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Editor’s Note

“Democracy is a process, not a static condition. It is becoming, rather than being. It can 
easily be lost, but never is fully won. Its essence is eternal struggle.” 
—- Federal Judge William H. Hastie
___________________________________________________________

	 When thinking of utopia, few leave out democracy from the world they imagine. 
Indeed, history is filled with people who, despite promising radically different visions of 
how the world should work, are united in their claims to want to give power to the people 
– from Thomas Jefferson to Mao Ze Dong, from the 2018 Yellow Vest Protestors in France 
to the 2024 pro-reform protestors in Georgia. Democracy draws its universal appeal and 
its power from its very nature; it serves the interests of the masses and thus comes in fun-
damental tension with the interests of those who seek to consolidate resources or power, 
of whom history has seen many. Thus it can be argued that the fight for the people to keep 
their power in the face of a powerful elite – in other words, the struggle for democracy – is 
the fundamental driving force of history.
	 But what is democracy in the first place? Where did it come from? To the first 
question, some might answer that democracy is a system in which people vote, others 
might answer that it is the natural final stage of a society’s evolution toward equality. To 
the second question, some might suggest that the Ancient Athenians invented democracy, 
while others might point to the first European parliamentary systems as humanity’s first 
exercise in democracy. Translated from its Greek roots, the word “democracy” means “rule 
by the people”. By this definition, democracy has existed since long before even the first or-
ganized governments. It is not a system of government, nor a stage of human development, 
but rather a reality of life. Every human who has ever lived in history has made decisions 
that affected the world around them, and the world is in terms the product of the gross sum 
of every human decision ever made. Democracy is the term used to describe this reality. 
Democracy was present in pre-agriculture hunter-gatherer communities in Sumeria, it was 
present in every popular revolution, it is present in every worker’s strike, and it is present 
today in all the interactions in the world around us. Sometimes, despots and autocrats 
weaken the power of democracy, and people always fight to preserve it, but its existence is 



a fact of life. Democracy gives weight to our choices, and thus frees us to shape our world, 
but also binds us to live by the consequences of our choices.
	 The 2024 US presidential election represented an upheaval in democracy, but one 
that is far from unprecedented. While America deals with the fallout of a transition of 
power, Israel, Georgia, Taiwan, and many other countries reckon with similar disturbanc-
es. Moreover, presidential elections in 2020 and 2016, the birth of a nation in 1776, the 
collapse of the Aztec empire in 1521, and the passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965 all 
represent major changes in the democratic fabric of our country. 
	 All of this is to demonstrate that democracy, along with its many turbulences, is 
a feature, not a bug of history. That’s why this issue of Prism Youth Journal, in light of the 
recent election, compiled history papers concerning upheavals in not just democracy in 
America, but democracy as a value and a way of life to hopefully help you better under-
stand what it means to live by our – the people’s – own power. Henry Mannino’s (Milton 
Academy ‘26) paper Jeffersonian Vs Jacksonian Ideals details the methods and motivations 
by which democracy was denied to formerly enslaved people during the Reconstruction 
era. Enslavement, Abortion, and “Race Suicide” by Emilia Raviola (Milton Academy ‘26) 
argues that reproductive control was a key avenue by which agency was denied to Ameri-
ca’s earliest victims of despotism. Anaïs Bricout’s (Milton Academy ‘26) The True Public 
Enemy outlines how men in power use populism and scapegoating as a means to turn the 
might of democracy against its very own constituents. These, along with ten other papers 
from students at Milton Academy, Bridgewater-Raynham High School, and Barrington 
High School collectively explore small corners of the grand historical battle between de-
mocracy and that which seeks to suppress it. Some papers talk about democracy explicit-
ly, while others require the reader to do some thinking of their own, and they all vary in 
length, tone, and content. Regardless, we are confident that you will learn something new 
from each of them, and we hope you enjoy this issue of Prism Youth Journal!

Yours Sincerely,
The Editors-In-Chiefs
Molly and HT

Like what you’ve read? SUBMIT to the next issue of Prism at prismyouthmilton@gmail.
com!
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	 The 1950’s and 1960’s were an era defined by the bipolarity of the Cold War. The 
struggle between Soviet Communism and the United States’ neoliberal vision for the 
world, however, was not the only ideological movement taking place at the time. Indeed, 
a coalescence of various decolonization processes throughout the Global South provided 
the conditions for a rising Third World movement to unite much of Africa, Asia, and South 
America in a refusal of the dichotomy of the Cold War, wherein both major world pow-
ers lobbied burgeoning states for ideological and geopolitical influence. At the same time 
within the U.S., various grassroots social justice movements were gaining traction, giving 
rise to the civil rights leaders whose thinking and rhetoric shaped the U.S.’ political dis-
course during that period. Perhaps the most infamous among these leaders was Malcolm 
X.
	 X, born Malcolm Little before renaming himself to sever his ties to the name given 
to him by the white man who had enslaved his ancestors, was known most for his fiery 
rhetoric and his advocacy of Black Nationalist Separatism, the belief that only “a separate 
nation for blacks could provide the basis for their self-improvement and advancement 
as a people.” However, viewing X’s career holistically and in the context of the complex 
ideological linkages with the Third World he developed in the decade prior to his death 
in 1965 reveals a far more complete and complex picture of his luminary understanding 
of civil rights, colonialism, and revolutionary politics. Indeed, while X’s activism is often 
portrayed as the villainous foil to Martin Luther King-style nonviolence, X’s ideology was 
ever-evolving and far from monolithic. Specifically, prompted by various Third World in-
fluences from 1955 to his death in 1965, Malcolm X’s rhetoric reflected his shift from belief 

The Third World Politics of 
Malcolm X

HT Xue
Milton Academy ‘26
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in Black Nationalist separatism championed by the Nation of Islam to a realist vision of 
internationalist grassroots revolution.

Growing Pains

	 Born in May of 1925 to Black Nationalist and baptist preacher Earl Little and 
seamstress Louise Little in Omaha, Nebraska, Malcolm X lost his father and mother re-
spectively in 1931 to a streetcar accident (which X died believing was the work of a white 
supremacist group) and in 1938 to a mental illness diagnosis and spent most of his teenage 
years with foster families. During this time, X developed a tendency for resistance against 
and hatred for the United States government, infamously declaring that he would “fight 
for the Japanese” after being drafted to fight in the Second World War in 1943 and sub-
sequently being declared unfit for service. In 1946, at the age of 21, X was arrested on 
account of grand larceny after embarking on a stealing spree in Boston. X would spend 
his next six years in Norfolk County Prison in Massachusetts, where he experienced the 
dehumanizing nature of the U.S. prison system. In an interview with historian Manning 
Marable for his posthumously published biography A Life of Reinvention, X lamented that 
in prison, one “never heard [their own] name, only [their] number,” and that these num-
bers were “stenciled” on every aspect of their lives, from “all of their clothing” to the depths 
of “[their] brain”. That the US prison system disproportionately incarcerated black people 
racialized X’s time in prison, reinforcing his belief that black and white people were irrec-
oncilably and inherently opposed to one another, and injecting his hatred of the state with 
a flare of revolutionary activism. X subsequently sought to consolidate this alienating con-
ceptualization of racism, and succeeded in doing so after his sister Hilda Little introduced 
him to the thought of converting to the burgeoning Nation of Islam (NOI), a sect of black 
American Islamists who advocated for complete separation of black and white America 
and the use of self-defensive violence, headed by a preacher named Elijah Muhammed, 
and of which four of X’s siblings and his father had been a part. Hilda explained to X the 
Nation’s founding myth - in which Yacub, an evil black scientist, genetically engineered 
the creation of the white race 6000 years ago to commit crimes against black people; black 
separatism, and reverence of Allah, claimed the myth, was the only way to ensure the sur-
vival of the black race. The myth, in its scale and grandeur, provided an appealing historical 
justification for X’s hardline hatred for what he came to see as institutions of whiteness. 
Thus, following a series of letter correspondences with Elijah Muhammed, and after being 
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released from prison on parole in 1952, X officially joined the NOI, where he quickly rose  
through the ranks.
X’s activism between his introduction to the NOI and his first major ideological exchange 
with the Third World in 1955 prominently featured the separatism and religious rhetoric 
of the NOI. Late in his time in Norfolk County Prison, for example, X produced a mani-
festo condemning the Charlestown county order that banned Muslim prisoners from leav-
ing their beds after curfew for their evening prayers as an attack upon religious rights that 
threatened to redress the entire global community of Islamic faiths - work emblematic of 
his early career activism centered around religion as a primary avenue of anti-racism with-
in the systemically racist prison system. Following X’s release from prison, his first major 
exploit within the NOI would be in the form of participation in a documentary produced 
by journalist Michael Wallace named The Hate That Hate Produced, in which Wallace 
sought insight into what he saw as the hateful beliefs of the Black Nationalist movement. 
Wallace’s documentary, which aired in 1956, launched the prominently featured X into 
national notoriety. In it, commenting on whether the NOI preached hate against white 
people, X claimed to not recognize “any historic example where [...] [white people] have, 
collectively, as a people, done good,” highlighting a belief in the white-black dichotomy 
that demonstrated a simple concept of racism his later career experiences would force him 
to evolve beyond.

Lessons in Bandung

	 X’s ideas regarding race and revolution would soon begin to shift due to his var-
ious international travels - in the first of which he attended the Bandung Conference. In 
April of 1955, heads of state from a coalition of recently decolonized third-world countries 
gathered in Bandung, Indonesia to discuss the formation of the Non Aligned Movement 
(NAM), a proposed pact to resist alignment with the bipolar powers of the U.S. and Soviet 
Russia; attending countries spanned Asia and Africa and were represented by delegations 
led by prominent heads of state like Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser and India’s Jawaharlal 
Nehru. Following his rise through the ranks of the NOI, X was invited to attend the con-
ference.
	 X’s attendance at the Bandung Conference prompted him to reconceptualize rac-
ism as an aspect of global colonialism and the US’s domestic policy as an aspect of its 
international colonial agenda; thus, he adapted his rhetoric to advocate for global unity 
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as opposed to dogmatic separatism in the struggle against colonial oppression. Specifi-
cally, Bandung began to erode X’s binary view of racial struggle, and recontextualized his 
understanding of racism within the U.S. as part of the wider colonial system of the world. 
Premier Zhou Enlai of China’s delegation address, which cited several struggles for sov-
ereignty across Afro-Eurasia as part of the same conflict, encapsulated the thesis of the 
conference:

	 The struggle of the Egyptian people for the restoration of their sovereignty over 
the Suez Canal Zone, the struggle of the Iranian people for the restoration of sovereignty 
over their petroleum resources, and the demand for the restoration of the territorial rights 
of India over Goa and of Indonesia over West Irian, have all won sympathy from many 
countries in Asia and Africa. [...] This proves that the peoples of our Asian and African 
countries understand each other and have sympathy and concern for one another.

	 Zhou, speaking about the same struggles against oppression for national, and 
indeed racial, self-determination, mirrored the struggle X saw black Americans face, but 
framed as part of a struggle against white colonialism across Eurasia. Thus, speaking on his 
experience at the conference in his 1965 speech The Oppressed Masses of the World Cry 
Out for Action Against the Common Oppressor, X proclaimed that Bandung represented 
“one of the first and best steps toward real independence for nonwhite people,” because it 
provided a space for “the people of Africa and Asia and Latin America [to get] together,” 
highlighting his newfound belief in united global anti-colonialism. Moreover, X believed 
that the Bandung Conference was successful specifically in its exclusion of white people 
and inclusion of every other race, which is why in his 1963 speech Message to the Grass-
roots he advocated against Black Nationalism and instead for unity both between Asian 
and African civil empowerment movements and among black people in the US, identify-
ing the colonial power as the omnipresent “common oppressor, [...] common exploiter, 
and [...] common discriminator”.

First Tour Abroad

	 Despite the influence of Bandung, X would continue his activism on behalf of 
the dogmatically Black Nationalist NOI, until, in July of 1959, X embarked on his second 
round of international travel as an ambassador for the NOI, touring Sudan, Nigeria, Egypt, 
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Ghana, Syria, and Saudi Arabia. This tour reshaped his understanding of the Black diaspo-
ra within the U.S. as part of a wider African world, inspiring his advocacy of pan-African-
ism. Whereas Bandung brought Asians and other peoples of color into X’s consideration 
of global colonialism, X’s 1959 tour instilled in him a cognizance that racial identity was 
not fixed in the first place but relative: in an interview with historian Manning Marable, 
X reflected upon his visit to Egypt that the Egyptians he saw “ranged [in skin color] from 
regal black to rich brown,” and thus that while black Egyptians were all his “brothers of 
color,” they “could be [considered] white or Mulatto in another [country]”. This realiza-
tion inspired his newfound conceptualization of the American black diaspora not as an 
independent entity fighting an oppressive white establishment but as a critical part of the 
pan-African global diaspora which, despite their differing skin color, faced oppression 
from the same white-dominated global institutions. One way this new concern with Afri-
can politics would materialize was in X’s rhetoric: in his 1964 speech At the Audubon, X 
argued that Africa was invaluable in the great power conflict of the Cold War in its control 
of the Suez and Gibraltar trade routes and the continent’s rich natural resource exports, 
and thus African states must unite in its resolution to resist alignment with either side to 
maintain its geopolitical agency. Moreover, X’s 1959 tour challenged his belief in the Yacub 
story and convinced him to reject Black Separatism and embrace universal inclusion as the 
solution to the problem of race. Reporting to Marable that he had often been embarrassed 
during his travels by his lack of knowledge regarding “True Islam,” X was prompted to 
reconsider his views regarding the NOI’s strict doctrine against unity and grassroots ac-
tivism. Writing for the Egyptian Gazette in 1964 in an article entitled Racism: the Cancer 
that is Destroying America, X stated that “[his] religious pilgrimage to Mecca has given 
[him] a new insight into the true brotherhood of Islam, which encompasses all the races of 
mankind” and thus that “the African struggle for liberation is a matter of human rights,” as 
opposed to a binary conflict between white and black. This reorientation would result in 
the souring of relations with the NOI; in a 1965 interview on CBC Frontpage, X repudiat-
ed the separatist state the NOI advocated for, stating that he “[did not] believe in any form 
of segregation” and that he had begun “doubting [Elijah Muhammed’s] action in bringing 
his solution [to racism] to reality”.

A Cuban Dance

	 In the immediate wake of his return from Africa in April of 1959, however, X was 



9

Fall 2024 • Volume  4, Issue 1

The Third World Politics of Malcolm X: ﻿

still a dedicated, albeit skeptical, member of the Nation. By late 1959, NOI leaders, includ-
ing X, had “[grown] increasingly enamored with the successes and ideals of third world 
revolutionaries” beyond Africa; specifically, many within the NOI “saw in the Marxist 
struggle a better way of defining and addressing racial conflict,” particularly in an era of 
McCarthyism. During this time, the US’ tensions with Fidel Castro’s Cuban regime was 
reaching its height. While Castro, with his radically internationalist Marxist vision, took 
the opportunity to engage in ideological exchange with other grassroots movements in the 
U.S. – for example welcoming Robert Williams of the civil rights movement on a tour of 
Cuba – the NOI “held fast to its strict doctrine of separatism,” watching from a distance 
as it “had little to contribute to the dialogue over how to best change the existing order”. 
X himself, however, was more than comfortable rejecting the NOI’s dogma and engaging 
with Castro himself in various ways. For example, in September 1960, while on a diplomat-
ic visit to New York City for international meetings at the United Nations headquarters, 
X met Castro upon the former’s invitation at Hotel Theresa in Uptown New York with 
his diplomatic delegation after the U.S. Department of State pressured Hotel Shelburne, 
where Castro was originally scheduled to stay, into canceling his booking.
	 While the exact details of what was said during the meeting were not documented, 
the motivations for the meeting were clear for Castro, and the outcome transformative for 
X. Castro leveraged his meeting with X, which was widely covered by national news, as a 
play of publicity to expose what historian Garrett Felber called the US’s ideological “Achil-
les Heel” during the Cold War – racial bigotry. While Castro’s anti-racism could only be 
described as half-hearted at best, as evidenced by the fact that his entire 80-person delega-
tion to the U.S. was white, his conversation with X in New York, along with X’s study of the 
Cuban revolutionary regime, inspired X to fully commit to a reinvented view of the US’s 
place in the world.
	 X’s interactions with Fidel Castro from 1959 to the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962 
furthered X’s rhetoric regarding the United States’ role within the world as a colonial force 
and taught him that to understand the U.S.’ global influence was critical to understanding 
the state’s role in domestic racism. While X had, through his visit to Africa, begun seeing 
the black diaspora in the U.S. through a pan-African lens, his rhetoric by 1959 had yet to 
reflect a similarly globalized view of the US’s police state. The influence of Castro’s ideas, 
which positioned the US, along with the neoliberal West, as a global military state driven 
by profit, changed that fact. In his Audubon speech, X lamented that “in America, [black 
activists] have always thought that [they] were struggling by [them]selves,” and that such 
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struggle takes place “only because [they] don’t yet know where [they] fit in the scheme of 
things,” referring to the US’s place in the world as an oppressor; “when you and I are in-
side of America [...] she looks big and bad and invincible,” posited X, but approaching the 
state in any other context reveals the revolutionary methods most effective to dismantling 
systems. This rhetoric reflected X’s newfound Marxist ideology in that he began analyzing 
the profit motive of and specific methods of violence used by the Military Industrial Com-
plex. For example, critiquing the US’s violent neoliberalism in his 1965 speech A Global 
Rebellion of the Oppressed Against the Oppressor, X repudiated the classification of racial 
conflict as a problem of “Black Against White” or as a “purely American problem” as “in-
correct,” instead arguing that the Western world has “deliberately subjugated the Negro for 
economic reasons”. More specifically, in his Oppressed Masses speech, X’s critique of Con-
golese Prime Minister Moïse Tshombe – that his pro-Western and often violent military 
junta was “propped up by American dollars” via the hiring of South African mercenaries 
– demonstrated X’s recognition of the economic nature of the US’s global military suprem-
acy and soft power influence which, in X’s eyes, allowed it to act as a brutal global police 
force. Moreover, his analysis of the Congolese state also reflected a Marx-esque critique of 
the U.S. media’s role in fueling the Military Industrial Complex. In his Audubon speech, he 
argued that depictions of Congolese “black women and children [...] being blown to bits 
by airplanes” from the U.S. are excluded from the press media simply because “they are 
American planes,” making any military action “humanitarian” in the eyes of the American 
public. That X took on a distinctly anti-U.S. stance in his rhetoric reflected a critical shift 
in how he conceptualized the place his activism had in the world - whereas his separatist 
belief had been grand in its religious scope yet limited in its real reach, his new rhetoric 
sought to deconstruct oppression as global, systemic, and profit-motivated, and pushed 
him further away from the simplistic and dogmatic violence the NOI advocated for.

The Hajj

	 On March 8, 1964, after years of deteriorating relations with the NOI and specifi-
cally Elijah Muhammed for what X perceived as a rigid view of social justice that no longer 
reflected his ideology, X announced his departure from the NOI. In April of that year, X,  
motivated by a desire to participate in a Hajj - the annual Islamic pilgrimage to Mecca - em-
barked on his second round of international travel, an experience which fully cemented the 
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influence from his first visit to Africa.  
	 Malcolm X’s Hajj in 1964 and his subsequent travels leading up to 1965 in Europe 
fully severed his connection with beliefs of the Nation of Islam in favor of traditional Is-
lamic faith, a change which reinforced his belief that race was relative and that oppression 
was the fault of a system instead of of any one group, prompting him to realist political 
activism. An April 1964 letter written while in Egypt to American biographer and jour-
nalist Michael S. Handler, in which X reported having “eaten from the same plate, drunk 
from the same glass and slept on the same rug, while praying to the same God, with fellow 
Muslims, whose eyes were the bluest of blue, whose hair was the blondest of blonde, and 
whose skin was the whitest of white,” yet from whom he felt the “same sincerity [he] felt 
among the black African Muslims of Nigeria, Sudan, and Ghana” revealed X’s receding 
hatred of white people due to his sense of newfound religious spiritualism. While his prior 
international experiences had prompted him to develop a wider view of whom he con-
sidered to be the victims of systemic violence, his 1964 trip was the final nail in the coffin 
for his belief in race as an indicator of any inherent tendency to enact violence. Moreover, 
this Islam-rooted inclusivity found its way into X’s views on race as a construct. For exam-
ple, in a later letter to Handler, written in September of 1964, X argued that “True Islam 
removes racism, because people of all colors and races who accept its religious principles 
and bow down to the one God, Allah, also automatically accept each other as brothers 
and sisters, regardless of differences in complexion,” a sentiment that starkly contrasted his 
earlier rhetoric, where he made categorical divides between the white and black races. Im-
portantly, X did not let his rejection of the race binary negate his belief that global systems 
of oppression were racialized; in speeches made after this 1964 trip, X began referring to 
all people of color across the world as “black,” indicating his continued belief that systems 
of violence still separated the white race as an oppressor from every other race. Indeed, in 
his 1965 Oppressed Masses speech, which he delivered to the African Student Union at 
the London School of Economics, X argued that while being Muslim prevented him from 
“seeing people by the color of their skin,” America does not “believe in [the] brotherhood 
[necessary for societal buy-in to Islam],” and thus that he must be a “realist” in his approach 
to deconstructing racial divide. To X, racism was a system and a logic of dominance, and 
being a “realist” meant seeking a way out of that system; while religious revival was one 
option to him, X also began to fully appreciate the power of politics as he came to see the 
empowerment people of African descent when not in a country like the U.S. where politi-
cal systems are designed to repress them. His new engagement with on-the-ground politics 
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came in contrast with his earlier staunch opposition to engaging with institutions like the 
U.S. government that he believed were run on the power of white supremacy. 
Indeed, prompted by his learning from his Africa trip, X would seek to reconcile his vi-
sionary rhetoric with real political activism. For example, in June 1964, after his return 
from Africa, X founded the Organization for African American Unity (OAAU), inspired 
by the existing Organization of African Unity (OAU) – which was enshrined in 1963 in 
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, as a political union for pan-African self-government. As historian 
Garrett Felber explained in his essay Harlem is the Black World, the OAAU, in its short 
term goals of addressing local, community-based issues like “rallying residents against po-
lice brutality, establishing a ‘Liberation School’, offering child care and self-defense classes, 
and launching political education and vote registration drives,” united a “larger vision of 
Pan-Africanism and human rights” with X’s experience in activism at the community level.
	 Moreover, X’s realist politics extended to the international scale. For example, 
during his trip, in July 1964 in Cairo, Egypt, Malcolm argued to the delegates of thirty-four 
African nations that “the United States government [was] morally incapable of protecting 
the lives and property of 22 million Afro-Americans,” attempting - albeit unsuccessfully - 
to convince them to sign a UN referendum condemning the US’s domestic human rights 
violations in the hopes that it would prompt greater funding to community initiatives help-
ing African Americans, demonstrating X’s belief in the geopolitical power to undo the co-
lonial system that African states wielded should they become united.
	 X’s internationalist view inspired by his engagement in African politics also re-
shaped X’s view on the domestic civil rights movement. Beginning in 1964, X stopped 
referring to “civil rights,” instead choosing to advocate for “human rights.” X explained the 
difference in a 1965 interview: “we believe that our problem is one, not of violation of civil 
rights, but a violation of human rights. Not only are we denied the right to be a citizen in 
the United States, we’re denied the right to be a human being.” In other words, X believed 
that one cannot speak of civil rights before first being recognized as a human by their gov-
ernment. Importantly, it was his visit to Africa which inspired this shift. As fellow activist 
and long-time friend Yuri Kochiyama explained in a 2006 interview, X saw that “African 
people don’t have to wait ‘til some president of another country, […], would give civil 
rights [sic]” as their governments – many of which were struggling to rid themselves of 
colonial influence -- viewed them as inherently entitled to such rights insofar as they had 
the human right to dignity, and thus that human rights were prerequisite to civil rights.
	 Moreover, during his interactions with African political figures to the end of con-
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vincing them to sign his referendum, X demonstrated a newfound willingness to curb his 
own blunt radicalism to appeal to those who had the political power to help him achieve 
his goals. For example, speaking to Seyyid Omar al Saghaf, Saudi Arabia’s Vice Minister 
of foreign affairs, X said that “[X was] not anti-american, un-american, seditious, nor sub-
versive” and that “[he doesn’t] buy the anti-capitalist propaganda of the communists, nor 
[...] the anti-communist propaganda of capitalists”; Given the radically anti-US stance X’s 
rhetoric would reflect even in his later speeches from 1965, this interaction is likely less 
an indication of a shift to a moderate stance, but more an indication of his willingness to 
be politically adaptive given his view of anti-oppression as a political exploit instead of a 
purely ideological one.

Revolution is People

	 Equipped with a renewed and grand understanding of racial struggle at the global 
level, and an understanding of pan-Africanism as a tool for political change, X returned 
to the U.S. from his Hajj in May of 1964, after which he would produce some of rhetoric 
that define his legacy beyond the black nationalist ideas of his career prior to 1955. But, 
before then, X had a friend to make, and an important takeaway to learn: while Fidel Cas-
tro was perhaps the most politically notorious of X’s acquaintances, a Japanese American 
Woman by the name of Yuri Kochiyama was one of equal influence on X’s politics. Born 
in 1921 in to Middle Class Issei (first generation Japanese Immigrant) parents, Kochiya-
ma was incensed to a life of activism during the Second World War when [her] family 
was forcibly relocated to a[n] [internment] camp in Arkansas, where she witnessed the 
capacity of a society separated based on race to dehumanize and denigrate the politically 
vulnerable. Throughout her life, Kochiyama advocated for nuclear disarmament (helping 
pass the landmark 1988 Civil Liberties Act), supported the Puerto Rican independence 
movement, and -- most relevantly – joined the struggle for African American rights under 
the mentorship of Malcolm X. The two met in 1964 – prior to X’s departure to Mecca -- at 
a Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) protest in Brooklyn, during which they exchanged 
brief remarks about the merits and drawbacks of advocating for racial integration, sparking 
a letter correspondence and eventually a close friendship featuring an abundance of ideo-
logical exchange.
	 In various ways, this friendship strengthened X’s commitment to each new as-
pect of his activism. First, while his experiences in Bandung and on his first tour of Africa 
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showed X the importance of different political groups’ political unity, Kochiyama’s identity 
demonstrated the importance of personal empathy in creating such unity. Kochiyama’s re-
counting of the story of her realization of the prevalence of racism directed at Black Amer-
icans revealed that her empathy and sense of personal responsibility primarily incited her 
activism. Kochiyama had been working her first job as a waitress; she recounted:

	 It was the first time I’m working with just black people, mostly the waitresses, so 
they were women, but there were waiters, too. And I finally, I asked... two of the guys were 
from the South. And so I mentioned to them that I lived a year and a half in Mississippi, 
and at a USO which serviced everybody, but no black soldiers came in. And so they said, 
“What was the address?” I gave the address, I couldn’t forget, 222 Pine, he said, “That’s 
the main drag. No black soldiers, even wearing a uniform, can go in anywhere on the main 
drag.” They could not go on Pine Street or Main Street. I was shocked. Then, for the first 
time, it made me think more what America was about, the segregation. Then I got really 
interested and wanted to find out everything I could about what black people have gone 
through. And it made me ashamed when I could think of Asians were just as racist as whites 
towards blacks, anyway. That changed me.

	 Kochiyama was the first person X had met who had little personal stake in his 
movement (at least superficially – Asian Americans obviously had much to gain from a less 
racist America, but rarely perceived this fact to be true), yet provided the unity it so needed 
in abundance simply because of her care for her coworkers, and for her sense of responsi-
bility to remedy the racial attitudes of other Asian Americans; in other words, Kochiyama 
was living proof that care and reciprocity are the lifeblood of social movements. 
In late 1964, Kochiyama and her husband hosted a reception for X to meet “atomic bomb 
survivors (hibakusha) who, as part of the Hiroshima-Nagasaki World Peace Mission 
Study, were on a walking tour of the United States, Europe, and the Soviet Union to push 
for nuclear disarmament.”42 There, X, Kochiyama, and leaders from the Japanese group 
discussed the immorality of the “bombs of racism, […] connecting US intervention in 
a non-white country with racism at home” While X had already demonstrated a concept 
of American racism affecting people from other countries and of different races, the only 
non-Americans he had been personally acquainted with were international heads of state 
like those he had met at Bandung. X’s speaking to regular Japanese people, many of whom 
possessed visible and permanent injuries from surviving an atomic bomb, represented one 
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of the first times he had personally connected with an on-the-ground victim of the racist 
military industrial complex he had come to despise.
	 At the same meeting, Kochiyama introduced X to anti-racist activists who were 
not black nationalists like he had been for much of his career, including white allies, civil 
rights movement advocates, and Puerto Rican independence advocates. As Kochiyama 
recounted, “people didn’t know whether they should go up to him and ask if they could 
shake his hand” given how different his ideology was to theirs. However, X eventually was 
“wonderful to each one” and demonstrated “how glad he was to meet all these people.” 
This experience allowed X to consolidate on a personal level with people he would have 
considered political enemies as part of the NOI. Perhaps Kochiyama’s work in showing X 
the importance of interpersonal connection and empathy in anti-racism was part of why 
X focused so much on solutions to racism that targeted bettering individual communities 
rather than seeking to topple the racist system itself, such as the OAAU, which Kochiyama 
eventually joined.
	 Moreover, Kochiyama’s work independent of X’s mentorship served as a proof of 
concept for each of the lessons X had learned throughout his career, in turn reinforcing his 
belief that internationalism, decolonialism, and methods like community work and direct 
action were superior doctrines of activism than black nationalism. After her attending the 
OAAU’s Liberation School, “the anti-imperialist views Malcolm X had instilled in Yuri 
inspired her support for the Puerto Rican independence movement,” as a part of which 
she famously led an occupation protest at the Statue of Liberty in 1977. That Kochiyama’s 
political goals were superficially different from X’s, but thrived off of the same revolution-
ary doctrines furthered X’s resolve in said doctrines.

The Ballot or the Bullet

	 While X’s rhetoric on the dynamics of global oppression approached it’s final form 
from 1964 to 1965, he still had much to learn in the way of revolutionary politics. Specifi-
cally, through the influence of the Kenyan Mau Mau revolutionary movement, X sought to 
reconcile his belief violence against black folk was structural and entrenched with a revolu-
tionary method accessible to the common person. In December 1964, X heard of the Mau 
Mau revolutionary group at a rally held in the Williams Institutional CME Church in Har-
lem, New York, where the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee’s freedom singers 
performed a praise of Kenyan revolutionaries’ attaining Kenya’s independence from the 
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British on 12 December 1963. Subsequently, X began letter correspondences with Mau 
Mau leaders, and began studying the history of the group. The Mau Mau were a dramatical-
ly controversial movement: while unmistakably violent and demonized by Western media, 
many radicals like Malcolm X praised them precisely for their revolutionary methods. In 
his Audubon speech, X argued that the U.S. needed “the same type of Mau Mau here that 
they had over in Kenya,” identifying the Mau Mau’s most valuable trait as having realized 
that “the only thing standing in the way of the independence of the African in kenya was 
another African,” in that Africans and African Americans who supported moderate meth-
ods such as caucusing were ineffective absent greater structural change. Indeed, X echoed 
this sentiment in his 1964 speech The Ballot or the Bullet, delivered at Cory Methodist 
Church in Cleveland, Ohio, where he proclaimed that “You and I in America are faced not 
with a segregationist conspiracy, we’re faced with a government conspiracy,” arguing that 
to be content simply voting was not enough to engage with democracy, as neither major 
political party were interested in advocating for black people.
	 X’s proposal for methods to make such structural change was inspired by the Mau 
Mau, was twofold, and was eponymous with his aforementioned speech: the ballot or the 
bullet. 
	 On one hand, X supported non-traditional voting as a way to make systematic 
change. Speaking at the Ford Auditorium in Detroit in April of 1965 on the OAAU’s voter 
education project, X announced that he hoped to become “involved in a mass voter regis-
tration drive” for black community members in Harlem, but that he did not believe in voter 
registration without first educating voters in “the science of politics,” specifically through 
independent caucusing, leveraging the vote to empower grassroots politicians and to seek 
control of the “politics of your own community”. Moreover, in his 1965 speech entitled 
Learn How to Think, X advocated for the OAAU’s organization of “demonstrations and 
picketing, but not the kind that plays by the rules of the establishment” - specifically the 
kind that permitted the use of the threat of violence and the occupation of spaces without 
permits, demonstrating X’s simultaneous belief in the power of politics and his rejection of 
the US’s mainstream political systems.
	 On the other hand, however, X was also unafraid to advocate for violent revolu-
tion, albeit with far more nuance than the self-defensive, reactionary violence the NOI 
had supported. In his 1964 speech entitled The Black Revolution, which he delivered to a 
three-quarters white audience at the Militant Labor Forum in New York City, he threatened 
that the violent struggle his “brothers and sisters in Africa [...] [and] Latin America” had 
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engaged in against their former colonizers was imminently approaching the U.S.. Whereas 
his radical advocacy of violence prior to 1955 was motivated by a simple hatred for the 
white race, his rhetoric in 1964 isolated the efficacy of violence in the absence of any other 
effective method to dismantle an oppressive system that was designed to self-perpetuate.

The Politics of True Revolution

	 Ultimately, perhaps one of X’s final speeches before his death on February 21, 
1965, delivered at the Corn Hill Methodist Church in Rochester, New York, reflected best 
his fully formed vision for revolution; in stark contrast with what X, as a religious fanatic 
in the NOI, had told Michaell Wallace in the latter’s documentary, he called for a global 
revolution, in the in the aftermath of which there will be “a society in which everyone can 
live as human beings” regardless of skin color, and where “[blacks and whites] will even-
tually meet down the road,” demonstrating his coming to prioritize human rights at an 
international scale over the binary race war proposed by the NOI, and his adoption of a 
nuanced revolutionary method. As historian Carl Oglesby writes in his article in the New 
Left Reader entitled “I Don’t Mean Bananas,” “[X’s] political method had presupposed 
[...] the unity of nationalism and radicalism” since the beginning of his career - unity which 
eventually evolved into one “which therefore connected Mississippi with the Congo and 
Africa with Asia and which understood a viable politics for black Americans to require 
both a demand for African Hood and a conception of pro-African Hood as an explicitly 
anti-imperialist stance.” Malcolm X’s legacy today is incredibly controversial and complex, 
but peeling back the layers of extremism reveals a visionary who’s understanding of vio-
lence and revolution that far transcended his time. More importantly, it reveals the story 
of a man who taught himself to undo resentment, to broaden his perspective, and to truly 
consider his worldview in the face of an upbringing that taught him to hate. In a modern 
America, where change is driven by movements of democratic will, X’s remarkable life 
should serve as an example of how a genuine willingness to learn can inspire the compas-
sion and illumination that moves people.
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The American Civil War was Not a Revolution : Molly O’Brien

	 On December 20, 1860, South Carolina seceded from the United States after the 
election of Abraham Lincoln. Throughout the following months, six states joined South 
Carolina in secession. In February of 1861, the Southern states created an organized gov-
ernment in Alabama where Jefferson Davis was named president. The states created the 
Confederate Constitution, similar to the United States Constitution.  On April 12, 1861, 
the Confederate troops fired on the Union-backed Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor in 
South Carolina, marking the official start of the American Civil War. Over the following 
four years, the Union troops made their way into the Southern States, destroying com-
munities along the way. Over 600,000 Americans lost their lives fighting on both sides of 
the conflict. Following the fall of the Confederate capital of Richmond, Southern General 
Robert. E Lee surrendered to General Ulysses. S Grant on April 9th, 1865 in Appomattox, 
Virginia. Historical evidence suggests that the American Civil War and Reconstruction 
were not a revolution because it was a continuation of the issue of slavery plaguing the 
country since the American Revolution. Additionally, the Civil War and Reconstruction 
focused on preserving the union, not fundamentally changing the structure of the gov-
ernment. Furthermore, the lack of a revolution allowed the United States government to 
remain largely intact post-war. 
	 The Civil War was a continuation of the argument of slavery that had bedeviled 
society since the country’s founding. When the founding fathers neglected to make a con-
crete decision on the issue of slavery, they set the roots of the Civil War in motion. In its 
Ordinance of Secession and Declaration of Independence, South Carolina referenced the 
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ongoing battle over slavery as one of the primary reasons for its secession. The document 
states “For twenty-five years this agitation [the Fugitive Slave Act] has been steadily in-
creasing until it has now secured its aid and the power of the common government.” (FTR 
406) The issue of slavery had created a divide between the North and the South since the 
Constitution’s ratification. The Southern states believed that their country had turned its 
back on them because the Fugitive Slave Act was not being upheld in the North. Addi-
tionally, the South Carolinians thought that with the election of Lincoln, their pro-slavery 
cause would be destroyed. Slavery, while not the only cause of the Civil War, was a root 
cause of the Southern secession. Since the signing of the Constitution, Southern states 
had been concerned about the North’s handling of slavery. South Carolina waited to sign 
the constitution because they did not believe the right to own slaves would be protected. 
The country’s official war on slavery was not fought until the 1860s, but a silent conflict 
had plagued the country since its founding. Abolitionist Frederick Douglass elaborated 
on the idea of slavery division increasing across the decades. In his The Reasons for Our 
Troubles, Douglass says that the worst of slavery is “in the character which contact with 
slavery has developed in every part of the country so that at least there seems to be no 
truth.” (FTR 413) Douglass acknowledged that slavery had become a bigger issue than 
imagined. The country had suppressed the problem for too many years prior to the Civil 
War. When Lincoln took office, he knew that making any changes to slavery would hurt 
his cause. In his first inaugural address, Lincoln reassured Southern slaveholders that he 
would not take away their slave-owning rights. He stated, “I have no purpose, directly or 
indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists.” (Lincoln) 
Lincoln intended to settle fears that had existed since the time of his election. He was the 
first anti-slavery president, which threatened the Southern States. The fear of a slavery in-
tervention had existed long before Lincoln. Southerners felt that the danger to the institu-
tion of slavery had started long before Lincoln came to power. The founding father’s lack of 
a plan, when it came to the system of slavery, can be directly traced to the start of the war. 
 	 The Civil War was focused on preserving the Union, not fundamentally chang-
ing the system of government. In a speech to the Illinois Republican State Convention in 
Springfield in 1858, Lincoln referenced the Union’s need to stay unified, saying “A house 
divided against itself cannot stand.” (Lincoln) Lincoln realized the country could not hold 
together as half free and half slave. He desired a unified country, where one issue did not di-
vide a nation. The divided house would only stand when a compromise was made. Lincoln 
did not expect that the government would fall. He continued in his speech, saying “I do not 
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expect the Union to be dissolved - I do not expect the house to fall.” (Lincoln) Throughout 
the war, Lincoln’s primary goal was to keep the Union intact. He did not believe that the 
war was a revolution because the Southern States had not left the union. Lincoln viewed 
the country as fractured, not broken. In a letter to Horace Greeley, founding editor of the 
New York Tribune, Lincoln said of the Civil War on August 22, 1862, “I would save the 
Union. I would save it the shortest way under the Constitution. The sooner the national 
authority is restored; the nearer the Union will be “the Union as it was.”  Lincoln believed 
that restoring the Union was the primary objective of the war. The strong belief that the 
Civil War was not a revolution, and instead a rebellion, led Lincoln to believe that the 
country’s reunion was inevitable. Furthermore, he did not think that the South seceded 
from the union, but instead were rebels that needed control. Andrew Johnson of Tennes-
see, Lincoln’s Vice President, sought out similar views of union preservation.  He stated in 
an interview with Major General John A Logan in May 1865, that “there is no such thing 
as reconstruction. These States have not gone out of the Union, therefore reconstruction 
is unnecessary.” Johnson viewed the Southerners as a ‘rebellion,’ rather than a revolution. 
He strongly believed that the idea of reconstruction was unnecessary because the union 
had never been broken. Johnson thought that the Southerners were never an independent 
nation like they had claimed. His belief in the preservation of the Union highlighted the 
forefront of the fighting during the Civil War.
	 The lack of revolution in the Southern States allowed the government to remain 
intact during the Civil War and into reconstruction. On December 20, 1860, the Senate 
established a “Committee of Thirteen” to examine plans to save the fractured union, after 
South Carolina’s secession.  On January 9, 1861, Mississippi seceded. The act prompted 
Jefferson Davis to address the Senate, urging his fellow representatives to allow a peace-
ful succession for the South. On January 21, 1861, five senators from Florida, Alabama, 
and Mississippi left the Senate. The withdrawal of Southern representatives created a con-
stitutional crisis. The remaining senators voted to take away the seats of their Southern 
colleagues. Despite the crisis in the Senate, Congress continued its legislative work while 
dealing with the economic consequences of the war. For example, they sponsored bills like 
the Revenue Act (1861), which established the first federal income tax to provide addi-
tional funding for the war effort.   Before the end of the Civil War, Congress had prepared 
for a Union victory. On July 2, 1864, Congress passed the Wade-Davis Bill to provide rep-
resentation to the ‘rebel’ states upon meeting certain conditions, such as giving black men 
the right to vote. In 1867, Congress passed the Reconstruction Act, formally establishing 
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the terms of admission and a formal reconstruction.  The act stated that each state must 
write a new constitution and be approved by the majority of their voters, including black 
men. Each state was also required to ratify the thirteenth and fourteenth amendments. On 
June 22, 1868, the addition of the Confederate states began with Arkansas, formally be-
ginning Reconstruction. The Southern states were able to be admitted because the North 
viewed the war as a rebellion, not a revolution. 
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	 In the founding of America, the Jeffersonian vision of a country for white men was 
established. In practice, slavery secured this vision as it allowed white plantation owners to 
own the men who could rival their power. In abolishing slavery, however,  Abraham Lin-
coln granted equal opportunity and liberty to the enslaved; thereby, in the eyes of many 
white businessmen, contesting the power of the white man. The formerly enslaved had 
longed for equal opportunity and so upon achieving it, they quickly worked their way up in 
society: During Reconstruction around 2,000 black Americans held public office, includ-
ing 16 seats in Congress. (The Conversation) This further cemented the concerns of the 
white businessman; and so, many white extremists felt that they had to halt this progress 
while they still could. Through methods like sharecropping and the black codes, as well 
as through the use of incredible violence to secure those systems, black Americans were 
oppressed, and ultimately were blocked from achieving their dream of freely working and 
independently living. Their dreams of economic freedom having been ruined created a 
need for a civil rights movement rooted in equal opportunity, not in seeking reparations.
	 One fear of many whites during Reconstruction was that a newfound influx of 
available black labor would take black people away from plantations and lead them to other 
“white jobs.” If black people were no longer working on plantations, the plantation own-
ers would lose labor and black people would begin to work elsewhere, taking up spots 
previously reserved for whites. To combat this, accessing education was made incredibly 
difficult. The Union as It Was, a political cartoon created in 1874, accurately depicts a 
burnt-down schoolhouse to the right of a lynched black man. The image, therebye, di-
rectly correlates a black child attending school to the consequence of their being lynched. 
Formerly enslaved people, through not having an education, were encouraged to work in 
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sharecropping. They were enticed by their having already mastered picking cotton, as well 
as the lack of job opportunities available without having an education. In sharecropping, 
the plantation owner has incredible power over the laborer, and the laborer has little con-
trol over their work (a relationship not dissimilar to that of an enslaver and the enslaved). 
As Henry Blake, a freedman who had taken to sharecropping in the early 20th century, 
explains, “No matter how good account you kept, you had to go by [the plantation owners] 
account” (Henry Blake) The lack of education in planters allowed whites to once again re-
gain control over black laborers. By taking advantage of their heightened education, white 
men were able to take not only their cut of the profit made from cotton but also part of 
the cropper’s cut. Along with having to buy the tools necessary, the seeds to plant, and the 
necessities to sustain their family, planters had to also split their pay with others. In addi-
tion to their incredibly small income, which Blake later describes as only being enough to 
buy overalls and food, croppers had no guarantee of when they would ever receive their 
income. Plantation owners would take “a portion of every cropper’s part of the cotton to 
be made by [the plantation owner] when and where [he] chose to sell” (FTR 39 A Share-
croppers Contract) In having the right to take cotton made by planters and sell when and 
where he chooses, the plantation owner secures authority over the planters; the product is 
thereby not private. Through having their money taken, and their business controlled, the 
formerly enslaved were working under conditions not dissimilar to those of enslavement. 
Their dreams of economic freedom and of the ability to own private property were halted 
as they lived and worked on somebody else’s land, did not have control over their business, 
had to split their income, and had to live in subservience to a white overseer. It is therefore 
quite perplexing that the formerly enslaved would choose to continue under such condi-
tions, though it is simply due to an inability to leave. Planters would amass such incredible 
debt that they could not find new employment. 
	 Another way the newly freed black Americans were prevented from realizing their 
dream of economic freedom was through arrests and violence. The aforementioned Black 
Codes were a set of laws originating from the Mississippi that spread across the United 
States and focused on suppressing black freedmen. The Black Codes state in Section 2 of 
Vagrant Law that “all freedmen, free Negroes, and mulattoes in this state over the age of 
eighteen years found . . . with no lawful employment or business…[will be] imprisoned 
at the discretion of the court.” (The Black Codes) This clause made unemployment ille-
gal and whilst prison time would be short, one could be re-imprisoned upon not regain-
ing employment. Due to the 13th Amendment, slave-like servitude was permitted within 
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these prisons. This meant that being imprisoned included returning to a slave-like status, 
once again sacrificing one’s economic freedoms; one had no way of achieving economic 
freedom if they were incarcerated and working for free. Much like a slave, they would live 
underneath the wardens, have no private possessions, and work hours of labor for free. 
Furthermore, many would be unjustly imprisioned under false pretenses as there was an 
incredible incentive for white people -especially those of lower income-  to lock up black 
Americans: free labor makes greater profit for companies and cheaper goods for consum-
ers. Not only did extremist whites use imprisonment as a means to oppress black people, 
extremist groups would enact terrorism as a fear-mongering and suppression tactic. In the 
testimony of Harriet Postle, it is noted that the horrific and violent acts committed towards 
her by the KKK were done in search of her husband. In looking for him, the KKK asked her 
if she “knew where [her] husband [was]” (Testimony of Harriet Postle) before attacking 
her and her kids for lying in regard to his supposed whereabouts. The KKK would break 
into homes and attack those living there, as a means to exert power over blacks, and cement 
their superiority: if a white man could at any time break into one’s home and murder his 
kids, black people had plenty of incentive to do as he wished. The Klan wished all members 
to be “opposed to negro equality…[and support] re-enfranchisement…of the white man” 
(Organization and Principles of the Ku Klux Klan) Through placing white Americans as 
disenfranchised, and black equality as negative, many were led to believe that blacks must 
be killed or be returned to subservience to secure white power. Furthermore, when the 
white man’s situation was described as so dire, people were incentivized to act quickly and 
to disenfranchise blacks by any means necessary. Afterward, thousands of Klansmen took 
to the streets to suppress the enfranchisement of black people. The subsequent fear of vi-
olence caused many black people not to chase their dream of economic and political en-
franchisement as it could lead to Klansmen harming them and their families. Furthermore, 
in the eyes and words of the KKK, the only way in which peace can be achieved is through 
a return to inequality. The problem is that the ideas of the KKK and the dreams of the 
formerly enslaved people are mutually exclusive: whites can’t be in complete power while 
blacks have equality. Additionally, due to the vague phrasing of the constitution, both of 
their arguments could be bent to have a constitutional basis and so they both feel entitled 
to their desired destiny.
	 Ultimately, the dreams of black Americans during Reconstruction, while they 
aligned with what Lincoln had promised them, were not awarded by society. While on 
paper, black Americans had equal economic opportunity as their white counterparts, in 
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practice this was not the case. Black people were blocked from education and forced into 
slave-like conditions in sharecropping and imprisonment. Furthermore, they were forced 
into inferiority and subservience by their jobs and by extremist groups such as the KKK. 
In modern times, a discussion of why reparations were not awarded to formerly enslaved 
people in reconstruction, or to their relatives after the 1960s civil rights movement, has 
become increasingly popular. In reconstruction, reparations were economically dubious 
and would not be agreed to by those who would owe -in the case of reconstruction, the 
South. With the fear of the inability to reform and rebuild the Union, the reparations pol-
icy was not implemented. Similar reasoning to the latter is often the response by many to 
the question of why the 1960s civil rights movements did not secure reparations. While 
appeasement politics did play a part in reparations not being granted, the more relevent 
reason they were not awarded is that reparations were not wanted by any Black Americans. 
Martin Luther King Jr, a prominent voice in the civil rights movement, explained in his 
1967 book Where We Go From Here that “No amount of gold could provide an adequate 
compensation for the exploitation and humiliation of the Negro in America down through 
the centuries.” (King Where We Go From Here) It was not money which the disenfran-
chised black Americans wished for, but equal economic opportunity. They did not wish 
to be saved by the charity of white handouts, nor did they wish to continue reliance upon 
government programs, Black Americans wanted the ability to make their own money. 
They had trusted white Americans to control their post-slavery reconstruction, through 
subsidies and other attempted aid, but instead were granted further inferiority and similar 
economic situations to before reconstruction. Furthermore, reparations are a temporary 
solution, whereas economic equality is a permanent solution. Being paid a sum of mon-
ey, but not being allowed the means to fairly amass wealth, means that future generations 
would face disenfranchisement and poverty. This idea ties to the cliche proverb of teaching 
a man to fish. If reparations are granted, then the generation they are given to may be grant-
ed moderate wealth; though, if economic freedom is awarded, future generations will all 
be able to secure economic prosperity. Through being simply granted economic freedom, 
black Americans can finally secure their Linconian dream, and create an America which is 
for them as well as others. 
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	 Queer agitators intended for the 1968 Stonewall Riots to harken the beginning 
of the end of homosexual silence. Activists hoped for the death of the old orthodoxy that 
gay people were to hide deep within the closets of their own shame. Although the male 
leaders of the gay rights movement sought to push their own out of the closet, they simul-
taneously, through dominance and ignorance, pushed their lesbian peers into the shadows. 
The lesbian rights movement spent the rest of the 20th century searching for its place in a 
society that reviled lesbians at every level for their gender and sexuality alike. Going from 
being second-wave feminists to female separatists to radical leftists, lesbians consistently 
missed out on the visibility and openness supposedly promised by Stonewall. Gay women 
in America did not receive this respect until the crucible for the queer community that was 
the AIDS crisis. From 1971 to 1992, the lesbian community underwent a gradual socio-
cultural migration from homosexuals within the women’s movement to women within the 
gay movement, setting the stage for a united queer front against the AIDS crisis. Both gay 
men and straight women spurned lesbian voices within their movements, but the equal 
footing between lesbians and gay men provided by the AIDS crisis allowed for the birth of 
a unified queer movement. 
	 In 20th-century queer history, the disjunction of gay men and lesbians was an 
anomaly. Since the 1920s, the two groups depended on one another for beards, a form of 
social insurance against homophobia that kept gay men and lesbians in close quarters for 
the better part of the 20th Century, especially during the “Lavender Scare” of 1950-1956, 
during which suspected homosexuals were expelled en masse from government jobs at 
the behest of anti-communist moral crusader Senator Joe McCarthy. Moreover, in 1956, 
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America’s first lesbian rights association, the Daughters of Bilitis, received funds from the 
era’s leading gay male activist group, the Mattachine Society, to publish The Ladder, a lesbi-
an advocacy magazine. Additionally, the radical activism of the 1960s brought gay men and 
lesbians together under the common cause of “free love”; most politically-involved openly 
queer Americans, then called “homophiles,” leaned heavily to the left, and the queer activ-
ist space was able to mostly unite in favor of Black civil rights and against US involvement 
in the Vietnam War. This integration, however, masked profound internal schisms within 
the queer community. The eventual political isolation of lesbians, part defection and part 
ostracism exemplifies the extent to which few 20th century movements accommodate 
intersectionality. Two societal overtones prompted the collapse of gay-male/lesbian con-
cord in the years following the Stonewall Riots of 1969: sexism and feminism, a push and 
a pull factor respectively. 
	 Gay male misogyny in the late sixties incited antipathy with lesbians. A year before 
the Stonewall Riots, radical feminist Valerie Solanas, whose writings encouraged women 
(perhaps ironically) to “destroy the male sex,” attempted to assassinate the gay pop artist 
Andy Warhol, leaving behind a menstrual pad at the scene of the shooting. Other radical 
feminists interpreted this attack as a protest against the casual misogyny and entitlement of 
bourgeois gay men like Warhol. This tension came to a head on August 26th, 1970, when 
the Daughters of Bilitis and associated lesbian groups protested a general meeting of the 
North American Conference of Homophile Organizations (NACHO) held on the same 
day as the National Women’s Strike. Lesbian feminist Del Martin recounted the rumpus at 
the conference in a pamphlet entitled If That’s All There Is: “They [gay men] decried the 
segregationist organizations which we represented, but would not address…the underly-
ing reason for…separate women’s organizations — that the female homosexual faces sex 
discrimination not only in the heterosexual world, but within the homophile community.” 
By “segregationist” Martin referred to the rising tide of “lesbian separatism,” an ideology 
that advocated the decoupling of lesbian life from all-male society, heterosexual and ho-
mosexual alike, and sometimes, more radically, from straight women’s spaces as well. Most 
separatists did not adopt such an anti-straight-women bent, as mere separation from men 
was more compelling due to the fear of male violence. Working alongside straight women 
did not offend lesbians, emphasizing the pull factor that stopped the gay-male/lesbian co-
alition from making it out of the sixties—lesbian involvement in second-wave feminism. 
	 Around the turn of the 1970s, lesbian activists manifested their discontent by be-
coming second-wave feminist foot soldiers. Concrete policy achievements like the Equal 
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Pay Act in 1963 and the promulgation of battered women’s shelters around 1968 gave fem-
inism more mainstream credibility than ever, especially with upper-middle-class straight 
White women who may have been otherwise wary of the radical, sex-positive youth move-
ments that defined the decade. Lesbians saw straight feminists as a more widely tolerated 
group than gay men, and in the early seventies, second-wave feminists were amenable to 
National Organization for Women (NOW), the seventies’ most influential feminist group, 
“adopt[ed] a resolution declaring lesbian rights a ‘legitimate concern of feminism,’” al-
though historian Diane Perrault posits that this resolution included a stealthily homopho-
bic caveat: the “plank…was euphemistically entitled ‘sexual Preference,’ with the word 
‘lesbian’ carefully avoided, reflecting the emphasis on sexual orientation as a choice.” De-
spite these latent conservative elements of the movement, most lesbian activists migrated 
into mid- to high-level roles within mainstream feminist organizations. Compounded with 
elevated frustration over gay male sexism, the allure of mainstream feminism harkened the 
end of the united queer front and largely dissociated lesbians from their male counterparts. 
Queer historian and postmodernist philosopher John D’Emilio labels this period “the gen-
dered seventies,” emphasizing that lesbian and gay male neighborhoods grew farther away 
from one another throughout the decade. Dr. Emily Hobson, a sexuality scholar, challeng-
es the “gendered seventies” framework in her book Lavender and Red: Liberation and Sol-
idarity in the Gay and Lesbian Left, but the only examples of gay-male/lesbian solidarity 
she cites in between the Stonewall Riots and the AIDS crisis are immigrant communities, 
who united for other reasons, and the White Night Riots, which took place in San Fran-
cisco, a notable exception to the physical segregation of gay and lesbian neighborhoods. 
Elsewhere in America, according to lesbian AIDS activist Torie Osborn in a 2011 inter-
view, “lesbian-feminists created new woman-identified spaces in the public sphere where 
they could congregate, organize, and socialize. Women-centered coffee shops, bars, clubs, 
restaurants, bookstores, sports teams, parks, health clinics, and shelters popped up…
during the second boom of feminism, in large part due to…lesbian feminists.”
	 Problematically, however, these lesbian feminists had joined a movement plagued 
with a fundamental ideological divide between radical and liberal feminism. Gender histo-
ry professor Martha Rampton believes the second wave represented “an effort to demon-
strate that race, class, and gender oppression are all related,” illustrating the continuation 
of sixties radicalism present across feminist thought. Conversely, legal scholar Rachel 
Moran argues in the Hofstra Law Review in 2004 that “second-wave feminism forgot the 
single woman” and focused too heavily on merely tweaking patriarchal institutions like 
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marriage and capitalism. In many ways, the ideological rift present within feminism at the 
time formed a hole that was jarringly lesbian-shaped. Social historian Christine Bedikian 
believes that female homosexuality is the answer to some intra-feminist tensions: “If soci-
ety as a whole is being dependent on male culture to define and control the definition of 
a lesbian, no woman can really be free. Heterosexual male culture should not be able to 
define womanhood.” Of course, many straight feminists objected at the time to identifying 
with lesbians. At a NOW conference in 1969, Betty Friedan, the group’s founder, called 
lesbian activists a “lavender menace,” asserting “that outspoken lesbians were a threat to 
the feminist movement.” Friedan partially retreated from this rhetoric during the 1970-71 
lesbian migration into the mainstream women’s movement and ended up working along-
side NACHO dissenter Del Martin and her partner Phyllis Lyon, the first lesbian couple 
elected into leadership positions at NOW, but dissatisfaction with lesbians never truly va-
cated second-wave feminist organizations. Bedikian argues that lesbians were “blatantly 
discriminated against and excluded from the women’s liberation movement” even after 
Friedan’s backpedaling. National leadership may have tolerated lesbians during the “gen-
dered seventies,” but lower-level advocacy groups broadly failed to make the same shift. 
In fact, when “sexual preference” came to the table at national women’s caucuses in 1976, 
the Mississippi delegation hoisted banners bearing a less-than-liberationist slogan: “KEEP 
THEM IN THE CLOSET.” Much of this backlash was a continuation of straight feminists’ 
distaste at being compared to lesbians. In its seminal 1970 manifesto The Woman-Identi-
fied Woman, queer agitation group Radicalesbians derided liberal feminists’ skittishness 
to join arms with their lesbian sisters: “[a]s long as the label ‘dyke’ can be used to frighten 
women into a less militant stand…keep her from giving primacy to anything other than 
men and family–then to that extent she is controlled by the male culture.” This self-identi-
fication crisis, however dormant amongst the top brass at NOW and its contemporaries, 
propelled much of the eventual lesbophobia that would come to haunt liberal feminists. 
Even so, lesbians won several foundational feminist victories during the seventies, Unfor-
tunately for mainstream feminism’s new footsoldiers, the return of “family values” on the 
right and “assimilation” at the center did not spare the women’s movement. According to 
lesbian feminist Jill Johnston in a 1982 reflection on her experiences within second-wave 
feminism, the “politics of assimilation has dominated feminism since 1975,” a reframing 
that inspired liberal feminists to turn their backs on lesbians.This pivot especially affected 
upper-middle-class straight White women, who, by the middle of the decade, had arguably 
consummated the (admittedly meager) goals they had set: no-fault divorce and credit in-
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dependence aided intramarital balance, and the Equal Pay Act brought American women 
closer than ever to respect in offices. Accordingly, the question remained: why would up-
per-middle-class women resign themselves to victimhood when they could maintain their 
power as mothers, as community leaders, and as otherwise privileged Americans? Many 
would argue that their fight was not over or that such a perspective disregarded doubly op-
pressed women, but White women by and large had made their decision: the group swung 
18 points rightward from the 1976 to 1984 Presidential Elections while their Black female 
counterparts swung emphatically leftward. A turning point for increased reactionary sen-
timent among White feminists came at the 1977 National Women’s Conference. 
	 Federally funded under executive order by Jimmy Carter, the NWC sought to draw 
up 26 “planks,” suggested feminist federal and state policy reforms. The hot ticket item was 
Plank #11, the Equal Rights Amendment; conference organizers thought the convention 
could galvanize public support for the constitutional sex-nondiscrimination edict, which 
required ratification from only three more state legislatures. The amendment never passed, 
the event’s traction being mostly filched by the “Pro-Family Rally,” antifeminist Phyllis 
Schlafly’s counter-event held just sixteen miles across Houston on the second day of the 
NWC. The Pro-Family’s keynote speakers, Schlafly and Republican Congressman Bob 
Dornan, attacked “lesbian privileges” and “sexual perversion” respectively in their respons-
es to the NWC, and many liberal feminists blamed Plank #23 for Schlafly’s outmaneuver-
ing, many even siding with Schlafly. In the coming years, Schlafly’s ideas about lesbians 
would become a powerful tool for pulling women rightwards. 
	 This ideology of fear drove White women’s repatriation into the Republican Party 
circa 1980. As gender theorist Andrea Dworkin describes in her 1983 book Right Wing 
Women, “[t]he only dignity and value women get is as mothers…[w]ithout [mother-
hood], women know they have nothing. Homosexuality for women means having noth-
ing.” This urge to cling to the lone vestige of social power for traditional women motivated 
much of Schlafly’s activism as well: she described the Equal Rights Amendment as “de-
priv[ing] wives and mother of [their] rights,” as it would allegedly obliterate motherhood 
by eroding heterosexual marriage. Additionally, the sublimation of women’s fear of male 
violence onto passive lesbian subjects resolved some psychological discord many conser-
vative or moderate women felt about the men closest to them. “For women, the world is a 
very dangerous place,” Dworkin points out, “the Right then manipulates the fear”. Intimate 
partner violence, especially against housewives, peaked in the 1980s. However, if leaving an 
abusive husband meant renouncing the role of homemaker, the only traditional archetype 
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that validated women’s personhood, then the fear of domestic violence was displaced onto 
a foreign body. During the Reagan Revolution, that body was lesbians. Dworkin attended 
the NWC and recalled how “Right-wing women consistently spoke to [her] about lesbians 
as if lesbians were rapists… [of] women and girls…She [the lesbian] was the dangerous 
intruder, encroaching, threatening by her very presence a sexual order that cannot bear 
scrutiny or withstand change.” The rehabilitators’ “family values” during the late seventies 
and early eighties manipulated the genuine dual threats of patriarchal sidelining and male 
violence into reactionary hatred for “lesbian privilege” and “lesbian rapists.” 
	 As a new conservative dawn broke over America, lesbians found themselves in-
creasingly politically homeless. Spurned by the people for whom they had fought the 
hardest and self-segregated from their gay male opposites, lesbians could no longer rely on 
self-sufficient separatist communities, either. Lilian Faderman explains in her 1992 article 
“The Return of Butch and Femme,” that “The 1980s gave birth to new attitudes toward 
butch/femme relationships among many lesbian radicals,” attitudes that more closely re-
sembled the gritty “cruising culture” of the era’s gay men, a far cry from the egalitarian, 
polyamorous love Faderman found so endemic in the seventies. Separatism was on the 
wane at the same time as the lesbian community’s traditional allies were nowhere to be 
found, so gay women arrived at a profound internal crisis that Jill Johnston called a period 
of “weak…lesbian identity.” During this cultural exile, the most important queer issue of 
the late 20th century appeared in the United States: HIV/AIDS. 
	 The AIDS epidemic ravaged the gay community, killing 100,777 Americans, most-
ly queer men, between 1981 and 1990 and hundreds of thousands more in the following 
decade. The Reagan administration laughed off the plague, and when AIDS patients pro-
tested the federal government for access to healthcare in 1987, “[p]olice carried out rough 
assaults and expressed disgust for people with AIDS by wearing bright-yellow rubber 
gloves,” signifying the level of popular contempt HIV+ people faced at the time. Lesbians, 
however, defied this stigma by stepping up to operate gay men’s health centers at a time of 
rampant medical discrimination and to form joint gay/lesbian AIDS advocacy groups after 
over ten years of separation, helping found the AIDS Coalition To Unleash Power (ACT 
UP), the most prominent American queer political group of the 1990s. 
	 Historians have contended that gay men welcomed their lesbian guardian angels 
with open arms. This analysis oversimplifies the transition of lesbians into AIDS advocacy 
roles: while many gay men did display tolerance, gay women had to fight topline lesbopho-
bia to find their place within the movement. AIDS activists divided themselves into two 
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camps, which Hobson delineates as the “‘treatment’ and ‘social action’ agendas,” represent-
ing top-level, lobbying-focused gay people and community-focused mutual aid activists re-
spectively. The “increasingly conservative-minded” lobbying-oriented gay men of the time 
saw lesbians as a poisonous distraction from earning the favor of the straight politicians 
who controlled AIDS drug funding, wanting “to get rid of those at the margins of the gay 
world.” Moreover, Hobson chronicles the entitlement that characterized well-off White 
gay men’s AIDS activism, noting “the sense of betrayal of privilege present” at an ACT UP 
demonstration in 1987. Privileged gay men were pursuing the same strategy many liberal 
feminists undertook in the late seventies, a strategy of apathy towards all causes but one’s 
own that Hobson calls “single-issue politics”; the most influential male-only “treatment 
agenda” AIDS groups, if not most of the larger movement, trafficked in single-issue politics 
before widespread lesbian entry into anti-AIDS roles, making said entry far from seamless. 
Nonetheless, lesbians eventually achieved in the queer movement what they could not 
in second-wave feminism: institutional respect and political reciprocity. That difference 
emerged due to the style in which lesbians integrated themselves into AIDS organizing. 
	 The political strengths of lesbian activists in the mid-to-late eighties complement-
ed those of gay men. Torie Osborn recalled that lesbians “cut their teeth on the women’s 
movement,” equipping them with what historian Maggie Shackleford refers to as the 
“grassroots, organizing, leadership skills, and direct-action radicalism” to accompany and 
strengthen the “social action agenda” wing of the burgeoning queer movement. The lesbi-
an assumption of care roles during the AIDS epidemic, however, did not spring from a co-
ordinated surge of compassion for gay men but rather from a straightforward need for the 
precise skills learned by lesbians in their fight for women-centered spaces; Osborn stated 
that women “took their rifle places next to [gay] men because they needed us. They needed 
our grassroots organizing skills; they needed our policy skills; they needed our health, ed-
ucation, research…and medical skills.” In her thesis “Unsung Heroes: Lesbian Activists in 
the AIDS Epidemic in North Carolina and California, 1981-1989,” Shackleford maintains 
that “lesbian activists faced little sexism from gay men and easily moved into positions of 
power in previously male-dominated work environments,” but her analysis misses two key 
points. Firstly, many gay male activists in such positions of power succumbed to AIDS by 
1990, leaving roles available for lesbians. Additionally, the more nuanced, multi-issue pol-
itics that sprung out of AIDS-era radicalization meant that lesbians wound up welcome in 
bottom-up anti-AIDS spaces but not in top-down ones. On account of the close proximity 
to bottom spaces offered, lesbians and gay men began to define themselves by their rela-
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tionships with one another for the first time since the 1960s. 
	 The connotations attached to lesbians by both themselves and others took on a 
distinct tenor around the early nineties. According to Shackleford, “the actual experience 
working in the AIDS crisis that made lesbian activism […] simultaneously a professional 
and personal commitment,” that the gay-male/lesbian bond grew because of AIDS crisis 
centers. This sociocultural shift extended far beyond friendships with gay men; it rede-
fined how lesbians interacted with one another. Primarily, increased collaboration with 
gay men all but obliterated political lesbianism, which gradually lost its appeal. Around 
1989, radical feminist Jinx Beers lambasted lesbian AIDS activists in an article for Lesbian 
News, accusing them of “betraying [their] people” and “no longer putting lesbians first.” 
Separatist objections, however, were receding rapidly at the time, putting Beers decidedly 
in the minority. The majority of lesbians adopted a new image, one of dramatic disruption 
and performance politics, the very qualities from which lesbian groups, before partnering 
with AIDS patients, shied away. 
	 In the early nineties, lesbian activism shifted away from a struggle of isolationist 
commune-building to a campaign of radical visibility, grabbing society’s attention and de-
manding that it give lesbians the respect it had previously denied them. In 1992, six lesbi-
ans established the Lesbian Avengers “to fight for lesbian survival and visibility.” Lesbian 
separatists had the luxury of being culturally irrelevant, but the new lesbians of the nine-
ties needed the acknowledgment of popular culture as a pulpit from which to preach for 
their rights. In the Avengers’ founding document, the “Dyke Manifesto,” the group urged 
America’s gay women to “get out of the beds…and into the streets,” a mandate that could 
not have been more different from the behind-the-scenes organizing of the gendered sev-
enties. Lesbians learned from the over-the-top demonstrations typical of gay male activists 
that to “ignite” and “fight,” as the Manifesto put it, garnered a sense of begrudging respect 
and acknowledgment that allowed for the negotiation of rights. The anonymously distrib-
uted pamphlet “Queers Read This” said the same: “being Queer… is about the freedom to 
be public.” As this new-age activism came into play, lesbian health organizating helped re-
duce AIDS casualties until the disease became treatable in 1998. Simultaneously, gay-style 
advocacy helped lesbians gain a cultural foothold, with journalist Martha Gever calling the 
mid-nineties “the entry of lesbians into our collective consciousness,” fighting ignorance 
and systemic lesbophobia in the process. Lesbian involvement in fighting AIDS saved not 
only the lives of thousands of patients but also the future of the lesbian movement itself. 
	 Homosexuality, in theory, rooted in affirming one’s love, nevertheless appears in 
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the eyes of heterosexuals to be a denial, whether of morals, of childbearing or of the main-
stream. In the highest act of affirmation, lesbian activists edified their own community’s 
strength and helped gay men at their most vulnerable. The triumph of the human spir-
it over the HIV/AIDS epidemic was the greatest queer victory since Stonewall, and the 
lesbian compassion that contributed to that victory was a direct rebuke of both the gay 
sexism and female homophobia that tried to resign lesbians to the shadows. Lesbian AIDS 
activism affirmed lesbian pride, exposing a vital truth of social justice advocacy: no group 
can win liberation while tolerating their own degradation at the hands of other activists.
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	 Since the ratification of the Constitution in 1788, the Electoral College has been 
the voting system used to elect the President of the United States. The number of electoral 
votes attributed to each state is determined by the number of Representatives in the House 
of Representatives plus the number of Senators. The Electoral College was created partly 
as a compromise between states that wanted a popular vote and states that wanted the 
President to be elected by the Senate; it was not a theory of governance or political ideolo-
gy but a political compromise. The Electoral College should be removed and the election 
for the President of the United States should be switched to a popular vote because elec-
tions under the Electoral College system are unfair, most Americans prefer a popular vote, 
and a popular vote is more democratic, upholding the “one person, one vote” principle.
Historians have criticized the Electoral College since its inception for being undemocratic 
and worse than the other option, a popular vote. A popular vote means simply counting 
every vote in the country; the winner is then the candidate that receives the most votes. In 
the past 200 years, “more than 700 proposals have been introduced in Congress to reform 
or eliminate the Electoral College.” That is more proposed Constitutional Amendments 
than on any other subject. 
	 The biggest challenge to removing the Electoral College is that the majority par-
ty (currently the Republicans) believes the Electoral College is just fine because it keeps 
them relevant. After all, the Republicans would not have won the elections in 2000 and 
2016 if they were by a popular vote. In 2016, 69% of Republicans said they would prefer 
to keep the electoral college. Of course, this is just after Trump won the election without 
winning the popular vote.
	 For a country that prides itself on its freedom and democracy, the United States 
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has a system of voting for a President that fails democracy. In 2000, the Republican can-
didate, George Bush, won the Presidency without winning the popular vote – the first 
time since 1876. In 2016, the Republican candidate (this time Donald Trump) again won 
the Presidency while losing the popular vote by almost 3 million votes. Popular vote elec-
tions are much more democratic because the winner is simply the person who wins more 
votes, not the candidate who is the most popular in key swing states. Also, popular votes 
are much kinder to third-party candidates and provide more competition besides the two 
major political parties. For example, in 1992 Ross Perot, an independent candidate, won 
19 percent of the popular vote but he “did not win any electoral votes since he was not par-
ticularly strong in any one state.” Even if the election was held by popular vote Ross Perot 
would not have won, he would have done better than he did in the electoral college, with 
zero electoral votes.
	 Since the Electoral College was created in 1788, the elections it has produced have 
been unfair. For example, a vote in Massachusetts matters much less than a vote in Geor-
gia. Massachusetts will vote Democratic, so candidates spend little time and money there. 
Georgia is a swing state with lots of electoral votes, so candidates are more inclined to 
campaign there. Also, a group of voters concentrated in a few states can have a big impact, 
even if they are the national minority. The electoral college can be manipulated as exempli-
fied by George Wallace, the former Governor of Alabama. Wallace, a famous segregation-
ist best known for his line “segregation today, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever” 
hoped to get just enough electoral votes to stop the other two candidates, Richard Nixon 
and Hubert Humphrey, from getting the 270 electoral votes needed to win. If no candidate 
gets 270 votes, the decision goes to the House of Representatives, where Wallace hoped 
he could win. Wallace’s plan might have worked had his running mate, Curtis LeMay not 
said that he was not opposed to nuking Vietnam. In a popular vote, this loophole Wallace 
hoped to win through would not exist.
	 Not only is removing the Electoral College imperative to American democracy’s 
future, but it is also very popular. After Wallace’s campaign in 1968 proved to many Amer-
icans that the electoral college was heavily flawed, “polling showed public support for the 
direct vote of the president at 80 percent, up 22 points in two years.” Regardless that the 
Electoral College heavily favored him, as he beat Hubert Humphrey in 1968 by 110 elec-
toral votes despite only receiving 800,000 more votes, Nixon approved an amendment 
to abolish the Electoral College in 1969. It sailed through the house, passing 339 to 70. 
The amendment was stopped in the Senate because segregationist senators from the South 
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were happy with the Electoral College because it favored them, an overall minority. The 
Pew Research Center reports that in 2000, 61% of Americans favored changing the system 
to a popular vote, in 2012, 62%, and in 2024, 63%. Just because the Electoral College is 
unpopular in 2024 does not mean it needs to be removed, but the Electoral College has 
been unpopular for over 200 years. 
	 While the United States is not a government defined by the will of the majority, 
who determines the President should be a popular vote because the President is the most 
powerful person in the country and should be decided by the direct will of the majority. 
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	 Race: the fictional concept that divided Americans from skin to soul, leaving a lega-
cy of discrimination and abuse of power within the American healthcare system. Through-
out the history of America, racial divide has been significant in schools, government, and 
hospitals. In a profession where individuals are meant to assist and save lives, the stigma 
within race based treatment has prevented doctors from treating all Americans equally, 
resulting in higher mortality rates and fear of accessing healthcare by minority populations 
due to systematic stress factors stemming from historical mistreatment. In recent history, 
presidents have advocated for equality in healthcare, yet surprisingly, the largest opponent 
of universal healthcare was not the government, but rather the American Medical Associ-
ation, who’s doctors and physicians opposed assisting underprivileged communities for 
fear of losing their own income. Indeed, after slavery was abolished in 1865, the majority 
of underprivileged communities of color were denied their rights to healthcare, and faced 
discrimination not only from white physicians but also from state laws. Thus, the fight for 
morals-based equality within healthcare lasted until the late 1900’s. In a profession stating 
the importance of taking care of one’s self and others, discrimination based on race was so 
prominent that when Harry Truman proposed universal health care, corporations includ-
ing the American Medical Association immediately fought the idea due to their fear of a 
powerful central government who would control a doctors practice and their income; nev-
ertheless, a segregated healthcare system continues a lack of access to effective healthcare 
for minorities communities throughout the country. 
	 During early colonial rule of America, indentured servants from Europe and Afri-
can countries were oppressed by white men in power, leading to a 1667 rebellion causing 
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white men to frantically reconsider their laws and ways of ruling in order to better sustain 
their regime: a system enshrining the division of lower classes by race to prevent them 
from uniting against the state. Following Virginia’s 1661 anti-miscegenation law, Mary-
land, prompted by the rebellion, banned all interracial marriages, preventing minority 
communities from working together to create a system of equality and limiting equal rep-
resentation in society. Forbidding interracial couples created a superior race that could 
not be ‘mixed’ with another race to preserve the white purity. Black people were quickly 
looked down upon in society and later reduced to slaves and nothing more, causing Black 
people to be treated as property and not as humans. 
	 The injustices within healthcare began in the era of slavery with doctors medical-
ly experimenting on enslaved individuals due to their misguided belief that Black people 
could not feel pain. White doctors, more often than not, got away with malpractice and 
were later praised for their experiments. Enslaved women were forced to take part in exper-
iments that they had not consented to as permission was obtained from their masters. For 
example, James Marion Sims – widely considered the Father of Gynecology – performed 
experiments on at least “seven enslaved Black women and girls” between 1845 to 1849.  
One experiment on a young enslaved woman named Lucy, who “endured excruciating 
pain” on an “operation [that] failed,” nearly killed her due to Sims’ lack of precautions. 
Only after he was sure that Black women could survive his new techniques did he practice 
on white women using anesthesia, exhibiting the lack of thought that Black women’s lives 
were important though he did the same surgeries on both races. However, his refusal to 
use anesthesia “was based on his misguided belief that black people didn’t experience pain 
like white people did,” a common myth which also led Black people to be forced into labor 
intensive jobs. Nevertheless, Sims continues to receive praise by a vast community of in-
dividuals. Despite being unsuccessful in his surgerys, Sims, in showing no remorse for his 
gross failure, demonstrated how pervasive the dehumanization of black women was in the 
medical world. 
	 Following the 1865 passage of the 13th Amendment, in which slavery was abol-
ished, Americans were divided even further through segregation and Jim Crow laws creat-
ed by states populated by a majority African-American population, in fear that the white 
population would lose their power and status in controlling the government. Most, if not 
all, Black people in the south were forced to enter the field of sharecropping. In this system, 
land-owners received “half of the [cash crops]” and were able to keep the majority of the 
income whereas the Black farmers were placed into persistent debt. Because of this preven-
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tative measure, individuals working on farms in the sharecropping system could not afford 
any sort of healthcare or medication to compensate for the rough conditions that they 
worked in. Additionally, if workers were sick they would not be able to miss a day’s worth 
of work as missed labor would add to their debt. Through Plessy v. Ferguson, the United 
States Supreme Court declared that Americans could be “separate but equal,” a statement 
that allowed for individual states to divide any public space they felt necessary. Up until 
the 1960’s–before the second Civil Rights movement– hospitals in America were divided 
such that the care of white versus Black Americans was drastically different. Where white 
Americans had clean, spacious hospitals, Black Americans were “housed in basements or 
crowded into the halls. That everything in these hospitals [was] separate, except the sew-
age, they [allowed] that to flow together,” exhibited that the divide was purely based on 
the fact that doctors did not want to treat those of different skin color even though they re-
quired the same procedures. Education for doctors was also separate, especially “in much 
of the South, [where] a…system of hospitals existed to serve black communities and as a 
place where black physicians could be trained and practice”; the limited number of physi-
cians of color who were forced to form a mutual aid patchwork, whereas a historically large 
population of white doctors ensured steady white access to healthcare since long before 
the Civil War. In a time where Black physicians and their hospitals were limited, white 
doctors’ prevention of treating people of color led to an increase of avoidable mortality.  In 
1931, for example, two Black women in Georgia who were involved in a car crash were “re-
fused” by a local hospital due to their race before their injuries killed them. In 1915, Black 
male patients were not allowed to be treated by white nurses as Alabama passed a law that 
would make “it [...] unlawful for any white female nurse to nurse in wards or rooms in hos-
pitals… [where] negro men are placed for treatment, or to be nursed.” This law signifies 
that the government feared any uncomfort or sexual harassment of white women yet did 
not protect, equally, Black women form white doctors who may also conduct any form of 
sexual misconduct. The ‘colored’ hospitals and their patients were extremely underfunded 
due to the lack of opportunities that the previously enslaved population faced, preventing 
sustainable healthcare.
	 Leading into the Gilded Age, Black people found themselves working for railroad 
companies, where they were forced to work more dangerous jobs and paid less leading to 
an economic lack of opportunities for populations of color. European co-workers with lim-
ited English language skills were paid more, signifying that the wage divide was not based 
on the immigration or linguistic skill of an individual, but purely on their race. Capitalist 
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railroad companies suppressed the rights of Black labor workers more frequently than they 
did the rights of white workers, forcing Black people to perform historically racist dances, 
serving food, and cleaning on the trains: a way of taking advantage of a train being the only 
safe way for a person of color to travel. To protect against the exploitation at the hands 
of capitalists, workers formed labor unions. However, the largest labor union was exclu-
sively for all white workers and did not allow for Black laborers to join their agenda. This 
exclusion further pushed Black folks away from equality, even within the working class. It 
also led to Black people filling the vacant positions of white workers in companies, yet for 
a fraction of the pay as capitalists needed their factories to run and Black people needed 
jobs. Between the years of 1880 and 1900, the average life expectancy for Black people 
was 35 to 36 years old whereas for white Americans the expectancy was 39 to 40 years 
old, illustrating that through constraint of both healthcare access and financial discrimi-
nation, Black Americans were more likely to suffer in the so-called “pursuit of happiness”. 
Exclusionary care also extended to during health crises. For example, during a cholera ep-
idemic in 1941, Black Americans in Philadelphia “suffered a case rate almost twice as great 
as that of whites.” The government’s resistance to provide more affordable protection led 
non-profit organizations such as the Alpha Kappa Alpha to provide stations for free den-
tal and physical care in rural Black communities. Their mission was to “keep democracy 
alive… and to make democracy a reality in our nation,” where all citizens are granted the 
protection promised to them through representation, which was currently absent within 
the government system as white representatives were in power and would not advocate for 
rural communities of color.
	 Following World War II, President Harry Truman devised a plan to create a uni-
versal healthcare system, instilling fear specifically in white doctors of becoming govern-
ment-funded, which would prevent them from generating a larger income and bar them 
from exclusively treating the affluent patients like they preferred. Truman believed that 
more Americans could have fought in the American military but were not able to due to 
their lack of access to proper healthcare and nutrition. He stated the importance of “action 
to help them attain that opportunity and protection,” within healthcare moving beyond 
the scope of race base divide. Truman believed that his job as the president was to “repre-
sent the whole 155 million people- the people who haven’t any pull or lobby,” or in other 
words, those whose representatives are in a minority community and voices are oppressed 
in the Federal Government. In his 1945 speech to Congress, Truman stated the need for 
healthcare “regardless of residence, station, or race--everywhere in the United States,” and 
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though his motives originate from a war torn world, his goal would benefit an ongoing fight 
for equality. The major significance of mentioning race is that though the country believed 
they moved on from racial divide due to the abolishment of slavery, Truman was explicitly 
calling out white Americans for their discrimination. If all Americans had healthcare, there 
would be a higher probability of effective education for all citizens, pushing Americans to 
attend higher paying jobs. Within his speech, Turman addressed the rumors of his plan 
to “socialize the country,” a state of propaganda spread by the American Medical Associa-
tion as they believed that “doctors would work as employees of the government.” Howev-
er, much of the controversy in passing such a bill stemmed from the idea that “taxpayers’ 
money” would be used for “free services, free clinics, and public hospitals,” something that 
low wage earning Americans would not be able to afford nor a tax that wealthy Americans 
would find the need to pay for. The idea, which consolidated tax money spending power in 
the federal government, was immediately perceived as Communist and was thus received 
negatively in an early Cold War environment.
	 The American Medical Association (AMA) strongly opposed universal healthcare, 
stemming from their fear of losing their monopoly which would lead to communist system 
in American healthcare; universal healthcare would make the medical field a low paying, 
public service profession. Wealthy white doctors controlling the AMA were treating pro-
portionally wealthy patients, meaning that their income was also greater. The AMA por-
trayed accessible healthcare as “socialized medicine,” spreading fear that Americans would 
end up paying more in taxes to the government. Additionally, the AMA benefited from 
painting Truman’s party as “followers of the Moscow party line,” inserting fear in Ameri-
cans that Truman would turn America into a communist country and therefore destroying 
the idea of competition in the economy and reducing Americans to poverty. Though the 
AMA seemed to have declared their opposition due to the government’s “attack” on the 
doctors “freedom,” the association also declared that free healthcare would lead to “lower 
standards of medical care, higher payroll taxes, [and] loss of incentive and damage to re-
search,” meaning that many medicine related jobs would decrease and any research done 
would be as the government preferred. Thus, a larger financial burden would be placed 
on the doctors who would generate a smaller income then when they were able to charge 
their patients as they wished. Dr. Henderson Ewing from the AMA argued that the govern-
ment was pursuing an “invasion of privacy” on the association and doctors who wanted to 
independently practice; many doctors of the AMA were supportive of all white chapters, 
creating a discriminative workforce, which would be abolished if the government forced 
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doctors to treat all patients equally. The National American Association, the all Black phy-
sician group, pushed for the “1948 Hill-Burton Hospital Survey and Construction Act” to 
create more resources for rural communities, such as hospitals. However, the AMA spent 
“$1,110,000, the entire sum to be spent during two weeks in October ‘’ for propaganda 
against the government, including newspaper and radio advertisements. This large sum of 
money could have been spent on “one year’s average medical costs for more than 160,000 
families in the $3,000-a year bracket.” The American Medical Association’s fight against 
universal healthcare is connected to their lack of inclusivity. Hardly any Black doctors were 
able to speak up for the conditions that they worked in as “only one black physician in the 
state had been admitted to its medical society,” restricting Black patient population and 
their healthcare predicament to be represented through the lack of resources. The AMA, 
though said to be an organization representing all doctors, kept the association segregated 
by allowing all white chapters, signifying their lack of wanting to empower Black doctors 
and listen to their voices, which in turn oppressed liberties of Black communities by re-
stricting their representation and equal access to healthcare. 
	 The American Medical Association, along with major capitalists in America, ben-
efited from free healthcare being accessible only to white individuals working low paying 
jobs as it was a way to control labor in the country. Capitalists could warn white workers 
that if they were to leave their jobs, their spot could easily be replaced by a Black worker 
willing to be employed for a fraction of the cost due to the lack of jobs available to people 
of color. If an employer was to have provided healthcare benefits, “contributions for health 
benefit plans were generally tax deductible as a business expense and were to be excluded 
from employees’ taxable income,” meaning that the company owners would also take away 
a higher income that was not lost in taxes to the Federal Government. If universal health-
care became accessible, underpaid workers would leave their jobs and find new ways and 
resources to generate a larger income, and in doing so halt monopolies throughout the 
country. In 1946, a Sargent from Wisconsin wrote to Truman stating that Americans “do 
not feel that 4% salary deduction is the answer,” as a man who would be earning just $3,600 
a year would be forced to pay $144 for healthcare, which they were not used to paying to 
the Federal Government. As the Declaration of Independence states, liberty, including the 
liberty to live a healthy life, is entitled to all Americans. Though Truman’s plan would bene-
fit many Americans in poor working conditions, the flat tax it imposed would have dispro-
portionately burdened low income families. The AMA and capitalists only offer healthcare 
if hired through underpaying, discriminatory jobs protecting the preferred white workers, 
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which left black folks unprotected within the healthcare system and workforce. 
	 Contrary to the modern AMA’s claim that “legally sanctioned racial segregation 
in hospitals ended with the Civil Rights Act of 1964,” the effects of discrimination lasted 
through the 1964 Civil Rights movements till today. Additionally, the AMA still requires 
physicians to pay a fee in order to become a member of the organization, meaning that 
doctors in marginalized communities would find it difficult to join such an advocacy group 
and would not be able to advocate for underserved communities. Even during the first 
Civil Rights movement, advocates for equity questioned white doctors’ silence. Even in 
factory jobs, it was not immigration status or lack of linguistic skills that prevented workers 
from equal pay by large companies, but simply deliberate and explicitly racial employment 
discrimination, which in turn led to inaccessible healthcare. Still today, Black women are 
“2 to 3 times more likely to die from a pregnancy related cause than white women.” Due 
to redlining, the lack of access to “supermarkets with fresh and affordable food” have an 
impact today as communities of color are more likely to be disadvantaged, restricting their 
access to the improvement of health. Truman fostered a healthcare plan that would have 
matched America’s global standings economically yet the societal discrimination and the 
inability to accept all people equally has held back Americans from being a land of all peo-
ple.
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 	 September 11, 2001, was the day of the deadliest terrorist attack on United States 
Soil. The group that orchestrated the attacks was called Al-Qaeda, and they hijacked 4 
planes. Their goal was to send two planes to the Twin Towers, one to the Pentagon, and 
the last plane to the White House. The first strike occurred at 8:46 AM at the North Tower. 
Next followed the South Tower and the Pentagon. The plane heading towards the White 
House was overtaken by passengers and landed in a nearby field in Shanksville, Pennsyl-
vania. All of the passengers on each of these flights sadly passed, and many others were 
injured.
	 The person I chose to interview was my grandfather, Daniel Sesti. At the time 
of 9/11, he was 54 years old. He worked on 8th Avenue in downtown Manhattan at the 
World Wide Plaza. He had been working for 45 minutes before the first tower was hit. 
Suddenly, he received a phone call from his colleague’s son about what was happening. He 
ran to the cafeteria a few floors up and was looking out the window at the North Tower. 
He was standing with his co-worker, and they were both in a state of shock and confusion. 
Everybody was gathered around the window when the South Tower was struck. Once he 
realized what was actually happening, he ran down to the train station and caught the first 
train out of Manhattan. When he was on the train, he said that everybody was quiet and 
nobody said anything the entire train ride. He said that he and everybody else were very 
unsure of what was going to happen next, whether there were going to be another attack, 
and unsure of how long this would last. After the attacks, he thought that the sense of pa-
triotism was stronger because it brought people together for the same reason. People were 
sad, grieving over the loss of thousands of people and first responders. Things were very 
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chaotic for the next few days, with people trying to figure out what to do, where to go, and 
what their futures may look like, and how those were affected. 
	 9/11 was a very emotional time for people. It makes me very emotional today. I 
picture the tumultuous times people had to go through on that day, like trying to leave the 
city but not knowing where their family was, what their future was, etc... I do agree that 
this strengthened America’s patriotism by bringing everyone together, but we all wish it 
wouldn’t happen that specific way. While 9/11 is very emotional for people, I believe it 
is still very important to teach because we should know about our history and the impor-
tance of it. I would say my feelings changed after this interview. It made me put things into 
perspective more and realize the hardships people were facing. It made me realize how 
people are traumatized; I could not even imagine what it was like for my grandfather to be 
watching 9/11 through the window. I got to hear from him what it was like being in Man-
hattan, which made me more emotional, seeing how difficult this was for so many families. 
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 In June 1971, President Richard Nixon declared an offensive on drugs. Thrown into ac-
tion by a supposed all-time high of drug use in 1979 and by themedia’s sensationalization 
of this phenomenon, newly elected, neoconservative president Ronald Reagan continued 
his predecessor’s campaign against this “enemy” of the United States. Especially as race 
began to split the country, more liberal white groups shifted to the movement of conser-
vatism, which held more religious and traditional values. With the over-sensationalized 
media coverage  of black-on-white crime and the importation of drugs into the country, 
the presidential administration furthered a new, harsher stance towards drugs, colloquially 
known as the “war on drugs,” which influenced how the criminal “justice” system would 
define crime and approach punishment going forward, especially for African-Americans. 
The war on drugs of the late 20th century shaped mass incarceration and harsh policing 
against people of color in America through the militarization of the police, the creation 
of a tough-on-crime public opinion, which led to the perceived “crack baby” epidemic 
and harsh mandatory sentencing policies, and through the disproportionate legislation of 
crack vs. powder cocaine users. Ultimately, these initiatives influenced cycles of genera-
tional poverty amongst African Americans and advanced racial inequality. 
	 The militarized mentality of the initiative against drugs in the 1980s, which took 
form in governmental programs and presidential policies, guided the surge in mass incar-
ceration and the beginnings of harsh policing in America. Nixon declared drugs, in 1971, 
as “public enemy number one,” requiring an “all-out offensive.” In this speech, with the rep-
etition of such aggressive military language around enforcement and legislation, Nixon en-
couraged a direct attack against drugs. As such, the war on drugs militarized counter-drug 
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initiatives and shaped them to become harsher and more aggressive, which explains harsh 
policing. The people in the Roxbury community, feeling that drugs had become a serious 
threat in 1988, called for the National Guard; indeed, the call for militarization and the 
perception of drug abuse as an “enemy” shifted public opinion. They began to believe that 
military interference was necessary to end drugs, when in fact, as Senator Carey explained, 
it only worsened the situation. Consequently, as noted by students in The Montgazette, the 
use of the military in counter-drug initiatives directly connected to mass incarceration; in 
fact, when the Navy and Coast Guard, both part of the U.S. armed forces, collaborated in 
Florida with the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Drug Enforcement Administra-
tion, an organization formed for the sole purpose of countering drugs, arrest rates for drugs 
“doubled overnight.” The militarized arrest initiative would increase the rate of conviction, 
and as The Montgazette’s writers further explained, these increased rates would require the 
expansion of “prisons [which were] already grossly overcrowded.” As such, militarization, 
as it correlated to more aggressive language and military initiatives against drugs, contrib-
uted greatly to mass incarceration and harsh policing. 
	 Similarly, the militarized outlook of police officers contributed to racially biased 
harsh policing. As William Celester, a Roxbury deputy superintendent who oversaw the 
operations of crime prevention and of police management, argued for stop-and-search in 
1990 and repeated “war,” police militarized themselves through stop-and-search because 
they began to believe that “some people need[ed] to be scared, because [...] that [was] the 
only thing [they] under[stood].” Celester’s assertion that fear was necessary to counter 
drugs illustrates how fear became a primary factor in policing, for police officers saw them-
selves as fighting a perceived ‘war’ on drugs. Roxbury Police Department highlighted that 
stop-and-search was a direct result of militarization because it was through this policy that 
they could use “fear” to fight the “war.” Moreover, the most frequent victims of this mili-
tarization that took form in stop-and-search were African-American men. In fact, in a news 
report about Roxbury in the face of the war on drugs in 1988, police officers stopped an 
African-American man unjustifiably and frisked him as citizens asked for an increased po-
lice presence to put an end to drug crime. This interaction not only exemplifies the pattern 
of how police officers used only their “reasonable” suggestion to stop Black men but also 
how police officers linked drug crime innately with African Americans, which resulted in 
these unreasonable stops. As Vice Magazine revealed during the rise of Black Lives Matter 
in response to George Floyd’s murder, this internally biased association between Black 
people and drugs came from “a long time ago, with white folks worried about Black folks 
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being violent on drugs.” Furthermore, because the number of drug offenders arrested were 
primarily from minority communities, especially African-Americans, these initiatives of 
stop-and-search would directly cause racially biased mass incarceration. Even with sup-
posedly softer drugs, like cannabis, than those of the 1980s which led to the massively 
disproportionate and unfair incarceration of Black people, police officers justified their 
attacks because they had been taught that this measure  against drugs was a ‘war.’ Hence, 
according to Dr. Reed T. DeAngelis, a public health scholar who investigated this behavior 
in her article “Systematic Racism in Police Killings,” through the lens of a perceived need 
for military action within the police, police officers disproportionately stopped and used 
violence against Black men in inner-cities, perpetuating racial biases and stereotypes. As 
a result, police brutality has persisted as a systematic problem, despite the objections and 
movements of many communities fighting racial injustice.
	 Simultaneously, the militarization of the police force through the police depart-
ment’s expanded access to military arms also shaped harsh policing. In 1997, the National 
Defense Authorization Act permitted that the government “[might] transfer to Federal 
and State agencies [...] small arms and ammunition, that [...] [were] [...] suitable for use 
[...] in [...] counter-drug [...] activities.” In doing so, the increased police funding for fight-
ing drug-related crimes, the adoption of more militarized equipment like large caliber 
weapons, and the creation of Special Weapons and Tactics (SWAT), which all increased 
the rate of drug convictions, militarized the police. Additionally, Dr. Zach Baumgart, a 
sociologist who has specialized in race and criminal justice, proved in his dissertation that 
this phenomenon of mass incarceration and convictions influenced by the war on drugs’ 
militarization of police disproportionately affected African-Americans, especially in poor-
er communities. For example, the militarization of the police by the war on drugs made it 
so that the majority of interactions between armed police and unarmed black people were 
about drugs, which were then used to supposedly justify the violent behavior of that same 
officer. SWAT, a symptom of the militarization of police in the 1980s, carried out more 
search warrants than any other targeted action, warrants which used no-knock raids most 
commonly and have been shown to disproportionately affect Black people. Furthermore, 
these no-knock raids were legally ambiguous as judges relied almost exclusively on the 
opinion of police officers to determine the validity of the warrant. Most often, a simple 
estimation that the suspect might be “armed” was “reasonable” enough to provide a no-
knock warrant, except neither physical nor proof of past actions of the warrant’s subject 
was provided. As such, the police’s expanded access to military arms during the war on 
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drugs perpetuated massive racial inequality and mistreatment in the criminal justice sys-
tem. Comparatively to other races and people living in higher-income communities, the 
war on drugs ensured that poor Black people in fact would not receive the same regard, and 
it characterized poor Black people by a historical stereotype fueled by these counter-drug 
actions. 
	 During the same period, the misconception of the “crack baby” epidemic led to a 
shift in public opinion toward a more tough-on-crime mentality, which incited the cycle of 
biased mass incarceration. In 1998, surveys conducted by the Washington Post indicated 
that public opinion had become increasingly tough on crime, even as crime rates as well 
as drug use dropped. This disparity between fact and perception displays how the public’s 
tough-on-crime opinion was based on many misconceptions. Such misconceptions, most 
especially concerning cocaine mothers and babies, were present particularly in Nancy Rea-
gan’s “Just Say No” initiative. In her first address to the nation on this policy in 1986, she as-
serted that “one of the main purposes” of the war on drugs, was to create a “new awareness 
of how terrible and threatening drug abuse [was] to [American] society,” especially in the 
case of a “child born to a mother with a cocaine habit,” a child who “suffer[ed] as a result.”  
She emphasized how much influence the public had over the harsher sentences during the 
period of the late 20th century by calling the public on to “create an out-spoken intolerance 
for drug use” and to “be unyielding and inflexible in [their] opposition to drugs.” Her calls 
to action hence demonstrate how essential it was for the campaign against drugs that the 
public maintained a harsh and punitive stance on drug use, further illustrating how this 
strict outlook on crime developed with this over-sensationalized fear of unfounded issues 
like perceived “crack babies.” 
	 However, this supposed epidemic was not as dire as stated by Mrs. Reagan and 
still carries effects in modern times. False studies and the misinterpretation of symptoms 
resulting from premature birth, not cocaine, fueled the perception of a “crack baby” epi-
demic, and mass media facilitated this falsified spread with its broadcast of superficial in-
formation, as Michael Winerip admitted retrospectively in The New York Times. Finally, 
misconceptions from this perceived epidemic stigmatized drug users, particularly Black 
women who lived in inner cities. Indeed, Adrianna Finnamore, a scholar in the field of 
public history, posited in 2022 that this treatment not only caused contempt but also sys-
tematic mistreatment, especially in the justice system, against victims of drug use that did 
not exist. Misconceptions from the war on drugs era, surrounding “crack babies” and an 
alleged epidemic, still affect people of color in modern times, especially Black women. 
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The disproportionate rate of drug testing for Black women compared to white women, 
according to The New York Times, despite the increased likelihood of white women to test 
positive, explains how an unfounded public panic from the 1980s has caused the contem-
porary marginalization and discrimination against Black women. Moreover, the same New 
York Times article revealed deeper issues; in a modern case study of a mother supposedly 
using drugs in the Bronx, neither did government services have proper grounds to remove 
the child from the mother nor did the hospital in which the child was born acquire the 
mother’s consent before drug-testing her and her child. The complete disregard for the 
legal rights of motherhood for this Black woman demonstrates how the rights and protec-
tions of Black people, women especially, have been consistently violated because of public 
misconceptions. As such, the misconceptions and over-sensationalized media reports of 
the war on drugs had and have continued to perpetuate real consequences that have affect-
ed the lives of new Black mothers and that have created a system in which Black women are 
not treated equally compared to their white counterparts.
	 While misconceptions fueled mistreatment, the public’s increasingly aggressive 
outlook on crime simultaneously caused the large phenomenon of mandatory sentenc-
ing policies, which created a system of disproportionate punishment, particularly against 
people of color. In a radio address to the nation in 1982, Ronald Reagan, president at the 
time, asserted that the “mood toward drugs [was] changing in [America]” and that “the 
momentum [was] with [the movement].” President Reagan’s public statements proved 
that initiatives of shifting public opinion and appealing to the public, as Mrs. Reagan had 
just been doing, were highly effective at the time in turning the public tough on crime. In 
fact, by using the pronoun “we” in his claim that no drugs would be tolerated at all, he was 
gathering the population in his movement and claiming the war on drugs as a collective 
initiative that the people had to participate in. Consequently, as the public shifted to a 
more tough-on-crime mentality, the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1988, a key legislative action 
of the war on drugs, established that once an individual had committed a third offense 
“after two or more prior convictions for a felony drug offense [had] become final, such 
person [would] be sentenced to a mandatory term of life imprisonment without release 
and fined in accordance with the preceding sentence.” The Pew Research Center, a repu-
table non-partisan think tank, exhibited in a 2001 report that endorsement for mandatory 
minimum sentencing policies and mass incarceration for drug users increased as a result 
of the fear of drug-related crimes and perception of drugs as a top national priority, even 
as crime and drug use decreased. Yet, disproportionate convictions existed under the ini-
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tiatives of mandatory sentencing. This unequal treatment targeted Black drug offenders, as 
before mandatory sentencing, white people were more likely to be convicted of drug traf-
ficking than Black people were, but this trend reversed as mandatory sentencing appeared. 
Presidential addresses to the public served to shift the public’s opinion on crime to a more 
punitive one, and this aggressive mentality resulted in policies of minimum mandatory 
sentencing policies. As such, the system of mandatory sentencing invoked a racial dispar-
ity in sentencing, that then has catalyzed not only mass incarceration and overcrowded 
prisons but also systemic cycles of crime and generational poverty for people of color who 
further involved themselves in crime as a result of their time in prison and their stigmatized 
status as felons. These policies fueled by public advocacy have hence created a system in 
which Black people could not escape the cycle they have been trapped in, enclosed in a box 
of America’s racially unjust history and its persistence in the modern age.
	 Concurrently, the difference in punitive legal actions in response to powder versus 
crack cocaine users created a major disparity in the mass incarceration that disproportion-
ately affected Black people. In 1986, the Anti-Drug Abuse Act instituted a policy that a 
person possessing “500 grams or more of a mixture or substance containing a detectable 
amount of [...] cocaine” compared to “5 grams or more of a [..] substance [...] which con-
tain[ed] cocaine base [...]” would “be sentenced to a term of imprisonment [...] not [...] 
less than 5 years and not more than 40 years.” However, The Roanoke Times noted in 
1996 that crack, being cheaper, was more common in low-income minority communities, 
which caused 90% of drug offenders sentenced for crack possession to be Black whereas 
most users of powder cocaine were white. As such, this 100-to-1 disparity between pow-
der and crack cocaine unreasonably targeted more people in low-income communities, 
even though the two substances shared almost identical chemical compositions and crack 
did not instigate any more violence than the powdered cocaine. As Craig Reinarman and 
Harry Levine reviewed in the Social Justice journal, in the middle of the 1980s, crack use 
spread toward inner cities, consisting primarily of poor African-Americans and Latinos, 
while before that, users of crack were wealthy, white celebrities, at which point the re-
sponse to crack use was not imprisonment but rehabilitation. Subsequently, the decision 
of the court case State of Minnesota v. Russell in 1991 agreed that there existed a racial 
disparity in the users of crack cocaine vs. cocaine powder, which led to a larger percentage 
of black people being arrested for possession of crack cocaine than white people were. In 
this case, the threshold for intent to sell, which held a more punitive sentence, was lower 
for crack cocaine than for powder cocaine, and as users of crack cocaine were more Black 
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than white individuals, this threshold fueled racially biased mass incarceration. Finally, the 
Supreme Court of Minnesota affirmed that the distinction was unconstitutional, having 
violated the equal protection clause of the Constitution’s Fourteenth Amendment. Hence, 
in a country where people espoused justice and celebrated liberty, Black people during the 
war on drugs lived a contradictory experience, in which their own country violated their 
supposedly guaranteed rights. The difference in the legislative punishment for powder ver-
sus crack cocaine users highlights the inherently racial nature of the war on drugs, where 
Black men faced both disproportionate violence and punishment for crimes not so differ-
ent from those of their white counterparts. Also, though the Fair Sentencing Act of 2010 
has replaced the previous 100:1 ratio between crack and powder cocaine sentencing with 
a ratio of 18:1, scientific evidence hereinabove has demonstrated that the dangers of the 
two substances are not so different that such a ratio may be acquired. Crack versus powder 
cocaine legislation thus reveals an innate bias that pervaded in the era of the war on drugs 
and its policies. Furthermore, Nathália Duarte Bard in her article, “Stigma and prejudice: 
the experience of crack users,” confirms that while progress has been made, the effects of 
this imbalance still ring clear, as crack users face considerably more stigma than cocaine 
users, glorified from Wall Street to Hollywood as hard-workers using drugs for fun. Conse-
quently, apart from political and social inequality, American culture from the war on drugs, 
still persistent in the modern-day, has also sustained a system of white worship and Black 
condemnation.
	 Though some might argue that both Nixon and Reagan held plans for rehabilita-
tion and research, rehabilitation was neither properly pursued nor were the initiatives of 
these presidents based on reliable research. If Nixon and Reagan had pursued that rehabili-
tative approach, the punitive nature of that era, which caused mass incarceration and harsh 
policing, would then be negated. For example, in a Special Message to Congress in 1969, 
Nixon, during his presidency, declared that “psychologically dependent regular users and 
the physically addicted [were] genuinely sick people,” and that consequently, “federal, state 
and private programs of rehabilitation were being operated” and “all Federal prisoners, 
who [had] been identified as dependent upon drugs, [would] be afforded the most up-to-
date treatment available.” Yet, Nixon’s specific language of the operation of programs and 
of the promise of treatment disguised the fact that Nixon did not affirm any actual progress 
or benefit for drug addicts and made only a promise, without results, that prisons would 
treat drug offenders. Moreover, John Erlichman, a co-conspirator in the Watergate scandal 
and Assistant to the President of Domestic Affairs during the Nixon administration admit-
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ted in a more contemporary interview that Nixon felt he had two problems: “the antiwar 
left and black people,” which Nixon felt the war on drugs would criminalize “hippies” for 
their association with marijuana and “blacks” for theirs with heroin, which would allow 
law enforcement to abuse their power. Accordingly, Nixon could not have advocated for 
rehabilitation if he wanted to use the war on drugs to punish his two supposed problems. 
Furthermore, though drug treatment programs did exist to a certain extent in the 1980s, 
they were only available to less than 5% of the prison population. This unavailability of 
treatment to the majority of the population hence negates Nixon’s assertions and proves 
them to be unfounded. Additionally, Ronald Reagan, later on, in believing that drugs could 
not be controlled and in perceiving that he was at “war,” sought to pour money into law en-
forcement rather than into rehabilitation and prevention programs, to the extent that 80% 
of the federal drug budget was allocated to prosecution & policing. Finally, Senator Carey, 
when he had to face the militarized response to the public on crime in 1988, noted how 
Reagan was not building the promised treatment centers and that the public was much 
more focused on punitive action than rehabilitation. Therefore, despite the promise of the 
creation of rehabilitation centers, neither Nixon nor Reagan fulfilled their assurances to 
the nation and instead turned to more punitive policies in response to drug use and addic-
tion. 
	 The war on drugs’s policies of police militarization in several forms, its shifts in 
public opinion toward a tough-on-crime stance, and its unequal legislation of crack versus 
powder cocaine furthered mass incarceration and harsh policing behind the backdrop of 
a racially-charged American history. As a result of the war on drugs, racially biased mass 
incarceration & harsh policing have perpetuated cycles of racial inequality and marginal-
ization. As a continuation of the sullied history of America in regards to the treatment of 
Black people, abused in the justice system, the war on drugs makes it necessary to consider 
how people contemporarily respond to these injustices, like through movements of Black 
Lives Matter and Defund the Police, to investigate the efficacy of modern responses to his-
torical controversies. Consequently, though part of society believes that it has progressed 
from the era of America’s racist past, American systems remain deeply entrenched in the 
cycles of inequality that have pervaded history and thus require equitable & general affir-
mative action to break the glass ceiling of systemic racism.   
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 	 The haunting photograph of the moments before American rifles gunned down a 
group of Vietnamese women and children during the My Lai massacre of 1968 stands as a 
poignant emblem of one of the darkest and most shameful chapters of United States histo-
ry. On March 16, 1968, roughly 200 American soldiers entered the village of My Lai and, 
in a span of four hours, killed an estimated 500 unarmed Vietnamese villagers. The mental 
poisoning of the soldiers that allowed this slaughter took root in the failures of the military 
to regulate its troops, failures that began in basic training. From 1965 to 1973, entrenched 
in a divisive and bloody conflict on foreign land against the communist government of 
North Vietnam, American soldiers encountered unthinkable violence and savagery. As the 
Vietnam War toiled on, taking the lives of more and more American men, the resulting 
public debate over military withdrawal spread throughout the nation, prompting the Unit-
ed States to pressure its army to produce favorable results. Thus, American combat troops 
implemented policies of attrition motivated by racism and the desire to satiate public dis-
course. However, failures in leadership in every step of a soldier’s path to Vietnam from 
their beginnings in military training to their physical experience in the foreign country 
rapidly eroded the men’s sense of identity and morality, which materialized in outbursts 
of extreme hatred and violence. Ultimately, the soldiers found themselves desensitized to 
killing the enemy, forced to weather the Vietnamese climate while surviving the mines and 
booby traps, and conditioned to follow orders without question, a confluence of factors 
that pushed them to commit atrocities like they did with the My Lai massacre. The frag-
mentation of the soldiers’ identities during basic training, followed by the final shattering 
of their minds in Vietnam, enabled these factors to materialize.
	 The initial military training, which aimed to equip the young soldiers with the ca-
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pability to obey commands and with an indifference to killing, stripped the men of their 
individuality and fractured their minds. The introductory stage of basic training ordered 
a class-wide shaving of heads, removing a piece of the cadets’ self-expression, their hair, 
and demanding uniformity from the beginning. Commanding officers disciplined the 
young and impressionable recruits, many of whom were eighteen or nineteen years old, 
into believing that the ideal soldier embodied complete obedience and diligence to orders. 
Private First Class (Pfc.) Timothy Robinson of the Charlie Company (C.Co) Second Bat-
talion wrote in letters home that the army was a “mad world of uniformity” that teaches  to 
“do what you are told and not to think for yourself.” During basic training, commanding 
officers demanded strict adherence to this standard, forcing the soldiers to embrace the 
notion that they were no longer human, now simply obedient instruments of the military. 
Marine veteran Gene Holiday stated that:
[Military officials] tore you down. They tore everything civilian out of your entire exis-
tence---your speech, your thoughts, your sights, your memory---anything that was civilian 
they tore out and then they re-built you and made you over. But they didn’t build you from 
there up. First they made you drop down to a piece of grit on the floor. Then they built you 
back up to being a marine.
	 Exploiting the unquestionably obedient behavior instilled in the troops, drill ser-
geants further fragmented the minds of the soldiers with constant training to build a de-
sensitization to death. “In boot camp they gave us bayonets and instructed us to stab at 
dummies while screaming ‘die, die, die,’” remembered Paul Brabant of the First Battalion, 
13th Armored Division in a personal interview with Cattien Huynh. The military trained 
its broken soldiers to become indifferent to the act of killing, enforcing the notion that 
violent acts  were nothing more than carrying out orders. Lieutenant William Calley C. 
Co First Battalion, the commander of the platoon responsible for the My Lai massacre, 
recounted in his memoir that: “[the sergeant] said don’t slit a man’s throat if you don’t want 
a sound: an ughughugh sucking sound[…a] good place to stab a man from behind is down 
through the shoulder, the sergeant said: the left shoulder, preferably, where the heart is, 
that’s how to kill someone best.” 
	 The soldiers, conditioned by their superiors, learned the most optimal methods 
to eliminate their enemy with ruthless aggression, seeking to carry out their orders with 
the utmost efficiency. Their training officers replaced the men’s sense of humanity and free 
will with unwavering compliance and obedience. Military correspondent Gustav Hasford 
of the First Marine Division remembered that his drill instructor told recruits that they 
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would be turned into “minister[s] of death, praying for war.”  The superiors promoted the 
idea that the sole purpose of the men was  to kill. Any free thought or moral objection to 
orders was silenced. “You still have to do it even if it doesn’t make any sense,” stated Mi-
chael Bernhardt C. Co First Battalion, one of the soldiers involved in the My Lai massacre. 
The loss of the soldier’s individuality and the inhumane violence, conditioned into them 
during basic training, created the first cracks in their minds and began their descent into 
thoughtless violence  in Vietnam.
	 Now armed with the ability to kill, the broken soldiers were subsequently mentally 
prejudiced against the Vietnamese. Once desensitized to death, soldiers were then desen-
sitized to their enemy. General William Westmoreland believed that “the Oriental [did 
not] put the same high price on life as does the Westerner.” Indeed, he argued that “[l]ife 
is plentiful, life is cheap in the Orient,” and, “[as] the philosophy of the Orient expresses 
it, life is not important.” This belief allowed Americans to justify their violence against 
the Vietnamese, arguing that if their opponent’s race did not put value on life, then there 
would be no harm in taking it. The racism interwoven into the combat training and mili-
tary strategy, brought about by a psychologically supposed racist superiority, encouraged a 
merciless implementation of the skills primed in military school. Classes at military school 
promoted a casual racism that enforced the perception of Vietnamese people as caricatures 
rather than real human beings as the inhabitants of Vietnam. Instructors used the term 
“gook” to refer to the Vietnamese, accompanied by stereotypical descriptions of slanted 
eyes, to disparage their enemy and remove any essence of humanity within them. This 
prejudice diminished the Vietnamese from being seen as real humans into nothing more 
than  dangerous enemies that must be conquered. The fear that the Vietnamese desired 
the blood of Americans loomed over the soldiers’ shoulders, influencing their subsequent 
actions. Lieutenant Calley wrote in his memoir that his drill instructors’ emphasis that “in 
combat [they] haven’t friends[…but] enemies” produced his belief that “everyone in Viet-
nam would do [him] in.” The military teachers instilled a mindset that kept the soldiers on 
high alert at all times, instructing them to not trust anyone and to stay on guard. Calley 
decided to embrace this notion. He, alongside the rest of those he trained with, was con-
stantly paranoid that everyone around him was the enemy. With the idea that “everyone is 
his enemy,” those he encountered lost their humanity in his eyes, stripped down to purely 
“the enemy,” Gary Garfolo C. Co First Battalion, a perpetrator of the My Lai massacre 
stated that “you think it’s war […] and it’s either you or them” during a personal interview. 
Fighting against those considered both less than human and representative of the antithe-
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sis of their combat training, while also fighting to preserve their lives, the soldiers sunk into 
a brutish state of violence before even stepping foot in Vietnam.
	 While the men’s conditioning before deployment led to the first cracks in their 
psyches, the unique experience of Vietnam shattered it. Once in Vietnam, the hostile Viet-
namese jungle and its scorching climate compiled physical exhaustion upon their mental 
fatigue. The experience of being in the country forced the soldiers to endure laborious and 
exhaustive daily activities that further strained their bodies. Pfc. Robinson wrote in letters 
home that daily tasks included one to twelve mile hikes throughout the mountainous ter-
rain and vast rice paddies while carrying 65-pound packs of gear. The physical demands of 
each day drained the little energy still remaining in the exhausted men, who slowly crept 
toward the end of their mental capacity. Corporal Mike Jeffords wrote to his parents that 
the jungle’s unfamiliar 90° heat and humidity of one day combined with the tumultuous 
monsoon weather of the next assaulted the physical well-being of the men, constantly tor-
menting them with one extreme after another. The brutal yet volatile atmospheric condi-
tions punished all of its inhabitants who remained helpless to its change, exacerbating the 
soldiers’ daily struggle and raising tensions. American journalist and veteran Philip Caputo 
wrote that:
	 For weeks we had to live like primitive men on remote outposts rimmed by alien 
seas of rice paddies and rain forests. Malaria, blackwater fever, and dysentery… took their 
toll. The sun scorched us in the dry season, and in the monsoon season we were pounded 
numb by ceaseless rain. Our days were spent hacking through mountainous jungles whose 
immensity reduced us to an antlike pettiness.
	 The merciless environment placed even more strain on the fatigued soldiers, de-
manding an exhaustive yet unwavering determination for survival. The weary Americans 
fought in a ground and air war on unforgiving land that unapologetically displayed its spec-
trum of destructive conditions. The stress of the ruthless environment combined with the 
apathy to life fractured the soldiers into a similarly merciless and violent group.
Furthermore, combat with an enemy concealed by the jungle intertwined adrena-
line-soaked battle fatigue with layers of tension and frustration. Journalist Philip Caputo 
wrote that while enduring the weather and fighting the conditions, troops helplessly wait-
ed for incoming Vietnamese assailants to emerge from the dark. Under the shadows of the 
jungle’s thick bushels and dense trees, soldiers anxiously waited on guard for the moment 
the Viet Cong would attack from their hiding spots in the flora, pushing the men into a 
state of tense nervousness that threatened to rupture. More specifically, guerrilla-fighting 
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broke the mentalities of the soldiers. Utilizing a form of warfare that saw the coordination 
of small surprise attacks that weakened the Americans by attrition, slowly picking them 
off one by one, the Viet Cong consolidated control over combat. In defending against 
an enemy that abused their superior knowledge and command of the land to wear down 
American forces,the stress of needing to stay alert in case of attack at all times created a 
platoon-wide nervous composition that threatened to snap at any small action. Caputo 
wrote that:
	 Some men could not withstand the stress of guerilla-fighting: the hair-trigger 
awareness constantly demanded of them, the feeling that the enemy was everywhere, the 
inability to distinguish civilians from combatants created emotional pressures which built 
to such a point that trivial provocation could make these men explode with the blind de-
structiveness of a mortar shell.
	 Those who broke under the extreme pressure unleashed a violent and ruthless 
fury that was facilitated by basic training. Caputo further wrote that the war was a matter 
of enduring long spans of expectant waiting with random intervals of vicious manhunts 
throughout the dense jungle where the enemy would pick off the soldiers slowly. How-
ever, the instances when Vietnamese chose to fight pitched battles allowed for the release 
of weeks of bottled-up tensions, seeing bursts of violent screaming and wild gunfire. To 
worsen the situation, a third of all engagements between the combatants were ambush-
es, with the Vietnamese executing three times as many as the Americans. The frustrated 
troops further lost control over the war, bending to the will of the rebels and whether or 
not they decided to interact. Losing a war to an invisible enemy distressed and angered the 
troops beyond measure. Despite a constant state of alert, American soldiers still wielded 
no control over contact with the enemy and continued to be caught off guard. The Viet 
Cong dictated the flow of battle, controlling the external factors of combat: the time, the 
preparedness of the opponent, and the location. During ambushes, the rebels maintained 
power over the Americans. Chaplain Ray Stubbe recalled being awoken at 5 am to the 
sound of incoming rockets and mortars exploding outside his tent. Even during sleep, a 
time of supposed peace and calm, soldiers were helpless to the will of their enemy which 
aimed to kill them. Fighting a seemingly unseen opponent hidden by an oppressive forest 
destroyed the last bit of the tense soldiers’ self-control.
	 Anger and frustration toward the deaths caused by mines and booby traps provid-
ed the final push toward the fragmentation of the soldiers’ minds that manifested in the 
violence in My Lai. On top of the punishing weather and unforeseen ambushes, troops 
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suffered at the hands of an intangible enemy: mines and booby traps. During the weeks 
before the My Lai massacre, in the Charlie Company’s unit of little more than 120, four 
men were killed, and 38 were wounded by explosives and traps. With the small number 
of interactions that physically staked the American men against other men, the soldiers 
grew increasingly frustrated at the lack of direct action they could react with. The absence 
of a physical enemy wrecked the psychologies of the soldiers who found themselves lost in 
how to react or avenge their allies. The distinction between civilian and combatant quickly 
eroded as their anger clouded their judgment.  Jocko Willink remembered that his high 
school teacher once said that
	 We would walk around a village and one of our guys would hit a booby trap every-
day, every other day. And the villagers are out there walking on the same trails, but they’re 
not getting blown up. And so, after weeks and then months of this happening, of me losing 
two guys, three guys, six guys, getting blown up, getting killed, losing their legs, losing their 
arms, losing their lives. And the Vietnamese villagers aren’t hitting anything. Eventually in 
our minds, they become guilty.
	 The frustration of constantly losing their men to an unseen enemy’s devices com-
pounded the stress of being in Vietnam, which turned their attention toward the civilians. 
Their anger and disappointment toward themselves for being helpless in stopping the con-
tinuous loss of life was alleviated by placing the guilt onto innocent villagers. Garfolo from 
C. Co admitted that “[they] were feeling pretty down about all these people that were 
getting hit by these mines[…] There’s nothing [they could] do about it. A lot of [them] 
wanted a little bit of revenge [...] to see them and get into them because they were always 
hiding.” With a physical human being to assign culpability for the deaths of their comrades, 
despite no tangible evidence that they were liable, the soldiers reclaimed control and were 
able to avenge their comrades. The desperate hunger for retribution drove the broken men 
toward the indiscriminate violence in the My Lai massacre.
	 The need for revenge and the desire to complete “the mission” culminated in the 
definitive order to wipe out My Lai the night before. General Ernest Medina, fueled by the 
burning desire for revenge, briefed his platoon to be indiscriminate in killing the villagers. 
General Medina instructed that “when we go into My Lai, it’s open season. When we leave, 
nothing will be living. Everything’s going to go. Nothing [will] be walking, growing, or 
crawling. They’re all VCs, now go in and get them. We owe them something.”
	 Hours before the massacre, the superiors commanded the troops to lay waste to the 
village, encouraging a mindset that viewed every Vietnamese person as the enemy, which, 
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combined with the intense desire for revenge, caused the ruthless and chaotic bloodbath 
of the My Lai massacre. Gary Garfolo recalled that General Medina “said shoot every-
thing[…] that could aid the VC (Viet Cong). Every living thing, that was the order.” The 
soldiers felt as though they were simply following orders, a mindset their training had pre-
pared them to assume. Their mission to be the perfect soldier, carrying out orders without 
question—along with their desire for an excuse to release their insurmountable feelings of 
frustration and stress—took over any moral objection in their mind. Garry Crossley C. Co 
First Battalion stated in a personal interview that “this is the type of thing that during train-
ing you’re told to do.[…]You don’t question it,” and, to an interview question about if a 
search and destroy mission justified brutalizing the people, he responded “right.”  Not only 
did the environment and tensions create a hostile realm, their superiors encouraged vio-
lence. The soldiers were motivated to avenge their fellow soldiers with the only language 
they understood: violence. This savageness did not spare anyone. Varnado Simpson C. Co 
First Battalion argued that they believed that every villager was either Viet Cong or had the 
potential to grow into one so all inhabitants of My Lai, including the children, were to be 
disposed of. The paranoia and stress of fighting in Vietnam had shattered their minds, to 
the point of justifying pedicide. The final shattering of the men’s minds, exploited by their 
superiors, resulted in the violence of the destruction of My Lai.
	 The My Lai massacre of 1968 exemplified the systemic erosion of the soldiers’ 
moral compasses and the psychological toll of warfare on American soldiers during the 
Vietnam War era. The atrocity epitomized the disastrous consequences of a rapid break-
down of the human psyche, that in 1968 was cultivated by the desensitization to killing 
and the enemy, the Vietnamese climate and terrain, the threat of mines and booby traps, 
and the adherence to a culture of unquestioning obedience. The factors that compiled into 
such a tragedy provides an understanding of the psychological damage caused by the fail-
ures ingrained into American systems. Demolishing the long-standing myth of American 
exceptionality and forcing the world to confront the reality that Americans are as suscepti-
ble to barbarity as any other nationality under the appropriate circumstances, the senseless 
violence seen in 1968 stands not as an isolated incident, but rather as the shining example 
of the failure of the American government to properly discipline its troops and enforce 
combat ethics. With the term “My Lai” being synonymous with the atrocities of war, the 
massacre serves as a lesson to the world of the horrific dangers of unchecked power on the 
human condition and the barbaric nature of war, reminding us of historian Roger Spiller’s 
declaration that “we are all one step away from My Lai.”
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	 During the post-Revolutionary War era, after fighting for seven years to separate 
itself from Great Britain, the newly formed United States was struggling to establish a 
functioning and stable country. The weak economic status post-war did not help in this 
endeavor. According to historian Kenneth Moss,  “Congress had accumulated 27 million 
in debt during the war.” This debt resulted from the cost of fighting the war and from 
borrowing money from their allies like the French Republic. The loans needed to be paid 
back immediately to improve the country’s credit; however, the Articles of Confedera-
tion, the document that, at the time, gave the federal government its power, did not allow 
the government to impose national taxes. To combat this, most of the debt was passed on 
to the states, and in turn, Moss states, “many state governments raised taxes to pay off war 
debts.” This aided in the economic recession which left many citizens in difficult financial 
positions. Individual debtors found it difficult to pay back their obligations. Additionally, 
soldiers from the war had to accept bonds as payments. Consequently, many people start-
ed petitioning for debt relief. State legislators responded to this “by issuing substantial 
amounts of paper money, thereby allowing debtors to repay their debts in inflated curren-
cy” (Moss).While a good idea in theory, the more money that was in circulation, the less 
value it held, causing in high inflation rates. 
	 Like many of the other founding fathers, James Madison was a well-educated 
and well-read man. During the post-revolutionary era, he studied a multitude of books 
spanning thousands of years that he hoped would provide insight on how to improve 
the United States government. His readings ranged from ancient Greek confederacies to 
recent French works from the Enlightenment, and “he noted that several confederation 
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governments had been unable to control their members, even in areas where they held 
explicit authority” (Moss 9). Madison connected the failures of these past confedera-
cies to the struggles of the United States, drawing the conclusion that more power at the 
federal level was necessary to uphold a nation. These theories were in fact true; the new 
government already seemed to be failing under the authority of the Articles of Confed-
eration. For example, in the Shays’ rebellion, “ Daniel Shays was so angry at the plight of 
the farmers [...] [that] he helped to lead a growing rebellion in western Massachusetts”, 
which the federal government was useless in stopping( Moss 8). This and other incidents 
like the struggling economy and the states’ disregard for the Treaty of Paris proved that a 
stronger government was of the utmost importance for the longevity of the United States. 
	 During the Constitutional Convention, James Madison and other delegates 
from across the United States came together in 1785 to discuss amending the Articles 
of Confederation. It is here where Madison first proposed the accumulation of all his 
readings, the federal negative. In summary, the federal negative gives the federal govern-
ment the power to veto laws. Madison proposed a partial federal negative which “limited 
Congress’s veto to only state laws contriving in the opinion of the national legislator” 
and “all laws which Congress should judge to be improper” (Moss 14). However, there 
were discussions of an absolute federal negative in which all laws could be vetoed by the 
government; yet,these discussions provoked fear in some as they believed this would “en-
slave the states” (Moss 15). Additionally, this power could help stop the conflict between 
states and could make it more difficult for foreign nations to take advantage of the United 
States as a whole.
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 	 Abortion is often defined as a modern-day issue. While it is true that the last fif-
ty years have been significant in the debate over reproductive rights, abortion has been 
contentious in the United States since before the country’s founding. In the antebellum 
United States, enslavers controlled enslaved women’s reproduction in order to expand the 
institution of slavery. Midwives, many of them women of color, initially provided the ma-
jority of reproductive care on plantations. However, because midwives were more likely to 
participate in resistance against slavery, such as by providing abortions, white male doctors 
replaced the majority of midwives by the late nineteenth century. After the abolition of 
slavery in 1865, white male doctors saw how lucrative obstetrics and gynecology could be 
and sought to monopolize the industry, pushing midwives out of the field and using abor-
tion bans as a strategy to do so. The eugenics movement of the late 1800s, fueled by white 
supremacy and fears of “race suicide”—the imagined end of the white race—motivated 
further reproductive control and restrictions. Additionally, the xenophobic response to in-
creased immigration to the U.S. in the late 1800s and early 1900s exacerbated this control. 
White supremacist ideologies initiated reproductive restrictions in the U.S.; this motiva-
tion began with control over reproduction during slavery, continued with medicalization 
of reproduction, and persisted within the eugenics and anti-immigration movements in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.	
	 In a pre-Civil War America with an economy built upon the labor of enslaved peo-
ple, midwives provided essential reproductive care. The first enslaved people in the U.S. 
colonies were “forced on to Virginia’s shores by a Dutchman in 1619.” While European 
indentured labor had been the norm in the colonies up until that point, “by 1675 slavery 
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was well established…With plentiful land and slave labor available to grow a lucrative crop, 
southern planters prospered, and family-based tobacco plantations became the economic 
and social norm.” Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676 solidified slavery on a governmental level. 
Mary Elliott and Jazmine Hughes write that “in the wake of Bacon’s Rebellion, in which 
free and enslaved black people aligned themselves with poor white people…against the 
government, more stringent laws were enacted that defined status based on race and class. 
Black people in America were being enslaved for life, while the protections of whiteness 
were formalized.” With legislation like this, slavery became a form of racialized control of 
people and their labor, and, as a result, reproduction became a crucial issue. Reproduc-
tion served to protect the future of slavery; thus, enslavers sought to control it. Abortion 
didn’t become a nationally contentious issue in the United States until the 1800s. Annalies 
Winny writes that before then, “the U.S. attitude toward abortion was much the same as it 
had often been elsewhere throughout history: It was a quiet reality, legal until ‘quickening’ 
(when fetal motion could be felt by the mother). In the eyes of the law, the fetus wasn’t 
a ‘separate distinct entity until then,’ but rather an extension of the mother.” Reproduc-
tive care was largely unregulated—skilled midwives provided essential care. Midwifery 
was interracial, as half of reproductive healthcare providers were Black women, and oth-
ers were Indigenous and white. “In colonial times, midwifery reflected women from all 
backgrounds, including enslaved Black women, who worked as enslaved midwives in the 
antebellum South…midwives learned through apprenticeship from experienced, older 
midwives. They traveled to homes to care for mothers and their babies. Midwives were 
critical to their communities and often the only primary care providers.” In the context of 
the institution of slavery, midwives were essential.
	 Extensive control over reproduction by enslavers and by governments allowed for 
the strengthening and perpetuation of the institution of American slavery. In 1662, legis-
lators in Virginia passed a law determining that “all children borne in this country shalbe 
held bond or free only according to the condition of the mother.” This law made slavery le-
gally hereditary and made it profitable for white enslavers to get the women they enslaved 
pregnant. Reproduction was therefore the foundation of the perpetuation of slavery. On 
January 1, 1808, the Act to Prohibit the Importation of Slaves took effect federally, mak-
ing it illegal to import enslaved people into the United States. This furthered the impacts 
of the 1662 legislation—with no option to import slaves, enslavers further depended on 
reproductive control over enslaved women. As sociologist Rodney Coates writes, “with 
this shift, enslavers stepped up the forced breeding of enslaved women. White men raped 
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the Black women and girls they enslaved, and then enslaved the children born from those 
rapes. White men also forced the Black women and Black men they enslaved to have sex 
with one another to generate more babies, who would be born into slavery.” Enslavers 
saw how vital reproduction was to the institution of slavery, and as a result they sought to 
control it. Founding father, slave owner, and President Thomas Jefferson highlighted this 
abuse by enslavers in an 1819 letter, stating, “a child raised every 2 years is of more profit 
than the crop of the best laboring man…it is not their labor, but their increase which is the 
first consideration with us.” Slavery was built upon the reproduction of Black women, and 
enslavers sought to capitalize on slavery by controlling that reproduction. 
	 Enslaved women found ways to resist this control of their bodies; many of these 
methods of resistance were supported and led by midwives. “Enslaved women understood 
that their childbearing and rearing lay at the foundation of slavery,” writes historian Signe 
Fourmy. “Consequently, preventing pregnancy or terminating a pregnancy represented 
more than an exercise of bodily autonomy, which was an act of resistance in and of itself; 
it represented a refusal to perform the labor deemed necessary for enslaved women.” “The 
social value of midwives’ roles cannot be underestimated under the oppressions of slav-
ery,” write sociologists Keisha Goode and Barbara Katz Rothman. On the historical signif-
icance of midwives, the National Museum of African American History and Culture notes 
that “early African American midwives were important members of their community, even 
among enslaved individuals. Slave owners used these medical practitioners to ensure the 
health of their reproducing enslaved women and their newborn infants to expand their 
labor force.” Midwives were integral in the plantation system because they provided essen-
tial care to enslaved women. Sometimes, this essential care included providing abortion 
and contraceptive services without the knowledge of enslavers, a practice which enslavers 
sought to disrupt. One such instance was in 1860 in Rutherford County, Tennessee, when 
enslavers and doctors hoping to remedy the enslaved women in the county’s lack of repro-
duction met to discuss the issue. Politician John T. Morgan stated that efforts “to effect an 
abortion” included using “tansy, rue, roots and seeds of the cotton plant, pennyroyal, cedar 
gum, and camphor.” Enslaved women, many led by midwives, found ways to resist the 
dehumanization and commodification of their bodies through enslavement by refusing to 
have children. The ensuing debate in Rutherford County “centered on whether instances 
of infertility resulted from enslaved women’s ‘want of attention and care,’ their harsh work-
ing conditions, or, perhaps even more troubling to the planters and doctors, deliberate 
interference,” explains Fourmy. An anonymous doctor told of a man who enslaved “four 



94

Prism: Youth Journal of History and Social Science

 Emilia Ravoila

to six slave women of the proper age to breed for twenty-five years” to whom “only two 
children had been born.” “Eventually,” writes Fourmy, “the enslaved women confessed and 
identified ‘the weed’ they used to obtain the desired effect. The same physician recounted 
that on another plantation an “old negro woman” admitted to having supplied ‘the remedy’ 
to fellow bondwomen.” Contraception and abortion represented a resistance to slavery for 
many enslaved women, and midwives helped to provide those services.
	 Because midwives often provided contraception and abortion services to enslaved 
women, enslavers began to lose trust in them and turn to white male doctors—this shift 
on plantations was in fact the violent origin of modern gynecology. Coates writes that en-
slavers made this change “to figure out why nearly half of enslaved infants were stillborn or 
died within their first year of life and why so many enslaved women were infertile.” They 
suspected that midwives had something to do with it. White male doctors soon attained a 
larger role in the plantation system. “Physicians collaborated with slave owners in efforts 
to increase fertility among slaves…Obstetric cases allowed physicians the opportunity to 
develop a burgeoning practice by experimenting and acquiring skills on the bodies of en-
slaved women,” write Goode and Rothman. This abusive involvement shaped the future of 
gynecology. White doctors not only “participated in the maintenance of the plantation re-
gime and of labor increase by overseeing and interfering in the births of enslaved children,” 
explains historian Crystal Webster, but also “violently experimented on Black women 
without anesthesia or consent.” One of these white doctors, J. Marion Sims, known as the 
“father of modern gynecology,” conducted much of his research on slaves who were rare-
ly given anesthesia. “Physician dominance of birth was beginning to take a strong hold,” 
write Goode and Rothman, “while in the beginning of the 19th century the majority…of 
white plantation births were attended by midwives…by 1860, an estimated 40-50 percent 
of plantation mistresses were delivered by physicians.” While midwives initially provided 
care to enslaved women, white male doctors soon replaced them to increase enslavers’ 
control—this was the origin of modern gynecology.
	 From the 1800s to the 1900s, the U.S. saw a larger shift: the medicalization of 
reproductive care, fueled by racism, misogyny, and economic greed; this medicalization 
began a larger trend of abortion bans and reproductive restrictions in the country and 
was deeply rooted in enslavement. Although white male doctors had started to replace 
midwives in the plantation system in the early nineteenth century, midwives still provid-
ed the vast majority of reproductive care in the United States through the early 1900s. 
“Skilled Black midwives represented both real competition for white men who sought to 
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enter the practice of child delivery, and a threat to how obstetricians viewed themselves. 
Male gynecologists claimed midwifery was a degrading means of obstetrical care. They 
viewed themselves as elite members of a trained profession with tools such as forceps and 
other technologies, and the modern convenience of hospitals, which excluded Black and 
Indigenous women from practice within their institutions,” writes legal scholar Michele 
Goodwin. These physicians, who had learned much of their knowledge from violent and 
cruel experiments on enslaved women, felt threatened by midwives, especially Black mid-
wives. The Planned Parenthood Action Fund has reported that “starting around the time 
of the Civil War, a coalition of male doctors…led a movement to push state governments 
to outlaw abortion across the board. The male-dominated medical profession wanted to 
take authority from the female-dominated profession of midwives, including the authority 
to provide abortion.” White male doctors, many of whom were prejudiced against these 
midwives, saw how lucrative obstetrics could be. One institution, the American Medical 
Association, established in 1847, saw abortion as an easy target. “Their rhetoric was strate-
gic,” says Mary Fissell, a History of Medicine Professor at Johns Hopkins University. “You 
have to link those midwives to providing abortion as a way of kind of getting them out of 
business,” Fissell says. “So organized medicine very much takes the anti-abortion position.” 
White physician Horatio Storer wrote in 1866 that “induced abortions are not only a crime 
against life…against the mother…against nature and all natural instinct, and against pub-
lic interests and morality, but that…they are so dangerous to the woman’s health, her own 
physical and domestic best interests, that their induction, permittal, or solicitation by one 
cognizant of their true character, should almost be looked upon as proof of actual insanity.” 
Storer, who was motivated by racist beliefs, made false statements such as this one in order 
to further restrict women’s access to reproductive care. Fissell writes that “in 1857, the 
AMA took aim at unregulated abortion providers with a letter-writing campaign pushing 
state lawmakers to ban the practice. To make their case, they asserted that there was a med-
ical consensus that life begins at conception, rather than at quickening…The campaign 
succeeded. At least 40 anti-abortion laws went on the books between 1860 and 1880.” 
Such efforts by the medical community were the deciding factor in the initial banning of 
abortion in the United States. The Virginia State Board of Health wrote in a 1913 letter that 
if “the midwife is shown beyond question to be a source of danger and death, then the state 
cannot refrain from stepping in and protecting her citizens.” Doctors were the force that 
brought about the first large-scale abortion bans and reproductive restrictions, effectively 
pushing out midwives from gynecology and medicalizing the field.
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	 Doctors’ efforts to ban abortion, and therefore replace midwives, were largely suc-
cessful, but they continued to try to monopolize reproductive care by creating and per-
petuating discriminatory misinformation and stereotypes against midwives. In the 1900s, 
these doctors began to carry out “successful racist and misogynistic smear campaigns, clev-
erly designed for political persuasion and to achieve legal reform,” writes Goodwin. Phy-
sician Joseph Delee stated in a 1916 speech that “the midwife destroys obstetric ideals…
The midwife is a relic of barbarism. In civilized countries the midwife is wrong, has always 
been wrong…The midwife has been a drag on the progress of the science and art of obstet-
rics. Her existence stunts the one and degrades the other.” White male doctors continued 
to spread misinformation about midwives in order to monopolize care. In his 1926 jour-
nal article titled “The Development of Midwifery in Mississippi,” Dr. Felix Underwood, a 
physician and the director of the Bureau of Child Hygiene for Mississippi, wrote, “what 
could be a more pitiable picture than that of a prospective mother housed in an unsanitary 
home and attended in this most critical period by an accoucheur, filthy and ignorant, and 
not far removed from the jungles of Africa, laden with its atmosphere of weird superstition 
and voodooism.” Doctors were explicitly trying to undermine midwives, ban abortion, and 
perpetuate white supremacy, and they used racist rhetoric and stereotypes to further their 
agenda. Their strategy was successful: “gynecologists pushed women out of the field of 
reproductive health…Doing so not only undercut women’s reproductive health, but also 
drove qualified Black women out of medical services,” writes Goodwin. “Gynecologists 
explicitly revealed their motivations in undermining midwifery: They desired financial 
gains…and a monopoly. As DeLee wrote in a 1916 article published in the American Jour-
nal of Obstetrics & Disease of Women & Children, ‘There is high art in obstetrics and…it 
must pay as well’…[Doctors] believed that men should be paid, but not women — partic-
ularly not Black women.” White male doctors saw how lucrative obstetrics were, and they 
advocated against midwives, creating racist and misogynistic stereotypes and successfully 
pushing Black midwives out of obstetrics.
	 After white male doctors had successfully outlawed abortion in the US, the eugen-
ics movement, which stemmed in slavery and white supremacy, furthered reproductive 
restrictions, especially on women of color. “The goal of eugenic science was knowledge 
of how various traits – emotional, physical, intellectual – were inherited, so that such in-
formation could be applied in order to advance the human race and preserve imagined 
racial superiority,” writes University of Virginia Professor of Medicine P. Preston Reyn-
olds. “While Jefferson is credited with the language, ‘all men are created equal,’” Reynolds 
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writes, “he also argued ‘any attempt to assimilate [blacks] with the American polity is a 
greater threat to the integrity of the republic than naturalizing immigrants.’ Jefferson paved 
the way for eugenicists by providing a rationale that harmonized their theories…Just as 
Jefferson argued that ‘self preservation’ was the nation’s highest moral imperative, and its 
‘first law of nature,’…eugenicists sought to deprive the procreative liberties of blacks, poor 
whites and the mentally defective to prevent them from destroying the lives of other Vir-
ginians (particularly, affluent whites) through genetic pollution.” This racist ideology orig-
inated in the slavery era. Eugenics was a continuation of the white supremacist views that 
had attempted to justify enslavement for centuries. Storer wrote in 1866 that “abortion…
strikes a blow at the very foundation of society itself,” expressing his fears that white wom-
en weren’t reproducing enough. These same eugenicist arguments were pervasive in the 
early 1900s, pushing governments to further regulate access to reproductive care. At the 
turn of the twentieth century, infertility became an obsession for the eugenics movement, 
and in 1903, President Theodore Roosevelt spoke openly about “race suicide,” a perceived 
threat that white people faced in losing the birthing numbers game to immigrants and mi-
norities. “From 1907 to 1932, 32 states passed explicit eugenics laws that allowed for the 
government to sterilize the ‘insane,’ the ‘feebleminded,’ the ‘dependent’ and the ‘diseased’.” 
Many of these laws were used as an excuse to sterilize racial minorities, taking away peo-
ple’s ability to have children. The Equal Justice Initiative finds that these forced sterilization 
laws were “used as a tool of racialized population control. From the 1920s to 1970s, thou-
sands of poor, Southern Black women were sterilized without their knowledge or con-
sent…compulsory programs sterilized an estimated 65,000 individuals in more than 30 
states, and the number is likely much higher.” Virginia’s 1924 Racial Integrity Act, yet an-
other example of eugenicist policy, banned interracial marriage, defining a white person as 
having ‘no trace of the blood of another race.’” This legislation further demonstrates peo-
ple’s fear of the idea of “race suicide.” The eugenics movement, based in long-established 
white supremacist ideologies, perpetuated efforts to limit women of color’s reproduction 
by forcing sterilization and increase white women’s reproduction by banning abortion.
	 These efforts to control people’s reproduction were not only “justified” by eugenics 
but also by xenophobic and anti-immigrant beliefs—again, attempts to curb access to re-
productive care were motivated by white supremacist ideas. Historians Ramtin Arablouei 
and Rund Abdelfatah explain that when Dr. Storer had argued against abortion in the 
1800s, “he had fears of…what was commonly referred to as race suicide, that the [white 
population] wasn’t going to replenish itself fast enough to keep up with the swells of new 
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immigrants to the United States.” Goodwin writes that “the racist campaigns launched by 
doctors against Black midwives extended to anti-immigration legislative platforms target-
ed at Chinese and Japanese workers. The Page Act, which restricted Chinese women from 
entering the United States, is a part of this shameful legacy…DeLee and…Storer urged 
white women to ‘spread their loins’ across the nation, a dog whistle about the threat of too 
many Blacks and Asians in the U.S.” Xenophobia and fears of a decreasing white popula-
tion contributed to reproductive restrictions. Alex Samuels and Monica Potts write that 
“laws limiting abortion, it was believed, would ultimately force middle- and upper-class 
white women…to bear more white children…this helped bolster flawed, racist arguments 
for a total ban of the procedure.” The anti-immigration movement, deeply rooted in white 
supremacy, pushed bans on abortion and reproductive restrictions in the early 1900s.
	 White supremacy has informed almost every reproductive restriction in United 
States history. White supremacist control over enslaved people’s reproduction during slav-
ery, racist attacks against midwifery, and later eugenics and anti-immigration arguments 
all enabled abortion bans and reproductive restrictions. The subjugation of bodies in the 
United States, specifically of women of color, has a centuries-long legacy that did not end 
with the abolition of slavery. Today, huge inequities in access to abortion and reproductive 
care hurt low income and marginalized groups. The contemporary debate over abortion 
bans echoes the debates over slavery in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. “Like the 
battle over slavery, the fight over reproductive freedom raises questions about federal and 
state authority — in other words, who gets to make the rules,” writes historian Kate Masur. 
The overturning of Roe v. Wade “has created for pregnant women an analogous situation 
to the fugitive slave laws…where women may be prosecuted by the state in which they 
reside for obtaining an abortion beyond its borders. It will create legal chaos, triggering in-
ter-state conflict, as fights over extradition and a state’s legal rights beyond its own borders 
will certainly erupt once more,” writes University of London Professor Sarah Churchwell. 
The debate over abortion today is reminiscent of the debates over slavery from centuries 
ago, because the two issues are very much intertwined: abortion bans have historically 
been rooted in white supremacy. Both debates, similarly to other contentious issues in our 
country’s history, have been driven by the desire of white men to maintain power.
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 	 Ghassan Hage, Professor of Anthropology at the University of Sydney, coined the 
concept of the Culture of Exterminability in 2007. He defines it as the social state before 
extermination where a particular group is systematically prepared for extermination at the 
hands of a violent authority. In a 2019 blog post, Hage argues that “the Western world is 
already living in such a culture of [...] [in which] the exterminable is located in the dom-
inant imaginary of the Muslim other.” Similarly, such a state of Exterminability afflicted 
Armenians in the Ottoman Empire during the lead up to the Armenian Genocide, from 
1878 to 1915. Indeed, Abdul Hamid II’s regime, aided by the Committee of Union and 
Progress (CUP), contributed to a Culture of Exterminability via actions which escalated 
from legislation to direct violence towards the Armenians from 1878 to 1908. In the end, 
both Hamid’s government and the CUP, albeit differently, created an environment of Ex-
terminability for Armenians by marginalizing and socially discriminating against them, to 
the end of prepared them for genocide. 
	 In the beginning, from 1878 to 1894, the Ottoman Empire under Hamid used 
economically marginalizing legislation and religious restrictions to create an environment 
of Armenian Exterminability. Economically, Hamid imposed a violently enforced and re-
pressive taxation regime targeting Armenians. In particular, in establishing the Hamidiye 
cavalry, which was made up of Kurds and Turks who volunteered to help collect Arme-
nians’ taxes through harassment, empowered Kurds to violently impose their own inter-
ests upon Armenian communities. Simultaneously, Kurdish tribal leaders had recently lost 
control of their land and its profits due to a shift from the old feudal landowning system to 
a centralized one during the early 19th century, a shift which forced them to replace their 
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income by imposing additional taxes on Armenian peasants. Then, after Hamid formed 
the Hamidiye Calvary regiments in 1890, more Kurds thought it was justified to impose 
“double taxation” on Armenians, which meant they would need to pay both Kurdish taxa-
tion and Ottoman taxation. Armenians in the village of Sassoun were specifically harmed 
as the Hamidiye Kurds were taking their lands and imposing even more arbitrary taxes on 
the peasants. These taxes confined Armenian communities under accumulating debts and 
a broader sense of social inferiority. In terms of religion, the Armenians, who were Chris-
tian rather than Muslim, were also discriminated against in courts and through laws. His-
torically, the Ottoman Empire has widely used legal systems called the qadi courts since 
the 7th century until 1922. In this system, if a Muslim is a part of the court, the testimony 
of a Christian would not be taken into account because the court would not trust people 
who didn’t believe in Islam. A Muslim jurist explained, “the word of a dishonest Muslim 
[was] more valuable than that of an honest dhimmi (a non-Muslim)”: even if an Armenian 
was telling the truth, they would still be rejected. Similarly, the sharia law of the Quran sug-
gested, according to a British diplomat in 1894 Urfa, that “if the rayah [subject] Christian 
attempts…to overstep the limits of privileges allowed them by their Mussalman [Muslim] 
masters… their lives and property are to be forfeited.” In Sharia, there is a significant im-
balance of power for the Muslims to be masters and the Christian Armenians to be the 
ones whose lives and properties were being controlled. Both of these long-lasting religious 
prejudices spanning more than 1000 years ingrained into Armenian culture a sense of inad-
equacy, making them believe that they were less than Muslims. Even though the Tanzimat 
reforms, which sought to progress in equality for minority groups like Armenians, ended 
in 1876 right before Hamid became Sultan, he still didn’t abolish this discriminatory qadi 
court nor the sharia law, inaction that continued the environment of injustice. Therefore, 
both religion and economic legislation that were widespread in the Ottoman Empire op-
pressed Armenians to make them feel inferior and instill a Culture of Exterminability.
	 Intensified by Hamid’s legislation, the tension between Armenians and the Otto-
man regime culminated in Abdul Hamid II’s employing violence to establish a Culture of 
Exterminability from 1894 to 1896.  The unfair taxation and the religious discrimination 
both created societal tension leading up to 1894. In August 1894, the refusal of Armenian 
villagers in the vilayet of Sassoun to pay “double taxation” prompted Hamidiye Cavalry 
regiment leader Zeki Pasha to intervene, starting a massacre that killed 7,000 Armenians 
in just the month of August. Though Hamid signed to organize reforms in October of 
1895, he continued massacres in at least 29 vilayets, including in large regions of Van, 
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Erzurum, and Bitlis, from October to December. In just under three months, there were 
200,000 deaths, which was 8% of the entire Armenian population and an average rate of 
2000 deaths per day. In Aintab, Armenia on November 18th, 1895, a college eye-witness 
described “a great noise of shouting and firing of guns, telling us that the work of blood 
and plunder had begun here, also.” An image published in Harper’s Weekly in December 
of 1895 displaying the undignified and ghastly burial of tens and hundreds of Armenians 
lined up row after row encapsulates the dehumanization of the Armenian populace (see 
Image 1). Both the rate at which Armenians were killed in 1895 as well as the human ac-
counts of the massacres served as indications of the even larger scale of genocide that was 
about to happen in 1915. Therefore, this final explosion of escalating legislative, religious, 
and economic tensions presented itself in violence orchestrated by Hamid in the Hamidi-
an Massacres, directly intensifying the climate of Exterminability.

	       Image 1: An image of the burial of Armenians killed in the Hamidian 			
  	  Massacres in Erzeroum, published in Harpers Weekly in December 1895. 

	 While the Ottoman Empire and Hamid’s acts of harm escalated, the CUP’s legisla-
tion and violence coexisted from 1909 to 1915, maintaining the Culture of Exterminabili-
ty. In 1908, Abdul Hamid was deposed by the Young Turks, a movement that emphasized 
scientific advancement, state modernity, and elite rule. Then, in the next year, the Young 
Turks established conscription laws that allowed Armenians, who were previously banned 
from serving in the military, to serve. Although this legislation was a positive change for 
Armenians, it was a harm in disguise, causing the installation of 50,000 Armenian men 
to 100 labor battalions. From 1909 to 1915, these labor battalions worked and lived in 
atrocious conditions, which were deliberately designed so to the end of killing Armenian 
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laborers; food supplies were scarce, there was no medical care, and many soldiers abused 
the conscripts. Soon, after the January 1915 defeat in the Battle of Sarikamis, the Minister 
of War and CUP leader Ismail Enver blamed the Armenians in these battalions as a major 
reason for their loss. A directive was published in the next month, turning battalion camps 
into concentration camps and ordering all Armenians to be killed. The inhumane treat-
ment and order of murder of Armenians as a result of their joining the labor camps due to 
the conscription laws contributed to the culture of hostility, extreme maltreatment, and 
Exterminability. During this same time period of the CUP, there were also mass displays 
of violence. In 1909, the Adana Massacres broke out in Adana - organized by the CUP, it 
was largely due to the unstable political framework in the Ottoman Empire as the Young 
Turks Revolution occurred in July of 1908. In just more than one month, 4437 Armenian 
homes were burned, while 30,000 civilians, 2% of the entire Armenian population, were 
murdered. Rose Lambart, who was a Christian missionary in Hadjin, Adana, detailed in 
her eye-witness account that “space will not permit to write in detail of the many who were 
crucified, thrown into the river, killed with swords and axes, burned by the thousands.” 
She specifically noted the various types of torture and inhumane deaths committed against 
the Armenians and expressed deep sadness and anger for the tragedy. Hence, both the 
immense rate of death and first-person accounts point towards a culture of discrimination 
and Exterminability. The tensions of the current revolution as well as previous hostility had 
already intensified the massacres, thus causing the coexistence of acts of harm that were on 
different levels of hostility. Therefore, the conscription laws and the Adana Massacres by 
the CUP overlapped from 1909 to 1915; both legislation and violence were simultaneous 
in deepening the Culture of Exterminability.
	 Escalating from discriminatory legislation to violence, the Ottoman Empire led 
by Hamid fostered a Culture of Exterminability in Armenia, while the CUP continued 
to exacerbate this culture. Ultimately, Hage explicates the significance of this Culture of 
Exterminability. He explained that many would call him alarmist and refuse to accept the 
jarring idea of people preparing for other peoples’ extermination. Yet, observing and reck-
oning with the existence of this culture and its origins is integral to our understanding of 
history. Perhaps more importantly, tracking Exterminability is integral to making sure that 
the genocidal tragedies of history do not repeat themselves. 
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