similar to that of his friend Harry 
Malofsky. The two men, both twenty-one-year-old New Yorkers, went 
through rigorous instruction and drilling, Malofsky probably and Sigel 
definitely in Tarazona.339 Though they did not ever meet in Spain, they 
kept up with each other’s affairs through mutual acquaintances, and 
both corresponded with Miriam Sigel, Paul’s sister.340 Relative to 
Malofsky, however, Sigel expressed less of a desire to rush to the front, 
challenging Rosenstone’s claim that volunteers were desperate to 
escape Tarazona. Sigel’s letters written between June and September 
demonstrate that the Lincolns were capable of forging strong emotional 
bonds with the people and culture of Spain—of being “residents”—
even before they were deployed, and even when their conditions were 
less stable than Wendorf’s were in Albacete. 
     Sigel’s earliest descriptions of life in training echoed Malofsky’s 
motif of a “vacation at Kinderland.” “Just had the usual siesta we have 
every day,” he wrote to his mother Hannah on June 26. “I’m afraid I’m 

                                                
338 Paul Sigel to Hannah Sigel, September 11, 1937, box 1, folder 8, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
Papers; Paul Sigel to Hannah Sigel, July 3, 1937, box 1, folder 7, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
Papers. 
339 Brooks, “Commoners in Spain.” 
340 Paul Sigel to Miriam Sigel, June 27, 1937, box 1, folder 6, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
Papers; Harry Malofsky to Miriam Sigel, June 19, 1937, in Madrid 1937, 156. 
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going to get fat and slothful.”341 Yet he seemed pleased with life in 
Tarazona. Unlike his friend, whenever Sigel conveyed a wish to head 
into combat, he tempered it, as on August 29: “We’re still here in town 
(and impatient as hell to get going, though we have every faith in our 
IB leadership and Spanish Republican Army generalship).”342 Moreover, 
when he received word that a close friend had perished in battle, he 
grieved, but the tragedy was not the same galvanizing force that it had 
been for Malofsky; Sigel finished that letter with, “I really never felt 
better in my life.”343 He felt that he had “found the work I like” in Spain, 
as opposed to his life in the U.S. as a college student with two jobs, 
when he was “always so unsatisfied.”344 Indeed, while his early letters, 
like those of Malofsky and Wendorf, featured a number of comparisons 
to New York, they became scarcer as time went on.345 On September 11, 
he reacted with surprise to Miriam asking if he regretted leaving 
America: “What? Here I am visiting a swell country with a bunch of 
swell comrades good food, good smokes + chocolate (much too 
occasionally)—beautiful women (though it doesn’t do us any good)—
why I’m having a swell time.”346 For the most part, then, Sigel was 
happily entrenched in Tarazona.  
     More than anything else, relationships with locals were the source of 
Sigel’s contentment. His daily routine, outlined in an August letter to 
Hannah, involved frequent exchanges: 
 

                                                
341 Paul Sigel to Hannah Sigel, June 26, 1937, box 1, folder 7, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
Papers. 
342 Paul Sigel to Miriam Sigel, August 29, 1937, box 1, folder 6, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
Papers. 
343 Paul Sigel to Miriam Sigel, July 24, 1937, box 1, folder 6, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
Papers. 
344 Paul Sigel to Miriam Sigel, August 19, 1937, box 1, folder 6, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
Papers. 
345 For an example of such a comparison, see Paul Sigel to Hannah Sigel, June 26, 1937, box 
1, folder 7, Miriam Sigel Friedlander Papers. 
346 Paul Sigel to Miriam Sigel, September 11, 1937, box 1, folder 6, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
Papers. 
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Right after dinner, we visit Maria at the doughnut shop, and 
Josephine at the cookie and candy shop—we can amply supply 
ourselves with the six pesetas a day that we receive here (This 
pay was even more of a surprise to us when we first came than it 
will probably be to you). Also, there are stalls laid out in the 
main square that have hundreds of useful knicknacks—a regular 
5 + 10 ct. store. . . . The wine in this town is really good if it’s 
gotten in the right place. For instance, I was in the house of one 
of the townspeople here, and we had some wine, red wine, and 
really delicious. . . . In the evening the whole town turns out and 
strolls up and down the main street and thru the town square, 
and we of course, now a real part of the town life stroll up and 
down with them.347 
 

The intimate interactions Sigel described with Spaniards whom he 
knew by name are more reminiscent of Wendorf’s letters from the 
autumn and winter than of Malofsky’s restless ones from training. Sigel 
believed himself “a real part of the town,” finishing the letter with, “I’ll 
sure be sorry to leave our little Spanish town.”348 Similar to Wendorf, 
Sigel’s sense of belonging was founded on the fact that his relationships 
with the Spanish people went beyond simple transactions. For example, 
as he wrote on July 12, “it’s been the custom for some time now, for the 
entire battalion to go out every Sunday morning and assist the local 
popular front committee and the farmers around here in the fields.”349 
Of course, the soldiers benefited from a robust crop, but this dynamic 
suggests that Wendorf saw himself as a participant in the community 
interests of Tarazona. Crucially, such informal interactions between the 
volunteers and the local populace were sites of cultural exchange. Like 

                                                
347 Paul Sigel to Hannah Sigel, August 13, 1937, box 1, folder 8, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
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Wendorf, Sigel often dined in the homes of the townspeople. His most 
consistent host was Maria, the owner of the doughnut shop, who lived 
nearby the barracks. “Her father, brother and sweetheart are all at the 
front, but the work is still continued by the rest of the family—as brave 
and courageous a family as there has ever been,” he wrote. “There’s 
where we learn most of our Spanish with our ‘Como se llamo,’ ‘How do 
you say,’ and then pointing to the thing.”350 
     Sigel prioritized learning the language of his Spanish compatriots 
more than Malofsky or even Wendorf. What began as something as a 
joke—“We roam thru the stores with our English-Spanish dictionaries, 
incoherently mumbling to the storekeeper for awhile, and then, of 
course, assist each other by pointing”—quickly turned into a passion.351 
A month after his arrival, Sigel wrote that “life goes on pretty much as 
normal—training hard, trying to study Spanish. Incidentally its [sic] 
more difficult to get into Spanish than I thought it would be, because 
we are with Americans practically all the time. But I can almost 
understand a Spanish newspaper now, so I’m getting along.”352 
Malofsky, too, had complained to Miriam that the presence of his 
fellow volunteers slowed the progression of his Spanish.353 But Sigel 
persisted, and by the end of August, he had interacted enough with 
some of the Spanish recruits to report that he was “really getting an 
excellent chance to learn the language, to understand Spain—to learn 
from and teach our Spanish comrades.”354 This account underscores the 
extent to which Sigel regarded language learning as more than just a 
pastime, but as a crucial means of building bridges between him and 

                                                
350 Paul Sigel to Hannah Sigel, August 13, 1937, box 1, folder 8, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
Papers. Sigel of course meant “Como se llama.” 
351 Paul Sigel to Hannah Sigel, July 14, 1937, box 1, folder 7, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
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352 Paul Sigel to Hannah Sigel, July 28, 1937, box 1, folder 7, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
Papers. 
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his Spanish hosts. Speaking Spanish helped him shop, but it also 
helped him trade ideas and information. In one of his first and only 
surviving letters from the front, he wrote proudly that “with the aid of 
a dictionary, I can read the Spanish papers sufficiently well to 
understand what it’s all about. And we get the Spanish periodicos cada 
dia (newspapers every day).”355 That Sigel consistently endeavored to 
read Spanish papers was no doubt dictated in part by necessity, but it 
also reflected a desire to understand the events of the war from 
perspectives outside of those available in the English IB publications—
literally, to be on the same page as the Spaniards. 
     Ultimately, Sigel’s engagement with civilian Spain caused him to 
rethink many of the minimizing impressions he carried with him to the 
country. He was more self-aware in this respect than Wendorf, 
explicitly noting many instances in which his expectations were 
subverted for the better. Sigel had assumed, for example, that rural 
Spain would be squalid, but shortly after arriving in Tarazona he 
expressed surprise that the local children with whom he often played—
“the cutest you ever saw”—were actually “very clean, as is practically 
everything about the town.”356 He also joined Wendorf in relinquishing 
his belief that the people of Spain lagged behind modernity, describing 
in his August 3 letter their old-fashioned method of “separating the 
chaff from the wheat by throwing them into the air and letting the wind 
blow away the chaff” and expressing with amazement that “they know 
what modern machinery is.” Not just that, but the locals valued and 
sacrificed for the good of the Republic: “When one first sees them they 
seem like very simple people, and the war and world conditions seem 
very far away. But as we talk to them we discover that they know what 
it’s all about. Every family has at least one member at the front—most 
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of them more than one. The war is very close to them.”357 When in the 
towns of Spain, then, Sigel and Wendorf both felt at some remove from 
the war—and indeed from the broader “world conditions” that had 
motivated them to volunteer in the first place. This is what made them 
residents, whereas Malofsky, anxious for the front, was content only 
skimming the surface of civilian life, taking from what it what he 
needed, an ideal to return to later. But because that remove entailed 
living in intimate proximity to the Spanish, Sigel and Wendorf were 
forced to reckon with their presumptions of simplicity and 
backwardness. The absence of young men and women from their midst 
and the daily struggle of the families those men and women left behind 
proved to the volunteers the spuriousness of their assessments. As Sigel 
wrote to his sister on August 19: 
 

Say, Mim, you’d love the kids here, a lively vivacious energetic 
bunch—also a serious + intelligent group that realizes very 
definitely what is going on, what part their families are playing 
in the struggle and what part they themselves play. For example, 
every morning at 5:30, these kids, ranging in age from 9–14 (also 
the older men), pile onto one of the Popular Front trucks and are 
off for the fields. They realize that the country must eat if the 
fascists are to be beaten. . . . Of course almost all of the older 
young fellows are at the front, and the older young women are 
teaching or nursing, or in some other way helping to win the 
war. The future will rest on all these young shoulders, + they are 
bravely taking up the burden now.358 

 
While Sigel’s tone remained somewhat condescending, it is clear that 
the populace’s support of the war effort transformed his conception of 
the country. He realized that the Spanish were not passive recipients of 

                                                
357 Paul Sigel to Miriam Sigel, August 3, 1937, box 1, folder 6, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
Papers. 
358 Paul Sigel to Miriam Sigel, August 19, 1937, box 1, folder 6, Miriam Sigel Friedlander 
Papers. 



 
“Olive Trees and Peasant Comrades” │104 

 

 

the Lincolns’ aid. He even gestured to the future, revealing an 
investment in the country that extended beyond the Civil War, an 
understanding of Spain as more than just a “dress rehearsal for the 
inevitable European war.” On the eve of his deployment, Sigel would 
reiterate the sentiment in striking terms: “Our Spanish comrades are . . . 
the youth of the new Spain that is already being built even with the war 
going on, and their enthusiasm and vitality augurs well for the results 
of the war and the future of our country (Spain).”359 Sigel’s use of the 
word “comrades,” typically reserved for fellow IB members, suggests 
that he, like Wendorf, had come to view the Spaniards as his equals. 
Indeed, Spain had become Sigel’s country, a fact he clarified in the 
parenthetical addition at the end of the paragraph lest his mother be 
confused. This startling assertion confirms the deep emotional, almost 
patriotic attachment he developed to his host nation. He would never 
return to his original home, dying during the so-called “Great Retreats” 
from Franco’s campaign in Aragon in April 1938.360 Along with 
Wendorf, Sigel in his final days was a resident of Spain with a firm 
understanding of the stakes of the war for those in his immediate 
proximity. He was committed to stopping fascism before it spread 
elsewhere, but also to the well-being of his adoptive country. 
 

Conclusion 
     The Abraham Lincoln Brigade deserves all the original, incisive, and 
even laudatory historical treatment it has received. The Lincolns, 
presciently identifying Spain as the first theater of a much larger war 
against fascism, fought ably and valiantly. They did so as volunteers, in 
direct defiance of their government. They were remarkable in ways not 
discussed here, such as being the first American military unit to 
integrate Black and white soldiers.361 But ideology alone could not 
sustain the Lincolns, and Spain was more than just a symbolic or even 
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literal battlefield. Examining contemporaneous sources created by the 
Lincolns —as opposed to more formal journalistic accounts occasioned 
at least in part by political or commercial interests, or memoirs and oral 
retellings influenced by the course of history—reveals the centrality of 
the country itself to the volunteers’ perspectives. For Wendorf, 
Malofsky, and Sigel, Spain was not in the least abstract. It was an 
environment both bucolic and urban; it was a novel, vibrant culture 
worth preserving; it was flesh and blood. 
     Contacts with the Spanish countryside, cityscapes, foodways, music, 
language, and people were much more than ornamental details in a 
story of heroic military exploits and geopolitical machinations. Rather, 
they were the basis of historically consequential connections between 
the soldiers and their setting. Spain was a bulwark against the physical, 
emotional, and psychological devastation of the war. For the volunteers 
who became truly embedded there, it was also a space of belonging, a 
site of cultural and lingual exchange, and above all, a lesson in the 
strivings, sacrifices, and humanity of the Spaniards, those civilians of 
the civil war. The relative inattention to ideology and politics in the 
letters of the three men, especially as the war progressed, is 
meaningful. It is not that the Lincolns lost sight of the broad 
significance they correctly assigned to the conflict, or even that the 
ideological dimension of their project should be minimized in 
historiography. But when they dug their boots into the Spanish soil, the 
volunteers found they required more to interpret and indeed survive 
their circumstances. As refuge and residence, Spain provided them 
comfort and hope that mere belief in a cause could not, and it gave 
human substance to the ideologies that galvanized them to leave home 
and, all too frequently, lay down their lives. 
     Future work building on the foundation laid here could examine the 
letters of the many hundreds of Lincolns whose voices remain absent 
from the literature. It would also be fruitful to consider non-epistolary 
sources. The sketchbooks of Meredith Graham, a volunteer from New 
York who served from March 1937 until his death in action in July, 
contain many vivid drawings that depict in an entirely new way the 
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inseparability of the Lincolns’ Spanish surroundings from their military 
undertakings (see Appendix A).362 Widening the lens, in all conflicts 
motivated by ideology—which is to say all conflicts—the quotidian 
motivations, local relationships, and unexpected meanings soldiers 
encounter are at risk of being subsumed by grander narratives. This is 
especially true in so-called “proxy wars” in which the venue is 
assumed to be less important than the international implications of the 
events that take place there. The Spanish Civil War may qualify as such; 
certainly, the brutal wars of the 1950s and 1960s that saw the interests 
of the “Western powers” and the Soviet Union once again pitted 
against each other do. These, then, could be the focus of analysis to 
come. Finally, the “transnational turn,” as Hugo García has termed it, 
would imply that any interaction between a foreign soldier and a 
civilian occurs on a two-way street. Probing Spanish sources to 
ascertain the impact the Lincolns had on the residents of Albacete, 
Tarazona, and Madrid would be a worthy endeavor. 
     In any of these cases, if our aim is to understand conflict, we would 
do well to heed engagements between people and their place.  

                                                
362 Albin Ragner, unpublished memoir, in “Albin Ragner: An Unpublished Memoir,” by Chris 
Brooks and Lisa Clemmer, Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives, February 27, 2013, 
https://albavolunteer.org/2013/02  
/albin-ragner-an-unpublished-memoir/. See Meredith Graham, sketchbook drawings, box 1, 
Meredith Sydnor (Syd) Graham Drawings, Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives, Tamiment 
Library and Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, New York University (hereafter referred to as 
Meredith Sydnor (Syd) Graham Drawings). 
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Appendix A: Photos and images 
Sketchbooks of Meredith Sydnor “Syd” Graham363 

 

 
 
Image 1. Depiction of Spaniards in Catalonia handling hay bales.  

                                                
363 Meredith Graham, sketchbook drawings, box 1, Meredith Sydnor (Syd) Graham Drawings. 
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Image 2. Various scenes of Spanish civilian life including an “I.B. 
Bathroom” with the caption “Feed Franco Here.” 
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Image 3. Military notes. Graham often sketched scenes of Spain 
alongside notes such as these. 
 
  



 
“Olive Trees and Peasant Comrades” │110 

 

 

Acknowledgements 
 Many thanks to Professor Joseph Fronczak for his guidance on 
this work from start to finish. Thanks to Shannon O’Neill and Amna 
Abdus-Salaam at the Tamiment Library & Wagner Labor Archives as 
well as Alain St. Pierre and Colleen Burlingham at Princeton University 
for their assistance locating and accessing sources. Thanks to Katie 
Rohrbaugh, Sam Harshbarger, Leo Rupp-Coppi, Drew Hopkins, and 
the editors of Clio’s Scroll for feedback on my ideas and drafts. 
  



 
“Olive Trees and Peasant Comrades” │111 

 

 

Bibliography 
 
Archival Sources 
Meredith Sydnor (Syd) Graham Drawings. Abraham Lincoln Brigade  

Archives, Tamiment Library and Robert F. Wagner Labor 
Archives, New York University. 

 
Miriam Sigel Friedlander Papers. Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives,  

Tamiment Library and Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, New 
York University. 

 
Paul Wendorf Papers. Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives, Tamiment  

Library and Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, New York 
University. 

 
Other Primary Sources 
Hemingway, Ernest. Ernest Hemingway to the Pfeiffer Family, 9  

February 1937. In Ernest Hemingway: Selected Letters, 1917–1961, 
edited by Carlos Baker, 457–58. New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1981. 

 
Malofsky, Harry. Harry Malofsky to Miriam Sigel, 19 June 1937. In  

Madrid 1937: Letters of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade from the Spanish 
Civil War, edited by Cary Nelson and Jefferson Hendricks, 154–
56. London: Routledge, 1996. 

 
The Manchester Guardian. “Letters to the Editor: The Fighting on the  

Ebro Front.” (Manchester, United Kingdom), August 23, 1938, 
18. 

 
New York City Department of Health. Births Reported in 1915—Borough  

of Manhattan. In New York City Department of Health, New York, 
New York, U.S., Birth Index, 1910–1965. Lehi, Utah: Ancestry, 
2017. 



 
“Olive Trees and Peasant Comrades” │112 

 

 

 
New York City Department of Health. Births Reported in the Year 1911.  

In New York City Department of Health, New York, New York, 
U.S., Birth Index, 1910–1965. Lehi, Utah: Ancestry, 2017. 

 
New York Herald Tribune. “53 Columbia Freshmen Receive Class  

Numerals: Athletes Are Honored for Their Work in Spring 
Sports.” November 19, 1930, 27. 

 
Paul Wendorf marriage certificate, 3 February 1937. In New York City  

Department of Records, Index to New York City Marriages, 1866–
1937, certificate no. 445. Provo, Utah: Ancestry, 2014. 

 
Ragner, Albin. Unpublished memoir. In “Albin Ragner: An  

Unpublished Memoir,” by Chris Brooks and Lisa Clemmer. 
Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives, February 27, 2013.  
https://albavolunteer.org/2013/02/albin-ragner-an-
unpublished-memoir/  

 
U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census. Fifteenth Census  

of the United States: 1930: Population schedule, Bronx, New York, 
enumeration district 0150. Washington, D.C.: National Archives 
and Records Administration, 1930. 

 
Wendorf, Paul. “A Pair of Pants.” The Volunteer for Liberty (Barcelona,  

Spain), August 26, 1938, 3. 
 
Secondary Sources 
Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archive. “On the Abraham Lincoln Battalion  

in the International Brigades.” Accessed October 8, 2022. 
https://alba-valb.org/who-we-are/faqs/.  

 
Brantz, Dorothee. “Environments of Death: Trench Warfare on the  



 
“Olive Trees and Peasant Comrades” │113 

 

 

Western Front, 1914–19.” In War and the Environment: Military 
Destruction in the Modern Age, edited by Charles E. Closmann, 
68–91. College Station, Texas: Texas A&M University Press, 2009. 

 
Brooks, Chris. “Commoners in Spain: Students, Faculty, and Alumni of  

Commonwealth College in the Spanish Civil War.” Abraham 
Lincoln Brigade Archives, November 12, 2018. 
https://albavolunteer.org/2018/11/commoners-in-spain-
students-faculty-and-alumni/.  

 
Carroll, Peter N. The Odyssey of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade: Americans in  

the Spanish Civil War. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994. 
 
Compa, Elizabeth, and James D. Fernández. “Profiles of Loss.” Edited  

by Peter N. Carroll. The Volunteer: Journal of the Veterans of the 
Abraham Lincoln Brigade 27, no. 3 (September 2005): 14–26. 

 
Eby, Cecil D. Comrades and Commissars: The Lincoln Battalion in the  

Spanish Civil War. University Park, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 2007. 

 
García, Hugo. “Transnational History: A New Paradigm for Anti- 

Fascist Studies?” Contemporary European History 25, no. 4 
(November 2016): 563–72. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777316000382.  

 
Gerassi, John. The Premature Antifascists: North American Volunteers in  

the Spanish Civil War, 1936-39: An Oral History. New York: 
Praeger, 1986. 

 
Hochschild, Adam. Spain in Our Hearts: Americans in the Spanish Civil  

War, 1936-1939. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2016. 
 
Jackson, Michael. Fallen Sparrows: The International Brigades in the  



 
“Olive Trees and Peasant Comrades” │114 

 

 

Spanish Civil War. Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 
1994. 

 
Landis, Arthur H. Death in the Olive Groves: American Volunteers in the  

Spanish Civil War, 1936-1939. New York: Paragon House, 1989. 
 
Nelson, Cary. Introduction to Madrid 1937: Letters of the Abraham Lincoln  

Brigade from the Spanish Civil War, edited by Cary Nelson and 
Jefferson Hendricks, 1–19. London: Routledge, 1996. 

 
Pastor García, Daniel, and Antonio R. Celada. “The Victors Write  

History, the Vanquished Literature: Myth, Distortion and Truth 
in the XV Brigade.” Bulletin of Spanish Studies 89, no. 7–8 
(November 1, 2012): 307–21. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14753820.2012. 731576.  

 
Payne, Stanley G. The Spanish Civil War. Cambridge Essential Histories.  

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012. 
 
Preston, Paul. The Spanish Civil War: Reaction, Revolution and Revenge.  

New York: W.W. Norton & Co, 2007. 
 
Raeburn, Fraser. “‘The Surest of All Morale Barometers’: Transnational  

Encounters in the XV International Brigade.” Contemporary 
European History 31, no. 1 (February 2022): 85–99. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777321000217.  

 
Rosenstone, Robert A. Crusade of the Left: The Lincoln Battalion in the  

Spanish Civil War. New York: Pegasus, 1969. 
 
Seidman, Michael. Republic of Egos: A Social History of the Spanish Civil  

War. Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 2002. 
 
Thomas, Hugh. The Spanish Civil War. London: Eyre & Spottiswoode,  



 
“Olive Trees and Peasant Comrades” │115 

 

 

1961. 
 
Tremlett, Giles. The International Brigades: Fascism, Freedom and the  

Spanish Civil War. London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2020. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
“Prim and Proper” │116 

 

 

Prim and Proper: 
Phyllis Schlafly’s Performance of Womanhood in the STOP ERA Campaign, 
1972–1982 
 
     Behind the podium at the 1976 Republican Convention in Kansas 
City, Phyllis Schlafly spoke with graceful vigor. Her sharp shoulders 
pulled taught across a modest, white and polka dot silk blouse, while 
her golden hair reposed in a meticulously coiffed halo to frame her 
ever-smiling face. Schlafly’s delicate hands pressed firmly into the 
wooden podium, as she preached to a sea of admiring women, whose 
necks cradled pearls, decorous garments flaunted red STOP ERA 
buttons, and whose equally delicate hands hoisted signs into the air. 
“ABORT ERA”364 some of the roaring crowd’s signs declared, while 
others proclaimed, “CHILDREN NEED LOVE NOT DAYCARE…. 
STOP ERA.”365 STOP, here, did not just mean halt. It meant Stop Taking 
Our Privileges. These were Schlafly’s women. 
     Phyllis Schlafly is one of the most infamous grassroots conservative 
agitators of the 1970s, as she has been credited with almost single-
handedly halting the ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment 
(ERA). Before Schlafly entered the political arena to take down the 
ERA, its eventual ratification seemed inevitable. On March 22nd, 1972, 
Congress passed the ERA, granting seven years for its ratification by 
three-fourths of the states. It was famously supported by the second 
wave feminist movement and Betty Ford, President Ford’s wife. 
Together, these two forces catalyzed quick ratification of the ERA in 

                                                
364 “FAQS - Equal Rights Amendment,” Equal Rights Amendment, 
https://www.equalrightsamendment.org/faqs#:~:text=Section%201%3A%20Women%20shall
%20have,State%20on%20account%20of%20sex.  
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"Section 1. Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United 
States or by any State on account of sex. 
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provisions of this article. 
"Section 3. This amendment shall take effect two years after the date of ratification." 
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most states.366 Within one year, thirty states had ratified the Amendment 
and only eight more needed to ratify it for the ERA to become a part of 
the United States’ Constitution.367  
     In September of 1972, Schlafly launched the Stop Taking Our 
Privileges Equal Rights Amendment (STOP ERA) campaign. Given 
how few states were needed to ratify the Amendment for it to pass, 
Schlafly and STOP ERA could have been doomed from the start.368 
Schlafly had to mobilize a political militia out of thin air to achieve 
success. Using the anti-feminist group she founded in the early 1970s, 
the Eagle Forum as an initial support base, Schlafly began promoting 
her STOP ERA agenda biweekly in her self-published newsletter, The 
Schlafly Report.369 She was extraordinarily media savvy, taking advantage 
of a newly popular medium – political newsletters –, appearing on 
countless television and radio programs, and giving “endless 
newspaper interviews.”370 By 1982, the deadline for the ERA’s 
ratification had passed and the STOP ERA campaign had informally 
ended.371 The ERA was never ratified, and it still has not been to this 
day.  
     From 1972 to 1982, Schlafly toured the nation, debating countless 
pro-ERA advocates, preaching to “any legislature she could get to listen 
to her,” and hosting events. Most notably, she staged a wildly 
successful “pro-family,” anti-ERA rally outside the International 
Women’s Year’s first women’s conference in Houston, which drew the 
support of 20,000 people.372 Throughout this 10-year period, Schlafly 

                                                
366 CAMPAIGN 1976, 1:00–1:41. 
367 Critchlow, Phyllis Schlafly, 216. 
368 Critchlow, Phyllis Schlafly, 216. 
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leveraged the forefront of the media frontier, projecting not only her 
politics, but also her personhood, which over time became one and the 
same. Phyllis Schlafly’s performance of traditional womanhood and her 
commitment to pro-family, anti-ERA politics allowed her to unite a 
consortium of conservative cohorts for her cause, and the conservative 
agenda at large, and eventually halt the ratification of the ERA 
forever.373 
     The conservative movement shifted radically around the time 
Schlafly crusaded against the ERA. In the 1950s and 60s, the 
conservative movement was considered relatively fringe, as the success 
of social movements – Black Civil Rights and second wave feminism in 
particular – dominated the social-political scene. This social-political tilt 
toward progressive politics and social movements indicated an 
inevitable march toward progress, greater liberation, and away from 
conservatism.  
     The unpopularity of conservatism in the 1960s is perhaps best 
exemplified by the 1964 Presidential election: Barry Goldwater versus 
Lyndon B. Johnson. Goldwater, an extremely conservative Senator from 
Arizona faced Lyndon B. Johnson, the incumbent President who took 
over for John F. Kennedy after the latter’s assassination, pledging to 
create the Great Society, an extension of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s 
New Deal, that would expand social welfare programs. The two 
candidates diametrically opposed one another. Goldwater was an 
unexpected candidate for the Republican nomination, as he tilted 
farther right than the Party. Schlafly actually played an instrumental 
role in securing Goldwater’s nomination. She wrote and self-published 
the novel, A Choice Not an Echo, supporting him and urging others to do 
the same. It sold over three million copies in 1964.374 Despite 
Goldwater’s initial success securing the nomination, he lost in a 
landslide to Johnson.375 His overwhelming loss only perpetuated the 
belief that the conservative movement was losing ground.376  
     By the 1970s, however, the conservative movement reared its head 
back stronger than ever. Later coined the Rise of the Right, the 1970s 
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bore witness to an enormous growth of grassroots conservative 
activism – including Schlafly’s – which eventually culminated in the 
election of President Ronald Reagan in 1980. The conservative 
movement cemented itself as a strong, neither fringe nor dismissable 
force in American politics.377  
     Against this backdrop, feminists, particularly members of the 
political and intellectual Women’s Liberation Movement, fought not 
only for legislation that would guarantee women equal rights to men, 
but also for a broader agenda. They, and the larger second wave 
feminist movement sought access to legal and safe abortion and 
freedom of expression, including both image and sexuality.378 A crucial 
component of the second wave feminist movement was rejecting 
patriarchal beauty standards and “traditional womanhood,” most 
famously by boycotting shaving and burning their bras. Schlafly 
presented herself as the opposite: a 1950s-esque, traditionally feminine, 
happy woman, immensely content with the legal and status quo. Her 
dedication to opposing feminists, both in ideology and image, 
catalyzed her success. 
     Schlafly’s image and persona were distinct from her contemporaries 
– other women leading grassroots conservative movements in the 1970s 
– because of who she was fighting against: second wave feminists. She 
modeled herself in opposition to them. Anita Bryant, Schlalfy’s 
contemporary, took on a maternal, aggressive disposition to carry out 
her anti-gay rights campaign. Bryant, who was a famed singer turned 
anti-gay rights activist, believed gay rights threatened the integrity of 
the traditional, heterosexual American family structure, which she and 
many other “pro-family” conservatives believed wove the fabric of 
American society. Bryant founded Save Our Children (SOC) in 1977, a 
campaign against the protection of homosexuality by anti-
discrimination legislation in Dade County, Florida.379 Due in large part 
                                                
377 Critchlow, Phyllis Schlafly, 2. 
378 Chelsea A. Griffis, “‘The Heart of the Battle Is Within:” Politically and Socially Rightist 
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to her aggressive SOC activism, the term, “homosexuality,” was 
removed from Dade County’s anti-discrimination clause, and gay 
people were stripped of their protection. While Bryant benefited from 
the same traditionally feminine, attractive appeal that Schlafly 
weaponized, she did not share Schlafly’s smiling disposition. Instead, 
she inhabited a maternal, aggressive persona, vowing to protect the 
state’s children by quelling the threat she believed gay rights posed to 
the American family on an individual and societal level.380 Bryant’s 
presentation of maternal aggressiveness directly opposed that of the 
expected, docile, housewife mother; her maternity inspired her 
aggressiveness, the presence of which only existed because of her 
concern for the American family. Like Schlafly, her persona was formed 
based on who she was fighting against and what her mission was. 
     Another conservative, Louise Day Hicks’s disposition mirrored 
Bryant’s more than Schlafly’s. Hicks was angry and unsmiling. In 
Boston through the late 1960s and early 70s, Hicks served as a city 
council and school committee member, vehemently leading the 
opposition to school busing and public-school desegregation. As many 
middle- and upper-class white people fled to the suburbs following 
desegregation, the proposed desegregation of public schools in Boston 
primarily impacted its remaining white, working-class residents. This 
became her target audience. Running for mayor in 1967, Hicks said, “I 
have guarded your children well. I will continue to defend the 
neighborhood school as long as I have a breath left in my body.”381 
Similar to Bryant and drawing on the expected role of women as 
caregivers, Hicks’ anti-desegregation platform implicitly argued that 
desegregation would threaten the American family, and larger society, 
by threatening its children. The people she was fighting against, who 
were pushing for desegregation, had moved out to the suburbs. 
Opposed to their self-removal from the city and its politics, Hick’s 
aggressive disposition was understood as a last-ditch, necessary effort 
to save the nation’s children.  
     Schalfly, Bryant, and Hicks exemplified grassroots conservative 
activism in the 1970s. While they did not team up or interact with one 
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1:40, https://tvnews-vbe.proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/broadcasts/494392.  
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another impactfully, each of their platforms and personas illustrate 
how conservative women mobilized such enormous cohorts to support 
their agendas. Hicks implicitly tied family values to desegregation, 
while Bryant tied them to gay rights, and Schlafly tied them to the ERA. 
Connecting these hot-button political issues to the home, all three of 
these women were able to draw on the expected role of women as 
caregivers and build themselves political platforms, embodying a 
disposition, persona, and physical presentation perfectly tailored to 
who they were fighting against.  
     The success of conservative women’s grassroots efforts, who argued 
for the correctness and continuation of 1950s traditional culture, 
depended on context and on each woman’s ability to depict the issue 
they rallied against as both morally offensive and deeply threatening to 
traditional values; all three women depicted themselves as the defender 
of the American family. Bryant and Hicks were successful, despite their 
unsmiling nature, because they fought against different opponents than 
Schlafly.382 Phyllis Schlafly presented the perfect embodiment of 
womanhood to speak against what might otherwise have appeared to 
be her own cause. Who would expect a woman, herself, to be the 
strongest voice against legislation aimed to grant women equality? 
  

II. Political 
     Phyllis Schlafly did not publicly concern herself with feminism until 
1971. Before then, Schlafly developed other areas of expertise and had 
vastly different goals. In 1952, most notably, Schlafly ran for Congress 
to represent Illinois’ 21st district. Her campaign was quickly known 
across the nation, as news of an “Alton housewife” running for 
Congress shocked the public. Her platform was not for the expansion of 
liberal moral principles, as many expected, however. Schlafly claimed, 
“since women have always been the guardians of morality in the home, 
our country would benefit if women exercised their voting rights to 
restore morality to our federal government.”383 Despite losing the 
eventual election, Schlafly won the Republican Primary against three 
men and impressed all with her energy; she wrote all her speeches, and 
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spoke in front of schools, churches, and social clubs alike. Schlafly ran 
for Congress once more but was never elected to office.384 
     As Donald Critchlow, author of Schlafly’s biography, Phyllis Schlafly 
and Grassroots Conservatism: A Woman’s Crusade, points out, however, 
“throughout the [first] primary campaign, Schlafly projected a persona 
as an average housewife who happened to have the political expertise 
and moral character to be in Congress…” Moreover, he highlights that 
her description in newspapers covering the primary race always 
mentioned that she was a housewife who did her own shopping, 
majority of the housework, and while knowledgeable, “had not ‘read a 
novel since college.”385 Considering Schlafly was an expert on national 
defense at this time and was reported to have been cuttingly well-
prepared for every Congressional debate, the last of these qualifiers is 
most likely untrue. Schlafly used her title as housewife to justify her 
extensive political involvement, in a proclaimed effort to protect the 
morality of the government and the American family. All the while, she 
amassed an interested, engaged support base who would define and 
enable her decade-long, STOP ERA campaign from 1972 to 1982. 
     Schlafly was neither interested in feminism, nor the ERA before she 
was called upon by a friend in the early 1970s. Her political trajectory, 
and life, completely changed when she was asked to debate the ERA 
with a “women’s libber,” in 1971. In a 1973 interview with Dale Wittner 
for the Chicago Tribune, Schlafly explains that she “wasn’t the least bit 
interested in the Women’s Liberation Movement or ERA,” and recounts 
the pivotal moment that brought both to the forefront of her agenda. A 
friend “invited [her] to come to Connecticut and debate some libber,” 
and it was after this moment that Schlafly plunged herself into 
researching the “libbers” and ERA and had a revelation: “how 
destructive these people are – destructive of the family, of values that 
[she] think[s] are important.” After telling her ERA-origin story, she 
quips, “all of them hate men and children, you know.”386 Schlafly’s anti-
ERA origin story leveraged a perfect balance of motherhood, traditional 
womanhood, and an appeal to potential supporters. She was so 
offended by the “Women’s Libbers” and their pro-ERA platform that 
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she felt forcefully called to action to protect the American family, the 
very underpinning of American society. 
     To attack the ERA, Schlafly had to reassure women that they already 
enjoyed all of, or perhaps more of, the freedoms and protections that 
the ERA supposedly promised them. Schlafly claimed that the ERA had 
abysmal consequences for women and that women were already 
protected by existing legislation, rendering the ERA unnecessary and 
solely harmful. Specifically, Schlafly cited two pieces of legislation to 
make the case that women were fully protected under existing 
legislation: state legislation that entitled women to financial support 
from their husbands and the Employment Opportunity Act (EOA) of 
1972 which protected women from discrimination in the workplace. 
Regarding the first piece of legislation, Schlafly advocated for it because 
it upheld that there is a difference between men and women. A 
difference, she argued, should be compensated for financially: since 
women were the only people who could physically carry the baby, men 
should be responsible to provide for women financially.387 Schlafly 
expanded her position on male financial responsibility, arguing it 
protected women from financial abandonment. All of these protections, 
in Schlafly’s interpretation, were protected by existing state legislation 
and would dissolve with the ratification of the ERA, as the word “men” 
would be changed and therefore men would no longer be financially 
responsible for women in these delineated ways.  
     Regarding the EOA, Schlafly claimed this legislation already granted 
women equal employment opportunities that pro-ERA advocates 
argued only the ERA could offer. The EOA, according to Schlafly, 
allowed women to work if they pleased and adequately protected 
women from facing discrimination in the workplace.388 She idyllically 
reiterated that with the EOA women were free to be housewives if they 
wanted to be, or work, if they wanted to, like she did. Under current 
legislation, women had all freedoms, therefore, it would be the ERA 
that stripped them of their rights. She explicitly exclaimed, the ERA 
would “not do anything at all for women” except take away “the right 
to exemption from the draft and combat duty, the right of a wife to be 
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http://proxy.library.vanderbilt.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-
newspapers/dialog/docview/169439007/se-2. 
388 Cross, “DIALOG,” H26. 



 
“Prim and Proper” │124 

 

 

supported by her husband and provided with a home by her husband, 
and the right of a woman who does manual labor to have the right 
kinds of protective labor legislation.”389 It was a constant Schlafly 
refrain: the ERA would guarantee a flood of abysmal consequences, 
perhaps the most resonant of which after the Vietnam War was that 
women would be drafted. 
     Schlafly’s description of how existing, narrow legislation effectively 
protected women was quite exaggerated. It did not protect all women. 
It only protected traditional women who ascribed to her presentation of 
womanhood. Pro-ERA supporters were advocating for the Amendment 
specifically because it was more comprehensive than existing 
legislation, and it would grant women equality and freedoms that they 
did not currently possess. The Women’s Liberation Movement argued 
for the protection of a broader performance of womanhood, one in 
which abortion was legal to ensure everyone could exercise their 
reproductive rights, women were free to express their sexualities, and 
women could dress how they wanted to, not just in a traditionally 
feminine manner. It was partially due to the extensiveness of the 
Women’s Liberation Movement’s agenda, however, that Schlafly was 
able to terrify her followers and derail the ERA’s ratification. 
     By emotionalizing her projected consequences of the ERA and 
appealing to the fears of a variety of disparate conservative cohorts, she 
was able to conjure a majority out of seemingly thin air and accomplish 
her mission: halt the ratification of the ERA. 
     Schlafly preyed on a newly established yet wide-sweeping, 
conservative paranoia, concerning the expansion of federal 
government, the threat of communism, and that of war that had been 
baked into various factions of the New Right by the 1970s. According to 
Schlafly, the ratification of the ERA would destroy the American family 
unit, and in turn, American morality. Congress, using the power 
granted to it by the Second Section of the Amendment to enforce the 
ERA, would change the word “men” to “person” in all relevant 
legislation and resultantly in Schlafly’s dire prediction, the ERA would 
strip women of financial protection and stability, as the ERA would 
terminate the husband’s obligation to financially support his wife. It 
would “wipe out laws that protect only women against sex crimes such 
as rape,” subject women to the draft “and combat duty equally with 
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men,” strip women of their right to keep a child in a divorce, “lower the 
age at which boys can marry,” and “wipe out the protection women 
now have from dangerous and unpleasant jobs; and wipe out a 
women’s right to privacy.”390 Schlafly does not specify that her 
predictions are hyperbolic or intensely hypothetical. She narrates her 
forecast as a prophecy. 
     Schlafly’s apocalyptic ERA prediction played directly into the 
conservative anxiety and frustration over the 1970s’ legislative and 
judicial chaos, including the continued legal fights over the Civil Rights 
Act and Voting Rights Act of 1965, specifically regarding bussing. This 
chaos, she prophetically argued, together with the ERA would destroy 
the stability of the mother’s role in the nuclear family and leave the next 
generation with no maternal, moral guidance. Just as quickly, the 
family, the building block of American society, would disintegrate.  
     The frightening expansion of the federal government suggested by 
Schlafly’s interpretation played into the historically conservative value 
of anti-statism.391 The ERA would greatly broaden the role of the federal 
government and grant it the ability to legislate private, at-home 
matters, like the fate of children in divorce, for example. Ironically, 
Schlafly and her supporters took no issue whatsoever encouraging the 
federal government to legislate against homosexuality, a distinctly at-
home matter.392 
     Schlafly brought in the anti-Communist caucus of the conservative 
movement by connecting Communism to the collapse of the American 
family. She had always been staunch anti-Communist, and her STOP 
ERA argument evolved and expanded her motives for this position. She 
capitalized on fears lingering from the Cold War.393 She suggested that 
the ERA would catalyze a communist homogenization of society, in 
which women would start acting like men. As Chelsea Griffis, 
Associate Lecturer at the University of Toledo, highlights in her 2014 
dissertation for the University of Toledo, “‘The Heart of the Battle Is 
Within:’ Politically and Socially Rightist and Conversative Women and 
the Equal Rights Amendment,” if communism were to proliferate “the 
nation's Judeo-Christian worldview would be wiped away clean, taking 
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with it traditional ideas about the roles of wives and husbands and 
erasing the concept of the private nuclear family based on customary 
gender roles.”394 Communism was a threat to the American family, and 
therefore, a threat to Schlafly’s desired preservation of the 1950s status 
quo and her presentation of traditional womanhood. The defense of the 
American family unit and anti-communism were now inextricably 
linked and anti-Communists could join the anti-ERA campaign without 
hesitation. 
     Women and families, who lost loved ones in the Vietnam War, were 
instilled with horror when Schlafly told them that the ratification of the 
ERA would subject women to the draft. The spectacle of women being 
drafted was perhaps one of the greatest unifying forces of the STOP 
ERA movement. The emotional response that parents, particularly, had 
to the threat of their daughters being drafted, gave anti-ERA advocates 
a tool to squash almost any nuanced, pro-ERA argument, without 
much thought or effort. 
     Anti-ERA advocates were staunchly against even the slightest 
possibility of women being drafted. On March 7th, 1973, Sylvia Chase 
reported on an ERA debate being held before the Florida Senate 
Judiciary in Miami, Florida; it was clear from this segment how easily 
pro-ERA initiatives and philosophy were trampled by emotional, anti-
ERA arguments. Despite this, supporters of the ERA in Florida, and 
later many other states, were so passionate about the cause, and so 
desperate to see the ERA ratified that they sold their blood for $25 a 
pint to support national literature and letter writing campaigns.395 
Burton Young, a pro-ERA advocate, pled for a new tomorrow, in which 
“the old world philosophy that women were born to serve men”396 no 
longer plagues society and pins women down. Their argument was 
characteristic of the march toward progress many considered inevitable 
before Schlafly’s STOP ERA campaign. In a matter of twelve seconds, 
however, anti-ERA advocate, Jeff Hill shut Young and other pro-ERA 
advocates' arguments down. He proclaimed simply, yet emotionally, “I 
have a 16-year-old daughter sitting back here today. I don’t want her 
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drafted.”397 He was met with thunderous applause from a sea of 
predominantly prim-and-proper looking white women. The dichotomy 
between pro-ERA supporters selling their blood and anti-ERA 
supporters saying one or two words about the draft is significant, as the 
latter proved significantly more impactful than the former. 
     Perhaps the most unified group that supported Schlafly’s anti-ERA 
platform were white, Christian women, who had not previously 
considered themselves political actors. Schlafly’s performance of 
womanhood, and opinions regarding what the duties of women should 
be, bears remarkable resemblance to those of Beverly LaHaye, a 
Christian activist, author, and the founder of Concerned Women for 
America. In the Evangelical Christian community, the controversy over 
the ERA divided people broadly into two groups, each of which 
interpreted the Bible differently. The first group liberally interpreted 
the Bible, asserting that women and men were “equal in all ways, 
including politically.” The second group, represented by LaHaye, 
interpreted the Bible’s definition of womanhood much more 
conservatively: “God made the two sexes different, and therefore 
inherently politically unequal, though not inferior or socially 
unequal…men were made to rule, and subsequently the ERA had no 
place within the United States’ rule of law.”398 LaHaye’s position greatly 
echoed Schlafly’s position – equal rights, but not equal roles, so no 
ERA. While Schlafly never formally recognized the parallel between 
her performance of womanhood and that of the conservative 
Evangelical Church, she relied heavily on the networks of Christian 
white women for her grassroots activism, many of whom had never felt 
called to politics before. If Schlafly could agitate politically, so could 
they. And of political significance, Schlafly was expanding the 
conservative tent. 
     Essentially, Schlafly created a myriad of “single-issues” – anti-
Statism, anti-women-being-drafted, anti-Communism, pro-family – and 
wrapped them into the STOP ERA campaign to unite an enormous 
cohort for herself and the conservative party at large. Speaking at the 
1976 Republican Convention in Kansas City, Schlafly recognized that 
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the anti-ERA movement provided a catchall for conservatives, who did 
not feel they belonged in the Republican or Democratic Party. She said, 
“the big question is, will the Republican party welcome all these voters 
who oppose ERA and abortion or will it, like the Democrats, make the 
mistake of turning them away?”399 Evidently, the Republican Party 
would welcome them with open arms. 
 

III. Personal 
     Schlafly had an untraditional, difficult childhood; however, she 
sought out education and independence for herself and seemed to be 
on a more progressive track earlier in her life, until she married and 
began to embrace traditional womanhood. After the Depression 
displaced Schlafly’s father from his job, her mother worked full-time to 
support their family. She did not live a comfortable or stable life. As 
Schlafly recalls, “her family was ‘terribly poor.’”400 Although her family 
was not able to support Schlafly financially, they always encouraged 
her to pursue higher education. Working 48-hours a week at the St. 
Louis ordnance plant as an ammunition technician to support herself, 
Schlafly graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Washington University and 
earned a graduate scholarship to Harvard University. 
     Shortly thereafter, Phyllis Schlafly claims she was saved. It was 
neither her parents, who encouraged her to pursue higher education, 
nor the opportunities she was afforded because of her education that 
saved her, however. She says it was her husband, Fred Schlafly, a 
wealthy attorney from Illinois. In an interview with Marlene Cimons 
for the Los Angeles Times in 1977, Phyllis Schlafly recounts that after 
graduating from Harvard, she worked for a few years “… and then 
Fred Schlafly came along and saved [her].”401 Fred rescued her from an 
eternity of remaining Phyllis McAlpin Stewart, an untraditional 
woman, shackled to a family in which the woman was the breadwinner 
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and to a future in which she would have to work to support herself. By 
giving her his name, and the life that went with it, Fred made Phyllis 
Schlafly a traditional woman. At least how she publicly performed it.  
     Phyllis Schlafly’s performance of womanhood was an embodiment 
of 1950s housewifery, in image and ideology. Schlafly stood firm that 
traditional womanhood was not only the keystone of the American 
family structure, but also the greatest privilege a woman could have. In 
an interview with Dale Wittner in May of 1973, titled, “All Women’s 
Liberationists Hate Men and Children,” Schlafly boasts that “marriage 
and the home is the greatest liberation for women,” as it provides 
“security, fulfillment, achievement, and emotional satisfaction.” This 
fulfillment stems from women’s innate difference from men. Marriage 
and domesticity is “what they want…Not only are women physically 
different from men, they are emotionally different,” and this difference 
makes women’s career aspirations dismissible. She confidently 
purports, “[women] may say they like their job and they want a career 
and all that. And oh – sure. I know – they say they like all kinds of 
intellectual things and all that. But there is something they will not do 
that men must do – make everything take second place to their career.” 
Without recognizing the irony of her statement, she concludes, “for 
women, home and family come first… They can’t help it. That’s the 
way they are.”402  
     According to Schlafly, this is how a marriage, and a family, should 
operate, to uphold the basic unit of American society, not because 
women are lesser than men but because the sexes are fundamentally 
different. But interestingly, while Schlalfy asserted that each sex had 
different functions, within each group, she posited that all members of 
that group were the same. Her statement may not be shocking in 
retrospect, considering her traditional values, but it was shocking at the 
time, as such delineated, binary thinking was being called into question 
and, culturally, it seemed society was evolving to embrace a more 
expansive view of womanhood. Leveraging the shock factor of her 
argument, Schlafly took a strong stance that all women shared the same 
capabilities, priorities, and limitations, by nature. All women should 
aspire to marriage and all men should aspire to a hard-working career. 
     A great deal of Schlafly’s acceptance, popularity, and success has 
been attributed to her actual embodiment of the kind of womanhood 
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she vowed to protect – the archetypical, happy, 1950s housewife. She 
appeared feminine, sweet, polite, attractive, submissive, and prioritized 
– or at least claimed to prioritize – her family over all other matters.  
     Newspaper commentary on Schlafly often referred to her 
appearance to help the reader understand her influence, how her 
persona translated to the persuasiveness of her politics. In an interview 
with Lenore Wilson in 1974, for the Atlanta Constitution, Wilson 
remarked that “composure and poise [were] all-important to Mrs. 
Schlafly. Self-control [was] obviously one of her by-words, and she 
ke[pt] a smile brightly painted on her lips with shocking pink 
lipstick.”403 Schlafly’s smile was not natural. It was “painted on her lips,” 
but its permanence on Schlafly’s face upholds her position that a 
traditional woman was a happy woman. Wilson even noted that 
through an entire 90-minute television appearance, Schlafly did not 
stop smiling once. It is difficult to maintain a smile for this duration, 
particularly debating and discussing heavy, moral topics, like 
feminism, the consequences of the ERA, and the possibility of women 
being drafted. But her dedication to this image upheld her performance 
of traditional womanhood. She had to keep smiling. And she did.  
     The way Schlafly dressed throughout her anti-ERA campaign also 
bolstered her traditional, womanly image. Her necklines never exposed 
more than her collarbone. She wore soft hues – colors that were 
typically feminine, inviting, and unintrusive. It is no surprise that she 
received the nickname, “the Sweetheart of the Silent Majority.” Her 
image would suggest she spoke in a soft, pleasant tone, with gentle, 
non-abrasive forcefulness. Surprisingly, she spoke in no such manner. 
She often spoke loudly and used hostile, aggressive language. An iron 
will boiled underneath her smiley surface, Wilson explained: 
 

Mrs. Schlafly is a walking contradiction, as they say. Her 
outward demeanor and dress is one of feminine, bridge-playing, 
affluent housewife. She smiles a lot, giggles, worries about her 
appearance and makes polite conversation. Yet on the podium, 
she comes on like a female George Wallace. She is tough and 
aggressive, totally unlike the role she espouses for most women. 
At one moment on the panel at the National Town Meeting she 
attacked Rep. Martha Griffiths for saying she had spoken an 
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untruth and demanded an apology. Later she would cover her 
mouth when she coughed with a lady-like gesture and with a 
wrinkle of her nose and ask where the ‘little girls’ room’ was.404 
 

In a remarkable manipulation of image, Schlafly was able to speak like 
George Wallace, while preserving her performance of womanhood. 
Wallace, nicknamed the “fighting judge,” was notorious for his 
outspoken support for segregation, as a person and legislator. He 
embodied masculine, patriarchal, and racist aggression.405 While Wallace 
and Schlafly did align to some degree, as they both fought to preserve 
the racial and gender status quo, respectively, of the 1950s, their 
reputations could not have been more different. Schlafly, the 
Sweetheart of the Silent Majority, was able to insist upon her 
association with purity and morality, and avoid that of aggression, 
through her performance of womanhood. She countered her aggressive 
statements by infantilizing herself, using terms like the “little-girls 
room” and hiding impure actions, like coughing, with “lady-like 
gestures.” She was also able to garner support from the Silent Majority, 
a wide variety of conservative cohorts and a previously untapped 
political resource of white, middle-class housewives, leveraging her 
publicly acknowledged contradiction to achieve success.  
     One tactic Schlafly employed to distance her image from and get 
away with her use of aggressive language was putting her moralizing 
hostility in the mouths of feminists and pro-ERA supporters, as she did 
when condemning Representative Martha Griffiths. In one 1974 edition 
of the Schlafly Report, Schlafly wrote, “[feminists] hate men, marriage 
and children. They are out to destroy morality and the family. They 
look upon husbands as the exploiters, children as an evil to be avoided 
(by abortion if necessary) and the family as an institution which keeps 
women in ‘second class citizenship’ or even slavery.’”406 The 
juxtaposition between the vulgar and abjectly hyperbolic language she 
uses to describe the feminist agenda and her self-presentation as a 
traditionally feminine, modest woman creates the mirage that although 
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she is saying the words, they are not hers. Their vulgarity should not be 
associated with her image. She is pure. The shield of Schlafly’s image 
allowed her to retain her status as a symbol of traditional womanhood 
while preaching angry, aggressive, and accusatorial arguments about 
her opponents and the ERA. 
     Despite this representation that all women aspired to be in the home, 
Schlafly defended her enormous commitment outside of the home, to 
STOP ERA, by maintaining that she was fighting for her own 
traditional family, and for American families in general. In interviews, 
when Schlafly was asked about how little time she was able to spend 
with her family, she was quick to present that she has indeed 
performed her motherly duties – she breast-fed all her six children and 
then homeschooled each of them until the first grade, teaching them 
how to read. She then promptly explains that she did not pursue 
professional opportunities outside of the home without the explicit 
permission from her husband. Fred allowed her to go to law school, for 
example. When she initially received her acceptance from the 
Washington University School of Law, Fred did not want Schlafly to 
go. He did not want her out of the home. So, she declined her 
acceptance. Then, a few weeks later, Fred decided that a legal education 
would actually strengthen her anti-ERA platform and boost her 
credibility, so she promptly enrolled.407 This is the story she told. It is 
unclear, however, whether Schlafly’s story is a convenient truth or an 
honest one. Regardless, it bolstered her traditional image to be 
understood as an obedient woman who defaulted to her husband and 
always prioritized the family.  
     Even while on the road, away from Fred, she accredited her presence 
to him. Before most speeches, she would say, “I want to thank my 
husband Fred, for letting me come.” Once, she hyperbolized this 
introduction, presenting her book, The Power of the Positive Woman to a 
conservative, anti-feminist group, Daughters of the American 
Revolution in 1977, she was quick to add, “I like to say that because it 
irritates the Women’s libbers, more than anything I say.”408 Members of 
the Women’s Liberation Movement were frustrated because of the 
blatant disconnect between Schlafly’s reality and her presentation of 
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womanhood.409 Schlafly claimed that anything her husband did not 
want her to do, she did not – she complied how any traditionally 
submissive wife would–, yet she appeared to have the freedom to do 
anything: travel, grovel in front of courts around the nation, self-
publish a national newsletter, appear on TV, and more. While Women’s 
Liberationist Movement member, Gloria Steinem founded the first 
American feminist magazine in 1972 called Ms., named symbolically to 
protest women being referred to only by their husband’s names, 
Schlafly took no issue with her title: Mrs. Fred Schlafly.410 In fact, she 
relished in it. She presented the image that she prioritized family, even 
while she was obviously away from the home, trying to minimize the 
perceived disconnect between her actual ability to perform wifely and 
motherly duties and her assertion that she was fulfilling them.  
     While consistently traveling, and therefore, not always able to look 
after her children or home, Schlafly hired a full-time housekeeper, who 
worked 40 hours per week, and had her mother stay at home with her 
children.411 Schlafly was not eager to share her reality with her followers, 
keeping up the illusion that it was possible to do it all: be on the road, 
be a staunch political activist, make sure the home is tidy, and be a 
doting wife and mother. In an interview with Sally Quinn for the Boston 
Globe in 1973, Schlafly explained that does not ask Fred to help with 
any housework because “most people are happier with their 
identifiable roles”412; however, she neglected to mention that she had 
hired a housekeeper. Despite hiring help to facilitate her home life and 
changing her lifestyle completely for the anti-ERA campaign, Schlafly 
still fervently portrayed herself as a traditional woman. 
 

III. Personal is Political 
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     Phyllis Schlafly’s behavior was particularly subversive, as it does not 
appear to be a commonly recognized phenomena that women can 
actively and passionately discriminate against other women. As pro-
Era advocate, Adele Weaver said at the forum hosted by Florida’s 
judiciary committee in Miami in 1973, “it is true that women have been 
discriminated against, but not only by men. Women are discriminated 
against by women also, you know. Women have been brought up to 
believe that they are inferior and secondary.”413 Representative Maddox, 
a conservative member of Florida’s judiciary committee, scoffed while 
Weaver spoke. Weaver gave voice to what Schlafly embodied and tried 
to raise awareness for how conservative women, specifically in this 
political moment, could be the most capable oppressors of women. 
     This concept, that a woman could not, and would not, discriminate 
against other women seemed to make it easy for the male legislators at 
the time to use Schlafly’s position to justify their own defense of the 
status quo. As Missouri Senator Raymond Howard commented on the 
success of Schlafly’s STOP ERA campaign in his state in 1973, he 
pointed out that her argument worked on two levels: “you had a 
combination of emotional appeal by the opponents of this bill, and you 
have the satisfaction of the male ego. The entire Senate judiciary 
committee is composed of all men, and they need a very low 
justification to satisfy their male ego and chauvinistic attitude toward 
women.”414 Not only did Schlafly’s emotional appeal in her anti-ERA 
platform convince the judiciary to reconsider, and eventually vote 
against, the ERA in Florida and Missouri, her happy performance of 
traditional womanhood also made them comfortable that the status quo 
was correct as it stood. 
     Implicit in Schlafly’s position is that women were not subjected to 
discrimination because, in fact, it was the woman’s own choice that set 
her on the correct path – that of the happy, married mother – or the 
incorrect path – walking away from the protected family unit. Schlafly 
herself chose the right path. She presented herself as a beacon of 
traditional happiness, always seen smiling, praising her family. Schlafly 
weaponized her happiness in her anti-ERA campaign by claiming that 
any woman who complained about feeling inferior, or like second-class 
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citizens, were just bitter. Their anger or sadness was simply a product 
of their own negative disposition, not of patriarchal structures or 
embedded discrimination.  
     Reinforcing her argument that women were not subject to 
discrimination in the status quo of the 1970s, Schlafly infamously 
stated,  
 

The real division between women doesn’t have anything to do 
with whether they are educated or uneducated or black or white 
or rich or poor or old or young or married or single. The only 
thing it has to do with is whether they are happy or bitter…The 
liberationists are a bunch of bitter women seeking a 
Constitutional cure for their personal problems…To them 
children are a terrible nuisance. They are not planning on having 
any themselves and if by accident…well, they favor abortion.415 
 

Any negative experience of women in the workplace or otherwise was 
again solely due to something internal to the women themselves and 
not due to, or exacerbated by, society’s structural oppression of women. 
Schlafly steadfastly believed, “the American woman is the luckiest 
person who ever lived. She can make her life any way she wants to.”416 
It is of utmost importance that while campaigning on the platform that 
women’s greatest happiness derives from the roles of wife and mother, 
Phyllis Schlafly herself was clearly enjoying and taking advantage of 
her role outside the home, on the public stage. While Schlafly seems to 
have acknowledged that she had the ability to take on this role due to 
her husband’s largess, she does not seem to have acknowledged that 
others might not have had this privilege. She could, as she said, “make 
her life any way she want[ed] to,”417 but that was not the case for most 
women. 
Aside from claiming that the division between women had little to do 
with being “black or white or rich or poor,” discussion of race and class 
is notably absent from Schlafly’s STOP ERA campaign. She ignores the 
very real influence that race and class play on women’s ability to access 
the traditional life of the housewife that Schlafly touts. Her privileged 
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perception of class became clear when Schlafly spoke about the duties 
she believed a traditional husband had to perform for his wife, for 
example. She said,  
In America, a man’s first significant purchase is a diamond for his 
bride, and the largest financial investment of his life is a home for her to 
live in. American husbands work hours of overtime to buy a fur piece 
or other finery to keep their wives in fashion, and to pay premiums on 
their life insurance policies to provide for her comfort when she is a 
widow. I don’t want to give that up… I don’t think most women do.418 
     It almost goes without saying that such a recitation of the husband’s 
responsibility, applied to a thin slice of the American public. It was 
certainly not inclusive of what so many American women were 
experiencing. Implicit in this prescription is that Schlafly is only 
speaking to women who are concerned with being kept “in fashion” 
and lavish themselves in “fur” and “finery.” It reflected a limited, 
privileged vision of who was being discussed and, in fact, who in 
Schlafly’s world actually mattered. This becomes even more apparent, 
when Schlafly’s supporters are analyzed. The women who attended her 
rallies were almost exclusively replicas of Phyllis Schlafly herself, 
adorned in pearls, modest attire, and permanent smiles as wide as their 
faces.  
     Schlafly does not appear to have acknowledged that there was a 
woman's reality beyond her own. She not only ignored the different 
conditions that affected women’s access to and desire for traditional 
family structure, but also denied the reality of societal, economic and 
legal limitations on women simply because she herself had not been 
limited by them. As Fay Ruth wrote in response to Schlafly’s interview, 
“All Women’s Liberationists Hate Men and Children,”  
 

Phyllis Schlafly is a most eloquent spokesperson for the middle-
class, domestic white woman. The many prerogatives that she 
lists as the right of the American woman when she marries are 
unknown to the poor, the black, and the Chicano – many of 
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whom expect to work after marriage and do not realistically, 
expect such an uxorious husband. 419  

 

Schlafly’s ability to ignore facts that did not bolster her argument also 
seems to have extended to herself. The almost irreconcilable 
contradiction between Schlafly’s life and her performance of 
womanhood calls into question whether her performance of 
womanhood was authentic, or for political gain. Schlafly achieved a 
spectacularly high level of education, constantly traveled away from 
her home and children, and reaped the benefits of an indisputably 
successful career. Yet, despite this, she presented herself as a pious, 
poised, prim, and proper mother and wife, entirely fulfilled by familial 
duties. Schlafly never explained whether her performance of 
womanhood was authentic or was an act used to gather and organize 
political momentum, as the New Right formed in the 1970s and 80s. 
Her intentions, however, may not have mattered.  
     Schlafly’s personhood became her political platform. Her dedication 
to upholding the image of traditional womanhood – constantly smiling, 
adorned in modest, feminine attire, never seen with a hair out of place – 
and her unwavering commitment to anti-ERA, pro-family politics 
made her a forceful, simple, and predictable political actor. She was a 
living time-capsule of a romanticized 1950s, the era of happy 
housewives and privileged, white suburban simplicity, that many 
conservatives craved would return after years of international war and 
domestic social upheaval. She was the perfect mouthpiece for a new 
conservative coalition.  
     Phyllis Schlafly, and other conservative women like her, rallied 
against the ERA, as they feared a change to their status quo, a status 
quo based firmly in their wealth and their whiteness. Schlalfy and the 
growing conservative movement in general was incredibly successful 
in defeating the ERA and thereby preventing the furthering of legal 
protections for women. Schlafly shocked the nation in the decade 
between 1972 and 1982, throwing off course what feminists and the 
general populace alike took for granted: the eventual ratification of the 
ERA. To this day, the ERA has not been ratified.  
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     The Stop Taking Our Privileges ERA movement itself demonstrated 
the fervor and fear with which conservative, white, wealthy, women 
defended their racial, class, and religious privilege by euphemizing it as 
their womanly “Privilege.” Evaluating the long term consequences of 
Phyllis Schlafly’s activism and analyzing her as a political actor, it 
remains shocking just how effective a member of an oppressed group 
can be when rallying for their own oppression.  
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