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“Instructions to All Persons of Japanese Ancestry”

Caitlin Takeda
Mixed-Media Print

 Caitlin Takeda is a sophomore at Brown concentrating 
in Visual Art and Biology. Her recent mixed media-
based collection is entitled “The Legacy of Camp: An 
Intergenerational Reflection on the Japanese Incarceration.” 

 Takeda aims to re-contextualize the history of the 
Japanese-American Incarceration during WWII through a 
highly personal narrative of remembrance and intergenerational 
trauma. Taking inspiration from the stories of her three 
grandparents incarcerated at Heart Mountain, Poston, and 
Gila River, she provides viewers with a visual timeline of the 
long-lasting effects of the Internment, a history often glazed 
over in American primary education. 
 
 “Instructions to All Persons of Japanese Ancestry” is 
a mixed-media print of twenty replications of the document 
released by the federal government that spurred the mass-
incarceration of all Americans of Japanese descent during the 
second World War. 
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Dear Readers,
 

As we approach the close of the spring semester, we prepare to 
celebrate the 250th commencement of the University. This moment 
is not only cause to honor our graduates and the future of intention 
and impact before them, but also to reflect on the past generations of 
learning and inquiry that make our community possible.

Our shared history is built, collectively and cumulatively, 
inside and outside of the classroom, during the moments in which 
we grapple with the relationships of culture, identity, and memory. 
Through historical research, students can place these threads in 
dialogue to better understand both who we are and where we come 
from. With the Brown Journal of History, we, as editors-in-chief, 
seek to provide a forum in which our peers can initiate this dialogue, 
and, through their writings, offer the historical community—both at 
Brown and beyond—new perspectives on the stories we share.
 The papers included in this edition take us from the state of 
American national politics at the turn of the twentieth century to the 
legacy of war crimes on the Korean Peninsula, and from the intrigue 
of royal scandal in the Kingdom of France to sexual identity during 
the height of the Cold War. Each paper was selected for excellent 
historical analysis, unique points of view, and exemplary engagement 
with existing scholarship. As we examine and remember these 
events and groups, we hope to better understand the human actors 
that propelled their emergence and evolution. We hope to do justice 
to their memory and to allow this act of remembrance to frame our 
comprehension of the present day.
 

a note from the 
editors-in-chief
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“On the Eve of A Very 
Dark Night”
The Transformation of the Democratic Party  
by Luke Angelillo

On the morning of November 9, 1892, First Lady-elect 
Frances Folsom Cleveland Preston addressed the throng of 
reporters gathered around the Clevelands’ New York residence: 
“[Grover’s] pleasure was not demonstrable . . . He seemed simply to 
be in the enjoyment of a perfect satisfaction.”1 Grover Cleveland’s 
contentment was well deserved. He had just won the most decisive 
election in twenty years, defeating his Republican rival, Benjamin 
Harrison, by over 400,000 votes. This margin of victory prompted 
The Brooklyn Eagle to declare that “a cyclone struck the GOP.”2 

Within four years, however, Cleveland’s sense of triumph would 
fade, and by the 1896 election he found himself ostracized by his 
own party. The 1894 midterm elections, in addition to economic 
crisis and intra-party division, led to this dramatic transformation 
of the Democratic Party.  The party’s record losses in the midterm 
elections of 1894 not only served as a challenge to the party’s viability 
at the national and state levels, but also constituted a repudiation 
of the antiquated, more conservative Bourbon Democrats. With the 
survival of the party at stake, control of the Democratic Party shifted 

Luke Angelillo is a first-year undergraduate student double concentrating 
in History and Political Science. He is particularly interested in American 
electoral history, especially the variety of parallels and connections that 
cut across different time periods. In the future, he hopes to attend law 

school.
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to the progressive wing led by the Silver Democrats. As a result, 
both the candidature and platform in 1896 represented a fundamental 
shift towards progressivism. 

The Civil War had left the Democratic party in a state of 
disrepair and consequently removed from national politics; while 
Republicans waved the bloody shirt, all Democrats could do was lick 
their wounds. The end of Reconstruction provided an opportunity 
for Democrats to reverse their fortunes, and by the early 1880s two 
factions had emerged eager to restore the party to relevancy: the 
Bourbons and the Silverists. The two wings of the party were divided 
by their views on bimetallism, and the debate over the coinage of 
gold and silver was quickly becoming the preeminent national issue. 
In 1873 Congress had passed the Coinage Act, revising the laws of 
the US Mint so that silver could no longer be struck into legal tender. 
This act effectively placed the country on the gold standard. Although 
the act was a major departure from previous US monetary policy, 
the bill passed with little fanfare: in fact, the general population 
and even some congressmen were seemingly unaware that it ended 
the practice of bimetallism.3 Only when silver prices dropped three 
years later and famers went to have their bullion struck at the mint 
did the general population realize that the coinage of silver was no 
longer possible. Because previous coinage of silver had increased 
the money supply and caused inflation, farmers and debtors were 
the most negatively impacted by the new legislation. To combat 
the act these two groups banded together to form the Free Silver 
Movement, protesting against the “Crime of ‘73” and agitating for a 
return to the unlimited coinage of silver.4 These bimetallists secured 
a partial victory in 1878 with the passage of the Bland-Allison Act, 
which mandated that the federal government purchase between two 
and four million dollars worth of silver each month. This (albeit 
limited) coinage of silver was boosted by the 1890 Sherman Silver 
Purchase Act, which increased federal silver purchases enough to 
make the United States the second-largest buyer in the world. By the 
1892 Convention, advocates of the gold standard already believed 
silver had encroached too far; conversely, Silverists would not be 

“On the Eve of A Very Dark Night”
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pleased until coinage of silver was unlimited. 
The issue of bimetallism partitioned the nation across 

geographic lines and further divided the Democrats into two 
ideologically opposed factions; however, the Bourbons—the 
conservative arm of the party that advocated the gold standard—were 
ultimately successful in consolidating control of the party, mainly 
via the 1892 Convention and Platform. Although the first Bourbon 
Democrats were Southerners who protested Reconstruction, the 
election of New Yorker Grover Cleveland to the Oval Office in 1884 
shifted their center of power to the Northeast, where it extended into 
the Midwest. The propertied elite and industrial workers in these 
regions supported the Bourbons’ strong “sound money” stance.5 In 
contrast, support for the more progressive, populist-leaning Silver 
Democrats primarily derived from the South and the West, regions 
with thousands of farmers and debtors. Despite these divisions, the 
Democratic Party entered election season united around gaining 
control of the White House after four years of Republican dominance. 
Both factions believed that former President Cleveland represented 
the party’s best opportunity. Although many of the liberal Silverists 
were unenthusiastic about what would be his third consecutive 
candidacy, Cleveland, thanks to his prestige and name recognition, 
emerged as the party’s only logical candidate.6 Unsurprisingly, the 
convention nominated him on the first ballot.

Democrats created a general, moderate platform that they 
hoped would net the party as much support as possible.7 Cleveland, 
who understood the obvious ideological, sectional, and coalitional 
differences within his party, went to great length to avoid alienating 
either faction. Operating on this strategy, Cleveland structured his 
platform almost solely around valence issues, including the party’s 
support of civil service reform, small government, and the proposed 
Nicaragua Canal. He similarly emphasized the Democrats’ successful 
blockage of the 1890 Lodge Bill. Most importantly, the platform 
strongly denounced the McKinley Tariff, an unpopular protectionist 
measure that likely influenced Republicans’ poor performance in the 
elections of 1890. Cleveland intended to continue reaping the rewards 

Luke Angelillo
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of the Republicans’ failure: “our policy,” he declared, “should be to 
let them flounder.”8 Outwardly, the Democrats appeared united, and 
The San Francisco Examiner reported that the party was “united on 
the tariff.” “Let the issue on which it is divided wait,” The Examiner 
continued, pushing the party’s underlying divisions into the distant 
future.9 However, such substantial differences could not be kept 
secret for long; in the meantime, division percolated quietly.

Of particular concern was the Platform’s internally disputed 
endorsement of bimetallism and antitrust legislation. Cleveland 
privately opposed “the dangerous and reckless experiment of free, 
unlimited coinage of silver at our mints.”10 In a letter to New York 
Reform Club President Ellery Anderson, Cleveland bemoaned what 
he thought of as a rejection of the Northeast in favor of agrarian 
interests.11 In public, however, he remained ambiguous enough 
on his position that he succeeded in siphoning support from both 
progressives and conservatives. Similarly, although Cleveland 
maintained only tepid support for antitrust legislation—many of his 
chief donors and supporters in the Northeast would be negatively 
affected by a stricter application of the Sherman Antitrust Act—
he and his fellow Bourbon Democrats added this plank to the 
Democratic platform to draw support from moderate progressives. 
Of course, the platform’s outward support of bimetallism and 
antitrust legislation did not go too far; in fact, Cleveland avoided 
discussing these issues on the campaign trail, instead committing his 
campaign to lowering the tariff. This strategy proved successful: the 
Democratic Party gained control of the Senate, the House, and the 
Oval Office for the first time since the Buchanan Presidency.

However, as previously mentioned, the illusion of unity that 
the Democrats’ sweeping victory suggests is misleading and masks 
tensions between the Democratic Party’s competing factions. The 
Bourbons and Silverists failed to make meaningful compromise: 
the platform largely served as lip service to attract a wider net of 
voters. In addition, Cleveland always intended to campaign and 
subsequently govern on his own terms. Thus, despite his promise 
to “infuse new blood” into the executive branch, all but one of 

“On the Eve of A Very Dark Night”
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Cleveland’s cabinet appointments were Bourbon Democrats.12 
Some Silver Democrats even refused to support the new president. 
For instance, Governor Pennoyer of Oregon declined to attend 
Cleveland’s inauguration, insisting that Cleveland was nothing more 
than a “Wall-Street Plutocrat.”13 Moreover, Republicans had found 
themselves in an extremely weak position in 1892—thus making 
them easier to defeat. Indeed, Speaker of the House Thomas Reed’s 
unpopular new rules, coupled with recession and high tariffs, made 
the party incredibly vulnerable. Thus, the Democrats had hardly 
needed a high level of cohesion to defeat their rivals. The hidden 
divisions within the Democratic Party would soon begin to show, 
especially following the emergence of economic depression.

The Panic of 1893 resulted in the continued fracturing of the 
Democratic Party. By the time Cleveland assumed the presidency on 
March 4, 1893, the nation found itself in the throes of an economic 
downturn, with unemployment reaching 18 percent by the end of 
July. Republicans immediately argued that Democratic threats to 
lower the tariff had eroded business confidence. This effort to pin 
the crisis on the majority party was successful: the soup kitchens 
that opened across the nation quickly became known as Cleveland 
Cafes.14 Cleveland responded by recalling Congress for a special 
session in August to request the repeal of the 1890 Sherman Silver 
Purchase Act. Eager to both disprove the Republicans and weaken 
the position of Silver Democrats, Cleveland argued that the act was 
singularly responsible for the economic turbulence.15 The ensuing 
debate over the proposal proved particularly embarrassing to the 
Democrats: while the Republicans rallied together to defeat the 
law, the Democrats remained completely split.16 Debate lasted for 
months, and Cleveland could hardly contain his displeasure. When 
Congress finally succeeded in repealing the bill on November 1, 
only half of the Democrats voted for the measure.

The Democrats certainly could have politically recovered 
had the repeal led to noticeable economic change—but, contrary to 
Cleveland’s prediction, the economy remained stagnant. As the repeal 
ultimately failed to alleviate the worst effects of the depression, it 
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led to serious repercussions for the administration: as a result of the 
Democrats’ inability to foster compromise, the party’s disunity fully 
revealed itself to the voting public. Cleveland’s decision to play intra-
party politics had been proven unwise—and Silver Democrats were 
fervent in voicing their discontent. Perhaps the loudest voice came 
from William Jennings Bryan, a second-term representative from 
Nebraska, who responded to the continued depression by calling 
for a “parting of the ways” within the party.17 More importantly, 
Cleveland’s blunder finally secured silver’s place as the leading 
national issue. Since the last election, Cleveland had carefully 
sidestepped the issue that bitterly divided his party; ironically, he 
had now accidently succeeded in catapulting silver to the national 
forefront. As an effect, the tariff reform that he had married himself 
to during the 1892 campaign became inconsequential. 

1894 presented more problems for Cleveland and the Bourbon 
Democrats. A tariff bill finally arrived on the House floor in the waning 
days of 1893, but, by the time it passed in mid-1894, the Wilson-
Gorman Tariff had been stripped of almost all of its Democratic 
provisions. Cleveland, self-described as “a man depressed and 
disappointed,” let it become law without signing it.18 The economic 
depression worsened, and Coxey’s Army, a group of discontented 
workers, began its march to Washington to protest widespread 
unemployment. Additionally, a crop shortage resulting from an 
unusually warm summer compounded the suffering. However, none 
of these political misfortunes compared to Cleveland’s botching of 
the Pullman Strike, a massive railroad protest that encompassed 
nearly 250,000 workers at its peak. Cleveland, the same man who had 
campaigned so fervently for limited government, sent federal troops 
into Illinois to break the strike, much to the frustration of Governor 
John Peter Altgeld. Well-respected among the progressive wing of 
the Democratic Party, Altgeld resented Cleveland’s intervention 
in a situation that, he thought, the state government had under 
control. Altgeld thus began organizing liberal Democrats to defeat 
Cleveland in 1896. The factionalized nature of the Democratic Party 
prevented Cleveland from suffering in solitude: by association, the 

“On the Eve of A Very Dark Night”
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problems that plagued the administration now affected the Bourbon 
Democrats as a whole. Furthermore, Cleveland’s failure to properly 
execute damage control further exposed the glaringly obvious intra-
party divisions to the public. In a private letter to Cleveland, one of 
his close friends predicted that “[Bourbons] are on the eve of a very 
dark night.”19 With the fall midterms looming, this nightfall quickly 
approached.

The 1894 midterm elections were not only an electoral 
failure for the Democratic Party, but also a challenge to the party’s 
political viability and relevance at a national level. The Cleveland 
Administration marked the first point in the postbellum period 
that Democrats had enjoyed unified government. The results 
of the 1894 midterm thus served as a wringing denunciation of 
Democratic governance and, more specifically, Cleveland’s wing 
of the Democratic Party. Democrats relinquished 127 seats to 
Republicans—the largest loss in history. Shockingly, the Democrats 
ceded thirty-three of these seats in the traditionally solid South. The 
Democrats’ electoral strategy presupposed wins in this conventionally 
Democratic region, and Republican gains endangered that plan. 
Beneath a public facade of confidence and optimism, Cleveland 
privately pondered the unpleasant realities of the election: what 
could be the Democrats’ electoral path if the party could not even 
reliably win the South, its longtime political stronghold?20 

However, the Democrats’ most severe losses occurred in 
the Midwest: the party saw its representation dwindle from eighty-
nine seats to three.21 With the North and South essentially clinched 
in advance by the Republicans and Democrats, respectively, the 
Midwest was the only perennially competitive region. Thus, the 
Democrats’ resounding defeat was dismaying because the road to 
control of the federal government ran through the states of the Old 
Northwest. Although the losses in the Midwest were troubling to the 
whole party, Bourbon Democrats were particularly disturbed. A few 
days before the election, Governor Altgeld begged voters to spare 
progressive, anti-establishment Democrats: “Judas betrayed his 
master . . . but the world did not therefore condemn all twelve of the 
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apostles.”22 Whether acting in direct response or not, voters answered 
his plea to spare progressive Silverists. Indeed, while defeat spanned 
the country, it disproportionately affected the Bourbon Democrats’ 
strongholds: the Midwest and Northeast witnessed enormous losses. 
Before the 1894 election, the conservative wing made up over half 
the party and almost the entire establishment. Afterward, only a few 
Bourbon representatives remained, and the faction’s most prominent 
members found themselves unemployed: Cleveland’s Democratic 
Party had withered away. Comparatively mild turnover in the South 
and West, coupled with the repudiation of the Bourbons, opened 
the way for the progressive Silver Democrats to take control of the 
national party.

Control at the state level, which was crucial to acquiring 
Senate seats prior to the passage of the Seventeenth Amendment, 
also slipped away from the Democrats. The increasingly popular 
People’s Party banded together with Republicans in North Carolina, 
Alabama, and Texas to take control of these states’ respective 
legislatures. Despite several fundamental differences between these 
two parties, they coalesced around a desire to liberalize the vote 
and prevent discriminatory voting practices by the Democratic 
Party. Democrats surely wished that members of their own party 
could cooperate so well: in the fifty-third Congress, party-line votes 
represented only 6 percent of the total.23 Of course, it is important to 
not overemphasize Democratic disunity in the party’s 1894 electoral 
meltdown. As the incumbent party, the Democrats were naturally 
susceptible to loss. Furthermore, the Republicans ran a strong, 
motivated campaign after being embarrassed by the Democrats 
in 1892. Even a united Democratic Party would have struggled to 
succeed, and, factoring in economic depression, the party faced an 
exceedingly difficult election; longterm division within the party 
only accentuated its electoral weaknesses. However, the midterm 
elections certainly made intra-party differences much more visible, 
as Silver Democrats immediately began blaming the Bourbon 
establishment for the party’s defeat.

The 1894 midterm elections destroyed the reputation of 
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President Cleveland and the Democratic Party establishment. Talks 
of electing a Silverist presidential candidate had been circulating 
since 1893, and these discussions gained momentum as President 
Cleveland quickly became a convenient scapegoat following the 
disastrous midterm elections.24 Republicans and Democrats alike 
blamed the recession on President Cleveland’s monetary policy, 
especially his strong push to repeal the 1890 Sherman Purchase Act. 
Thus, the 1894 publication of William H. Harvey’s Coin’s Financial 
School, a bestselling collection of fictional lectures in favor of 
bimetallism, resonated strongly with both disaffected Democrats and 
other citizens. One Minnesota magazine editor observed that “high 
school boys are about equally divided between silver and baseball, 
with a decided leaning toward the former.”25 Governor Altgeld’s 
constant criticism of President Cleveland also accelerated after the 
midterm defeat, further injuring not only Cleveland’s reputation, but 
also that of the Bourbon Democrats as a whole. Once-sympathetic 
colleagues and newspapers endlessly ridiculed President Cleveland: 
choice insults included Benedict Arnold, the Wicked Witch of the 
East, and “an old bag of beef [that ought to be] prod[ded] with a 
pitchfork.”26 With few Bourbons remaining in Congress, they could 
do little to defend themselves or their president. Cleveland, never 
an adept party leader or compromiser—he tended to “rub out sore 
spots with bricks”—failed to recover, spending the remainder of 
his presidency eagerly awaiting a return to private citizenship.27 
While the Bourbons spiraled out of control, Bryan and the Silver 
Democrats took control of the party.

Bryan and the Silver Democrats, taking advantage of the 
power vacuum created by the public denunciation of Cleveland and 
the Bourbons, steered the Democratic Party in a more progressive 
direction. Following the earth-shattering election results, demand 
for free coinage of silver—already heavily supported in the West 
and South prior to the midterms—skyrocketed; in the surviving 
Congress, the only unifying factor greater than silver was a distaste 
for Cleveland. Voters had decided that Cleveland mishandled the 
silver issue, and Silver Democrats immediately began moving to 
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rectify his mistake: bimetallism gave the party a new identity.28 
According to Governor Altgeld, the midterm had not caused the 
remaining Democrats to wallow, but rather “stirred up our people 
. . . [and] put new life into the Democratic Party.”29 In response to 
economic depression and the midterm results, twenty Democratic 
state platforms came out in favor of free silver by the end of 1894. 
Around the same time, Bryan began perfecting his famous “Cross 
of Gold” speech. After a failed Senate bid in 1894, Bryan traveled 
west and honed his oratory skills by giving speeches about the 
advantages of free silver. Following the midterms, Populists and 
Silver Republicans dominated the West—and Bryan and Altgeld saw 
the region as political capital that could be flipped to the Democrats. 
As Populists had previously worked with Silver Republicans in 
state legislatures, Bryan and Altgeld wondered if these parties might 
similarly be able to work with Democrats on a national scale. Bryan, 
an ardent admirer of the 1892 People’s Party presidential candidate, 
James Weaver, saw the Populists as having more similarities than 
differences with the Silver Democrats. With hopes of an alliance 
in mind, Bryan showed a willingness to take the Democratic Party 
in a decidedly populist direction. In addition to building a bridge 
between the People’s Party and the Democrats, Bryan spent the rest 
of his seventeen months out west networking and building name 
recognition. Thousands of people traveled to hear the Boy Orator 
of the Platte speak, and progressive Democrats lavished him with 
praise. The best bellwether of Bryan’s growing popularity may have 
been Cleveland’s growing contempt. As articulated by historian Hal 
Williams, Bryan had become “the embodiment of the forces reshaping 
the Democratic Party”—a rearrangement decidedly unfavorable to 
the Bourbon Democrats.30 By the time the Democratic Convention 
came around in July 1896, Bryan appeared poised to complete the 
party’s Silverist transition.

The 1896 Party Platform and the eventual nomination of 
Bryan displayed the formal embrace of a progressive agenda by 
the Democratic Party. From the start, the 1896 Convention strongly 
favored the Silverist ideology: only one candidate in the whole field 
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favored the gold standard, and not a single one affiliated himself 
with President Cleveland or the Bourbon Democrats. In fact, 
Cleveland’s hold on the party had become so weak that he opted to 
sit the convention out; instead, he went on a fishing trip.31 Although 
the Convention’s progressive ideology was clear, the party still 
had to determine who their standard bearer would be. Despite his 
extensive, cross-country speaking tour, Bryan entered the 1896 
Convention with less recognition than other prominent Democrats; 
to counter this, his Nebraskan delegation handed out a photograph 
and one of his speeches to each other state delegation.32 Luckily 
for Bryan, no other candidate came in as a favorite either. Altgeld 
would have been a popular choice, but he was born in Germany, 
making him ineligible. This left two veterans of the free-silver cause 
as Bryan’s main competition: Richard Bland and Joseph Blackburn. 
Bryan easily defeated this competition with his electrifying “Cross 
of Gold’ speech, which propelled him to the nomination after 
only five ballots. Bryan’s appeal became so wide-reaching that 
it transcended party lines: both the People’s Party and the Silver 
Republicans formally nominated him for president. Bryan’s dreams 
of a political coalition among these groups and the Silverists thus 
appeared to be falling into place—revealing yet another victory for 
the progressives.

The platform created at the Convention was unapologetically 
progressive. It called most prominently for the free coinage of silver 
and gold at the ratio of 16 to 1. Additionally, it contained a severe 
denunciation of the high tariffs established by Republicans. Many 
of its other planks drew direct inspiration from the Populists’ 1892 
Omaha Platform, including the imposition of term limits and the 
dissolution of national banks. The wave of change that swept over 
the Democratic Party prompted Henry Cabot Lodge to remark that 
“the Democratic Party . . . has passed completely into the hands of 
the Populists.”33 Ultimately, the platform served as the culminatory 
reaction to the transpirations of the past four years. Cleveland’s 
failures, economic depression, and electoral turmoil had motivated 
the Democratic Party to take a radical departure from the policy it 
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had advocated in 1892. Now, in 1896, Bryan declared that he was 
ready “to enter up the judgement already rendered by the . . . people 
of this country.”34

The 1894 Midterm Elections proved to be more than 
an electoral earthquake; they marked a turning point within the 
Democratic Party. For most of the post-Civil War era, Bourbon 
Democrats dominated the party while progressive dissent and intra-
party divisions quietly fomented. The political climate that resulted 
as an effect of the midterms thus did not cause the party to completely 
default on its prior policy, but rather facilitated the continuation of 
an already existing trend towards progressivism. Massive turnover 
left the door open for William Jennings Bryan and other Silverists 
to take control of the party. As a result, Democratic presidents 
like Woodrow Wilson, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and Lyndon 
B. Johnson would eventually enact some of the most progressive 
reform of the twentieth century. Furthermore, the voting bloc that 
the Democratic Party assembled in 1896 served as a model for the 
New Deal Coalition that would emerge 40 years later. Today, the 
1894 midterm elections are of particular interest to the Democratic 
Party because the party stands at a similar juncture. Rattled by the 
shocking results of the 2016 presidential election, the party stands at 
a crossroads between moderate and liberal factions. Hillary Clinton’s 
defeat appears analogous with Cleveland’s downfall, and Senators 
such as Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, who are generally 
said to offer more radical alternatives to Clinton’s Democratic 
traditionalism, bear similarities to Bryan. In fact, Sanders’ claim 
that “Democrats need new direction” is reminiscent of Bryan’s call 
for a “parting of the ways”.35 Whether we are about to witness a 
new transformation of the Democratic Party, however, remains to 
be seen.

Senior Editors: Ryan Simshauser and Edward Kai Yan Tie
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Comfort Women
Ensuring Remembrance Through Memorialization  
by Christine Lee

She sits quietly in her chair, waiting. Dressed in a simple 
hanbok, the bronze sonyeosang fixes her gaze on the embassy; 
unblinking, fists clenched, barefoot. Next to her is a vacant seat 
reserved for the spirits of her sisters, who have already passed away. 
Together, the living and the departed face the Japanese embassy, 
the remnant of a colonial empire that had claimed their land, their 
names, and their bodies. Together, they demand justice. 

The sonyeosang, which literally translates to “statue of 
girl,” was installed in front of the Japanese Embassy in 2011 not 
only to honor the thousands of women and girls forced into sexual 
slavery by the Japanese Imperial Army, but also to hold the Japanese 
government accountable for the crimes it had committed. Though 
Comfort Women (or ianfu, as the Japanese called them) came 
from all of imperial Japan’s territories, the majority of the supplied 
women and girls came from Korea. And so, when the South Korean 
government added the issue of reparations for Comfort Women to its 
national agenda in the 1990s, political tensions between Japan and 
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South Korea began to heighten. On December 28, 2015, however, in 
a “final and irreversible resolution” lauded by the United States as 
“progress,” Japan offered to pay one billion yen (8.3 million dollars) 
to South Korea as reparations to the remaining forty-six Comfort 
Women.1 In return, the South Korean government, on behalf of 
the women involved (with whom the government did not confer), 
agreed to never “criticize Tokyo over [Comfort Women] issues 
again.”2  To test the integrity of the compromise, Japan demanded 
that the sonyeosang in front of the Japanese embassy be removed. 
Yet, the sonyeosang must not be removed; the payment must be 
rejected; the criticism must continue. History and truth cannot be 
bought and sold.
 Since the first public indictment of Japan in 1991 by Kim 
Hak-Sun, a former Comfort Woman, survivors and advocates alike 
have identified the South Korean government, not Japan, as the 
biggest obstructer of justice. Economically dependent on Japanese 
investment, South Korea has little political power over its former 
colonizer. Only when the Comfort Women made international 
headlines did the Korean government finally feel compelled to 
voice support rather than continue the legacy of silencing its own 
people.3 To counteract the subtle yet deadly form of institutional 
erasure by both governments, Koreans, both native and diasporic, 
have begun building Comfort Women memorials in their respective 
communities. Yet how effective are the memorials located on 
foreign soil? To whom do they provide comfort—the survivors or 
the community?
 Every memorial proposal is a reminder that, as much as 
the memorials commemorate the former sex slaves, they also 
incriminate the Japanese government for refusing to acknowledge the 
indisputable truth that the Comfort Women system was devised by 
the Japanese Imperial Army and endorsed by its government. While 
the monuments do not offset the Japanese government’s failure to 
offer proper reparations and an acceptable apology, memorialization 
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efforts should continue to indict the perpetrators, both individual 
and institutional, and create a public memory that will outlive the 
survivors—thus allowing their legacies to be remembered beyond 
their mortality.

CavEats
Prior to beginning the analysis of whether memorialization 

serves as an effective medium for justice, certain caveats must be 
addressed. Firstly, the terms used to refer to these women and girls 
require some justification. “Comfort Women” is the rough English 
translation of “ianfu,” a Japanese euphemism for prostitutes used by 
the government. Historians continue to grapple with this language: 
one one hand, they must refer to the survivors without perpetuating 
the violence of sanitizing reality; on the other, they must recognize 
the unique nature of the system of enslavement of Comfort Women. 
While rape and forced prostitution are not unique to the Asia-Pacific 
War, the ianfu system is special in that the Japanese government 
officially sanctioned the military’s establishment of systematic 
sexual slavery. From 1932 to 1945, the Japanese Imperial Army 
deceived and coerced approximately 200,000 women and girls from 
its imperial territories to serve as sex slaves for its soldiers—all 
with the approval of the Japanese government.4 Thus, I will use the 
terms “Comfort Women” and “sexual slaves” interchangeably in an 
attempt to acknowledge both the truth of the violence these women 
and girls experienced and the truth of the violence’s uniqueness in 
the greater historical context.

Secondly, while the Japanese Imperial Army conscripted sex 
slaves from all conquered territories, including but not limited to 
China, Taiwan, Indonesia, and even Japan, I will focus on Korean 
Comfort Women, who comprised an estimated 80 percent, or 160,000, 
of the conscripted women.5 Lastly, it is imperative to recognize that 
the crimes committed on Comfort Women by the Japanese Imperial 
Army extend beyond the breadth of this essay. Immediately after 
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official surrender in 1945, the Japanese government burned the 
majority of potentially incriminating documents on the ianfu system. 
Additionally, many Comfort Women have passed away or live in 
silence either out of shame or because of a decision to not dwell on 
past trauma. Thus, seeking justice for Comfort Women also requires 
learning to respect the women’s agencies and rights to silence, 
for their scars and bodies do not exist for public consumption and 
curiosity. 

Comfort WomEn: shot, EditEd, CroppEd out
 The Japanese government has a notorious history of 
indulging in historical revisionism. On December 6, 1991, three 
Korean Comfort Women filed suits against the Japanese government 
for its crimes.”6 Kim Hak-Sun, the primary plaintiff and best-known 
Comfort Woman, said that she emerged from her silence because 
she “could no longer tolerate the lies of the Japanese government.”7 
In response to the prosecution, Tokyo declared its archives void of 
evidence and dismissed the case, arguing that the Comfort Women 
were prostitutes who engaged in the sex trade voluntarily. Upon 
hearing of his government’s brazen perjury, Yoshimi Yoshiaki, a 
history professor at Chuo University in Tokyo, personally undertook 
the mission of exhuming the needed, incriminating evidence. Within 
three weeks of searching through the Self-Defense Agency’s library, 
Yoshimi found surviving, undeniable, written proof that the Japanese 
government had actively organized and operated ianfu stations during 
World War II.8 Since the upset brought on by Yoshimi’s discovery, 
the Japanese government has cyclically retracted previous denials, 
conceded begrudgingly to the uncovered facts publicized by various 
individual citizens and truth commissions—including one conducted 
by the U.N.—and then undermined this progress by falling back 
to victim-blaming the women. Thus, the historical reconstruction 
of the Comfort Women system requires divorcing government 
propaganda and cultural misperception from hard evidence, which 
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includes victim testimonies. 
 The ianfu system ironically intended to prevent the rape of 
local women and the spread of venereal diseases in the occupied areas 
by arranging for easy access to Comfort Women. Women and girls (as 
young as 13 years old) conscripted for the sole purpose of pleasing 
the Japanese soldiers.9 On March 14, 1932, Japanese Lieutenant-
General Okabe Naozaburo wrote in his diary about the frequent rape 
of local Korean women and how “the establishment of appropriate 
facilities” would circumvent “our soldiers’ sexual problem” as the 
military’s objective changed from invasion to occupation.10 In the 
same month, Okabe’s superior, General Okamura Yasuji, the Deputy 
Chief of Staff of the Shanghai Expeditionary Army, requested that the 
Governor of Nagasaki send over the first group of Comfort Women. 
The system was the brainchild of military officials, who received 
approval and endorsements from the government. This license to 
rape the women at the ianjos, or comfort stations, stemmed from a 
culture of hypermasculinity––the notion that the male sexual desire 
was uncontrollable, so female bodies were needed as instruments of 
relief. 

The system’s workings reveal a preoccupation with 
legitimizing rape as an institutional practice. In 1904 and again 
in 1910 and 1921, Japan signed the “International Arrangement 
and Conventions for the Suppression of Traffic in Women and 
Children.”11 It is most likely that the Japanese government did not 
conveniently “forget” or consider the agreement as “suspended” 
during wartime. The most probable explanation for the paradox 
is that the Japanese government did not see the Comfort Women 
system as what it was: an industrial organization of rape. After all, 
politicians for decades have unabashedly declared Comfort Women 
as voluntary prostitutes and their stories as fabricated anti-Japanese 
propaganda. To better understand this indoctrination, it is necessary 
to analyze the active steps undertaken by both the military and 
the government to circumvent any direct accusations of violating 
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international law. 
In 1938, Japan passed the National Mobilization Law 

to legalize the trafficking of thousands of Korean girls across 
international borders, a purpose obscured by the legislative 
language.12 “Recruiting agents”––usually a Korean “subcontractor” 
paired with a member of the kempeitai, the police arm of the Japanese 
Imperial Army––were given the task of filling quotas issued by a 
military commander. Most women were “recruited” through the 
false promises of employment as “a factory worker, assistant nurse, 
laundry worker, kitchen helper, or the like,” while others were simply 
abducted.13 Jong Jinsong, a Japanese researcher, found that, of the 
175 Korean women who came forward in 1993 as Comfort Women, 
105 named rural areas in Kyongsang and Cholla Provinces as their 
homes, demonstrating how subcontractors specifically capitalized 
on the naiveté and fidelity of young daughters of poor peasant 
families.14 In this manner, the women, then girls, “voluntarily” chose 
to work for the military. 

Secondly, although some ianjos were directly managed by 
the military, most comfort stations were run by Japanese or Korean 
civilians as nominal private enterprises that operated under the close 
regulation of the military. Under military orders, the proprietors 
ensured that the Comfort Women received weekly check-ups for 
venereal diseases and were replaced upon death. Beside these 
specific mandates, the proprietors were given free rein to maintain 
order using whatever means necessary. Yi Yongsu, a former Comfort 
Woman, spoke of how the proprietor “pulled out the telephone cord 
and tied [her] wrists to it [and] then shouting ‘konoyaro!’ [i.e. ‘you 
rascal’] he twirled the telephone receiver” until she passed out—all 
for her refusal to enter a certain room.15 On average, each Comfort 
Woman serviced up to ten men a day, but before and after each battle 
the average could rise to forty. After purchasing a ticket at the front 
desk, soldiers would line up outside the rooms of the women they 
desired, waiting for the person already inside to finish. Once the 
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soldier entered the room, he would hand the ticket directly to the 
woman or girl inside. This woman or girl would then turn over all her 
tickets to the proprietor once the station closed.16 (Theoretically, the 
women and girls received compensation for each ticket they turned 
in; realistically, however, only a tiny minority enjoyed such benefits.) 
This ritual of commercial exchange in which the soldier handed over 
the receipt of his purchase to the woman, the subject of his purchase, 
who then accepted the receipt, worked to justify any moral qualms 
the soldier may have. Since he had purchased her time and body, 
a transaction the Comfort Woman symbolically acknowledged by 
taking the ticket, the soldier was then free to treat the woman or girl 
however he wanted. It was not uncommon for women and girls to 
die from wounds inflicted by particularly violent soldiers who had 
not only raped, but also beat them. The Comfort Women system 
was undeniably designed to be an industrial organization of human 
trafficking and rape. These are the indisputable facts.

EstaBlishmEnt of puBliC mEmory and its politiCs
The politics of memorialization arise from Japan’s claim of 

victimhood. In 2014, the New York Times editorial board published 
an article titled “Mr. Abe’s Dangerous Revisionism,” a critical 
opinion piece that denounces Shinzo Abe, Japan’s prime minister, 
for indulging in historical revisionism by claiming that Japan was the 
unfortunate victim of World War II and an ambiguous player in the 
Asia-Pacific War.17 Yet such nationalistic sentiments are not confined 
to the government alone. Some Japanese communities, both native 
and diasporic, have been very vocal in expressing their discomfort, 
if not outright anger, in being considered the perpetrators of violence 
during the Second World War. For example, when Glendale, a small 
city in Southern California, built a Comfort Women memorial in 
2013, Michiko Shiota Gingery and Koichi Mera, two civilians, filed 
a suit against the city with the support of GAHT-US Corporation, an 
organization devoted to defending Japan’s honor against (alleged) 
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historical fabrication. Upon receiving a ruling in 2014 from US 
District Judge Percy Anderson that the memorial did not violate 
the supremacy and foreign affairs clause, GAHT issued a statement 
lambasting the court’s decision and accusing “this issue [of] being 
used to create a negative image of Japan, Japanese citizens, and 
Japanese Americans.”18 Such accusations expose the underlying 
trauma induced by the sonyeosang, which holds all these groups 
complicit in and accountable for the violence.
 It would be inaccurate, however, to say that the desire 
for truth does not exist in Japan. In March 1992, the Japanese 
government held a three-day national phone-in in Kyoto with the 
intent of gathering information on the Comfort Women issue. An 
unidentified man who had served the Japanese Imperial Army 
for three years (starting at the age of twenty-eight) reported that 
“although many of them [the Comfort Women] were told that they 
would serve as nursing assistants, the girls were sent to camps of 
prostitution to be violated by soldiers . . . Following the war the 
Japanese ianfu were sent back to Japan while many of the Korean 
women were killed by the soldiers.”19 Kichi Kodaichi, who began 
serving in 1939 in Manchuria, gave testimony to the existence of an 
ianfu residence that “was always busy” and concluded by saying, 
“I believe more than a million soldiers have remained silent on this 
issue.”20 Yet, despite confessions from soldiers who served during 
the mid-twentieth century, dissenters, such as GAHT, continue to 
latch onto disbelief. 
 Additionally, those who call for public remembrance of 
Comfort Women in diasporic communities, or places outside of 
Japan and South Korea, have often been accused of (re)igniting 
ethnic tension, which then calls into question the basis of East Asian 
solidarity in immigrant communities. In the case of Vancouver, 
Canada, Gordon Koida, an influential Japanese-Canadian, argued 
that erecting a Comfort Women monument would go against 
Vancouver’s commitment to “accommodating immigrants and 
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advocating ethnic diversity.”21 In the case of San Francisco, Seiko 
Fujimoto echoed Koida’s sentiments, questioning why “[the 
advocates for the memorial] have to destroy the relationship of 
coexistence among Japanese, Chinese and Korean ethnic groups.”22 
Such complaints, however, reveal a deeper philosophical trauma 
that challenges the basis for solidarity among diasporic East Asian 
communities. Following the reasoning of the dissenters, if having 
to face the past—namely all the crimes East Asians have committed 
against each other—precipitates the breaking of peace in the 
diasporic communities, then the solidarity among these communities 
is built on a policy of forgetting. Yet, to say that only the Japanese 
community is guilty of advocating for a relationship based on 
selective remembrance would overlook the Koreans who support 
such policies as well. Indeed, in the name of economic progress and 
“moving forward,” some Koreans have also been active criticizers 
of the memorial constructions. 

The living, however, do not have the privilege to forget; the 
complicit do not have the right to ignore. On May 17, 2014,  the 
Japanese American Bar Association (JABA) and Korean American 
Bar Association of Southern California (KABA) issued a joint 
statement addressing the opposition to the memorial. JABA and 
KABA identified interdependence built on an acknowledgement of 
past histories as the foundation of East Asian American solidarity, 
saying that “we are neither anti-Japan nor anti-Korea. Rather, we 
are Asian Americans committed to maintaining a community that 
celebrates diversity, promotes compassion, and builds friendship on 
a foundation of honesty . . . while we cannot ignore the unchangeable 
history that brought us to the present, we can decide to work together 
for a better tomorrow.”23 To identify the Japanese with erasure and 
the Koreans with remembrance would be an oversimplification of 
the politics between the two nations and groups of nationals, as 
communities worldwide struggle with how to progress forward 
through the redress of a past crime.
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 And so, the final question then becomes: how should we, 
the present generation, remember? As of 2016, the nine extant 
memorials vary in form. Fairfax County, Virginia and Union City, 
New Jersey set up plaques embedded in rock in the middle of two 
butterflies; Gwanju-si, Gyeonggi-do in South Korea houses the 
Nanum Jip, or the House of Sharing—a crowd-sourced residence set 
up for the remaining Comfort Women; Bergen County, New Jersey 
and Westbury, New York erected plaques in local parks (Westbury 
has set up two); Seoul, South Korea installed statues of two Comfort 
Women, Korean and Chinese, in a small park; Glendale, California 
and Southfield, Michigan adopted the sonyeosang that stands 
outside the Japanese Embassy. In October 2017, against the wishes 
of some Japanese community members—who have been vocal 
about their opposition from the conception of the memorial—San 
Francisco unveiled a statue of three bronze girls in St. Mary’s Square 
in Chinatown. Though still controversial, the spread of Comfort 
Women statues since 2011 indicates that, despite the governments’ 
attempts to write off Comfort Women and the injustice they faced 
as no longer relevant, characterizing them as figures of a dark 
and distant past, the current generations refuse to forget. In their 
memories, the women and girls who have suffered so much will live 
on.
 
ConClusion

From 1932 to 1945, the Japanese government subjected 
upward of 160,000 Korean women to sexual slavery. Since 1991, 
hundreds of survivors have stepped forward to demand justice; 
by 2016, only forty-six former Comfort Women remained alive. 
As a political process of restoring human dignity to the victims, 
memorialization works to keep those women alive. In 2016, the 
United States housed six out of the nine existing Comfort Women 
memorials. Meanwhile, Canada had two proposals pending, and 
Sydney, Australia managed to establish its first memorial (despite 
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vehement opposition). Through the controversies, memorialization 
efforts press forward in defiance of both systematic and institutional 
historical erasure and the Japanese administration, which still has 
not issued an acceptable official apology.

Yet how do the current generations practice ethical 
remembrance? In Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of 
War, Viet Thanh Nguyen argues that ethical memory is “seeing and 
remembering how the inhuman inhabits the human.”24 In honoring 
Comfort Women, the present generation must not generate a one-
sided narrative in which Japan is the only force culpable for enacting 
erasure and violence. Though the onus of the ianfu system’s evils 
does fall on the Japanese government, Koreans were also involved 
in the sustenance of the Comfort Women system. The bystanders, 
who allowed for the issue to live in silence until the 1990s, are not 
entirely innocent as well. In remembering great tragedy and events 
of war, it is too easy to cast “they” as inhuman and “us” as human. 
Yet ethical remembrance requires the acknowledgment that if “they” 
is the Japanese government that set up the system for sexual slavery 
and benefited most from the women and girls’ labor, then the “us” 
is the South Korean government that collaborated with the colonial 
power, doing nothing to stop the operations and continuing to bury 
the past by institutionally silencing the Comfort Women until the 
issue of reparations fit in well with the national agenda. If “they” is 
the past generation whose crime was committing the atrocious acts, 
then “us” is the current generation whose crime is forgetting what 
acts were committed.

The memorials are markers of the unfinished Japanese-South 
Korean deal, receipts for the transaction that never manifested. With 
the bronze girl, we continue watching and waiting.

Senior Editors: Jacob Alabab-Moser, William Lu, Isabelle 
Williams
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 The Cold War: the term itself exudes contradiction. The 
label for a heated American period of crescendoing fear and anxiety; 
the designation for a historical moment when normalizing efforts at 
suppressing enemies—foreign and domestic, real and imagined—
intensified; the Cold War, named so for its lack of direct military 
encounters between the United States and the USSR, denotes a 
fraught epoch of international proxy wars and global ideological 
warfare. On the home front, anti-communist and anti-homosexual 
discourse attained new political currency.1 “[E]xorcising [the 
communist’s] presence became a national obsession,” an exercise in 
“the projection of collective fears and desires” that rendered the term 
“communist” a totalitarian signifier of democratic doom, an “enemy 
appear[ing] everywhere.”2 In the face of this enemy, America would 
need to marshal the sum of its political, military, and intellectual 
might.

Simultaneously, the normalizing ethos of the Cold War 
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consensus, with its concomitant determination to root out all 
kinds of deviancy, meant that the anti-communist mission easily 
aligned with an existent regime of sexual regulation animated by 
the threat of the homosexual—in particular, gay men.3 From FBI 
director J. Edgar Hoover’s 1937 declaration of “war on the sex 
criminal” to California’s first-in the-nation sex offender registry 
in 1947 and the Lavender Scare of the 1950s—which purged 
suspected homosexuals from government and military posts—state 
surveillance and punishment increasingly penetrated the private 
realm of queer intimacy and personhood. This invasive vigilance 
equated queerness with national danger, societal unrest, and mental 
illness.4 Like communism, queer sexualities posed a fundamental 
threat to the stability of the democratic American nation-state in a 
moment when deviancy—both political and sexual—was marked as 
inimical to the heterosexual, capitalist American ideals symbolized 
by the nuclear family.5 

Americans had begun to recognize the deficiency of their 
queer identificatory practices—and thus their potential inability 
to expunge the male homosexual enemy—following the 1948 
publication of the Kinsey Report. This report, a sexological study, 
dramatically exposed the startlingly wide range of non-normative 
sex acts and sexualities among “ordinary” Americans.6 Furthermore, 
this research proposed that homosexuality appeared in a variety of 
forms—some undetectable by the public. Contemporaneous media 
formats obsessively recirculated the report’s facts about the perversity 
of American men and the possible invisibility of homosexuality. 
Kinsey and his research served as fodder for “late night jokes and 
limericks, racy advertising slogans, and even radio songs.”7 The 
straight American populace came to understand that sexual deviancy 
was not merely a perverse menace creeping along the margins. It 
permeated American society. Amid the aftermath of this fear about 
homosexual identification, new discursive resources were generated 
to ease and address this fear. In the subsequent analysis, I look to 
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Psychiatrizing the Homosexual

works of gay pulp fiction from the 1950s as literary objects and 
popular media meant to disseminate psychiatric knowledge about 
the feared homosexual. Indeed, these books ultimately sought to 
inculcate readers with the ability to recognize and contain sexual 
deviance.8 

First, we must delineate the ostensible function of the broader 
genre itself: pulp fiction. Throughout the 1950s, the American 
publishing industry furiously mass-produced inexpensive paperback 
novels with original stories about taboo topics. These works of pulp 
fiction documented the deepest fears that enthralled the American 
public imagination in the Age of Anxiety, a moment in which 
American society broadly writ was tensely grappling with the social, 
economic, and political ruptures of the postwar era. These narratives 
tracked “juvenile delinquency, motorcycle gangs, wife-swapping, 
teen drug use, college scandals, mob racketeering, suburban malaise, 
and the erotic dangers of psychoanalysis” alongside deviant sex 
and sexualities of all kinds: “adultery, prostitution, rape, interracial 
relationships, lesbianism, male homosexuality.”9 In showcasing 
the sensational, the dramatic, the fearful, and the grotesque, the 
pulp fiction paperback—its name derived from its printing on 
cheap stock—also worked to provide pleasure to its consumers 
by proffering a fascination of the abomination. I am interested in 
a specific subgenre of these works known as gay pulp: a set of 
paperback novels published in the 1950s that depicted the sordid 
being and twisted becoming of gay men. 

Though gay pulps were about gay men, they were ostensibly 
not for gay men. Publishers marketed these works as “exposés aimed 
at enlightening heterosexual audiences.”10 Exploiting anxieties about 
identifying queer men, these publishers intended to respond to the 
needs of the market of readers. Gay pulp works thus sought to satiate 
the appetites of a straight collective seeking to know and to identify 
the homosexual. Their methods were distinctly psychiatrized in that 
these works translated expert discourse about the psychological 
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becoming, being, and abjection of the homosexual into popular 
narrative formats that could be widely dispersed. Paula Rabinowitz 
has described pulp as follows: 

a modernist form of multimedia in which text, 
image, and material come together as spectacle 
to attract and enthrall a recipient, its audience, its 
reader. This medium was designed for maximum 
portability and could move seamlessly from private 
to public spaces.11 

Gay pulps in the 1950s demand a reworking of this definition—
these books were not sold in bookstores, but rather through the 
mail, enabling and restricting purchases in private.12 Derailing 
Rabinowitz’s definition further, the few gay pulp fiction books that 
existed were often discarded or torn up after being consumed.13 
To read about homosexuals in public was a dangerous act—one 
might be mistaken for a homosexual.14 Even if gay pulp could never 
navigate public space, public knowledge about homosexuality could 
be constructed by the movement of expert psychiatric discourse into 
popular culture via the medium itself. 

I want to dwell on this readerly fear of being identified as a 
homosexual for a moment. If psychological knowledge could mark 
out the bodies and minds of those who might be queer, the straight 
readership, consuming these pulps, might also find out something 
sexually unsavory about themselves. In searching for the queer, 
they might find their claimed heterosexuality corrupted, this sexual 
perversity repressed within their own sexuality. This deconstruction 
and  reformation of self-identity would take place though the active, 
self-didactic process of reading these pulps. Identification of the 
homosexual thus worked both ways: it burrowed inward to the truth 
of the self and also projected outward to the queer enemy.
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markEting, gEnrE ConvEntions,  and rEadErly 
plEasurEs
 Structuring the discourse of gay pulp and its processing 
of psychiatric expertise into popular knowledge were the dictates 
of both the wider gay pulp market and federal and state laws 
regarding homosexual representation in print in the 1950s. A gay 
pulp by Vin Packer, Whisper His Sin (1954), demonstrates the 
dramatic flourishes demanded by a print advertising strategy that 
pandered to straight readers’ hunger for information about the 
homosexual. These works trafficked in the bewildering and the 
abominable and dared the reader to enter the dreadful minds and 
worlds of homosexual men. Embossed on the pulp’s back cover is 
an underlined, bolded statement from the book’s publisher: “This is 
one of the most shocking novels we have ever published.”15 Indeed, 
shock constituted one of the main appeals that gay pulp could offer 
for straight audiences. 

For straight audiences, gay pulp rendered the homosexual 
an object from which to cull various forms of readerly pleasure. By 
perusing gay pulp, heterosexual readers could find lurid pleasure 
in stories of strange men with mysterious pasts and ambiguous 
sexualities. They might find voyeuristic delight in listening to the 
internal monologues of homosexuals agonizing over their same-sex 
attraction and self-hate. Perhaps they would relish in the ecstasy of 
transgression when reading shocking yet sensual accounts of “sordid 
adventures in the bizarre world halfway between the sexes.”16 Beyond 
the fact that straight readers extracted perverse pleasure from scenes 
of homosexual distress in gay pulp, these books also appropriated 
and enacted the American mainstream’s—and presumably the 
reader’s—worst fears about queer sexualities. The plots of gay pulp 
routinely depicted emotionally stunted homosexuals attempting to 
seduce and convert straight men. The marketing and discourse that 
surrounded gay pulp produced—and reproduced—queer sexualities 

Psychiatrizing the Homosexual



BROWN JOURNAL OF HISTORY44

as psychologically damaged, perverse threats to the nuclear family, 
the community, and the American nation-state. These fears would 
have to be literarily contained through pulp narrative. Death of 
homosexual love or of the homosexual himself were two ways 
to end the homosexual threat. Therefore, these novels tended to 
reassuringly terminate with a repudiation of same-sex relationships 
or queer death, leaving the reader with a triumphant yet tragic image 
of the monstrous homosexual struck down. 

oBsCEnity laWs and EpistEmologiCal duBiEty
The ubiquity of queer-bashing narratives in these works 

from the ‘50s reflected the production of gay pulp within a matrix of 
federal and state obscenity laws that proscribed the portrayal of gay 
sex, sexuality, or individuals in print—unless the text was written 
with a condemnatory tone.17 For example, the Comstock laws—
federal acts delineating the definition of obscenity—rendered works 
that featured homosexual content unmailable.18 Gay pulp works 
would have to finesse these constraints. Thus in the final moments 
of Whisper His Sin (1954) the gay deuteragonist sits in an electric 
chair, awaiting his death. The Divided Path (1958) concludes with 
the queer main character dying in a car crash as he drives to a date. 
Of course, obscenity laws never achieved their desires to completely 
censor affirmative gay content—Michael Bronski cites the 1951 
gay pulp work Finistère as a novel that “end[s] ‘badly’ [without] 
necessarily promoting antihomosexual sentiments or themes.”19 
Even if the plots of gay pulp were impelled by obscenity laws to 
barrel inevitably toward queer death, the works themselves could 
still subvert the meanings of this death. 

Obscenity laws—like the aforementioned Comstock laws—
even compelled authors to forego use of the term “homosexual.” 
This discursive exclusion demanded the utilization of an alternative 
rhetoric around homosexuality. Gay pulp, when alluding to gay sex 
or sexuality, nearly uniformly embraced euphemism, referring to a 
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queer character’s “habits,” “affairs,” “peccadilloes,” or “tendency.”20 
One character’s mother, describing her son’s homosexuality, refers 
to it as an “abnormal consanguinity.”21 Grappling with his same-
sex attraction, the gay protagonist of The Divided Path speaks of 
his “emotion[s],” “thoughts,” and “urge[s].”22 Though these works 
exhibit a clear refusal and rejection of the term “homosexual” or 
“homosexuality,” they did not necessarily struggle to communicate 
the “truth” of deviant sexuality. Rather, the erasure of “homosexual” 
from the vocabulary of gay pulp required these works to resort to 
euphemism. 
 One scene from the gay pulp work Man Divided (1954) 
stages the larger epistemological questions about queerness that 
could be provoked by euphemism. Euphemism is a precarious 
mode of communication; the task of exchanging of one word for 
a more amenable one while still preserving meaning in the process 
is a sometimes paradoxical task. Intending to expose Oliver’s 
homosexuality to his wife, Sally, in Man Divided, Magda deploys 
euphemism, but Sally is left confused and unsatisfied: “There are 
some subtle nuances floating around here that escape me entirely.”23 
Magda, exasperated by her own circumlocutions and Sally’s deficient 
understanding, exclaims, “I would certainly say it if I could find the 
right words . . . It’s so perfectly obvious.”24 
 Magda’s failure to communicate Oliver’s sexual deviance to 
Sally draws attention to the epistemological dubiety of euphemisms. 
Proxies for the term “homosexual” aspire to the “immediate self-
evidence of denotation” that the original term offers, even as 
the original term is disguised.25 But the misinterpretation of a 
euphemism is always a possibility if, like Sally, one does not know 
what precisely the euphemism denotes. The text, as if conscious 
of, and compensating for, the possible insufficiency of euphemism, 
proliferates a redundancy of signifiers that refer to the likelihood of 
Oliver’s homosexuality. Oliver refuses to divulge his past lovers; he 
rendezvouses with strange men at night; he fails to ever consummate 
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his marriage with Sally. The overwhelming accumulation of these 
signs in Man Divided seeks to render Oliver’s homosexuality highly 
probable. It is only via an overpowering excess of evidence, triggered 
by the possible inability of euphemism to say exactly what it means 
to say, that one becomes quite sure of Oliver’s homosexuality. 

Though practically intended to inhibit the possibility of 
discussing homosexuality, obscenity laws produced a plethora of 
homosexual significations within the texts of gay pulp. Following 
her attempted unveiling of Oliver’s homosexuality, Magda derides 
Sally’s lack of knowledge about homosexuality—faced with all 
the evidence, how could she not know? Indeed, Magda says, “I 
shouldn’t think I would have to explain. Perhaps you’re not such 
a woman of the world as I thought. I should think you’d already 
know.”26 Thus, the obscenity laws, designed to police homosexual 
presence in cultural media, inadvertently nurtured the scourge they 
were enacted to dispel. 

QuEErnEss and latEnt anxiEtiEs in thE amEriCan 
psyChE
 In the Cold War, to be an American “of the world” was to 
fear the world. This was the era of Permanent War waged at home 
and abroad against the homosexuals and the communists.27 The pulp 
work Whisper His Sin spoke to these concerns. Ferris Sullivan—the 
book’s protagonist and a homosexual—sits in a college classroom, 
struggling to pay attention as his sociology professor denounces the 
evil embodied in homosexuals and communists and the threat they 
represent to the American way of life: “[They] must be weeded out 
. . . [They do] not belong in the beautiful garden of life.”28 Then, 
linking both communism and homosexuality to the psyche, the dull 
yet melodramatic professor opines, “Who knows what thoughts 
are hidden in the minds of many men—indeed in the mind of any 
man.”29 
 The professor’s fixation on the mind as the locus of corruption 
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for toxic communist ideology or sexual perversion illustrates the 
outsized role of the psyche in the American public imagination of 
the 1950s. The mind functioned as the battlefield on which the Cold 
War would play out: the weaponry and warfare of the Nuclear Age 
would emphasize manipulations of the psyche and the social norms 
in addition to the destruction of bodies.30 Psychiatric experts and 
major political figures at the time “drew the categories ‘Communist’ 
and ‘homosexual’ together in the 1950s . . . [painting both] primarily 
as psychological defectives” and labeling both as dangerous 
contagions of the mind.31  

Tethered to anxieties about the vulnerability of the American 
mind to communist hijacking or homosexual tendencies was a desire 
to know what lay within the recesses of the American psyche—an 
impulse to explore the mind to which Whisper His Sin speaks. (For 
instance, this impulse is evoked by Sullivan’s sociology professor.) If 
one mapped out the mind and its beliefs, one could ultimately know 
who was the enemy and who was not. This conviction demonstrates 
the epistemological authority with which Americans had invested 
psychological knowledge—psychology could decode and distill the 
essential truth of the human mind and personality.32 Building on 
Judith Butler’s claim that invisibility has “the effect of a structuring 
inner space,” Catherine Lutz writes, 

The Cold War’s distinction was that everyone, 
not simply the enemy, went into hiding, and so 
significant relations became invisible. As they did, 
ghostly inner spaces were hypothesized to take 
their place, and the psyche was remade as a newly 
significant structuring principle.33

Thus in this historical moment, psychology became a key 
epistemological entry point for understanding not just the mind and 
personhood, but also politics, culture, and broader society.34 With the 
Cold War came the weaponization of psychological knowledge in 
order to understand, identify, and purge the enemy—without regard 
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to whether that enemy was the homosexual or the communist. As 
I have noted before, this knowledge not only opened up the Other 
but the self-partaking in this knowledge as well—with potentially 
destabilizing consequences. The straight reader, troubled by the fact 
that they themselves might be queer, finds themselves “implicated 
in that which one opposes.”35 

thE fairy, QuEErnEss, and thE sElf
 Gay pulp exploited Americans’ obsession with psychological 
knowledge and their desire to know the homosexual. These gay pulp 
books often explicitly advertised their narratives as journeys into 
the recesses of the homosexual psyche. The back cover of Whisper 
His Sin intones, “This book begins in the tortured mind of a boy and 
ends in the tormented murder of his parents.” The boy, of course, is 
gay. The Divided Path, in the first page after the front cover, offers 
to the reader “psychological insight” into the queer mind.36 The 
works themselves often alluded to the timeliness and contemporary 
relevance of these psychological investigations into the homosexual 
psyche, often referring to homosexuality variously as “the problem 
of our times” or “a strange way of life that has become all too 
prevalent.”37 The Divided Path also refers to the alarming findings 
of the Kinsey Report: “[this book] will open your eyes and heart to 
a tragic situation, which, according to the Kinsey Report, involves 
one out of every five men in America today!”38

Prior to the Kinsey Report’s publication in 1948, the 
American public primarily envisioned homosexual men according 
to the stereotype of the fairy or the pansy—“men with bleached 
hair, rouged cheeks, and lipstick” whose effeminate appearance and 
gender insubordination connoted queerness.39 A host of groups—
especially social-scientific figures concerned with sexual regulation 
like law enforcement members, psychiatric experts, and judicial 
authorities—came to realize that, in addition to materializing as the 
conspicuous fairy, the homosexual could also troublingly vanish 
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into the crowd. He could be invisibly lurking among the straights 
by presenting himself as normatively gendered, thereby concealing 
his own sexual deviance and his broader threat to the hegemonic 
way of life.40 In this moment, the fairy stereotype outlived its 
usefulness as an identifying mark of difference that encapsulated all 
representations of homosexuals. 

Homosexuality could longer be limited to the bodies of 
a fixed, highly visible, distinct minority. As these boundaries 
blurred, a new approach to homosexuality emerged, which Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgwick termed a “universalizing view” that envisions 
homosexuality as a structuring concern and possibility “in the lives 
of people across the spectrum of sexualities.”41 Attached to this 
notion of new concern about homosexuality is a incertitude of the 
self—a doubt about heterosexuality among the straight readership to 
which gay pulp was ostensibly marketed.
 Homosexuality was interpreted contemporaneously as 
a mental disease by psychiatric experts, a crime by judicial 
authorities, and a sin by religious figures. Americans came to think 
that it might linger within anyone, a secret freighted with danger. 
Kinsey’s work “convey[ed] and culpabilize[d] a universal potential 
for homosexuality in men.”42 It seems that The Divided Path, in 
its advertising strategies, sought to harness this panic. Americans’ 
concern about their own possible homosexuality sublimated into an 
intense focus on rooting out and understanding the homosexual—a 
compulsion that shapes straight readers’ engagement with gay pulp 
fiction in the 1950s. The Divided Path latched onto this compulsion, 
offering a way for readers to “open their eyes” and become 
psychologically acquainted with the homosexual and his neuroses, 
problems, and conflicts—perhaps these readers would even see the 
homosexual in themselves.43
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QuEEr psyChiatriC oBsEssions in litErary form
In works from the 1950s, gay pulp’s psychiatrized narrative 

mode synchronized with its advertisement as an exploration of the 
homosexual mind. The content of such works mapped the ruinous 
terrain of the homosexual mind and opened up queer interiority to 
straight readers. Readers could voyeuristically listen to Michael’s 
self-hate and inferiority complex as he grappled with his seemingly 
perverse lust and witness his psychological struggle to suppress 
his “compulsive need” for men: “This must stop. But how to do 
it! He felt powerless to control the emotion that gripped him . . . 
Exasperated at himself . . . he turned his head and drew away . . . 
Desire flickered with him, and he felt the hot blood chugging in his 
throat.”44 Critically, these moments of queer self-hatred follow on 
the heels of moments of intense queer desire and near-pornographic 
description. Right before he dives into a tirade deriding his own 
desire for men, Michael focuses his attention on the object of his 
infatuation: 

The full curve of the pouted lips, which in the half-
light were dark with their redness . . . his arms 
tingled and burned to encircle Paul, to draw that 
handsome, pathetic head down into the curve of his 
shoulder and hold it there . . . forever, never let it go. 
Michael’s fingers itched to smooth the touted silk of 
Paul’s hair . . . to stroke the tawny velvet of his skin, 
to cradle him always.45

The textual proximity between these scenes of self-hate 
and deviant sexual desire forge a link between queer abjection and 
readerly pleasure derived from the seeing the homosexual in his 
broken, subservient, psychologically-damaged state. Consuming 
this highly sexualized scene, readers relish the carnal, perverse 
intensity of queer desire. In the gay pulp character’s queer receipt 
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of discipline and in the attempted recuperation of heterosexuality 
embodied by queer self-hate, readers voyeuristically bask in 
the abasement of the homosexual. Through Michael’s interior 
monologue, the text also references psychoanalysis in its emphasis 
on the arrested psychological development associated with 
homosexuality; the narrator claims that Michael “wanted to remain 
young as long as possible—stunted.”46 In Whisper His Sin, readers 
interpret Sullivan’s neurotic obsession with privacy, his shyness and 
lack of masculinity, and his regular nightmares as evidence of the 
broken mind indicative of a homosexual. 

This text also welds queer psychiatric pathology to sexual 
feeling—Sullivan’s anxieties about privacy, his limp personality, 
and his fear of nudity come to the fore when his love interest, Paul 
Lasher, appears naked in front of him. The book offers a gratuitous, 
sexualized description of Lasher’s “good firm build,” his wide lips, 
his “sparkling brown eyes, his dimpled red cheeks, and his broad 
white grin.”47 Even as Sullivan diverts his eyes, the text directs the 
reader towards Lasher’s attractive figure and his flirtatious remarks: 
“I’m really quite pretty when I’m dressed, Mr. Sullivan.”48 Yet 
Sullivan’s irrational discomfort, his throbbing anxiety, permeates 
this moment; he “cower[s] against the wall, unable to look [Lasher] 
in the eye or answer him.” Sullivan’s deep homosexual attraction 
to Lasher underlies his rising panic.49 The reader thus experiences 
and fuses two pleasures—one derived from the sexually charged 
atmosphere of the scene and the other from Sullivan’s transference 
of his queer sexual energy into hysterical panic, a sublimation of 
homosexual desire. 

The gay pulp text, in harnessing queer anguish to queer 
desire, endeavored to limn the homosexual’s mental damage and 
his resultant perverse sexual feelings and render them available for 
readerly consumption and pleasure. Quoting Roland Barthes in The 
Pleasure of the Text, Rabinowitz conceives of pulp as expressing “an 
aesthetic . . . based entirely . . . on the pleasure of the consumer.”50 
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So strenuously did gay pulp work at giving pleasure to its readers 
that it transmuted queer mental suffering into a sexualized effect 
that readers themselves could partake in. The reader luxuriates in 
sexuality, even as Sullivan, who rejects and defers his felt desire by 
looking away, cannot. 

thE psyChoanalytiC and thE parEntal 
 Gay pulp fiction in the 1950s did not simply display the 
homosexual in his present state of psychological abjection for 
readerly consumption, but also also traced the etiology of the 
twisted gay mind and documented case studies in the development 
of homosexuality. Many works emphasized scenes of childhood. 
These narratives, time and time again, attribute the genesis of 
homosexuality in a child to an intimate mother and a distant father, 
thus reiterating the paradigmatic psychoanalytic account of faulty 
family configurations yielding psychosexual pathology.51 Michael’s 
mother in The Divided Path “preferred to keep him at home as much 
as possible in the house,” and, even more damningly, “Michael had 
never really trusted his father.”52 Whisper His Sin characterizes 
Sullivan’s mother as a “large [and] iron-willed” woman concerned 
with producing “a nice, healthy son” who performs masculinity 
properly.53  

 Meanwhile, Sullivan’s father—intellectual, distant, and 
unconcerned—exemplifies the stereotype of the detached father. In 
fact, his work as a bacteriologist keeps him busy and away from the 
home, preventing him from recognizing the perverse contagion—
the psychic “germs” of homosexuality—that have infected his 
own son.54 Gay pulp’s references to homosexuality as a biological 
vector is not surprising considering the function of a contagion as 
a potent organizing metaphor throughout the Cold War in reference 
to homosexuality and communism. For instance, justifications 
for the Lavender Scare deployed contagion to insinuate that one 
homosexual could beget a plague of deviant sexuality in otherwise 
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heterosexual settings (e.g. a federal office building).55 The contagion 
metaphor even found application in the character of the homosexual 
himself, a “predatory sex-deviant whose perverted practices were 
simultaneously appalling and seductive, so much the latter that his 
sexual contagion was dangerously easy to spread to . . . ‘normal’ 
individuals.”56 

In offering a glimpse of the tortured, self-hating inner 
thoughts of the homosexual and reenacting psychoanalytic accounts 
of faulty family configurations, gay pulp depicted the pathological 
path that begot homosexuality and the symptomology and pain of 
homosexual existence. The tone here is clearly condemnatory, and 
these stories of homosexuality certainly functioned as cautionary 
tales. Readers consuming gay pulp developed from these scenes 
of homosexual psychological abjection a voyeuristic pleasure that 
had profound educational value. In gazing at the homosexual in its 
abjection and ontogeny, the reader begins to understand the sexual 
enemy of the Cold War. Gay pulp operated in service of this gaze, 
laboring to satiate a voracious American appetite for information 
and narratives about the homosexual enemy using sensationalized 
and shocking psychological accounts of homosexual formation and 
pathology. After all, as Rabinowitz has noted, the object of gay pulp 
lay in attracting and satisfying its readers.57 
 Gay pulp fiction’s instrumentalization of psychiatric 
knowledge to explain homosexual abjection mirrored and sustained 
the larger therapeutic culture of the postwar United States in the 
1950s. In the final moments of Whisper His Sin, the narrator quotes 
a psychiatrist’s testimony in order to dissect the origins of Sullivan’s 
and Lasher’s homosexuality: “In both cases, there was a lack of any 
model on which growing boys could mold themselves—no male 
personality who could show strength and affection, and serve to 
guide them by example into healthy heterosexual relationships.”58 
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thErapEutiC CulturE, homosExuality, and thE 
agE of anxiEty
 The literal invocation and narrative centering of psychiatric 
expertise to explicate homosexuality’s origins reveals how 
psychiatry expanded its purview beyond the mentally ill to critique 
wider social, political, and personal defects. Psychiatric discourse 
enabled the articulation and resolution of America’s postwar social 
and political ruptures, with particular regard to anything that might 
disrupt the Cold War’s paradigmatic “regime of unblinkingly erect 
and autonomous white masculinity . . . organized around the ideal 
American cold war family.”59 The psychiatrist referenced in Whisper 
His Sin participates in the therapeutic and discursive maintenance 
of this heteronormative regime as he attributes homosexuality—a 
psychosexual disease disruptive to the individual, the family, 
and American society—to the absence of a properly masculine 
heterosexual male role model. 
 At the heart of what has been called the American therapeutic 
ethos of the Cold War was a desire to improve the self. This ethos 
also emphasized the promise of collective, curative progress and 
the oneiric wish of “the good life.”60 Yet this healing impulse also 
presupposed an existing lack, weakness, or incompleteness embedded 
in American society, its families, and its citizens. Characters across 
an array of gay pulps routinely label each other as “neurotic,” 
“psychotic,” “antisocial,” or accuse one another of experiencing 
“hallucinations,” “delusions,” or an “inferiority complex.”61 In such 
declarations, these characters repeat psychiatric discourse and thus 
affirm its explanatory power and cultural ubiquity.62 Amidst these 
accusations and allegations rests a pathologizing but optimistic 
assumption: there must be something wrong with all of us, and, 
if psychiatric terms could clarify what it was, they might thereby 
enable improvement. Situated in relation to wider appeals for inner 
American psychological strength in the face of communism during 
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the Cold War, these psychiatric imputations were reflective of a 
larger, pathologizing therapeutic project. Such representations belied 
public anxiety about the profound psychological vulnerability of the 
American mind at the time.63 

Exploiting fEar through gay pulp
 The homosexual’s psychological damage did not simply exist 
as a scapegoat for American therapeutic culture’s anxieties about 
mental illness—his deranged, homosexual mind and the threat it 
posed to American society produced real fear. By opportunistically 
sensationalizing the horror of the homosexual menace, gay pulp 
confirmed and restaged Americans’ worst fears about homosexuality 
in print. Consumers of gay pulp fiction read about homosexuals’ 
attempts to degrade and corrupt normative male heterosexuality. 
Unable to convert the masculine, heterosexual object of his lust, 
Man Divided’s Cromer confesses his homosexualizing intentions to 
Oliver: “You represented everything that I wish I could be, and I was 
doing my best to destroy it.”64 Cromer thus sees homosexualization 
and destruction of normative American manliness as twin projects. 
If in this moment “unblinkingly erect and autonomous white 
masculinity” cohered with American notions of national strength, 
homosexual endeavors to pollute and dismantle this masculinity 
meant homosexuality was a subversive, treasonous force.65 This 
depiction, of course, intersected with contemporary McCarthy Era 
suspicions that constructed the homosexual as a security risk. The 
homosexual was liable “to succumb . . . to the advances of a hunky 
Soviet spy or to give away secrets out of fear of blackmail”—a fear 
that also justified homosexual purges from the federal government 
in the 1950s.66

As the red scare of this decade was refashioned into a lavender 
scare, the connections between homosexuality and communism 
became increasingly literal. Countess R. G. Wadek claimed in her 
1952 treatise The Homosexual International that “[homosexuals] 
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serve the ends of the Communist International in the name of their 
rebellion against the prejudices, standards, and ideals of the bourgeois 
world.”67 Echoing and playing on the worst suspicions of American 
society concerning the political loyalties of the queer, gay pulp works 
reinforced the link between the communist and the homosexual. In 
Man Divided, while gossiping with the neighborhood wives, Sally, 
concerned about the mysteriousness of her husband Oliver’s past, 
jokingly claims, “We’ll all have to learn about my husband together. 
I wouldn’t be surprised if he turned to be a . . . Communist spy, 
or something.”68 The text thus implicitly binds Oliver, the putative 
homosexual character in Man Divided, to communism, braiding 
the meanings of homosexuality and communism and echoing the 
Cold War’s cultural equation of the secretive homosexual and the 
subversive communist—both of whom ultimately constituted feared 
threats to a heteronormative, democratic American way of life. 
 In addition to reinforcing associations between homosexuality 
and communism, gay pulp actively yoked homosexuality to other 
figures of Otherness: “They call [the homosexual] egghead, queer, 
creep, eccentric, bohemian, Communist, and psychopath.”69 
Whisper His Sin, in listing these diverse Others in addition to the 
queer, curates a collection of the abject and the deviant. In the Cold 
War era, fear of the homosexual and fear of the communist certainly 
operated as influential affective forces in the American public 
imagination, but these fears must be contextualized within the larger 
normalizing impulse—a desire to expunge deviance from American 
society and “uphold sexual and gender conformity in the nation”—
that defined the Age of Anxiety, a moment of angst and fear in the 
United States.70 Indeed, in The Cultural Politics of Emotions, Sara 
Ahmed describes anxiety as an approach to objects of fear in which

one’s thoughts often move quickly between different 
objects, a movement which works to intensify the 
sense of anxiety. One thinks of more and more 
‘things’ to be anxious about … until [anxiety] 
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overwhelms other possible affective relations to the 
world.71

In conjuring up these other objects of fear in quick succession, 
Whisper His Sin pulls the reader into a panic, replicating the agitated 
flitting motion of thoughts characteristic of anxiety to which Ahmed 
brings attention. The text, moving the reader’s gaze through these 
sources of panic and fear, produces the will to purify society of the 
wretched and the obscene that constellated around Cold War ideals 
of conformity and consensus.

Gay pulp and its demonization of the homosexual thus 
participated in a larger discourse of paranoid distress. Fears of 
annihilation by a veritable cast of enemies—the mad, the bad, 
the nuclear bomb, the communist—intimately shaped American 
understandings of the self, the nation, and the Other. Indeed, we must 
consider how effective gay pulp really was in educating Americans 
in the art of recognizing the queer. As this passage suggests, 
perhaps these works were merely priming Americans to recognize 
strangeness, or deviance more generally, as opposed to any specific 
representation of the homosexual. This concept suggests that, even 
as gay pulp offered the promise of discovering the homosexual, these 
books offered a disappointing, oftentimes imprecise fulfillment of 
this promise of identifiability. Misreadings of homosexuality—an 
unintended failure of identification—might instead constitute the 
product of Cold War era gay pulp.

homosExual idEntity and idEntifiaBility
 Gay pulp’s explorations of homosexual identifiability in 
the wake of Kinsey’s research further attested to the ways in which 
queer abjection and the fear it generated could be weaponized to 
the stoke fears of a straight readership. Man Divided, for example, 
drives the narrative force of its plot purely on the question of which 
of the pulp’s male characters might be homosexual. The reader 
must engage in detective work, prying out the identity of the titular 
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homosexual enemy through a careful reading of the text. An excess 
of evidence testifying to the likelihood of Oliver’s homosexuality 
populates the text. Yet, even this proliferation of evidence never rids 
the text of a certain dubiety—the very act of producing an excess 
of evidence conjures up questions about why the excess is being 
performed in the first place. Is it a misdirection? Indeed, what could 
it be attempting to actually mask? Thus, even as the text assures 
us that Oliver is homosexual, the reader eyes Tom and Marcia’s 
unhappy marriage with suspicion.72 

Unable to identify homosexuals through the twin deviances 
of gender and sex, the homosexual seems unsettlingly invisible, and 
the reader comes to distrust the intentions of the text itself. Listening 
in on Cromer and Oliver’s argument, the reader questions whether 
this is a flirtatious, coy quarrel between friends or lovers.73 Man 
Divided ultimately betrays the already suspicious reader: Oliver is 
revealed to be straight; Cromer, in fact, is the homosexual, the man 
divided. The excess of signs pointing to Oliver’s homosexuality 
means nothing in the end. In this final reveal, Man Divided performs 
a reversal, a repudiation of the tropes surrounding the mystery of 
homosexual identity embodied in gay pulp of the 1950s. 

homosExual truth? 
Gay pulp claimed to be able to excavate the homosexual 

psyche and unearth the truth of homosexual being. Muscle Boy, a 
work from 1958 by Bud Clifton, advertised as much on its back 
cover, offering to “frankly, startlingly” reveal the homosexual, 
down to “bare the naked truth” of this deviant.74 If the Cold War 
shepherded the erection of inner structuring spaces within the 
homosexual himself, gay pulp offered a way to access these spaces in 
order to grasp the essence of the homosexual. The books themselves 
valorized the process of entering queer interiority as educational 
and indeed edifying. On the back cover of Whisper His Sin, the 
publisher claims that “this is one of the most morally enlightening 
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books you will ever read.”75 Yet Man Divided rejected this notion 
of edification. The surprise reveal of Oliver’s heterosexuality hints 
at the unidentifiability of the homosexual, the danger of reading 
too closely for homosexual lack, abjection, or essence. How could 
Man Divided begin to offer the truth of homosexual identity when it 
could not even utter the word due to obscenity law? The text itself, 
as mentioned earlier, articulates homosexuality through the dubious 
language of euphemism. D.A. Miller tells us that a text with such a 
silence and dubiety regarding homosexuality is “implicitly haunted 
by the thing itself, not just in the form of the name, but also, more 
basically, as what the name conjures up: the spectacle of gay sex.”76 

Muscle Boy resurrects this very ghost. The straight 
protagonist finds himself transposed by a shady photographer into 
a gay sex scene in “the dirtiest pictures he’d ever seen. They didn’t 
leave a thing to the imagination. And he was in all of them with 
some guy he’d never seen.”77 The text itself is unable to provide the 
details on the image of gay sex it had conjured up. The photographer, 
seeking to blackmail the protagonist through these pornographic 
pictures, explains to him, “Of course you didn’t pose for them. It 
involves double negatives and all sorts of tricks, but with a negative 
taken from the finished print. Oh, it’s real tricky.”78 The camera—
its lens ostensibly capable of capturing and freezing reality in a 
frame, producing a photographic truth—can be manipulated; the 
question of who is homosexual can be twisted and answered with 
a lie. The truth of homosexual identity itself is tricky, and might 
prove ultimately inaccessible. If this inaccessibility was true, there 
were certainly dangers to reading too closely and too much into the 
homosexual—the narrator in Muscle Boy suggestively speaks to this 
as well when he notes that “Sometimes there isn’t any reason for 
what you like to do . . . it’s an urge.”79 

Yet, there was also a deeper anxiety and motivation reflected 
here: that the straight protagonist might, without knowing it himself, 
be queer. Even worse, maybe others had recognized his queerness 
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already. The self-educative quest of our imagined straight reader—
the endless search for homosexual psychological truth the repetitious 
euphemism of pulp—seems to leave him in the uncomfortable 
position of having made too much intellectual contact with this 
queerness. The implication: his own repressed homosexuality 
motors this search. The reader, unconsciously reveling in a lacuna 
within his own sexuality, chases another cycle of searching and 
reading. 

Implicit within the pedagogical strivings of gay pulp and 
readership’s autodidactic desire to know the homosexual enemy 
was a fixation on the figure of the homosexual himself. He came 
to embody psychological weakness; to represent a contagion of 
perversity; to herald a new age of moral decadence. Ultimately, he 
portended the annihilation of America itself. Similarly, the quest to 
identify this sexual menace became imbued with the Cold War’s 
representative effects of paranoia, fear, and obsession.

Indeed, there were fears that the maw of sexual perversity 
had already swallowed American society whole. The New York 
Amsterdam News raised this specter when it opined in past tense 
that “the third sex (homosexuals, that is) has invaded and captivated 
Harlem . . . [moving] in TEN THOUSAND STRONG.”80 Not 
only had these homosexuals infiltrated the city space—they had 
ensconced themselves in all manner of professions, working as 
“kitchen helpers, domestics, office clerks,” even “holding down top 
executive positions, running our leading social agencies, supervising 
our school children, and wearing the blue uniform of New York’s 
finest.”81 Homosexuals had penetrated the very agents of the state 
responsible for their suppression. 
 Accompanying this panic was a desire to master the 
homosexual—to know him intimately. When critiquing the 
Kinsey Report, psychoanalysts claimed that he had not done 
enough. Lawrence Kubie, for instance, called for more ever more 
sophisticated studies of homosexuals that would delve into the 
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biological, the psychiatric, the social, and the cultural constitution of 
queers, as if more study would enable the mastery of homosexuality 
itself.82 

It is a trope in post-structuralism that the act of studying 
usually reveals more about the researcher than the object of inquiry. 
In this case, these various studies of the homosexual, popular and 
expert, unmasked a deeper compulsion driving the act of study: 
an investigatorial pleasure of the search to know the homosexual. 
Perhaps these various spectators reveled in exploring the various 
ways the homosexual subject might be constructed. In focusing their 
gaze on the homosexual object, they hoped to witness the truth of 
his being. Though some works resisted, gay pulp was in large part 
an interlocking piece of this discourse. It posited that at the end of 
its psychological tunneling into the homosexual mind—beneath the 
phenomenon of abjection—there existed the deep and hidden truth 
of homosexual being. Laying its sights upon this twisted sexual 
phenomenon, the presumed heterosexual readership could begin 
to undertake the project of dismantling and purging it—an act shot 
through with the normalizing politics of deviance that defined the 
Cold War. Yet there was always a suspicion of elusiveness—that 
some dimension, internal or external, of the homosexual figure 
might escape their strategies of mastery. 

Even worse, the reader might accidentally stumble upon 
an indeterminable queerness within themselves in the process of 
educating themselves about homosexuality, an alienation from 
heterosexuality caused by mentally and literarily touching the 
psychological knowledge of queerness. The project was no longer 
limited to that of locating homosexuality lurking within society. 
Armed with the knowledge of queerness’ psychological abjection, 
these readers might find at the end of their journey into knowing the 
homosexual a darkened mirror—and their own visage staring back.
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 When reviewing the history of France while in exile 
on St. Helena, Napoleon commented that “the Queen’s [Marie 
Antoinette’s] death must be dated from the Diamond Necklace 
Trial.”1 However, more than one woman’s political death can be 
dated back to this Affair. How was this event, a bizarre and theatrical 
orchestration that seems too absurd to be true, used to restrict 
all women from the public sphere in the transition to the French 
Republic? How can it be used as a lens to examine the formulation 
of the shift from dissimulating courtier to transparent Republican in 
pre-Revolutionary France? In a scandal and trial that involved three 
equally dissimulating public figures—Cardinal de Rohan, Jeanne 
de La Motte, and Marie Antoinette— the two women were brutally 
condemned for their actions while the man walked free. The judges 
who made this decision and celebrated Rohan were the same men 
who would go on to articulate the ideological underpinnings of the 
French Republic and extol transparency as an integral virtue of the 
“correct” type of citizen. By understanding how dissimulation and 
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secrecy were used and linguistically framed in each of the three 
actor’s cases, as well as the conceptions of public and private identity 
they indicated, we see how the art of dissimulation was excused or 
condemned depending on the gender of the person using it. 
 All three of the central parties were spoken of as known 
dissimulators. All three had secrets and controversial methods of 
gaining power. Yet, the one most evidently “guilty” of lèse-majesté 
(insulting royal dignity), Rohan, was fully acquitted, and the one 
most “innocent” (and, really, completely absent from the event), 
Marie Antoinette, was judged the guiltiest of them all. However, 
this paper is not concerned with determining the “truth” of the 
trial or whether the rulings passed were unjust. Rather, it focuses 
on taking seriously the trial’s outcome and its reception among the 
French public, and on understanding what these reactions can tell us 
about what identity and acceptable relation to the public sphere was 
delineated for men and women during a period of supposed social 
revolution. The questions at stake are about power and agency: who 
had the privilege to dissimulate? Who was allowed to maintain a 
protected, private inner self from which they could determine their 
outward expression, thus possessing a secrecy which was seen as 
a source of power? And whose physical bodies were ceaselessly 
read for their conformity to their public role, and in turn constructed 
as always speaking for them, and displaying their “true” inner 
intentions? For these individuals, any distinction between public 
and private identities was effaced, and their self was then owned by, 
and available to, the public at all times. The answer lies along the 
lines of gender.
 Historian Carla Hesse notes the historical consensus that 
seems to exist about the French Revolution: the Revolution led to 
a “total reworking of public modes of representation and systems 
of signification . . . with transparency replacing dissimulation.”2 
This essay is partly an attempt to complicate this supposed 
transition and schism between the dissimulating court culture of 
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the Old Regime and the culture of the French Republic, which 
valued transparency and condemned both secrecy and the private 
identity one could form through concealment. Rather than the 
Revolution producing a radically new ideology that necessitated a 
binary logic, there was more so a continuity between the two eras’ 
philosophies. The Revolutionaries added their voices to the long 
line of political theorists trying to define, categorize, and justify the 
“art of dissimulation” discussed by academic Jon Snyder.3 It was not 
strictly dissimulation that Revolutionaries denounced. Rather, they 
condemned dissimulating women and the power and social mobility 
that these women could gain in the Old Regime. 
 After a brief overview of the cause célèbre, I will use Snyder’s 
work to articulate the definition(s) of “dissimulation” in which I 
ground my discussion. This essay hopes to complicate Snyder’s text 
by writing gender into it. While Snyder primarily looks at attitudes 
toward dissimulation in political instruction manuals, I will use 
this trial as an opportunity to see these approaches in action and 
the real life consequences they led to. I will then discuss Cardinal 
de Rohan’s role in the scandal as an archetypal courtier, as well as 
his trial lawyer’s strategy of calculated and controlled dissimulation 
(especially opposed to Jeanne de La Motte’s emotional displays), 
which was the reason for his successful acquittal. I will continue 
on to discuss Jeanne de La Motte’s role in the event and the 
constant emphasis on her seductive theatricality in trial briefs and 
newspapers—she is construed as an actress hiding her true intentions, 
and deemed particularly dangerous because of her femininity and 
sexuality. This type of female dissimulator—one who successfully 
navigates the public sphere and gains significant power—was the 
exact threat Revolutionaries hoped to dispel in the name of political 
“modernity.” Thus, La Motte received a guilty sentence. I will then 
use the theme of interchangeable female identities to transition 
to a discussion about Marie Antoinette as the ultimate seductive 
dissimulator and “impostor” in French society. The French public 
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The Crimes of the Queen(s)

viewed her supposed power (and incessant attempts) to form 
a secretive sphere for herself outside of the public’s gaze as an 
immediate threat to France—one that she ultimately paid for with 
her life. 

on thE diamond nECklaCE affair
 Cardinal de Rohan, the Grand Almoner of France and prince-
bishop of Strasbourg, was known as the “golden boy” of the enormously 
powerful Rohan family in Louis XVI’s court.4 He fashioned his 
public identity as a quintessential, charismatic, charming courtier. 
He was obsessed with rising in court and specifically in gaining the 
favor of Queen Marie Antoinette, who publicly despised him, as 
he was reportedly an active part of the court’s vicious rumor mill. 
She repeatedly frustrated his political ambitions, and his desperation 
was reaching extreme levels by the time he met Jeanne de La Motte 
in 1782. Jeanne, a supposedly notorious fixture in Parisian socialite 
circles, claimed to be within the intimate, private circle of Marie 
Antoinette; for monetary compensation, she was willing to try to 
convince the Queen to forgive Rohan. Rohan exchanged hundreds 
of letters with “Marie Antoinette,” replies to which were forged by 
Jeanne and her accomplices. When Rohan grew suspicious after not 
seeing any public favors extended to him from the Queen, Jeanne 
orchestrated a grand scene of deception. A Parisian prostitute, Nicole 
Le Guay, impersonated Marie Antoinette, briefly and mysteriously 
meeting with Rohan in the Versailles gardens in the middle of the 
night. After luring Rohan in, Jeanne executed the final part of her 
scheme by convincing Rohan that the Queen wanted to purchase 
an outrageously expensive diamond necklace from the jewelers 
Boehmer and Bassenge—one that, in reality, Marie Antoinette had 
repeatedly refused to buy. However, the “Queen” needed Rohan to 
acquire the necklace for her, keeping everything secret and hidden 
from her husband. Rohan got the necklace, assured the jewelers that 
it would be paid for by the Crown in installments, and produced a 
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contract of purchase given to him by Jeanne and signed by “Marie 
Antoinette de France.” Rohan gave the necklace to an impostor 
acting as the Queen’s valet, and Jeanne’s husband immediately 
disassembled it, selling the diamonds on the black market. When 
the jewelers asked Marie Antoinette about the payment, she claimed 
that she had never ordered the purchase and was insulted at the 
suggestion that she would have directed a scheme with a courtier 
she hated and a known con-woman to squander France’s money on 
an ugly necklace behind her husband’s back. Louis XVI ordered 
Rohan and all others involved in the case to be arrested in a public, 
and thus humiliating, manner. The primary charge was the theft of 
a 2800-carat diamond necklace worth 1.6 million livres. However, 
this charge was not nearly as serious as the secondary charge of lèse-
majesté, or insulting royal dignity. After an extremely publicized 
trial that consumed French society from 1785 to 1786, Cardinal de 
Rohan was acquitted and Jeanne de La Motte was sentenced to be 
physically branded and thrown in jail. Yet, the primary person found 
“guilty” was Marie Antoinette, whose reputation was irreparably 
destroyed. This event would continue to haunt her until her own 
trial and execution by a Revolutionary Tribunal in 1793. 

on dissimulation
 In his examination of treatises on dissimulation, Snyder 
speaks at length about the distinctions made by the majority of 
early modern texts between dissimulation and simulation (though 
both actions involved some level of deception). He claims that 
dissimulation could “possess a specific moral valence” and be 
justified in certain conditions, as opposed to its “evil twin,” 
simulation. As Snyder puts it, it “is one thing to keep a secret and 
another thing to lie.”5 He mentions the popular effort in political 
treatises to legitimize dissimulation, as there was a perceived need to 
“master appearances,” while hiding the “inner space of conscience” 
from the public sphere’s gaze.6 Snyder claims that dissimulation 
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was a process of self-representation, self-management, and self-
censorship—it “involved first and foremost the exercise of strict 
self-control over the expression of thoughts, emotions, or passions.”7 
Dissimulation was a way to “safeguard one’s secrets by rendering 
them unreadable or invisible to others” when one’s main goal was to 
“frustrate any outside attempts to connect their words and gestures 
to their true inner state.”8 Before the dissimulator could successfully 
navigate the public sphere, they had to undergo a rigorous process 
of self-analysis and subject “every word, gesture, and gaze to 
rigorous inner examination.”9 Above all, the dissimulators had to 
know themselves, as well as what was expected by those around 
them and the environment they were in. This methodical reflection 
often entailed an organized notion of identity that involved a 
divide between the private and public self. Most of the treatises on 
dissimulation that Snyder uses either explicitly mention or imply 
identities that have a duality within them. For example, there are 
the “true” intentions, thoughts, and passions of one’s mind and 
heart that one may express in the private sphere. However, these 
thoughts must often be hidden or masked for the individual’s 
performance of their social “role” and successful navigation of the 
public arena, especially in terms of language and the visual signs 
of physical gestures. A successful dissimulator is expressly aware 
of this distinction, and can thus exert “psychological and emotional 
self-control.”10 During the age of absolutism, and especially in the 
court culture of the Old Regime, there was a ceaseless emphasis 
on the visual—the “display and observation,” so to speak—with 
each courtier under the constant, watchful gaze of the monarch, 
themselves, other courtiers, and the public.11 In an atmosphere of 
surveillance in which any minor misstep in representation could lead 
to serious consequences doled out by the King, a profound anxiety 
about identity, control, and power existed. The division within a 
single individual between private and public, interior and exterior, 
and being and appearance was in its own way an “antidote” for this 
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anxiety and a method of resistance—a way to retain some sense of 
liberty and agency over one’s “true” self, even if this self was only 
hypothetical.12 

 As dissimulation is integral to understanding how individuals 
understood and navigated the public sphere of the Old Regime, it is 
useful to analyze it during a moment historians consider a major 
boundary between what we call the early modern and modern 
periods—the French Revolution. (The Revolution presents an 
especially useful example as it is an event that both historians and 
the Revolutionaries themselves purported to represent a significant 
schism in the historical political narrative, as well as a shift in the 
notion of the “individual.”) The Revolution was a pivotal moment 
at which everything associated with the Ancien Régime was meant 
to be overturned. Dissimulation was repeatedly and explicitly 
“denounced as the chief characteristic of court life and aristocratic 
matters,” as the Republicans claimed they valued “transparency . . 
. the unmediated expression of the heart . . . and perfect fit between 
public and private” above all else.13 “A body that told no lies and 
kept no secrets [was] the definition of virtue,” and this body was 
absolutely critical to the future of the Republic.14 The Revolution 
was an attempt to re-draw (and efface) the boundary between public 
and private—to control the very physical bodies that could speak 
lies and hide secrets, and create the ideal male acting citizen whose 
exterior actions and words always corresponded with his interior 
thoughts. However, the Republicans’ engagement with dissimulation 
was more nuanced than a simple “denunciation,” and the French 
Revolution did not represent a clear schism between the rhetoric on 
the value of dissimulation and the value of transparency. The proto-
Revolutionaries in the Parisian parlement presiding over the trial, 
as well as the public engaging with this case, added their voices 
to the long-standing and complex discourse on “acceptable” forms 
of dissimulation, now filtered through the lens of gender. In many 
of the treatises mentioned by Snyder, the authors explicitly use 
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the term “gentleman” to refer to the dissimulating “wise, discreet” 
individual, the “prudent man.”15 However, in pre-Revolutionary 
France, it seems that many of these lying, private bodies of the Old 
Regime that needed to be dispensed with were female; they were 
women who could gain power within the court by masking their 
ambition. It was powerful women present in the public sphere who 
were repeatedly accused of dissimulation and even of teaching their 
husbands to dissimulate—the most famous accusation being one 
levied at Marie Antoinette at her 1793 trial before her execution.16 
Of the abundant examples Snyder provides, my application of his 
work will focus on dissimulation as closely linked to notions of 
secrecy, privacy, power, and social mobility. From Rohan, to Jeanne, 
to Marie Antoinette, this Affair involves three “dissimulators,” each 
trying to navigate the space of the court and public sphere. For Rohan 
and Jeanne, dissimulation, as well as the dual identity and hidden 
motives it necessitated, were ways to act on ambitious desires to 
move up in the hierarchical structure of the court and gain political 
and monetary power. For Marie Antoinette, maintaining a private 
sphere was a way to retain some sense of agency over her image. 
However, the public saw this maintainment as a dangerous attempt 
to gain power and rise above the King. Rohan’s dissimulation was 
excused, while those of Jeanne and Marie Antoinette were brually 
condemned.

rohan’s Cunning
 If Snyder claims that there was a “common image of the 
courtier as a flatterer, sycophant, and hypocrite,” Cardinal de Rohan 
was the poster child for the archetypal courtier.17 He was from a rich, 
noble family, and was known to be “impeccably polite . . . charming 
everyone he met.”18 Madame de Genlis, a French aristocrat, 
remarked that “he was about as personable as it’s possible to be.”19 

And Jean-François Marmontel said Rohan was “as quick-witted in 
competition with those of a station comparable to his.”20 Even Maria 
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Theresa, Marie Antoinette’s mother and Queen of Austria, said that 
Rohan (during his brief stint as ambassador in Vienna) had “an air of 
composure . . . his manners [were] utterly smooth and his appearance 
is extremely plain . . . he is very polite towards everyone.”21 Beneath 
all of the charm and politeness was his active role in the rumor mill 
at court—he would say anything necessary to win the favor of 
anyone he spoke to. This politeness masked his incredibly ambitious 
desires— despite his prominent position, he always thought that he 
deserved more power and respect than he received.22 He continuously 
made efforts to rise above his rank in the court hierarchy and was 
willing to do and say anything to attain those ambitions.23 His biggest 
blunder was gossiping about Maria Theresa: his words reached 
Marie Antoinette, who would never forgive him for insulting her 
mother. Marie Antoinette publicly hated Rohan, refused to speak to 
him, and repeatedly undermined his appointments—especially his 
ministerial ambitions.24 It was this frustrated courtier’s ambition, as 
well as his obsession with convincing Marie Antoinette to forgive 
him, that led to his involvement in the scandal.
 Beckman repeatedly notes that, for Rohan, the only possible 
verdict he could expect was “guilty.”25 With the fifty judges sitting 
on the parlement easily susceptible to royal attention and bribery, 
the entire influence of the Crown was against him.26 His case rested 
on “little more than yelps of innocence,” and he had “no evidence 
to convince the court of his innocence, no independent witnesses, 
no proof of who wrote the forged sequences”—by absolutely all 
accounts and predictions, he should have lost the case.27 Deputy 
Pierre Laurencel told Rohan’s relatives that “they would have to 
accept that Rohan was a lost man.”28 However, against all odds and 
expectations, he was the only one fully acquitted, and a substantial 
part of this decision had to do with the court in which the verdict 
was decided.
 Louis XVI allowed Rohan to choose whether he wanted the 
affair sent to the court (the Parisian parlement) or settled privately 
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through an extrajudicial route that would avoid a scandal. Rohan 
chose the court since he believed that “placing himself at the king’s 
mercy was a tacit admission of guilt.”29 The King (who was certain 
that the verdict would be guilty either way) allowed this in what 
Abbé Georgel, a prominent French clergyman, called an act of great 
“political integrity.”30 Georgel said the King believed this allowance 
could assuage some pre-Revolutionary tension by ceding some 
power to the parlement—and thus celebrating the “great influence 
of the laws which protect a citizen’s honor” in this “well-ordered 
monarchy.”31 Despite Louis XVI’s seemingly good intentions, 
throwing the case so completely into the public sphere was a grave 
mistake, especially given the history of the parlements in France. 
Paris’s parlement styled itself as “the custodian of France’s ancient 
constitution . . . the representative of the French people and guardian 
of their liberty against despotic incursions”; it was a “breeding 
ground for opposition.”32 Historian Sarah Maza notes that, in these 
legal and juridical professions, the political consciousness had been 
shaped in a particularly anti-royal and anti-Court vein: there was a 
“suspicion of royal and ministerial authority forged by decades of 
clashes with the monarchy,” and the parlement’s very “legitimacy 
derived from its perceived independence and willingness to defy 
the king.”33 The majority of its men (particularly those involved in 
this case) went on to actively partake in the Revolution. This trial 
was judged by the same men who went on to conceptualize the ideal 
male, transparent French subject of the New Republic. These same 
men are those who excused and dramatically hailed a man who was 
the archetypal example of what they would later claim to hate.
 However, to achieve this unlikely acquittal, Rohan and 
his Republican lawyers employed, rather ironically, a strategy of 
calculating and controlled dissimulation. Of the two charges, theft 
and lèse-majesté, the latter was emphasized since the evidence 
against Rohan was essentially indisputable. Joly de Fleury, the King’s 
legal representative, called the allegations “insurmountable.”34 

The Crimes of the Queen(s)



BROWN JOURNAL OF HISTORY78

Because of his connections, Rohan was incredibly lucky in 
obtaining Guy-Jean-Baptiste Target, one of the nation’s premier 
trial lawyers, known especially for the elegance and thoroughness 
of his briefs in the most famous cause célèbres of the time, as his 
attorney.35 The involvement of Target, a known “advocate of firm 
liberal credential,” further politicized the trial—and thus the public 
would view his intervention as against the debauchery of absolute 
monarchy.36 When the official interrogations started, Rohan was 
“petulant and uncooperative” according to court magistrates, either 
repeating that “everything [Jeanne] says is false,” or responding 
only with a “no.”37 However, after he overheard a passing comment 
that “the investigation is not running in his favor,” Rohan realized 
he needed to abandon his insolence and get himself together to 
avoid punishment.38 Target thus decided to take a much more active 
approach in preparing Rohan for his testimony and responses. Target 
writes, 

It is greatly to be desired that the Cardinal does not 
wrap himself in the cloak of his innocence [i.e. avoid 
actively responding to inquiries], as he has done far 
too often . . . [the trial] is a battle and he must leap 
into combat in order to fight with success . . . he must 
be persuasive, for both hot heads and cool characters 
are won round only by firm conviction, a belief 
represented with the appearance of confidence in 
those whom one wants to persuade. It is the cunning 
of the courtier that he needs to employ.39 

In one of the political treatises on dissimulation that 
Snyder examines, he notes that it was believed that a courtier who 
completely drops out of a conversation arouses suspicion. Rohan 
needed to recover from his shock, come to terms with the situation, 
and become the charming dissimulator again—one willing to say or 
do anything despite his emotions, opinions, or the supposed truth. 
Target writes about the importance of giving “proactive answers” 
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(as opposed to Rohan’s vague ramblings and continuous claims of 
“memory loss”).40 He writes that, for Rohan to succeed, “dates and 
locations need to be precisely remembered,” so that Rohan “forcibly 
contests” the evidence against him.41 Target wrote out multiple 
strategies to “prevent Rohan from confusing facts” and going off 
on tangents (and thus accidentally revealing his private thoughts). 
Rohan successfully delivered the performance—he was energetic, 
straightforward, precise, and exhibited a “keen tactical awareness,” 
even actively taking part in preparations with his lawyers, saying 
that “we must pick [the witnesses’] depositions to pieces to make 
them fail.”42 Rohan was the most composed and imposing during his 
pre-trial interviews with Jeanne. His “calm, forensic demeanour” (as 
noted by the court clerk) was especially apparent next to Jeanne’s 
emotional displays.43 She repeatedly “broke down in tears,” would 
“collapse in fits” to avoid answering questions, fought the guards at 
every turn, and screamed about the Devil.44 While Rohan started out 
neurotic and senseless, as the trial went on, he was able to ramp up 
his rational and dissimulating personality successfully. 

On the other hand, Jeanne, usually charming and good at 
getting exactly what she wanted while evading consequences, 
started off the trial strong (producing several savvy arguments 
that impressed even the magistrates), but started to physically and 
psychologically unravel the longer she spent at the Bastille. Rohan’s 
accommodations were significantly better than average, and Jeanne 
thought herself to be particularly suffering in her cell, writing that 
she was “deprived of the pleasing variety so essential to my health, 
my countenance wore the sallow hue of languor, and my eyes were 
dimmed with weary watching.”45 In her last interrogation with 
Rohan, one of the magistrates noted that she “hid beneath her hat 
so that [he] would not see the tears flowing . . . her expressions of 
grief began again, and she replied, sobbing, that she had nothing to 
say.”46 In contrast, Rohan reportedly “flowered with confidence.”47 
As her testimony fell apart as more accomplices and witnesses were 
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found, Jeanne’s only recourse became making up stories about the 
Cardinal—what Beckman describes as “fantasias . . . ornamented 
with comical embellishments.”48 Instead of attempting to respond to 
questions, she disengaged from the conversation and flamboyantly 
“simulated” (that is, lied), while the Cardinal perfunctorily and 
cleanly dismissed her stories, saying that “everything Madame 
de La Motte calls fact is actually a story made up on the spot.”49 
Given that the potential power of an untrustworthy woman was 
more dangerous and destabilizing than a dissimulating man, the 
judges eagerly believed Rohan’s dismissals, especially as the tides 
of evidence turned against Jeanne.

Rohan and Target’s most calculated move was the trial brief 
they released, which Rohan himself referred to as a “masterpiece.”50 
These mémoire judiciaires were usually spectacular and theatrical 
tales that gathered their inspiration from novels and plays, and 
were an incredibly popular genre (especially so in this case). 
Doillot, Jeanne’s lawyer, published Jeanne’s trial brief first. It was 
purposefully dramatic and vague, emphasizing Jeanne’s supposed 
“marginality” in relation to the Court.51 In contrast, Target’s 
brief was (as remarked by newspapers at the time), was “tightly 
reasoned,” but mostly “technical,” filled with “verbose eloquence”; 
its precise attacks (as opposed to Doillot’s spectacular vagueness) 
“painstakingly demolished” Jeanne’s brief.52 Target was doing 
everything possible to contrast Rohan with Jeanne’s (feminine) 
theatricality and excess—her own brand of dissimulation.
 During the actual public trial (which took place after the 
court magistrates’ individual questioning of the accused as well as 
the release of the trial briefs), once again, contemporary onlookers 
reported that Rohan “carried himself with dignity,” answering 
questions “modestly, respectfully and to the point, never shirking 
a direct answer” and even courteously greeting bystanders after he 
was done.53 In contrast, Jeanne screamed and cried, convulsing and 
rolling on the ground, yelling, “It is the blood of the Valois that 
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you outrage.”54 When deciding the verdict, one magistrate tearfully 
remarked that “the cardinal was tricked, shamefully tricked . . . we 
should untie the irons that bind him and regard ourselves as lucky 
in saving the honor of the innocent, and through that, cementing 
our own.”55 While Jeanne was punished with everything but 
execution (which was also briefly on the table), Rohan was absolved 
completely. He left the courtroom to a joyous, applauding crowd, 
crying, “Long live the parlement, long live the Cardinal.”56 Despite 
his years of unpopularity among the public for his reputation as a 
dishonest, lapdog courtier, the popular support for him was now 
overwhelming—the man who had spent his entire life as a flatterer 
and doormat became a Republican symbol against Louis XVI’s (and 
much more specifically, Marie Antoinette’s) absolutist regime. When 
the King tried to do anything in his power to punish Rohan (including 
an attempt to strip him of his titles), the public reacted with outrage; 
as Beckman notes, “Liberals viewed Rohan’s continued punishment 
as an example of vengeful despotism, and campaigned [for him].”57 
The King gave up his attempts, and Rohan would eventually be 
offered a seat in the National Assembly. He ended up fleeing during 
the chaos of the Revolution, but he continued to be hailed as a figure 
that resisted the absolutist courtier culture. 

JEannE’s thEatEr
 Just like Rohan, Jeanne de Saint-Rémy, comtesse de La 
Motte-Valois, was an expert dissimulator and courtier in her own 
right. However, although both Rohan and Jeanne were trying to 
improve their position in court society through elaborate secrets 
and fake personas, only Rohan’s actions were justified by society. 
Although Jeanne’s family was extremely poor, she was descended 
from Henry II of Valois and thus distantly related to the royal family 
through a bastard line. In her memoirs, which are naturally biased 
and mainly display her self-cultivated image, she claims that her 
father’s last words to her were “to remember that [she] is a Valois” 
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and to “cherish the sentiments of that name, and never forget [her] 
birth.”58 She would spend her entire life publicly using the Valois 
name and this connection to nobility to claim power and navigate 
the public sphere; she believed that she was owed a considerable 
amount of respect, money, and property from the Crown. Her 
memoirs reveal a woman plagued by a constant ambition to establish 
and prove herself, to do right by the “noble blood of the Valois 
flowing within [her] veins.”59 She was referred to as an incredibly 
charming and “enrapturing” woman, a “seductress,” and was known 
to take advantage of men to get what she wanted.60 When she met 
Rohan, she saw in him an opportunity: by agreeing to help him gain 
Marie Antoinette’s audience and producing forged letters from the 
Queen, she could get the money she desperately needed. Beckman 
notes that there were hundreds of these letters, many of which had 
“obscure acronyms, transparent ciphers, theatrical aliases,” as well 
as constant reminders by “Marie” that Rohan be “secretive” and 
“discreet” about their relationship.61 In describing the letter culture 
of the eighteenth century, Beckman writes that letters offered a 
“portrait of the heart . . . all of our emotions . . . transcripts of one’s 
soul.”62 Letters thus became the place where even the dissimulator 
could expose his true emotions to the right audience, and Jeanne did 
everything she could to amplify her scheme’s clandestine aspect in 
order to intensify Rohan’s elation upon having access to the private 
world of the Queen. When Jeanne’s fortunes began to improve with 
the regular checks Rohan sent her, she put on a show. She said that 
“a woman of her standing needed a country residence,” bought the 
biggest house in town, and covered her clothing and furniture in 
gemstones.63 She was preoccupied with this theatrical appearance 
of wealth and royalty despite constantly putting herself into debt. 
Beckman notes that she “always had to wear a mask—of poverty 
to the cardinal, of carefree wealth to everyone else.”64 She was 
accustomed to playing different roles for different audiences, all the 
while hiding her true intentions and secrets, and was very successful 
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given that she started with nothing but an altogether useless royal 
name.
 The Diamond Necklace Affair was built on case after case 
of Jeanne’s expert dissimulation. During the trial, a significant 
hindrance to her case occurred when Père Nicolas Loth, her 
confessor and factotum, came forward to tell the court everything 
he knew about the event. He pleaded that the “only reason he had 
acquiesced to this criminality was his bewitchment by Jeanne”—a 
common, and thus eagerly accepted, accusation against women in 
the early modern period.65 Everyone around Jeanne attempted to use 
her dissimulation—her charisma and ability to act and lie to attain 
her desires while withholding information—to excuse their own role 
in the crime. In her own trial brief, Nicole Le Guay mentioned that 
when Jeanne first came to her, she started her pitch by claiming that 
she was a “respectable woman and well connected at Court.” She sat 
down next to Nicole and, “smiling, simpering, caressing her hand,” 
looked at her with “an air of both mystery and confidence . . . a look 
that seemed to suggest both the concern and intimacy of friendship.” 
She then immediately brought up her connection to the Queen (“We 
are like two fingers on a hand”), seductively uttering in low tones, 
“Trust me, I am a lady of quality attached to the court” with the 
Queen’s “total confidence.”66 In all of these witnesses’ rhetoric, it 
was Jeanne’s mystery and confidence that allowed her to conceal her 
motives, and apparently convince everyone to participate without 
knowing precisely what they were participating in.

In one of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Enlightenment critiques 
of the theater (and, unsurprisingly for him, also a critique of women), 
he writes specifically about actresses, whose profession “violates the 
reserve and chastity ‘natural’ to the female sex,” as any woman who 
shows herself in public and puts on another character than her own 
“disgraces herself.”67 He claims that the flawed and corrupt social 
world is like a stage, where “communication is laced with deceit 
. . . the beauty and desirability of women in such settings invests 
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them with unnatural amounts of authority . . . it is always a woman 
who knows everything, who teaches everything to men.”68 He 
extensively developed the idea that absolute monarchy and the 
aristocratic court are “based on and promote the power of women, 
who in a system of personal and informal rule can freely exert their 
sexual and emotional power over men,” who are in turn emascu-
lated.69 And it was works like these, with their equations of femi-
nine sexuality and theatricality (and, in turn, dissimulation and 
deceit), that formed the ideological underpinning of the 1780s and 
90s. Thus, in this trial, Jeanne was not solely a courtier, but also 
an actress able to hide her true intentions, as her feminine brand 
of dissimulation was based on a seductive theatricality. Beyond 
the general spectacle of the entire event, and the fact that Beck-
man notes that Jeanne may have drawn inspiration for the scheme 
from a number of popular plays, the ultimate scene of theatrical-
ity remains the masquerade night in the gardens of Versailles, 
which even Jeanne referred to as an “extraordinary and deceitful 
performance” (while denying that it was orchestrated by her).70 In 
Target’s discussion of this moment, he refers to it as the “criminal 
scene executed in the gardens of Versailles,” repeatedly using the 
terms “illusion” and “artifice” to emphasize Jeanne’s “diabolical 
cleverness as both an actress and producer.”71 Furthermore, Abbé 
Georgel recounts witnessing the “theater where the delivery [of 
the necklace] was to take place . . . it was truly a scene, a perfor-
mance,” and he directly refers to Jeanne as a “clever actress who 
played to her spectator [Rohan].”72 This language of theatricality, 
all tinged by the supposedly inherent sexuality of the actress and 
the public woman (i.e. prostitute), made Jeanne’s brand of dissimu-
lation particularly dangerous and destabilizing. It allowed her to 
successfully navigate the public sphere while keeping her secrets 
hidden and gaining power, all the while duping men who encoun-
tered her. 
 However, Jeanne was not the sole dangerous actress—all 
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women in public were suspicious. This concept leads us to Marie 
Antoinette as the ultimate (and most threatening) guilty party with 
whom the Revolutionaries needed to dispense. Although the Queen 
legally could not be written about directly, Maza argues that her 
presence was implicit in the briefs written for Jeanne de La Motte 
and Nicole Le Guay. There was a theme of “interchangeable 
female identity”: for instance, Doillot emphasized Jeanne’s royal 
descent (further strengthening her supposed connection to, and thus 
interchangeability, with Marie Antoinette) and implicitly maintained 
that the Queen’s alleged misbehavior “legitimated other forms of 
female misconduct,” rhetorically putting the Queen in the position 
of the con-woman.73 This interchangeability culminates with the 
scene in the Versailles gardens, in which a prostitute successfully 
plays a queen. This interchangeability was also incredibly apparent 
in Nicole Le Guay’s brief, with Jeanne murmuring to her about 
the “intimacy of friendship” as well as claiming she was like “two 
fingers on a hand” with the Queen. As Beckman notes, Marie 
Antoinette existed as a “spectral presence” in these trial briefs, as 
both women were actively “transmitting to the Queen the stain of 
female deviousness through association.”74 Even though Marie 
Antoinette was technically the least involved in the case, “in the eyes 
of the deliriously happy public—the queen was the guilty party.”75

 This deeply entrenched anxiety over women gaining power 
in the public and political space of the Court needs to be briefly 
contextualized. First of all, a law that prohibited women from being 
in power was considered fundamental to French society, with Jurist 
Le Bret claiming in 1610 that the Salic Law was “born with us” and 
“drawn from nature itself.”76 However, the court of Versailles was 
a place where women could gain a significant amount of power, 
especially at this moment in history. With what Sarah Maza calls the 
“feminization, eroticization, and privatization of the public sphere 
under Louis XV,” along with the scandalous debauchery and power 
wielded by his mistresses Madame de Pompadour and Madame 

The Crimes of the Queen(s)



BROWN JOURNAL OF HISTORY86

du Barry, popular discourse maintained that “female sexuality 
had taken over the ‘sacred center’ of the kingdom.”77 By keeping 
their ambitions hidden and using their sexuality to their advantage, 
Pompadour and Barry were able to achieve unprecedented social 
mobility and move from the lowest classes to the highest female 
position at court, all the while effeminizing the monarch, who 
retreated with them into their private (sexual), secretive sphere. 
Pamphlets and libelles constantly equated Marie Antoinette with 
Pompadour and Barry, although, as a Hapsburg with a long line of 
royal blood, she came from a completely different background and 
position than Louis XV’s mistresses did. However, as Louis XVI 
famously did not have a mistress of his own, the Queen became 
the most important woman at court by occupying the double role 
of both wife and royal mistress. Given the interchangeability of 
female identity accepted by the public through the briefs, as well 
as society’s assumption that potential untrustworthiness in women 
was universal, this case was meant to serve as an example for all 
women everywhere. Revolutionaries were prescribing a limited, 
acceptable role for them in the New Republic while showing them 
the consequences of stepping outside these boundaries. As Maza 
writes, “La Motte and Le Guay were simply acting out a script 
dictated by the sovereign herself, and by the Du Pompadours and Du 
Barrys who preceded her.”78 This case was built on emphasizing and 
connecting the potential theatrical plots masterminded by women 
who were not put in line. 

mariE’s CrimE
 From the moment she stepped into France at age fourteen, 
Marie Antoinette struggled with her representation, image, and what 
kind of woman and queen she ought to be. Historian Dena Goodman 
writes that “crucial political and cultural contests were enacted on the 
very body of the queen” and on her “complex identity,” an identity 
that had to be established in the public arena.79 Especially due to 
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the suspicions and hatred aroused by her Austrian heritage, Marie 
was a woman under constant surveillance, walking a thin line not 
to overstep any boundaries. Maria Theresa warned her daughter in a 
letter that “all eyes will be fixed on you, so do not give any cause for 
a scandal.”80 Marie Antoinette was reportedly unhappy at court, with 
all of its claustrophobic rituals, suspicion, and rumors—and this led 
to her desire to establish a private, personal sphere (and identity) for 
herself. However, as historian Jacques Revel notes, her main mistake 
was “forgetting the maxim that royalty has no right to private life.”81 
If dissimulation was closely linked to aspirations for social mobility 
for Rohan and Jeanne, for Marie Antoinette the hidden private world 
was more of a protective gesture. She developed an “instinct for 
secrecy”—she had a hallway built between her and Louis XVI’s 
room, her papers and belongings were locked away in drawers, and 
she had exclusive dinners in her room.82 While visitors could walk 
in and out of Versailles, they could never see the interior of her 
personal palace, the Petit Trianon, which was a space of “privacy 
and friendship” for her. However, Trianon’s privacy, as well as all of 
the secrecy surrounding Marie Antoinette’s political power at court, 
became a subject of vicious gossip.83 The entire story Jeanne crafted 
about her alleged close friendship with the Queen was only plausible 
because no one really knew with whom Marie spent her time: her 
private life was a source of rumors and secret. She continuously 
tried to take control of her image and identity, whether through her 
involvement in fashion or by attending operas in Paris; she was 
not only carving a private sphere for herself, but also a public role 
outside that of the delineated French Queen (that is—solely as a 
provider of male heirs). Snyder mentions the philosophy of Niccolò 
Machiavelli, who believed that “the prince’s prudent and secretive 
management of his own image” would be “the source of much of 
his political strength and legitimacy.”84 However, whenever Marie 
Antoinette tried to take some control over her image, Goodman 
notes that the public was quick to remind her “it was not within 
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the power of the queen to define her role, her place, her self.”85 She 
could not “call her body her own”; the public was meant to own 
her private self.86 And it was the knowledge and possession of this 
private sphere that was at the core of the Diamond Necklace Affair. 
 The main, treasonous crime of lèse-majesté derived from 
the idea that Rohan and Jeanne had access to Marie Antoinette’s 
secret intentions and knew how far the Queen would supposedly 
go to maintain the private sphere she was not allowed to have in 
the first place. When the jeweler Boehmer asked Madame Campan, 
Marie Antoinette’s first lady-in-waiting, about the Queen wearing 
the necklace, he insisted that Madame Campan did not know about 
the purchase only because she was not “in on the secret.” When 
Campan maintained that Marie Antoinette does not speak to Rohan 
since there is “no man at court she looks less favorably upon,” 
Boehmer stated, “You are deceived … she sees him very much in 
private.”87 Furthermore, in a 1786 letter from the jewelers to Marie 
Antoinette explaining the circumstances of the purchase of the 
necklace, they write that, when Rohan visited them, he insisted that 
he could only “negotiate with [them] if [they] would keep everything 
secret,” as Rohan claimed that he was acting on “her Majesty the 
Queen’s intentions.”88 Madame Campan describes Marie Antoinette 
and Louis XVI’s confrontation with Rohan, in which the Queen, 
“visibly losing [her] patience,” said, “It is extraordinary, that you 
could have imagined for an instant that I would have charged an 
unknown person with a matter of this importance . . . you should 
have known that I would never have given you an order like 
this.”89 Campan describes at length how the Queen “suffered,” 
especially at the “idea that anyone could have believed that such 
a man as the Cardinal possessed her full confidence . . . it drove 
her to desperation.”90 Titon, one of the investigating magistrates, 
when questioning Rohan’s testimony, said that “you could not have 
flattered yourself that she chose you for a job that she would only 
give to someone honored with her personal confidence.”91 The entire 

Mia Tikhonov



VOLUME  12 • 2018 89

affair rested on the question of whether Rohan had “unallowed” 
access to Marie Antoinette’s “private” identity—her “true” desires 
and thoughts that she could only act on in secret, away from the gaze 
of the public court and King. Here, the supposed secret intention was 
the squander of France’s money on a necklace behind the King’s 
back, of which everyone eagerly believed the suspicious Queen to 
be capable. Beckman notes that the Affair offered the French public 
“backstage access to the Royal Court and invited [them] to judge for 
themselves whether the conduct of their betters was hypocritical.” 
Ultimately, what was exposed and judged was the private life that 
Marie Antoinette had tried so hard to maintain.92 

 The public was already accustomed to constantly reading 
the Queen’s body for signs of her interior thoughts and motives: 
from the moment she entered the country as a young girl and 
was accused of being an Austrian spy to her last moments at the 
guillotine, she was under watch. When brought back to Paris after 
the royal family’s failed flight to Varennes in 1791, newspapers 
wrote that they could observe on the Queen’s face and body “the 
most marked desire for vengeance.”93 When later incarcerated, her 
jailers could “always detect in Antoinette a tone of revolt against the 
sovereignty of her people,” and even on the road to the guillotine 
“one perceived neither despondency nor pride on her face.”94 One 
newspaper, the Revolutions of Paris, claimed that, at the guillotine, 
she demonstrated her usual “character of dissimulation and pride up 
to the last moment.”95 Up until that last moment, people believed 
she was always hiding her secrets and concealing her true emotions, 
somehow acting falsely. 

The meaning behind Marie Antoinette’s physical gestures 
was actually a facet of the Diamond Necklace Affair in itself. When 
Rohan wanted more reassurance from Jeanne that the Queen was 
warming up to him, she improvised: “having noticed that the queen 
bobbed her head in a curious fashion each time she wandered through 
one of the doorways,” Jeanne told Rohan that the Queen would 
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“silently signal her good wishes” by nodding her head at him.96 

When Marie Antoinette walked past Rohan, the man standing next 
to him was planted to say, “I don’t know why they say there is bad 
blood between you and the queen, for she appears to be looking at 
you with great kindness.”97 In this way, individuals relentlessly read 
and wrote over the Queen’s physical body to expose her supposed 
“true” intentions and identity based on the agenda or narrative that 
they hoped would be advanced. The only constant of her public 
image was the idea that everything she outwardly performed was 
somehow false, so much so that it fell to the French populace to 
arbitrate her identity and “reveal” her true inner core, which was 
posited as increasingly unfixed and flexible (as it transformed to the 
context and what she needed to symbolize).
 Marie Antoinette, as a woman occupying a public, political 
role, was the ultimate dissimulator in French society—the one 
whose power was considered most dangerous to the future of 
France, the one whose secret motives needed to be read, and whose 
private identity needed to be eradicated. The discussed association 
between women and dissimulation has a long history (and we see 
its association with theatricality through Jeanne): as historian Lynn 
Hunt notes, in the eighteenth century, dissimulation was described 
as a specifically feminine quality, with Rousseau and Montesquieu 
writing that “women in public were synonymous with dissimulation, 
with the gap between public and private . . . virtue could only be 
restored if women returned to the private sphere.”98 In her 1791 
Crimes of the Queens of France, Louise de Keralio emphasizes 
the theme of dissimulation, speaking about “the dangerous art 
of seducing and betraying, perfidious and intoxicating caresses, 
freighted tears”—these were an aristocratic woman’s weapons.99 It 
was not the general idea of dissimulation that was being discussed 
and vilified, but specific women dissimulators—and the private, 
secretive sphere they thus maintained. The idea that through this 
feminine dissimulation, which often had sexual overtones, women 
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could gain significant power in the public sphere, and thus take 
power away from men, was a defining characteristic of the Old 
Regime that, according to Revolutionaries, needed to be done 
away with. Sarah Maza mentions that characteristics associated 
with women such as “deceit, seduction, and selfish pursuit of 
private interest” were antithetical to the private sphere Republicans 
attempted to create.100 Germaine de Stael, in her 1793 “Reflections 
on the Process Against the Queen,” notes that the former Queen’s 
trial and execution is significant for all women, since, “whereas 
the courtly code had maintained a semblance of social integration 
for the women of the privileged class, the new Republican code 
promises women honor only as mothers”—the one role Marie 
seemingly had the most trouble with throughout her queenship.101 

While the court at Versailles represented a world of “familial and 
sexual bonds” in which both men and women could participate, the 
Revolution yearned to replace this political space with an “all-male 
contractual universe.”102 This desire was turned into a reality during 
the revolutionary period, as the new assembly passed provision after 
provision prohibiting women from active roles in the public sphere. 
After Marie Antoinette’s execution, when the Convention discussed 
the participation of women in politics, Jacobin deputy d’Eglantine 
said that “women’s clubs are not composed of mothers and families, 
daughters of families, sisters . . . but rather of adventuresses [a 
word that was repeatedly used to refer to women like Jeanne and 
Marie Antoinette].”103 To reestablish the “natural order” and return 
women to the domestic sphere, the deputies outlawed all women’s 
clubs. The new female citizen was one withdrawn into the private 
sphere—but not into a secretive sphere of self-mastery and power 
from which one can dissimulate and gain control. Rather, it was a 
restrictive, maternal, domestic, and silent private sphere in which 
women would still remain strictly surveilled and curtailed by the 
public (male) gaze.
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ConClusions
 Snyder notes that for the dissimulating individual, the 
examination and management of one’s thoughts and emotions, as 
well as the creation of a private sphere, were considered “defining 
trait[s] of subjectivity itself.” Being a “master of oneself” thus led 
to being the “master of others,” and this was precisely the power 
perceived as particularly threatening when wielded by women in 
the creation of the French Republic.104 The political transition of 
the French Revolution is often spoken of through the dichotomy 
between the dissimulation of the Old Regime and the transparency of 
the Republic. However, Rohan’s acquittal by the considerably anti-
royal establishment of the Parisian parlement, and the ecstatic public 
support and reaction Rohan received, meant that his dissimulation, 
deceit, and secrets, both in his life as a courtier as well as in his trial, 
were excused rather than condemned. The problem was not so much 
the ethics or morality of dissimulation, but rather the significant power 
that an individual could arbitrarily attain through dissimulation— 
and, most problematically, the attainment of this power by women. 
Dissimulation was a way for people who were often barred from 
power in “official” channels to gain influence and a voice. In the 
Old Regime, women could possess social mobility and successfully 
navigate the public sphere by constructing private identities in which 
they could cultivate hidden motives and ambitious desires outside 
of the surveilling gaze of men. This privacy was the danger that 
the Queen and Jeanne represented and were punished for, all while 
the equally dissimulating Rohan walked away free and celebrated. 
Dissimulation only posed a real threat when it was in the hands of 
women, allowing them to become potentially powerful actors who 
could use dissimulation to undermine the world men created and 
the authority they held. In the creation of the New Republic, just 
like Marie Antoinette’s identity was meant to belong to France, all 
women needed to belong to La Nation. The public needed to own the 
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female body, to write over it; it needed to be visible and controlled 
at all times, void of opaque, private inner selves that women could 
know, regulate, and use.
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